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Preface
This book aims to give a voice to people who have often been
quantified and theorized about, but who have rarely had a chance
to talk about their own vexed situations. In pubs, at garden parties
and elsewhere, the mere mention of words like ‘poverty’ or
‘economic hardship’ conjures up a host of different images and
invites a range of personal theories of causation. Sometimes our
notions are informed by valid experiences; all too commonly they
have a meagre knowledge base or are derived from sheer prejudice.
Attributions of blame for the existence of widespread poverty amidst
affluence span individual sloth or incompetence and the structures
of capitalist society. Some of the poor blame themselves for their
plight; others see themselves as victims of an oppressive social
system. Accordingly, some are docile, some are angry. In the pages
that follow an attempt is made to inform readers about the
differential nature, the causes and the impact of poverty in
Australia. To this end we went to the prime information source,
people who are actually suffering severe economic hardship, and
simply asked them to relate their own thoughts and experiences.
We interviewed about forty people experiencing varying degrees
of poverty, and twenty-one of their stories are presented in this
book. As far as possible we used our resources to find repre
sentatives of those population groups whose income affords only
basic, subsistence living: aged pensioners without assets, lone
parents, those who cannot work because of sickness, full-time
wage-earners on low pay, and unemployed workers. They were
referred to us by trade unions, youth organizations, ethnic groups,
welfare agencies, health centres and unemployment groups, and by
word of mouth. In the sampling process and, later, in choosing
which of the stories should be included in the book, we were
concerned to represent a mix of individual and social poverty
situations in Australia. At the same time, we recognized that it is
beyond the scope (and purpose) of a qualitative study such as this
to represent proportionately those groups that are most vulnerable
to subsistence living. We have included stories from a broad crossvii
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section of low-income earners in an attempt to piece together a
comprehensive picture of poverty in Australia. While historical
aspects are portrayed as part of that overall picture, we have
focused essentially on Australian poverty as it is now experienced.
Where possible we have further attempted to select accounts that
echo typical features of vulnerable population groups. For example,
migrants who were interviewed mentioned such things as low pay,
disagreeable working conditions, ignorance about rights, and
cultural alienation, perpetuated and exaggerated by limited oppor
tunities to learn English. Migrants who exhibited several of those
features in their oral histories stood a greater chance of inclusion in
the book. From a sampling point of view, two groups proved
especially difficult to represent. Recently arrived migrants who
came as refugees, or after a lengthy wait for a visa, often showed a
pronounced tendency to play down the extent of their poverty in
Australia. This seemed to be due partly to cultural mores stressing
pride, gratitude and privacy, and partly to their earlier relative
experiences of poverty; but there were also indications that it
reflected a deep-seated anxiety that they might jeopardize their
chance of remaining permanently in their adoptive country if they
were too outspoken. The other group that proved difficult to tap is
that generally referred to as the ‘genteel poor’—people whose
elegant life-style has given way to frugality because their income
has fallen markedly, but who, for reasons of security and sentiment,
are not able to realize assets such as their houses. Though they
might be struggling to make ends meet in much the same way as
other low-income groups, they do not readily identify themselves
as poor, and are not represented in this book.
In considering the method of presentation of the oral records,
thought was given to the adoption of a thematic approach in which
material would be arranged under headings of various elements of
poverty. This approach was rejected on the grounds that it would
segment the material and abstract it by removing it from its original
context. We were concerned to demonstrate the links between the
causes and manifestations of poverty a s t h e y w e r e p e r c e i v e d a n d
r e l a t e d b y th e p o o r th e m s e lv e s . Rather than analyse the data in terms
of a particular mode of categorization, or develop a theoretical
orientation, supplemented by illustrative case examples, we wanted
those with insufficient income to be able to tell their own stories, to
relate the dynamics of their situations as they perceived them, and to
impose their own framework on the material. A further problem
was whether sometimes to edit out recurrent themes—such as
viii
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housing problems, job insecurity and poor nutrition—in order to
help keep the reader’s interest. This was resolved in favour of
presenting common characteristics and consequences of poverty as
they were identified by respondents. It seemed no less important to
show the frequency with which similar social conditions beset the
poor than to demonstrate their unique experience of, or responses
to, those factors.
The rule of thumb in editing people’s stories was that their own
emphases and use of language should be kept intact. There were
occasional temptations to meddle with people’s grammar or idiom,
to alter the tone of their account or to make their spoken word
consistent over the whole story. In oral records, changes in tense
sometimes occur in mid-sentence, shifts between plural and singular
forms may occur irregularly, and some words are mispronounced.
We have restrained temptations to correct the originals, first by
careful attention to the taped material, then by proof-reading at
each stage of editing. Most of the editing was aimed at giving the
material a more logical flow through the reorganization of passages
scattered over two or more interviews. The editing also aimed at
increasing the readability of material by eliminating incoherent
passages and repetition within the one person’s story where it
seemed to add nothing to the account. Nevertheless, phrases are
sometimes reiterated within a person’s edited story in order to
demonstrate preoccupations and stress; and occasionally, desultory
material has not been refined, so as to indicate people’s equivocation
or diffidence in relating certain episodes in their lives. Above all,
though, we have attempted to allow respondents to develop their
own emphases in interview, and to edit lightly so as to preserve
faithfully the content and style of their accounts.
All the people whose stories appear in this book were interviewed
on at least two occasions. Each of them was paid ten dollars as a
gesture of appreciation of their time and assistance. Where possible,
we selected interviewers who had some familiarity with respondents’
experiences through their past work, their geographical location or
their ethnic background. Interviews with migrants were conducted
in the respondents’ native language by bilingual interviewers, who
then transcribed the material and translated it into English. In one
case the writer conducted the interview through an interpreter,
since an experienced bilingual interviewer in the relevant language
could not be found. Following an initial approach to outline the
requirements and purpose of the project, one of a team of inter
viewers conducted a taped interview, usually of about an hour’s
IX
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duration. On that occasion interviewers used only a few prompts
which focused on broad questions of income and expenditure and
on emergent social and psychological factors. The initial interview
was painstakingly transcribed and its content reflected upon by the
writer, the interviewer and (in nearly all cases) the interviewee.
Inevitably, some follow-up was necessary so as to clarify issues
such as the sequence of events or actual financial details. From
time to time, the interviewers (most of them trained in social
casework) had to adjust their sights so as to concentrate on economic
hardship and its concomitants, rather than on relationships which
may not have been apposite to the issues at hand and that, in fact,
sometimes served as diversions from them. References to personal
relationships have been included in the edited stories only to the
extent that they explain essential links in persons’ histories or may
be seen to bear relevance to the incidence of poverty.
Following the initial taped interviews, the writer forwarded to
interviewers a series of questions arising out of the original
transcript. These questions were intended to clarify and amplify
those principal factors that had emerged from the first interview. If
the respondent had highlighted job instability as a major cause of
poverty, or emotional turmoil and rent arrears as a major con
sequence of it, then those individually drawn stresses were pursued
in subsequent interviews. At that stage interviewers were also
provided with a series of prompts covering a range of goods and
services that middle-class Australians may take for granted, but
that working-class groups are commonly denied. Thus the first
interview was very mildly structured, and subsequent interviews
were essentially concerned with developing those issues that
interviewees had themselves identified as being of central impor
tance. Interviewers were directed to ask probing questions of a
general nature and, as respondents developed their own emphases,
to coax elaborative information from them. In the editing of the
stories the names of all persons and towns were altered in order to
maintain anonymity. When each oral history was completed a
draft copy was sent to the interviewer and, later, to the respondent,
so that any factual distortions could be corrected or other necessary
amendments made. The interviewees were shown the brief intro
ductions to their stories, as a matter of courtesy and to give them a
chance to suggest any revisions. They were also asked to read and
then sign each page of their edited story as authentication of it. A
few minor clarifications of detail occurred at this stage, and one
story was expanded slightly to incorporate autobiographical notes
x
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that the earlier interviews had stimulated. The nature of the
feedback from interviewees proved heartening and, generally
speaking, the edited stories remained intact.
While displaying a range of individual attributes and motivations,
just as the rest of the population does, the people whose stories
appear in this book share in common the dismal fact that their
wage, or benefit entitlement, or pension, affords them only very
basic, subsistence living, in a land that boasts vast resources and
widespread affluence. Their stories suggest a host of recom
mendations for changes in social, industrial and economic policies
and structures, in order to redress the gross inequalities of which
they are victims. Hopefully, their accounts may go some way
towards informing our notions of poverty, and showing just cause
why far-reaching social change needs to be implemented so that
‘egalitarianism’ in Australia may be other than mythical. If the
publication of these oral histories helps to promote such a trend,
then the courage and candour of those who related their stories will
not go unrewarded, and the life chances of thousands of others will
be enhanced.
Graeme Brewer
M a rch 1 9 8 0
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Introduction
P o v e r t y in A u s t r a l i a

In Australia there are no beggars in the street to remind us of the
existence of the poor, nor are there obvious urban ghettos or other
striking indicators of poverty. Partly as a consequence of this, the
popular myth that Australia is blessed with social equality still
abounds. Yet, as the recent Australian Government Commission of
Inquiry into Poverty concluded, 18 per cent of Australians subsist
below, or perilously close to, its austere poverty line. Though many
of us believe otherwise, abundance is not ubiquitous. Most of us in
the ‘lucky country’ may command a secure and sufficient income
and live among relatively well-to-do people in agreeable sur
roundings; but being removed from the poor and their complex
problems often leads us to the mistaken view that ours is a country
that is free of poverty. As the Poverty Inquiry has demonstrated,
however, many thousands are in dire straits. That no one starves or
is permanently homeless may be substantially true. But such a
narrow, absolutist view extracts the notion of poverty from the
very social context in which we define our worth—relative to
others. As well, limiting the concept of poverty to the most basic
means of existence approximates the human experience to that of
mere animal survival. Starvation may be absolute, but poverty (like
wealth) is a comparative term. As such, it cannot sensibly be
removed from the context in which people live.
As a relative social description, poverty goes beyond income
levels to encompass material goods, educational resources, occupa
tional benefits, local environment, leisure opportunities and the
prospects for participation across a broad spectrum of community
activities. As other writers have noted, ‘to be poor is not just to be
located at the tail end of some distribution of income, but to be
placed in a particular relationship of inferiority to the wider
society’.1 It is thus more feasible and relevant to define poverty, not
as a narrow measure of nutritional need, but as a form of relative
deprivation across the range of goods and services. As social and
economic resources are maldistributed world-wide and within
1
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nations, the concept of poverty as ‘relative deprivation’ is applicable
both internationally and intra-nationally. Hierarchies of wealth
and of access to capital and services operate across and within
nations, allowing some to enjoy the ‘good life’ and subjecting
others to poverty.
In the Australian context, the Commission of Inquiry into
Poverty reported that 10 per cent of ‘income units’ were below the
poverty line, and another 8 per cent were less than 20 per cent
above that line. The Commission drew the poverty line ‘at an
austere low level. . . It cannot seriously be argued that those below
this austere line, whom we describe as “very poor”, are not so.’2 Yet
18 per cent of Australians were found to be existing below that line
or precariously close to it. Given that exclusion from the work
force evidently constitutes a major link with poverty, the extra
ordinary rises in unemployment over the past few years will have
catapulted more people into severe economic hardship, thus
swelling the numbers reported by the Commission to be in poverty
or on the brink of it.
Because of their dependence on a social security pension or
benefit that falls below the poverty line, certain population groups
—single parents, invalid pensioners, aged persons, unemployed
workers and others —are especially vulnerable to poverty. Fatherless
families were found by the Poverty Inquiry to have the highest
incidence of poverty. There is a significant shortfall between the
poverty line and the level of social security payment for the over
whelming proportion of claimants.3 A couple with four children,
for example, receiving a social security payment (plus family
allowance) are left approximately $27 below the poverty line. As
family size increases, so too does the gap between the poverty line
and the level of social security pensions and benefits. Regardless of
how well pensioners and beneficiaries may budget, they will remain
in serious economic hardship because of the insufficiency of their
income.
Although nearly three-quarters of Australians living below the
Commission’s poverty line are not in the workforce, a substantial
number of families (about 110000 individual workers, plus their
dependants) live in poverty because of the sheer inadequacy of
their wages.4 In particular, ‘large families on the minimum wage are
in a desperate situation—with four children the poverty gap is 20
per cent, with seven children it is 31 per cent’.5 The sorry fact is
that for all our illusions of general affluence and equality, about
two and a half million Australians live in poverty, or on the brink
of it.
2
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The oral histories in this volume indicate the extent and nature
of the struggles and deprivations encountered by Australians in
poverty. Those who told us their stories are poor and denied a host
of goods and services that are available to others. They are also
relatively powerless pawns in society without the opportunity to
make forward plans. What most of us may readily take for granted
is for them a battle to make ends meet.
The characteristics and consequences of poverty as revealed by
those who told us their stories embody a whole array of factors.
While some such factors may be present in the lives of Australians
who are relatively well off, the poor experience a much greater
aggregation of them. Additionally, just as there is a ‘straw that
breaks the camel’s back’, the prevalence of any one of these factors
falls disproportionately more heavily on the poor, since they are
already burdened by economic insufficiency and have substantially
fewer opportunities to offset their difficulties through the use of
assets or relative social privilege. Qualitatively, as well as quanti
tatively, each individual hardship weighs particularly heavily on
them. Often, too, the same factor takes on a different meaning
among different income groups. For example, all social groups (at
least occasionally) shop for ‘specials’. In the case of middle and
upper income groups such thrift is valued in itself and usually frees
money for other (often pleasurable) purposes. But, being aware
that they exercise no choice in ‘buying cheap’, the poor commonly
experience feelings of degradation more than the self-satisfaction
that may otherwise come from thrift.
When strung together, the characteristics and derivatives of
poverty as related to us in people’s oral records form a huge and
daunting list that runs to several pages.6 In regard to employment,
for example, the poor encounter such disadvantages as: low-paid
work, often in dangerous, dirty, back-breaking, unsatisfying or
noxious conditions; night or double shifts to earn an adequate
income, despite resultant family and social disruption; financial
exploitation in the work-place; risk of short notice of retrenchment;
inability to build superannuation entitlements; working when ill to
stave off a sacking; not having a choice whether to work in paid
employment or stay at home with children; absence of occupational
choice; lack of spare cash or flexible working hours to undertake
further educational activities; high vulnerability to unemployment.
Connected with these disadvantages are many others that are
evidenced in areas as diverse as housing, physical and emotional
health, education and social relationships. Disruption in one aspect
of our lives may set off a chain reaction that cuts deeply into our
3
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whole existence. Where no economic buffer exists, the reper
cussions are likely to be extremely far-reaching.
Those among us who are scornful of the ‘coping ability’ of the
poor, or support popularized jingoism that ‘if you have a go, you
can do it’, may do well to reflect upon how well they would fare
themselves in the face of those immense odds that confront the
poor. As the following stories indicate, it is not the motivation or
the ethics or the aspirations of the poor that divide them from those
who are better off, but the inequality of income and resource
distribution. After all, to pull yourself up by your bootstraps, you
must first have boots.
P o v e r t y V e rsu s W e a lth

In spite of the monumental problems facing people on low incomes,
at times of economic recession and stringency it is the incomes of
wage-earners and ‘welfare bludgers’ that come under particularly
close public scrutiny. Given the closer association of those who are
prosperous with the upper echelons of power, it is not unknown for
those receiving incomes in the region of $30 000 to be instructing
those with incomes of $5000 or less that their demands for increased
money are wreaking havoc upon the country’s economy. Though
welfare benefits to those who are better off do not escape scrutiny,
neither do they seem to arouse the same hysteria. As well, the
alleged tax burdens on the middle class, or the problems of business,
tend to capture greater media gaze than does the plight of the poor.
In the current economic circumstances the poor are obviously
very vulnerable to unemployment, and at such a time of high
inflation they do not have the option of offsetting erosions of
income by investing in property or some other commodity that is
likely to keep pace with price rises. Moreover, the paucity of their
income means that they must spend all of it to sustain themselves.
Until indexation increases apply, enabling pensioners and bene
ficiaries temporarily to catch up with prior movements in prices,
there is an erosion of income that, even to start with, is below the
poverty line. Since inflation does not proceed at a constant rate
over every item of expenditure, the poor will be hit harder when
there are spiralling costs on basic items, such as food and fuel, on
which they spend disproportionately more of their income. Also,
wages and welfare payments are regulated more strictly than prices
and profits. And while the poor are solely dependent on social
security payments or their earnings from labour, those who are
well off may protect or enhance their economic status by the
4
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exercise of their capital as well as their labour. Accordingly, poverty
(and wealth) becomes a matter of peoples’ relationship to the
system of production and their ability to acquire income from their
labour and/or their capital.
Because of their lack of capital, the poor can afford fewer goods
and services, what they get is often of inferior quality, and they pay
more for them. For example, those of us with assets can pay cash
for durable items. The poor are frequently forced to enter into
expensive hire-purchase contracts in order to acquire basic house
hold items like lounge-room furniture or refrigerators. Those of us
on middle or high incomes may buy our own house, thus protecting
our money against inflation. On top of that, for a time mortgage
payments were tax-deductible, and at present home savings grants
are available—as extra rewards for having a healthy income.
The poor are not able to install fuel-saving devices, such as
insulating material, and therefore end up with higher fuel costs.
Being without a freezer, washing machine or sewing machine
ultimately means greater expense: food cannot be bought cheaply
in bulk, clothes cannot be mended as well or made at home.
Similarly, being without a car dictates more expensive food
purchases from local shops, rather than from large food stores or
markets. In buying goods of inferior quality, the poor encounter
further disadvantage as consumers, often to the detriment of their
health. The poor do not enjoy tax-deductible business lunches and
overseas business trips, nor car allowances and other taxation
perks. They often live in more densely populated, highly polluted
areas, where there are poorer recreational facilities and other
amenities and where professional groups such as lawyers and
doctors are notably sparse.7
As Backett8 points out, in detail, socio-economic and demo
graphic factors exert a potent influence on people’s health.
Working-class groups have been found to exhibit substantially
higher rates of chronic and acute illness. Moreover, the financial
attraction of a carbohydrate diet, sufficient to cause weight
problems even for a distance runner in full training, increases the
vulnerability to heart disease and diabetes. Even at the time of
birth there is a relationship (though here in the opposite direction)
between babies’ weight and socio-economic class. Infant mortality,
also, in Australia and elsewhere, is highly related to provision of
health services and to nutritional and socio-economic factors. As
Cox points out, ‘Perinatal mortality is higher in Fitzroy and Collingwood than in Box Hill and Chelsea, and in Leichhardt and Marrick5
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ville than in Camden and Kogarah, and in Port Adelaide and
Woodville than in Glenelg and Henley.’9 Among Australia’s
impoverished black population the infant mortality rate remains
considerably higher still.10
In education, ‘social class is strongly linked to the nature and
extent of the use of educational services’.11 A study by Schonell,
Roe and Middleton,12 for example, revealed that the children of
professional and administrative workers were over-represented
among university entrants, while children of semi-skilled and
unskilled workers were grossly under-represented. Though the
former group comprised only 8 per cent of the general population,
42 per cent of university entrants came from such families; the
semi-skilled and unskilled workers comprised 35 per cent of the
general population, but only 3.5 per cent of children from those
families were to be found among the university group. While 56
per cent of ‘gifted’ children with professional or semi-professional
fathers went on to university, merely 9 per cent of such children
whose fathers worked in semi-skilled or unskilled jobs proceeded
to university. Enormous differences in educational attainment
occurred between social class groups even when intellectual ability
was held constant. Supporting evidence comes in a submission to
the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty.13 Of those young people
in the sample with professional fathers, over a half gained their
Higher School Certificate, as against only 6 per cent of those whose
fathers were semi-skilled or unskilled workers. Of the 73 per cent
who left technical schools at Form 4 or earlier, some entered
apprenticeships, but approximately two-thirds moved into unskilled
or semi-skilled jobs or joined the ranks of the jobless. By contrast,
children from higher income families, predictably, are substantially
over-represented in professional and managerial jobs. In those
positions they typically command an upper level income, frequently
with the chance of capital accumulation. As Ackerman e t a l .14 have
indicated, using American data, those earning an income of $10000
per annum or less derive nearly all of it from their labour; those
with an annual income of $50 000-$ 100 000 derive only about a
third of it from labour.
Analysis of the distribution of income in Australia shows that the
poorest 20 per cent of citizens receive disposable income that is less
than 7 per cent of total income.15 Yet inequality through distribution
of wealth exceeds inequality through distribution of income.16
Raskall’s analysis demonstrates that the most acquisitive 5 per cent
of Australians have more wealth holdings than the least affluent 90
6
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per cent put together. In other words, about 2000 rich Australians
own as much as the 2 225 000 poorest. ‘Large disparities in income
are dwarfed by the uneven ownership of personal wealth.’17
P o v e r t y a n d I d e o lo g y

There are many diverse theories about why such broad economic
disparities exist, and just as many proposed antidotes to poverty
and ideas about the ‘deservingness’ of the poor. Poverty theories
and solutions may be divided, crudely but usefully, into con
servative, liberal and radical views.
The conservative view holds that absolute poverty (that is, at
starvation level) has been eliminated and that relative poverty is
inevitable. Proponents of this view argue that market forces should
be left to operate with minimal government interference and that
consequent economic growth is potentially fruitful to all. Since
individuals are deemed to be in charge of their own destiny, the
exercise of sufficient endeavour will avert poverty. The focus for
the alleviation of poverty is, therefore, the will of the individual. If
not explicitly, at least by implication, the poor are thus regarded as
motivationally and ethically distinct from those who are not poor.
It is the indolence or profligacy or some other feature of the life
style of the poor that causes their hardship. The key to the
mitigation of poverty is, therefore, behavioural modification.
The liberal view accords social structures a partial role in the
causation of poverty. Its advocates contend that government has a
function in the alleviation of poverty by helping the poor to adapt
to prevailing institutions, by providing ‘adequate’ income transfers
through the social security system, and, especially, by intervening
in order to equalize opportunity. The theory goes that equalizing
educational opportunity, for example, provides a foundation for
equality of opportunity in the market-place. While social class and
current inequalities are viewed as important factors in the etiology
of poverty, the thrust of liberal policy is to equalize opportunity
across society, thereby enabling individual will to prevail.
According to the radical view, poverty is an inevitable outcome
of the nature and functions of capitalism. Just as economic
hegemony by wealthy nations is used to exploit the resources of
poorer nations, the control of capital by a small number of
individuals and private corporations within one country serves to
fill the pockets of some at the expense of others. Wealth and
income resources are held and distributed unequally. And since
competition and preservation of socio-economic position is the
7
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name of the game, vast inequalities are perpetuated through the
social system. Moreover, since the competitive environment that is
fostered is anathema to social co-operation, profiting few at the
expense of many, the system itself is morally bankrupt. Thus it is
contended that social values must be transformed and, more
importantly, social justice pursued through the restructuring of
social and economic institutions. The eradication of poverty is
outside individual control and its elimination is conditional upon
profound structural change.
Both the conservative and radical views embrace the notion that
relative poverty is inevitable in our society, but for opposite reasons.
One embeds the reasons for the existence of poverty in personal
weakness, in sloth or in some other character defect. The other sees
poverty as a social condition, caused and maintained by unjust
structures, differential access to capital and unequal distribution of
income and wealth. The former view has been referred to as
‘blaming the victim’.18 Rather than focusing on the obvious fact
that poverty is primarily a lack of money, it shifts the focus onto
the personal attributes of the poor. The significance of structural
factors is thus diminished and the essence of poverty is passed over
in favour of blaming the poor for their condition. In this way the
poor encounter the double jeopardy of being socially maligned as
well as lacking sufficient money. The phenomenon of ‘blaming the
victim’ is clearly demonstrated in the current unemployment debate
in Australia. Although there is an immense shortage of employment
vacancies, those who are jobless are upbraided for their lack of
endeavour. Incredibly, a recent media poll showed that most
Australians think that lack of effort to find work, rather than lack
of jobs, is the major cause of unemployment. Despite official
concessions that ‘bludgers’ are not representative of the unemployed
—most of whom are acknowledged to be ‘genuine’ job-seekers—
such negative labelling harms the whole group. As with the jobless,
the poor are frequently castigated for causing their own plight,
without any regard to the social, economic and industrial structures
that frame their lives.
In halcyon times free-market advocates commenting on poverty
have been prone to claim that rapid economic growth would enable
the spoils of the rich quickly to become the prerogative of the poor
—as Titmuss has parodied, ‘poverty would gracefully succumb to
the diffusion of abundance’.19 Though notions of what constitutes
relative poverty are not fixed in time, gross social and economic
inequalities have none the less remained intact over time. Pro
8
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duction of a larger national cake is neither a palliative nor a panacea
for poverty unless its division is more equal. As Roby20 has noted, it
is the ‘unequal distribution of resources rather than a lack of
resources [that] has maintained poverty’. In this light the signi
ficance of individual motivation to lift oneself out of poverty is
clearly negligible. The overriding determinant of ‘who gets what’ is
the distribution of income and capital resources. Over this the poor
have little control, if any, and so they remain at the tail end of the
distribution.
But there is still the romantic myth bolstered by ‘rags to riches’
stories in the media that may be quite authentic but are quite
atypical, that the poor have the ability to change their situation. It
is enlightening to consider just what scope there is for pensioners
and beneficiaries, or low wage earners and their families, to escape
poverty when they are dependent on an income that leaves them
below the poverty line. No matter how self-denying they may be in
regard to ‘luxury’ items, or how efficient their budgeting on
necessities, they are still trapped in a situation of receiving an
income that will not meet established standards of good nutrition
and health. Notwithstanding their personal skills or weaknesses,
the level of their income consigns them to debt and impoverish
ment. The argument that it is up to the poor to relieve their own
situation takes no account of the income that is available to them,
nor of the structural determinants of that income.
Although the liberal argument that the answer to poverty lies in
equalization of opportunity attempts to balance personal and
structural factors, it contains problems of logic. For unless social
institutions are controlled in such a way that there is an equalization
of income and wealth distribution, then providing equality of
opportunity guarantees only that there will be even more of a
scramble for well-paid jobs in secure industries and so on. The
liberal theory also overlooks the fact that there is a limited
availability of certain community goods. In this regard, Hirsch21
distinguishes between m a t e r i a l
go, access to wh
by one’s level of disposable income, and p o s i t i o n a l g o o d s , access to
which is a function of income relative to others. To the extent that
economic growth enables the fulfilment of our basic material needs,
expenditure on positional goods grows more salient. But positional
goods—such as highly remunerated professional jobs; houses with
a harbour view, near transport networks or in unpolluted areas;
work with agreeable conditions; places in tertiary institutions—are
in limited supply. Thus, if equality of opportunity were to prevail
9
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and everyone strove similarly, no greater number of people would
end up being better off. At best there would be some fluctuating
fortunes and a more random distribution of poverty. Seemingly,
the financial gulfs between us can only be bridged if the structures
that maintain them are changed.
Since current wage structures, capital control, distribution of
services, fiscal measures and other social, economic, industrial and
political factors promote or sustain large-scale economic disparities,
the eradication of poverty apparently rests on altering those
structures. From a policy point of view, the question that poses
itself is the extent of change that is to be pursued. Like the level at
which the poverty line or a guaranteed minimum income is to be
set, this is essentially a political question. Just what is our com
mitment to the removal of poverty? Are we content to rely on
welfare handouts that will temporarily prop up the poor, and
perhaps quell social disruption, or are we prepared to tackle the
causes of poverty at their roots?
S o lu t io n s to P o v e r t y

As we have seen, the types of policies proposed and adopted in
order to combat poverty arise from different understanding of the
root of the problem. Those who contend that there is a culture of
poverty, with unique behavioural manifestations that are trans
mitted across generations, invariably view poverty as a condition
that is best dealt with by attempting to change the behaviour of the
poor. Traditional casework methods that have dominated social
work practice rest on such a view. Those who adopt a structural
analysis of poverty may still identify unique behavioural mani
festations among impoverished groups, but the focus of struc
turalists is on external, societal issues rather than personal factors.
That criminal convictions, for example, occur disproportionately
among the working class is attributed by structuralists not to any
unique value system, but to the frustration of the poor in realizing
dominant social values through legitimate means. Working-class
people are relatively deprived to begin with, and they are then
forced to compete unequally for resources. On top of this, labelling
of criminal activity and court sentencing practices reflect class bias,
so there is a much greater probability that the poor rather than the
rich will be tagged as deviant. Similarly in education, structuralists
stress factors such as class size, curriculum revision and inadequacy
of school resources when discussing unequal achievement of
children from differing social class areas. People who adopt a
10
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‘cultural’ perspective tend to stress attitude change and individual
effort. Structuralists note generally that the ‘culture of poverty’ is
more evident in class-stratified societies than where the develop
ment of equality is given high priority. To remove poverty, it is
contended, requires transformation of the social system that
generates and reinforces economic and other inequalities.
One of the challenges in devising policies that will relieve or
eliminate poverty lies in the avoidance of further stigmatizing the
poor by isolating them as a special social group. In accordance with
their ideological position, conservatives define the poor as a distinct
group with unique behavioural patterns. Conservatives tend to
stress the importance of maintaining public order, and this pre
occupation is reflected in their interventions with the poor.
Historically, many laws and social interventions have been made
primarily to restrain the poor; in several Australian states, for
example, vagrancy is still a punishable offence. Much social case
work proceeds on the assumption that the poor are inferior in some
way and require counselling aimed at socializing them. Not
surprisingly, the persistence of economic insufficiency promotes
stress; and since behavioural manifestations of such stress remain
in the face of casework, the original belief that the root problem is
one of moral or intellectual inferiority may well be reinforced. In
this way further individual casework is legitimized and extra stigma
is cultivated. The same trap, of formulating policies that in the end
serve to separate and stigmatize the poor, exists for those holding
liberal or radical perspectives. The growth of group and community
work, for example, has not removed the stigma that attaches to the
poor as a distinct group, though such developments have tended to
shift the focus away from individual responsibility to a recognition
of the constraining role of the social context.
In recent times much effort has been made through community
work to identify structural causes of poverty and to develop
collective action to overturn them. At local levels important gains
have sometimes been made through organizations of the poor
confronting policy-makers. Generally speaking though, the poor
occupy the weakest position when it comes to lobbying or com
peting for public funds. And to the extent that they are stigmatized
as producers of their own plight, their organization publicly runs
the danger of merely isolating them further as a social group and
providing a clearer focus for opprobrium.
As a means of erasing stigma and its consequences, Waxman22
has argued for the development of universal, ‘class-transcending’
11
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policies and programmes based on the rights of all citizens. Such an
approach could identify the potential benefits for all socio-economic
groups; and while still allowing for positive discrimination (in
favour of those whose needs are greatest), this approach would
reduce the risk of stigma attaching to the poor. Before its decimation
by political fiat the Australian Assistance Plan could be said to
have operated successfully in promoting community participation
and universal rights, with elements of positive discrimination.
Introduction of a universal income maintenance scheme would also
significantly reduce the stigma that currently attaches to welfare
claimants. The worst aspects of poverty in Australia could be
eliminated by reforms to the income security system so that no
pensioner, beneficiary or wage-earner (or their families) received
an income that was below the poverty line. To this end the
Commission of Inquiry into Poverty in Australia has been foremost
in recommending the introduction of a guaranteed minimum
income scheme as a simple and effective method of eliminating
hard-core poverty. Though it may be argued that the Commission
has set the poverty level too low, and played down devices other
than direct taxation as redistributive mechanisms, nevertheless the
adoption of its major recommendation for a universal income
maintenance scheme would be a highly significant step in removing
dire economic hardship.
A discussion paper recently prepared by the Brotherhood of
St Laurence and the Centre for Urban Research and Action23
posits that, given tax reforms based on need and equity, all
Australians could be guaranteed an income above poverty-line
estimates. According to this proposed scheme, approximately 70
per cent of taxpayers would contribute less to public revenue.
Single people with personal income above average weekly earnings
would pay an increased proportion in tax. A couple with two
children would pay additional personal tax only when their income
was approximately double the average weekly earnings rate.
Additional public revenue needed to finance the guaranteed
minimum income scheme would be raised by indirect tax on
certain luxury goods and services, by the abandonment of income
splitting for tax purposes, by an increase in estate gift duty, and
through the introduction of a wealth tax on assets. Because of the
paucity of Australian data on wealth holdings, it is difficult to
calculate the revenue potential in this area. It can be said, however,
that Australia is among a minority of advanced capitalist countries
that does not impose a wealth tax. Furthermore, an aggregation of
12
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direct and indirect taxes in tables prepared by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development shows the level of
taxation in Australia to be among the very lowest.24 The extra
revenue needed for a universal income maintenance scheme could
be raised without imposing a major burden on taxpayers, if the
nation’s will to guarantee the elimination of dire poverty be
sufficiently strong.
At a time when people’s traditional means to income security is
increasingly jeopardized by inexorable rises in the level of un
employment, there exists a fresh onus to discover methods to
prevent the spread of poverty. In the current climate of growing
unemployment, with the prospect of further acceleration of dis
placement (or attrition) of workers through technological develop
ment, the need is paramount to devise progressive policies that
guarantee income security independently of people’s work status.
With a sizable shortfall in jobs the vexed question of individuals’
motivation to work grows increasingly irrelevant. Yet, in spite of
the structural barriers to employment (and the excess of job
seekers over job vacancies), much opposition to a guaranteed
minimum income scheme rests on the doubtful assumption that its
introduction would herald a significant erosion of the incentive to
work. While such a firm nexus between work status and income
security persists, the public acceptability of any guaranteed income
level is dubious. As Waxman has noted, ‘Since the whole idea
behind a guaranteed annual income is to provide a minimum
“decent” subsistence level, and since there must always be
provisions to protect the work incentive, would not that incentive
have to be the desire to raise oneself above the minimum level,
thereby making the minimum level indecent?’25
The introduction of a guaranteed minimum income would not,
of course, eliminate the pervasive, alienating and debilitating
features of relative poverty. A deeper attack on poverty and its
corollaries would be necessary if our present broad disparities in
income and wealth are to be dislodged.

★
In Australia at present there are gross inequalities in the distribution
of income. The distribution of wealth is even more inequitable: the
‘top five per cent own more than the bottom ninety per cent put
together’.26 The income tax structure is not redistributive and is
regressive in the low income ranges.27 More than 18 per cent of
13
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Australians live below, or perilously close to, the Commission’s
austerely drawn poverty line.28
If poverty as a social condition is to be tackled with a view to
eliminating it, then we should be looking at such measures as
reducing wage differentials, raising additional public revenue
through taxation, for example, a capital gains tax and implementing
social policies that would distribute community services more
fairly. Only then will the following stories of severe economic
and social deprivation fall within the ambit of history rather than
contemporary social research.
Graeme Brewer
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‘Wally’ is an affable, broad-shouldered, big-bellied father of two.
He talks in very measured tones, only rarely giving an indication of
emotion. In his publicly rented flat he wears khaki shorts and a
navy blue singlet, remnants of his days in the labour force.
Nowadays, in his late twenties, he busies himself with household
chores and child rearing. The flat is neat and dotted with large
cushions and furniture that Wally has made. The children’s ‘bitser’
dog plays on the adjoining balcony. From there the traffic noise is
particularly intense.
Wally’s childhood was spent in an urban, working-class environ
ment. The family lived in fairly spartan conditions, but ‘dad
provided as good as he could’. During Wally’s late adolescence, he
was involved in a spate of petty crime before ‘settling down’ to
marriage and full-time, semi-skilled work. However, when his wife
(and their joint income) left him, his weekly rent and hire purchase
repayments on a car and furniture exceeded his modest wage. Not
being able to afford insurance he was stranded when the floods hit
and forced to declare bankruptcy. Now on a supporting parent’s
benefit he and his two children subsist ‘on the bread line’. His
poverty is reflected in the unsatisfactory housing and social
environment in which the children are reared. Wally seeks solace in
a rural environment where ‘nobody’s going to worry about how
well the kids are dressed’ and ‘they’ll slow down a little bit’. His
kids, after all, ‘are just as entitled to things as other kids’.

★
My whole life has been one knock-down after another. As soon as
something starts to pick up there’s always something that will wipe
out everything and we have to start again—or I have to start again.
Not just money-wise, emotion-wise—absolutely everything, you
know. I’ve never seemed to have a good run yet. I’ve never really
had a good run yet!
Dad used to provide for us as good as he could. He was a very
fastidious worker. He used to be an A-grade mechanic until he
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contracted dermatitis so bad that he couldn’t use his hands. The
cracks went right up between his fingers, so he couldn’t do the
mechanical work any more. He started driving trucks and from
there he got into being a salesman. I’ve never known anyone who’s
as honest as my dad. And I think that showed through when he
sold something. He doesn’t throw any shit, you know. Dad did
clerical work at a bakery for a while and he was a cleaner for a few
years. I suppose we were between low and middle income.
Apparently we lived in a tent for the first two years I was alive.
Then we lived in a Housing Commission place in Broadmeadows.
At weekends I used to go and stay with my grandparents. They
lived pretty much in the slums of Fitzroy. The house had holes in
the floor-boards and every time you took a step it’d creak and bang.
The bath used to be out the back and once a week the hot water’d
be carried out from the copper and they’d have a bath. The bath
also did as the wood-shed. The place was always a pig-sty so I used
to do whatever they wanted done to help clean it up. Grandpa was
on the pension. Nan used to work but she never used to get paid for
it. She used to sit at the morgue looking after the bodies and
grandpa used to bring all the stiffs down there. I sat with nan a few
times, at the door of the morgue.
I went as far as half-way through the fourth form before I got
kicked out of Tech. I very rarely wagged it, but I did a lot of damage
in the science room. I put hydrochloric acid on the science teacher’s
seat, so when he sat down it collapsed. I poured mercury on the
floor another time. And once I nearly killed him. I rewired this
machine so that the electricity was running straight through it. He
stuck his hands on it and nearly had a fit. I’d been doing a bit of
thieving, too. There was this group of kids that were doing all these
breakings and enterings —a nice little gang, you know. I was a bit of
a ‘loner’ so I thought, ‘I’ll join this gang.’ Anyhow, I was quite a
nuisance at school so they got rid of me. I went in for an apprentice
ship chef, but I did a few housebreakings and got caught. I was
having a heart attack in court when I was adding up all the years I
was getting sentenced for. When I got back to the jail they told me
what it all meant—that they were concurrent and all I’d got to do
was three years. I wasn’t thinking then what a hell of a lot I’d miss
out on, spending the best years of my life in nick! When I got out I
tried to get a job, but when they knew I’d been in jail nobody
wanted to know anything about me. Anyway, I went up to
Queensland and I got looked after by these three sheilas for a
couple of months. You know? Then I met Pam and after a while we
got married.
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I was working on cranes and hoisting up cement buckets on
building sites. I was a ‘conchie’ worker but we were still up to our
neck in debt as it was, even before the floods came. It had all built
up over a couple of years and when Pam left, like, we were paying
out, I think, a hundred and twenty-six dollars, from memory, per
week. Our hire purchase commitments and rent was a hundred and
twenty-six dollars a week and I was earning a hundred and ten
dollars. That was before even doctors’ bills or bloody food or
anything. So it was just an impossibility without the money Pam
got as a barmaid. I certainly couldn’t pay the bills. And I lost a lot
of sleep over that, that’s for sure. So the only way out I had was to
declare myself bankrupt. But I think if it hadn’t been for the floods
. . . ’cos things were starting to go okay, you know . . . We lost a hell
of a lot in the floods. And we weren’t insured. I haven’t got
insurance now. It’s a matter of being able to afford it. But I can’t
see a flood hitting me here. If we was ever broken into I don’t think
I could replace anything I’ve got, now. You just can’t insure. It’s
about twenty-five dollars to insure your household contents.
I still haven’t got any savings at all. Being a bankrupt and all
that, I’m not allowed to have any anyway—not allowed to have a
bank account, other than for family allowance. But I can’t put
money away, anyway. I’m really on the bread line. Like, the
pension I get now, if I get a bill come in, it throws me off balance
for a while. And if I get two or three . . . well, mum’s pretty good. If
I run out of anything, she’ll get it rather than give me money, you
know. Gets me margarine and sandwiches, now and then, that I
can freeze for Jimmy’s lunches and things like that.
I spend at least a good sixty-five to seventy dollars on food each
fortnight. And then on top of that I’ve got to have milk and bread,
you see. So that’s usually about seven dollars a week. And I smoke.
And if there’s a bill, that’s usually, say, gas or electricity about once
every two months. But for some reason they always seem to come
in early. There’s usually odds and ends —like, Tracey might need a
pair of runners or Jimmy might need a new pair of pants because
they’re both growing up and you’ve got to get them something each
week. At the moment, I don’t need clothes. I mean, I wear these
things into the ground. I don’t buy shoes. I make my own furniture
because it’s cheaper and it’s solid. It’s probably right that ‘necessity
is the mother of invention’. I buy food and things at the market. It
makes it a bit hard because I haven’t got transport. I certainly
couldn’t afford to run a car. I don’t know how the old age pensioners
go, you know, if they’ve got to register their car every year. That’s
murder, registration.
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I haven’t got a great deal of friends. I can count all my friends on
one hand. They’re in couples, of course, and I very rarely see them.
I rarely do. But, you know, once a week, if I’m lucky, I see one of
them, one set. Most of my friends have got vehicles, but they don’t
bother coming round to my place because I’m by meself and the
two kids and most of them are from when I was married, you see.
So there’s two of them and one of me, and they probably feel a little
uncomfortable when I’m by meself, I think. But I haven’t got a
vehicle so I can’t get around to see them. That’s about it, really.
I like to con around and be by meself because I know if I’m by
meself I don’t have to worry about anybody else. I just got to worry
about meself and the kids, and that’s it. No hassles! Emotionally
it’s a worry living on the bread line, though. You tend to get
uptight all the time. I do, anyway. I don’t know about losing sleep
over it, but when you get your cheque and you’ve had the money
from it three or four days, you know, and you see it’s g o n e \
Probably for the week after you get your cheque you’re okay. And
then for the week preceding the next one, you’re broke. You’re
really scratching.
I’d like to work because of the money side of things. But as it is,
see, if I work, I’ve got to pay people to mind the children for a start.
See, if I’m working, the hours are going to be at least, say, eight
o’clock until four, at least. So I’ve got to get somebody to get
Jimmy ready for school—because I can’t have him running around
for an hour before school—and then pick him up in the afternoon.
And I’ve got to have somebody to mind Tracey full-time while I’m
at work. And that’d usually cost at least thirty dollars. Once Tracey
goes to school I can probably do something about it. Financially, it
doesn’t pay at the moment. As I am now, it doesn’t . . . it doesn’t
really pay because the wages I can get aren’t that good. You know?
Really, they’re just not that good. And I tried it before I went on
that pension. I tried to cope with working and looking after the kids
at the same time and it’s just . . . it’s too hard on you, you know—
not physically, but mentally. I used to start at seven-thirty. Now I
had to get up, get the kids dressed. Right? Make them their
breakfast, rush out—because I couldn’t wake them up too early,
you know. I had to leave it as late as I could so they could get their
sleep. After dropping them off, I’d go to work. I’d finish work. I’d
come home, pick them up, go home, start cooking and preparing
tea, give them their tea and let them watch TV for a while, while I
was maybe throwing the washing in . . . race upstairs in the flats
and throw it in the dryer, let that dry, bring it downstairs and iron
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it and then, sort of in between that, be making the beds and
cleaning up the place and . . . Well, really, by the time I’d finished
doing the little ironing and what-have-you—I was trying to do it
every day so it didn’t mount up—I’d be in bed by eleven o’clock
and still hadn’t had time to relax. The only relaxation I was getting
was getting into bed and sleeping the eight hours or whatever it
was. I don’t know whether it’s because I’m too emotional or not,
but it was just too much to cope with.
One thing that would do me would be a nice, long travelling
concession. But you can’t get them for single fathers. I mean, it’d
be good, especially for taking the kids to the pictures. If they’ve got
to pay full fare on public transport, and then I’ve got to pay four
dollars to go to the pictures and two halves for the kids, I can’t take
them! And I think my kids are just as entitled to things as other
kids. Nobody more so, because they haven’t got a mother . . . I’m
hoping the lack of money isn’t going to affect the children. Because
they get . . . they get a great deal of attention, I think, off the grand
parents. So, emotionally, I think my two—except for Jimmy . . .
Sometimes I even resent him being there. It’s very hard to say, but
I know it’s true . . . Maybe . . . I think sometimes I blame him for
the predicament I’m in, you know . . . um . . . I really don’t know.
But I think Tracey’s going to grow up very strong. She’s got a very
strong emotional tie to me. Though Jimmy has, too. But I . . . I
really don’t think it’s going to affect them that much. I hope. They
do miss out on a lot of things, of course, like the Christmas things
and odds and ends like that. I think birthdays are a little drabby
now because I can’t really afford to throw parties and things. But I
don’t think they really miss out on too much, because they’re too
busy playing to realize. And I can only put old clothes on them,
anyway, when they play outside. And they do have a good set to go
out with—every now and then. So I don’t think they really notice it
so much. They don’t get pocket money, but they get a pack of
lollies every now and then—lifesavers, that sort of thing.
The kids, they go out and play, but all they can do is destroy
things because there really isn’t anything constructive that they can
do. They want to go out to play and I say cOkay, you go out and
play.’ Now, when they go out and play I usually go out and work on
the balcony and do a bit of work so I can keep a bit of an eye on
them. Now, it’s a dangerous area for a start because you’ve got
High Street running heavy traffic—trucks all the time—and the
kids play football in a little piece of dirt. And the ball goes on the
road and I’ve seen kids racing across there, grab their football . . .
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They don’t even look at the traffic. They don’t even look at it! I
want to go up the bush because I think the environment up there—
apart from no high-rise—I think it’ll add something. The environ
ment is a very important factor as far as children are concerned.
But these flats, they’re as ratty as you can get. And it’s too
dangerous. Like, there’s no gates on the roof. Now I’ve caught
Tracey on the roof, le a n in g over the top! She’s only about two and a
half foot tall, and to get on to the . . . There’s a fence around the
roof that’s about seven foot high. Now I’ve seen her up on that
bloody roof, up on the ledge! And it’s not just that, but the block is
untidy and there’s no privacy—absolutely nil. I like the area I’m in;
but I don’t like it for the kids one little bit. I’m only putting up
with it because I can’t afford to build a house.
The last house we lived in got condemned by the Health
Commission. It wasn’t fit for human habitation. There were major
leaks through it when it rained. That’s for sure. The foundation
was rotting. I could go round the window sills and you could pick
the wood off with your fingernail. And it was generally sort o f . . .
Half the house was leaning one way, and the other half . . . It was
very cold, very draughty. And the doors were all sort of sunken
down. The plumbing wasn’t too bad, I suppose; but the pressure
wasn’t very good. We got the Health people around—trying to get
the guy to do it up—and the [Health] guy sat down and filled up
about three foolscap pages full of stuff that was wrong with the
place and said, ‘Boy, are they going to have a ball with this!’ So,
anyway, they got onto the owner and he said, ‘Well, you might as
well go.’ So we had to leave. And I certainly couldn’t afford another
bond because this guy wasn’t going to give the bond back, ’cos we
dobbed him in to the Health Commission. Anyway, so I went to
the Housing Commission and said, ‘Look, I need a flat and I don’t
want a high-rise.’
Nobody wants to live like this—in these high-rise. I’d like to get
to the country. It’s nothing, nothing to grow pumpkin, potatoes
and corn. Peas, beans. It just takes a little bit of fertilizer and a bit
of digging. There’s only one general store so there’s no big hassle of
going past a shop and saying, ‘Jeez, I’d like that. I’ll have to get that
for somebody.’ You know? Like, for Tracey or Jimmy, nobody’s
going to worry about how well the kids are dressed there. Like, you
know, it’s country and the people there don’t dress like the city
people. They put on their old clothes because it’s a dirty area. Like,
it’s mud all the time or what-have-you. And the kids are always
running around the pig-sties and what-have-you and getting dirty.
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So nobody will take any notice. I think the kids won’t feel out of
place at all. Maybe for a little while, because they’re city-born and
they’ll have to readjust that fraction where there’s not so much
bustle, not so much activity. They’ll slow down a little bit and take
a lot more in. I’ll do it mainly for Jimmy because he’s becoming a
hard child. And Jimmy isn’t emotionally stable. I can’t see how the
kids can’t be better off in the country. They can see trees all the
time and there’s no end of things they can play. They’ll make
friends that have been brought up in the same area and they’ll
revert back to being . . . reasonably wholesome. And I think I
might get some odd jobs up there. Maybe once a fortnight, I might
. . . ’cos there’s quite a number of farms and surely they’d need help
every now and then. My future at the moment is very important as
far as I’m concerned because I’m only living from day to day. And I
mean that. I really live from day to day. ,
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Deprived of their main bread-winner, ‘Ethel’ and her mother
undertook a series of casual, menial jobs. In that way they could
maintain a subsistence lifestyle for themselves and Ethel’s invalid
father. Hand-to-mouth living curtailed Ethel’s schooling and
developed a sense of frugality that has necessarily remained with
her throughout her life. As an independent adult, her odd jobs
were replaced by piece-work earnings of eight shillings a day for
pressing ‘nine hundred and eighty-eight of the little turn-back
white collars’. She remembers her boss as ‘colossal’ rather than
exploitive, for he would let her lie down in the sick room following
an epileptic fit and then go back to work to finish her quota of
pressed collars for the day. ‘I had to keep quiet [about working with
an electric iron near machinery] because I could have got the boss
into trouble.’ With the advent of trade unionism into the factory a
weekly wage was introduced and ‘the conditions were different’.
Though Ethel requires a walking-stick for support, she remains
physically active and mentally acute. In husky tones she talked
earnestly about her experiences, displaying an intense, amiable,
down-to-earth manner. Notwithstanding her determination, poverty
has imposed considerable social isolation on Ethel and under
pinned successive problems of sub-standard, over-priced housing
without security of tenure. Now in her eighties, contentment
represents ‘a little place where you’ve got your own key’ and
enough money left out of the pension to put aside for surgical
boots. She remains a real battler.
★

Mother used to go out of a day doing washing and ironing for five
shillings daily. That was very hard work with very little money.
But it helped, of course, because father was an invalid and couldn’t
work, though he used to get fish off the market and he’d go around
the different areas, just near us, selling the fish. Which helped us a
little bit that way. I used to go round selling the fish with him
because he used to take fits and we had to strap him down. So I
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didn’t have that much schooling. There was no pension in those
days and father didn’t get much out of the lodge. So mother used to
go out and work and I’d go and milk eight cows of a morning before
I went to school. And then I’d deliver the milk in the afternoons on
my way home from school. On Sunday mornings mother used to go
and sweep the church and I’d go and do the dusting. We got money
in those ways and we used to sell eggs and the vegetables out of the
garden. And we had fruit trees and we’d sell the fruit. Mother used
to put on big pots of stew with plenty of vegetables and that all
helped us to cope. She used to make butter and she’d make my
school clothes, though many a time I used to go to bed and have my
tea in bed so mother could wash my clothes out for the next day at
school. The neighbours were hard up against it, too. But we were
all good friends in the country and one used to help the other. We
used to help the neighbours with a lot of vegetables from the farm
we rented. There wasn’t much money coming in, but you realized
that you just had to go without a lot of things that you wanted. It
just grew up with you that you had to be careful all through life.
When I was 14 we got burnt right down to the ground. We were
a mile and a half out of the township and the fire brigade couldn’t
do anything bar just use the water out of the tanks. So we saved
nothing, really. The furniture wasn’t insured and we didn’t get
anything back on the house. The insurance company wouldn’t give
us anything, on account of the wax matches. They said that the
mice had got to them and started the fire in the front rooms. And,
of course, it was a bit of a problem to fight anyone to get anything
like that. It wasn’t worth fighting any of the insurance to get any
money because in those days what they said carried. And that was
all there was to it. We didn’t have the money to take them to court.
Father thought that it wasn’t really worth while starting up
another farm so I left school and stayed with friends while mother
and father come down to Melbourne. They looked around and they
found this little smallgoods shop to rent in Puckle Street. But we
had to lay out so much money for the stock. People would be
coming in for different things and we didn’t have it. We just didn’t
have enough money to make a big business. And there were so
many other shops in Puckle Street . . . If you didn’t have things,
well, people went on somewhere else. They got the trade where we
didn’t. We battled for about eighteen months, but things got that
way that we had to give the shop up and we went and lived in a
little cottage in Coburg.
While we were in the shop I’d done odd jobs, like cleaning places
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and washing-up and that sort of thing. Then mother and father
died and they were really hard times. I think if the money’d been
around in my younger days things would have been much different
for mother and father because they would’ve had something more
to live for. And they’d have been able to be kept cared for more
than what they were then. I tried to do little things with knitting to
get a little bit of money in, just to keep my head above water until I
got a job properly. I started in the factories where I done the shirts
and pyjamas on a presser. I used to do nine hundred and eightyeight of the little turn-back white collars a day for eight shillings.
Sometimes I took epile’tic fits at work and I used to be pretty sick. I
had to keep quiet about it because I could have got the boss into
trouble. He was colossal ’cos I shouldn’t have been working there
where . . . although I wasn’t working on machinery, I was working
on the electric iron. You could go and lay down in the sick room if
you wanted to. And sometimes I used to come good and come back
and do me work, ’cos it was a lot of time that you had to fill in to get
the eight shillings. Everyone was on the same base. Of course,
when the unions took over it was a weekly wage, not piece-work.
Everybody had to be in the union then and I think that helped us a
lot because our wages went up much more and the conditions were
different. They had a dining-room built and we could go up and
have our lunch there, if we wanted it, or go up and make a cup of
tea at morning tea-time. When we were put into the union we had
morning and afternoon teas, which we didn’t bother about before.
The Saturday morning work stopped altogether and I think it’s
about four o’clock or something that they knock off of an afternoon
now. Which is much better than eight in the morning to a quarter
to six at night like it used to be.
I worked in the shirt factory for twenty-five years, except during
the Depression. We were only getting one and a half or two days
work a week. They used to have a hot meal in the daytime at work.
Which helped us quite a lot. It was a very hard time. But you never
knew any different and you just managed somehow. I just missed
my long service leave by about a fortnight when I had a breakdown.
But they used to send money up to me every fortnight to see me
over and send me men’s pyjamas and that to wear. So they really
made it up to me in the long run. Of course, it had been a big worry
to me to be on my own and not getting much at the factory and
having to move from one room to another. I think it all helped to
bear on my health. I had my bad legs and I had a bad heart and
took serious epile’tic fits. Everything seemed to come to a head and
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I had the breakdown. I hadn’t been a healthy woman right through,
but it was really through the nerves I had the breakdown. I got to
hear of a rest home in Macedon that you could go to for a fortnight.
I got into there, which built me up quite considerable. My doctor
that I was under said to think about getting a pension because I
wouldn’t be able to stand up to work any more. I knew myself I
wouldn’t be able to cope any more with work and I realized that
something had to be done about a pension because my money was
getting less. Well, we had to have ever so many papers and I had to
sign them. And then the policeman had to come up and I had to
hold the Bible to say that I wasn’t able to work any more and that I
wanted the [invalid] pension. When we were all finished I said,
‘Well, what about it?’ And the policeman said, ‘You’ll be all right
for it now.’ It was about six months before I got it. But the lady
where I was staying then was very good. She didn’t charge me near
as much as what she should have. And I was getting different
batches of money from the shirt factory. They just sent whatever
they thought, but I think they were really making it up to me for
me long service leave because I just missed it. Mainly, though, I
had to live on the hundred dollars I had in the bank until the
pension came through. Once I got the pension I got a cheque for
the back money. I paid the doctors’ bills and wrote down to the
boss where I worked and said that I’d got the pension. It was just
twenty-two and six a week. Out of that I paid a pound a week for me
room, so I had two and six to get little things. I used to go over to
the gardens and get a deck-chair there—which was only sixpence
for the whole day—and I’d take a thermos and have a bit of lunch
there and notice people passing backwards and forwards. They
always used to pass the time of day, seeing me there so much. And
then I’d go into the kiosk and have a little bit of tea and then go
back home to the room. I’d do that rather than be in the rooms all
the time. Of a Saturday afternoon I’d go over to Royal Park and
watch the girls play cricket.
Many a time the rooms were shocking. I used to have to have
dishes and buckets and that in different parts to catch the drips
when it rained. Nothing was put in the rooms—just your bed and
whatever you had yourself. The rooms that I was in was really
disgusting, considering the money I had to pay for them. In the
winter I had to stay in my room because I didn’t have an overcoat. I
got to the stage I wished God would take me. I wondered if there
was any reason for living. I longed for companionship, to meet
people I could call my friends. It got very lonely and it helps to
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depress you when you haven’t got harmony with the person that
you’ve got the room off of. But, then, I used to say, ‘Well, what’s
the good of me grizzling when somebody’s worse off than I am?’ I
used to go to the station yards near by and I’d be going around with
a basket picking up a lot of broken bits of coke and briquettes to
help me with the fire. I wasn’t the only one that done it, of course.
There was quite a lot of regulars, picking up the bits and pieces
every night to help keep warm. Later on, I used to get free
firewood from the Council. I had to get it in the window and keep
it in my room because the landlady used to say that being in the
shed it was hers to use. Some of them provided meals in the rent—
but I had to wait until the l a d y had h e r meal before I could go down
and cook mine. Which used to be about two or three o’clock of a
Sunday or a Saturday. I’d have my meal and then the landlady
would switch the lights out at the meter at nine o’clock. I was in
one room where a lady had a television and she told me if I liked to
come down and watch it I could give her forty cents. That would
include the night for the television and a cup of tea. Well, of
course, I never went down. I just couldn’t afford another forty
cents. You’d be in a room for a while and then someone would
come along and say, ‘I’ll give you so much more if you can let me
have a room to let.’ And it would mean that you had to get out.
This was where the hard part of it was because they rejected people
who were on a pension because they knew they wouldn’t get much
for the room. I would just get settled in one place and somebody
would come and offer a little bit more money, and with a pension
you just had to get out! It was a fixed rent on some places, but not
on rooms. The landladies and landlords could charge whatever
they liked. After I put my name down I had to wait eight years for a
Housing Commission flat—before they started to build it. I used to
go up there every week for the twelve months that they were
building it. That’s how anxious I was to get something to call my
own. Since I’ve had the flat it’s more or less put about ten years
onto my life. Because to come into a little place where you’ve got
your own key of your door, you’re content. . . I think that’s what’s
helped me more than anything in my whole life.
As time has gone on, every six months you get a pension rise. It
only used to be half a crown or a five shilling rise. But that would
help you with bread and that sort of thing ’cos you were often
cutting meals. You could manage with clothes if you were careful
because, those days, the material in clothing was different to what
it is now. It was stronger and it stood a lot more wear. I never had
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an overcoat or anything, though. I got my first overcoat a few years
ago [from a welfare agency]. I cried when I got it! Even today
there’s lots of things I’d like to have but you just don’t long for
them because you know you can’t do it. I often go through the
shops and think to myself that I’d like a nice frock or some little
thing for the flat or that sort of thing. But I just think to myself that
I can’t buy it and it doesn’t bother me. I’ve always been that way
that I’ve had to be careful. It’s sort of grown with me that I have to
budget very carefully —so much for this and so much for that. And
then you know what little extra you can spend. You budget your
money that way, you see. When I can I go to the football. I take my
sandwiches with me and have some soup or something like that
when I come home . . . I generally get a lift home so I only pay the
one way in the trams and that gives me an outing for the day. That
gives me a lot of pleasure being away from the flat. For holidays I
used to go to the rest home every twelve months. I went up there
for twenty-eight years. Some other ladies used to come at the same
time that I did and we’d have a game of euchre and we were quite
happy for the fortnight. I’ve had a wonderful lot of good friends.
When I come home yesterday my neighbour next door come in
with a bowl of soup and she said, ‘Here you are. Get this into you
now.’ This is the things that they do; and I had three of them in
this morning to see if I wanted any messages run. This is what
makes life and makes you live on and fight against what you’ve got
to complain about. Sometimes I go on pensioner trips. At first I
didn’t want to go out with them because I didn’t think I had clothes
like other people. And then I thought, ‘No, I’ll go.’ I was clean and
tidy, but I wasn’t a flasher like quite a lot of the others. Last year
we went to Canberra. The conditions is just the same as with a
person paying big money, but it’s reducted for pensioners off
season when they’re glad to get a little bit of money in.
When I get me pension [cheque] changed down at the bank I put
it all on the bed—a hundred and eight dollars and twenty cents a
fortnight. I put aside so much for electric, so much for the gas . . . I
put me rent away and then I know what I can spend during the
week on food and that sort of thing. I put the money I’ve got left
over towards my surgical boots. At the moment I’m paying a
hundred and sixteen dollars for my boots. I have a good pair and
what you call an everyday pair. I’m not heavy on them, but I
budget back to buy them. And then, of course, black stockings are
very hard to get—that’s another problem. You find, sometimes,
that things crop up. But still, if I put away for the bills for each
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fortnight I’m able to manage. I’ve never been able to go out a great
deal and I just reconciled myself with paying for other things.
When you went through the Depression, which I did, you learn to
cope with your money and be careful. Now, of course, if you’re
pensioners you don’t have to pay doctors and that makes a big
difference. It used to be pretty hectic trying to balance around
doctors and hospitals and manage with your money. I’ve been able
to save up for a new kerosene heater. I’ve got one that I’ve had ever
since I’ve been in the flats, but it’s not working. The Warmray that
the Housing Commission put in is all right, but I need the warmth
on my legs and it’s not low enough for me to get the heat. With the
kerosene heater I won’t have to go to bed so early to keep warm.
I’ve had to struggle in me life, but what you can’t do you just
learn to live with. Lots of people go away for big holidays, and
overseas and that. But you learn that you’re not going to be able to
do that sort of thing. You just plod along and and sort of manage.
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‘Grant5 is a shy, agreeable man of short stature. His nerves are
frayed and his finger-tips are stained by nicotine. Though he
apologized for having a bad stutter, it was not evident during
interviews with him. His speech was earnest and measured. The
family’s sixteenth-floor flat is cramped and sparsely furnished.
The approach to it is by a grey lift, which doesn’t inspire con
fidence, and a long balcony that is drab and draughty. Grant wore
a T-shirt that was grubbied from work and a pair of jeans that had
seen better days. His wife was flipping through the family wage
packet, calculating what money would be left after the outstanding
bills had been paid. The two of them were studying the racing
form guide, because landing a good daily double would convert
their income to sufficiency for that week.
Describing himself as ‘the black sheep’ of a devoutly religious
family, Grant attributes ‘the start of the money problems’ to
ignorance about sexual matters. The continuance of economic
hardship resides in his poor wages and the lack of job security that
he faces. He resists going onto unemployment benefit for as long as
he is able to remain financially independent. He actively seeks
work, but feels ‘a bit guilty getting unemployment benefit’.
The family’s accumulation of debts to keep a roof over their
heads and to buy essential furniture means reductions in the
quantity and nutritional value of food. ‘If there isn’t enough money
I just go without.’ Not surprisingly, Grant’s health is not good and
the general lack of money causes tension and arguments: ‘It’s quite
a worry with three children and not much money.’ Having a ‘lot of
money’ would mean being able to pay off the bills, buy a house and
car, and feel sure that the children would not have to leave school
prematurely.
★

My parents did have money problems, but they never used to
discuss it if the children were in the room. So I don’t really know to
what degree they were hard up. I know school was getting a bit
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expensive, but the main reason I left school when I was in fourth
form was because Carmel was pregnant and I wanted to try and get
some money behind me. I really am the black sheep of the family
because me mother and father and brothers and sisters are all really
religious. They were a bit angry about the pregnancy at first, but
then they just learnt to live with it. I think they still do take it out
on me wife a little bit, but not too much. We planned the middle
child, but not the other two. My wife was taking contraceptives
when she fell pregnant the last time. The first time we didn’t know
anything much about contraception. The only things I learnt was
things I heard around the schoolyard, and you don’t learn very
much that way. I didn’t know about the pill. I knew there were
wetchex1 but I didn’t really know how to use them at all. Anyway, I
suppose I was too guilty to go and buy them. I still can’t work up
the courage to go to the chemist and buy them.
I suppose not knowing anything much about contraceptives was
really the start of the money problems. I reckon leaving school and
not getting a good education is a big mistake. You can get jobs
anywhere if you’ve got a trade. But I’m 22 now. By the time you get
an apprenticeship and finish it you’d be 26.2 It’s too old. I was
thinking about going to night school last year, but that costs
money. If it hadn’t’ve cost anything—you know, free classes or
something like that —I probably would have sat down and worked
out what I’d do. But as soon as I heard it cost money, that was it! I
didn’t want to touch it. I’d like to learn something clerical or learn
to be a bar attendant in a hotel, but that costs money, too, and I
just can’t afford it.
All I’ve done mainly is packing. The very first job I’ve had was in
the Railways as a labourer. Then I applied for a transfer as a station
assistant. That was shift work and not very good money. The work
was just cleaning up the signal lamps and toilets and running down
the side of the station when the trains came in. The job had a big
future, but every time I’d apply to go in for a course to become a
signalman or ticket-checker to advance meself the station master’d
always reject them. I was there for two and a half years, but I never
really got it off with the station master. He just wouldn’t give me
the opportunities and every time I wrote a transfer to another job
or something, he’d just rip them up. There was nothing I could do
about it, so I just got sick of it and gave in me resignation. I got a
job in a textile factory making curtains. That was a really good job.
But I was living in a one-bedroom flat and it was getting too small
for the three of us. After a couple of years the Housing Commission
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flat finally came through. When we moved here it was just too far
without a car to keep going out to that job. I’m not a very good riser
early in the morning at the best of times. And to get to the factory
at seven o’clock I had to get up at half past five to catch a tram. And
then sometimes the bus’d be late at the other end and I’d be late for
work. If I’d walked it would’ve taken even longer. It was only five
miles to work, but it used to take me fifty minutes to an hour to get
there. I was earning a hundred and five dollars and it was costing
me eight dollars a week to get there. So then I went to another job
for nineteen months, packing pastry in boxes.
That was a really good job, except the money wasn’t good. They
had two shifts going. The day shift started at half past seven until
four o’clock and then the second shift started from twelve to half
past eight at night. They’d always ask me to work back. They were
depending on me too much. Sometimes I’d be working a whole
week from half past seven in the morning till half past eight at
night. And I wouldn’t be gaining much in me pay packet. It wasn’t
worth it. The best pay packet I had was about a hundred and forty
dollars. When I wasn’t doing all the overtime I was only bringing
home a hundred and four dollars and we were getting behind with
the rent and that. I got another packing job where the [net] wage
was a hundred and twenty-six dollars. That was the highest wage
I’d had. But my wife had just had a baby and she was very sick with
the pregnancy and I had to help her look after the kids. I didn’t
want to take days off, but I had to. I was there about four months
and spread over that time I took off about two working weeks
roughly. I reckon the family comes first. I told them the reason for
the days off, but it didn’t make any difference. They just got
stroppy about it and said, ‘Well, if you’re going to keep taking days
off, you’re no use to us.’ So I was out of work again.
I’ve been out of work a few times, you know, between jobs. I try
and look for a job myself before I apply for unemployment benefit.
I just think it’s better trying to get a job on me own than asking
someone else to find it for me. I wouldn’t go for any longer than
two weeks though. I can’t afford to. I s’pose, really, I should apply
for unemployment benefit straight away, ’cos you have to wait
about six weeks before you get your cheque. And I don’t like
borrowing money. It’s being proud or something. But when you’ve
got to wait so long for a dole cheque it’s just a case of have to. It just
makes me feel real small, you know, getting a food voucher or
something when the cheque doesn’t come. I don’t usually go when
me wife goes for a voucher. I don’t like them sort of places. They
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probably think I can’t keep a job or something. You feel a bit guilty
getting unemployment benefit when other people are going out
and working and paying tax. But if I can’t find a job in the first
couple of weeks, then I’ve got to go on the dole. I don’t feel like I
deserve unemployment benefit, but then again, you’ve got to have
something to live on. If I’m out of work and someone asks me what
I do for a living it worries me, but I still tell them I’m unemployed.
Like, they don’t actually say ‘another bludger’ or something like
that to your face, but you can tell that they’re thinking something
about it. I try me hardest to get work, but I’m not qualified to do
anything much. Even if the dole was the same as what you can get
working I couldn’t sit at home. Being at work doesn’t solve the
money problem, but I just feel safer and happier when there’s
something to do during the day. It’s shocking being out of w orkboring most of all. I just feel like jumping out the window or
something.
The job I’m doing now is cleaning all the dirty parts on engines.
A crane lowers the parts down into the machine that’s got steam
and chemicals and all that. And then we just take them out and
wash them down with water. It’s interesting work. It’s a bit dirty,
but it’s not dangerous. The chemicals stink a bit and if you bend
right over and breathe them in you feel like you’re in the first stages
of getting drunk.3 When the machine parts come out I don’t lean
over them now. I get a hundred and twenty-nine dollars [net] a
week, but I’m thinking of going onto shift work. You get penalty
rates for that. When I used to be on shift work I used to get about
six hours sleep a night. That should be enough if you get into a
regular routine. But sometimes we had to go out somewhere or we
had visitors or something and me sleeping time always varied.
Sometimes the money I earn is enough for us to get by on. It all
depends what bills we pay that week. If we get two or three in the
same week it’s a bit hard. Carmel was bringing home ninety-eight
dollars a week in the last job—putting biscuits in boxes—but they
were charging us fifty-five dollars a week to leave the two kids at
the creche. She didn’t really enjoy the work. And it was getting her
down—starting at six-thirty in the morning and then doing house
work at night-time. The doctor advised her not to, but she wants to
go back to work again to get some extra money. There’s an
unemployed teenager on the next floor and she said she’d look after
the children. I hate to think how much a child-minding centre
would cost. The trouble is Carmel’s not qualified for anything. She
applied for a job in a laundry, but a New Australian lady got it.
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She’ll do factory work or anything—except she doesn’t like working
with New Australians and most of the factories are full of migrants.
At present we’ve got about fourteen hundred dollars to pay off to
hire purchase companies. We work out it’ll take about two and a
half years to pay them off. Then we might be able to save a bit of
money towards a house. We’re up on the sixteenth floor in this flat.
I didn’t really want to move in when I saw how high up it was. But
the flat we were renting was thirty-one dollars for one bedroom.
And there wasn’t any heating. Once you get used to it it’s all right
here, I suppose. The oldest girl’s allowed to go out and play on the
balcony now. We didn’t let her play outside for nearly twelve
months after we moved in here. But she’s three and a half now and
knows she’s not allowed to stand on the bike looking over the
balcony. I’d prefer a house, because it’s not really that good for the
kids here. We applied for a Housing Commission house last
Christmas, but we’ll have to wait another two and a half years for
one. So when we knew Carmel was pregnant we applied for a threebedroom flat and they said, ‘All right, just let us know when the
baby’s born and we’ll put the transfer through.’ We’ve got two
daughters and a son now, so we went down to see what they were
doing about the transfer and they said, £Oh, you can’t have it now.
The baby can sleep in your bedroom until it’s three years old.’ It’s
impossible. There’s no room to put a cot or a bed in there anyway.
If I can’t do anything about the Housing Commission I’ll just have
to leave and try and find a private house. But you’ve got to put
bonds and everything on them and I couldn’t see us getting a threebedroom flat for less than forty dollars. We already worry about
getting evicted. We got down to six hundred dollars in arrears in
rent.
It got real bad again when I was out of work and we had to pay
off Walton’s and Paterson’s and the TV. We were so far behind in
no time at all. It’s surprising how we’re still here really. The
Housing Commission was saying, ‘If you can’t pay the rent you get
chucked out.’ It was a real worry because we’d have nowhere to go.
We just had to trade one thing off against the other until we could
get the arrears paid off. I’d be saying, £We got to pay the rent or
Walton’s or Paterson’s or something.’ And me wife says, £But the
kids need clothes.’ And I say, ‘Well, the kids do come first. But
we’ve got to keep up these payments or else we’re going to get
everything taken back and then we’re going to lose the money we’ve
already paid on them.’ It’s just about money that we argue. We’ve
got into debt with time payments, but I reckon you’ve got to. We’d
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still have nothing if we hadn’t have gone into hire purchase. We’d
still be using second-hand stuff and sitting on the floor. When we
had second-hand furniture it kept breaking all the time. So we
decided that we’d get some good stuff —not expensive stuff, though.
We’ve got two settees, a television, a coffee table for the record
player, a kitchen table and two chairs. And we’ve got a piece of
carpet in the lounge-room. It works out at about a hundred and
eight bucks a month to the hire purchase companies.
If we start to build up money in the bank something comes up
and I’ve got to take it out. You know, the kids are always growing
out of things and you’ve got to spend money on clothes all the time,
too. And the oldest one’s going to school next year so that’s more
money. We spend about forty dollars a week on food. We get most
of it at the supermarket, although the market’s cheaper. If I had a
car, or a bigger fridge or a freezer to keep things in, I’d get
vegetables and meat at the market. When there’s not much money
the kids come first. They have weeties for breakfast, probably some
chips for lunch and then something like chops, potatoes and peas
for tea. Today, I’ll have the same tea as the kids. But if there isn’t
enough money I just go without. I find that if I drink all day it’s all
right. You know? I have more drinks—tea and coffee and that—
than what I usually do. I don’t go for more than two days without
food. Then I’ll have a tin of spaghetti or something like that. When
you haven’t eaten for so long it doesn’t matter how little you eat—
you still feel full. I live mainly on tinned stuff, like baked beans or
spaghetti. I’ve just got into a routine—no breakfast, no dinner, just
tea and nothing else. Sometimes on weekends I don’t even have any
tea. It doesn’t seem to affect me too much—I’m not a big eater
anyway. But it does affect my wife, I think. She gets in real bad
tempers from not eating properly and just takes it out on everyone.
She starts going mad and then the kids start. You know it’s not
their fault, but the only thing you can do is send them to their room
so there’s no more trouble. You don’t think straight away that the
fighting’s happening because there’s no money left and you can’t
plan anything. But after a while it comes to you.
It’s quite a worry with three children and not much money. I
keep getting these pains in the stomach. They think it’s nerves.
That’s what they’ve diagnosed now. I think it is just nerves.
Whenever I get depressed about money, that’s when I get the
pains. I usually go to outpatients at the hospital. They just pick up
your history and see what’s on it from the other times. It’d be good
to get to know the doctor, but you get a different one every time!
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They just ask me if I smoke and drink. I do smoke. I s’pose the
pains could be an ulcer, but they’ve never asked me about what
food I eat. They’re not bad with me and me wife, but I think
they’ve got a lot to learn with the kids. And we have to wait much
longer with the kids —don’t matter what day of the week you go it’s
at least seven hours. I don’t really understand what’s going on with
Medibank now, but someone did tell me that it would be better not
to get insured. I think the government should take out, say, two
dollars a week from your pay packet, besides your tax, that’s
separate for medical care. And everyone would end up getting
medicine they want and could go to the doctor whenever they
want. To me, it always looks like the government’s thinking about
itself and not the average person.
If I had more money and we could get child care we’d be able to
go out a bit more. Once a week I might go out and me wife’ll stay
home and look after the kids. And the next week she might go out
to bingo and I’ll stay home. We don’t go out very often together.
We used to go dancing and have a really good night before we were
married. I reckon it’s five years since we did something like that. So
we don’t get very much chance to make new friends. Some of me
mates I used to work with live right over the other side of town. It’s
just impossible to go and see them when you haven’t got any
money. And they haven’t got cars either. I get irritable being stuck
inside the flat all the time so I end up just standing out on the
balcony for hours.
I like a bet on the races now and then. Sometimes I get us in a bit
of bother if I’ve got a couple of dollars left and I might pick out a
horse and put five units4 on it or something, hoping it will come in
and pay a fair amount. You lose more than you win, but I like just
sitting there and listening to the races. I’m probably more likely to
have a bet because I haven’t got enough money anyway. It’s a way
of trying to get enough. I don’t think I’d bet or go to bingo or
anything if I had the money to buy a house and a car and things for
the kids.
We don’t have to worry about the kids’ spare time so much now
because the two oldest ones go to kindergarten. They have a little
birthday party at the kindergarten. We didn’t have a party at home,
though, because we just couldn’t afford it. Oh, gee, it’s hard to tell
the kids they can’t have a party. They get real upset, you know.
‘Everybody else has a party. Why can’t I have one?’ Then they fight
with each other, don’t do what they’re told, won’t go to bed. You’ve
just got to smack them and make them go to bed. When their
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birthday’s coming around my wife keeps telling me, ‘Oh, you’ve
got to tell them they can’t have a party.’ And I keep saying, ‘All
right. Later! Just got to think about it for a while.’
I’d like the kids to go to school for as long as they can. But there’s
books, uniforms and so on. Some schools don’t have uniforms, but
they’ve got to go in decent clothes and shoes and look neat and tidy.
And that all costs money. If I can afford it, I’d like them to be able
to pick out a career and then learn enough to do it. I suppose,
really, the odds on them being able to stay at school for as long as
they like are about a hundred to one. If I ever had a lot of money,
first of all, I’d pay off all me bills. Then I’d get a house and then a
car. I don’t want an extravagant house or anything like that—just
one that’s comfortable to be in and has got enough food for us to
live.
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Margaret
As a child ‘Margaret5lived on a missionary site —in her case, Lutheran
—with her extended family. There she received some formal
education, though much of her late childhood was devoted to
caring for the infants of the missionaries. When she left school she
performed several manual and servile roles at the mission and
produced craftwork that was sent to Adelaide to be sold. In return
she was fed and given token payment, out of which she bought a
few small items from the mission store.
Margaret’s schooling was unusual in that some teaching occurred
in her own language. In general, the missions have suppressed
Aboriginal ceremonies, subverted their culture and languages, and
imposed alien social structures and cultural values on the
Aborigines. The missionaries translated the Bible into Aranda, and
the Aboriginal choir was occasionally bussed to Melbourne,
Adelaide and outback South Australia, where it sang in German
and gave its patrons a ‘good show5.
Margaret is a full-blood Aboriginal woman who is the matriarch
and mainstay in one of the fringe camps that are dotted around
Alice Springs. Her eldest son is approaching sixty, which indicates
that she is in her late seventies. After several years of political
struggle, the fringe camp, on which Margaret and about forty
others live, now has six houses. Until recently they had no furniture,
no fly-screens, no electricity. The houses were ‘too hot5, but now
get use in the cooler season. The laundry and toilet block were
welcomed and they are used constantly. Only a very small amount
of paid work is available. The traditional social fabric has gradually
been broken. Consequently, there is resort to alcohol to fill the
vacuum. There is no transport to Alice Springs, a few kilometres
away, so isolation and its associated disadvantages are problems,
too.
An umbrella organization, Tangatjira Council, has recently been
formed for the forty or so fringe camps situated near Alice Springs.
‘Tangatjira5 is a Western Aranda word meaning ‘all speaking
together5. After about six years of lobbying, the Council received
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funds to organize its own affairs. So far, eight camps have had some
houses built, others have toilet and laundry blocks. The struggle
for work, housing, improved health provision, land rights and so
on, continues unabated.
Margaret’s story gives some insight into the appalling conditions
to which Aborigines have been consigned by decades of neglect
and active discrimination against them. Their housing and educa
tional provision, their widespread exclusion from the employment
market, their lack of any guaranteed control over land of traditional
and mythological significance to them, and probably above all,
their persistently high rate of infant mortality, stand as damning
indictments on our policies and priorities.
Margaret related her intense hardships—‘I bin very sick and
poor, long time’—in English. Because English is her second
language, she talked haltingly, often gesticulating and repeating
herself to clarify her points. In guttural tones, with reflective sighs
(and occasional light-heartedness), she outlined her persistent and
profound struggles to eke out a reasonable existence. In so doing,
she echoes the continuing plight of thousands of other Aborigines.
★

My father and my mother lived at Hermannsburg. There long time
before white men come. I grew up and started school there—little
girl like this one. [Gesticulating to young girl.] We was always
happy at school, very happy—not like this lot. [Chuckling and
gesticulating to several school-children.] School-teacher whistle
and we all run—everybody kid run in school. We learn A, B, C, D,
one, two, three, four. Write down English words on slate, ’nother
day we write our own language [Aranda]. Most missionary schools
not teach our own language—ours different. They teach us to talk a
little bit German, too. No readin’ in German, jus’ talkin’. We go to
school in mornin’ time. Afternoon time I gettin’ wood. All the kids
get wood for the eating-house. Men, women, everybody, go in the
eating-house and have soup and meat. Sometimes tea.
I started work, hard work, in kitchen. And feedin’ chookies and
mindin’ little white kids day and night. I be like this girl. [Indicating
a 14-year-old girl.] I look after children of mission lady. That
woman only come at night-time—wake up kids, tuck ’em up, give
’em to me and they go back to sleep. I sleep alongside ’em with a
bottle of milk. Kids get up early in the mornin’ and I give ’em
motherin’. I give ’em breakfast in feedin’ room and they go to
school then. I bin go clean ’em and clean clothes and I go along
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school then. Like this all the time, every day. Come back after
dinner and I bin startin’ mind more kids—white kids. Then
missionaries bin go back to Germany. I bin learnin’ off another
school then—[convent] mission school class.
After one Christmas I bin finish school. Big girl now. [Around
age 15.] I bin get a job then, milkin’ cows. Early, we bin go milkin’
cows. Bring back five full buckets. Milkin’ take all mornin’. Then
we separate it and make cream and butter. And then we washin’
clothes for all the school-kids. We get no money for the work, only
soup. And some meat. Some people no workin’, so no eatin’. They
take dog and go huntin’ rabbit and kangaroo. After, mission start
rations. You work and get rations and go over [mission] store and
get drippin’ . . . More things to eat with rations.
We bin get ’nother boss at the mission. We bin learn sewin’
machine then—make trousers and men’s shirts—and boys’—and
mothers’ material for dress. We bin three or four half-caste women
and one native woman. Boss tell ’em, ‘You mob make men’s shirts
and trousers.’ We bin cut ’em and sew ’em with machine. I bin
finish ’em clothes and I bin milkin’ cows and doin’ kitchen. Not get
much money, just little bit. We makin’ casserole and sewin’ fancy
work. Every day busy! We make flowers on table cloths and cut ’em
all nice—crochet around the edge and do fancy work. I bin do some
real flash ones. Mission boss send them to Adelaide to sell to white
blokes. No idea how much they cost there. Big fancy table cloths
maybe take two weeks, then we get thirty shillings to spend at
mission store. Buy tea and sugar and lollies and second-hand
clothes.
[When Margaret was aged about seventeen:] Young fella bin
come from Alice Springs. He bin see me. ‘I like this girl.’ He come
up and talk to me through the window. I say, ‘Don’t come here any
more.’ He say, ‘No, I like you. I want to make you marry.’
[Laughing.] We bin marry and he take me away. We go away, ’long
bush. I bin away one week and I bin homesick so I run away. I
come back to husband and then I just stay at home, havin’ children.
Abraham good man. G o o d man. We bin have three sons then.
Sometimes we all go walkabout to my father’s country down past
Palm Valley. Other times we walk into Alice Springs. Take two or
three night. Big job with little kids. I carry the baby ones; Abraham
carry a swag for tucker. We visit my mother and sometimes
Abraham bring message for mission. We go ’long Finke River and
hunt rabbits and find bush tucker, like y a l k e 1 and goannas. Some
times other Aboriginal people give us emu meat and wallaby and
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kangaroo. They go out with dogs and spear and boomerang and
gun. Aah, nice—bush tucker! One year we bin stay in Alice Springs.
Only store and school and hotel and police station. And five
houses, that’s all. And pepper trees! Abraham from Alice Springs
but I don’t want to stop there. I’m Christian woman. No church in
Alice Springs and too wild. They still have corroboree in Alice
Springs. Sing all night! When we heard corroboree, we get
frightened.
Abraham bin pass away and I walk back here. Later on, I get
married to Harry and we have two sons. I bring my little kids back
Alice Springs. They have guts ache and diarrhoea and ear ache.
And they cough and cough! Three big ones all right, but two little
babies pass away. Bad chest, that’s why. I bin work, work, work,
work—makin’ more fancy work then. And I start milkin’ the cows
again. First Harry then little babies pass away. I bin very sick and
very poor, long time. Lot of hard work. Sometime no water in tank
and I carry big bucket to tank from well. Tank water for white
people. Put on garden and wash their clothes. Aboriginal people
get water out of soakage in creek. Dig hole in sand and water come
up. White people have other rain-water tank for cookin’ and
drinkin’.
Two time went to Adelaide and Melbourne in big motor-bus.
All the choir mob bin go. Good show we bin give ’em. We sing
Christmas song—German words. They all bin lookin’, ‘Oh, how
they bin learn German?’ German women very happy. Proper long
way, Melbourne. We sing German words. And we bin bringin’
back grapes and give ’em pastor.
I got mob of grand-daughter and grandsons living here now.
Grandmother for all the kids here. Grandmother help me look
after my children, same like I do now. One proper good grand
daughter here help get wood and wash clothes. Good girl, not like
other mob. I feed ’em all. Pension not enough, though. Every day I
leave, gettin’ food from store. [Mission store in Alice Springs.] No
refrigerator—only buy enough to eat. I always go to the [mission]
office. Get pension money there; they take it from pension cheque,
fortnight time. I bin get not enough money. Kids all sulky, they
want sweets. They askin’ money, oh, every day, ‘I want to buy
lolly.’ I want to get ’em ice cream, but I got no money. Get widow’s
pension and endowment money for all these kids and buy food. No
more hungry. Some money for clothes. But no toys. Pension money
s h o u ld be more.
Use to live in grass house. Bush house with grass roof. Then live
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in humpy—my son bin makin’ tent after I bin sick in hospital.
When it’s cold we bin sleep inside. Most night-time we make beds
outside and everybody sleep there. Cover ’em with a lot of blankets
and all night we have fire. Sometimes we go pickin’ up little sticks,
long way, or sometimes bring back big logs in truck. Get blankets
and Bible free from mission. No more free. Other time live in
bungalow outside Alice Springs. White people make ’em live outside
town. Lot of [black] people camp near ration station. When it
rains, we all goin’ back new houses and sleep there. New houses
nice and dry, warm places. Too hot now, no wind there.
This place here little bit better. Nice place here. Women’s
dancin’ ground. Other Aranda mobs come and stay sometime then
go back their place. Not get sick so much here. Humpies and tents
no good. Live beside swamp and many mosquitees. Still mosquitees
here because no screens on windows. Lot of flies come in warm
time. Got laundry shed and toilet here and electricity. No bed or
furniture, but got cupboard in kitchen. Motor-car come up here
and take sick people away. One day I bin sick here, oh, I very sick
two week, then white people come in hospital motor-car. If just
little bit sick, sister come from town now. Proper medicine now.
Other place very dirty. No taps or toilet. Aboriginal people bin
makin’ big fuss in Alice Springs. Marchin’ and gettin’ money for
houses and toilet [block]. Get six houses. Try to get more money
from government.
Men here cleanin’ cars sometimes. But no work for ’em. Never!
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Isobel
‘Isobel’ was closeted in a rigid and uncaring institution until she
was 15, and then released into the big, wide, ‘fairyland’ world
where she was left to fend for herself. Lacking literacy, guile,
financial resources, reasonable health and even a self-identity, she
floundered for some time. In relating her earlier impoverishment,
its remaining scars, and her efforts to rear her own children in the
face of considerable financial odds and debilitating illness, Isobel
choked back tears for much of the time. Several times her voice
became barely audible as she detailed her emotional and financial
poverty. She was adamant, however, that the interviews should
proceed.
A frail, middle-aged woman with a pallid complexion, Isobel is
confined to her Housing Commission flat with severe arthritis. Her
habit is a nightie and dressing-gown. She has made her flat as
attractive as possible with pot plants, rugs and bright curtains. The
view from her window is blocked by public washing hanging out to
dry.
In the absence of stable and adequate income her existence has
been characterized by isolation, nagging doubts about her identity,
makeshift furniture, ‘seconds’, poor nutrition, struggles to afford
health care and a marriage of ‘economic convenience’. Throughout,
Isobel has maintained a proud resistance to charity: ‘If I really had
to, I’d go on the beat rather than ask for it.’ If her income had ever
matched her endeavour and courage the problems encountered in
her life would have paled into insignificance.
★

It probably all started when I was about eighteen months old, when
my parents were both killed and I was put into an institution. It
was a pretty rough time because you miss out on so much of other
things that normal kids have. It was just more or less a closed-in
world. I’d been to the beach with the Home because that was just
more or less across the road. But as far as anything else, outside the
Home, I didn’t know anything about it until the day I left. I didn’t
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even know other places existed. When I was 15 I was brought to
Melbourne. It was just like going into fairyland. I didn’t know
anything. I don’t even know what my real name was or what my
real birthday was or anything like that—not to this day. When I
come out of the Home I made up a date for my birthday. But it
could be another month of the year—it could be anything. I don’t
know. I don’t know if what I call myself was my real name or
whether it was a Home-given one. I never really had much to do
with the woman who was in charge at the orphanage because she
wasn’t a very nice person. She was very cruel to the kids. I can
remember quite often being belted around the ankles with a fourby-four piece of wood if we had done something wrong. I shudder
every time I see a piece of wood like that. I can still feel what it was
like. We would be made stand on a table and we were belted until
you couldn’t stand any longer. You never forget these things. It
doesn’t matter how old you are. The last two years I was at the
Home some other people took over and things started to change a
little. All the children got shoes and nice clothes and things like
that to wear. The first pair of shoes I had was when I was 13. I’m
afraid I never knew such a thing until then. And around Christmas
time—there was such a thing as Christmas! Before that I didn’t
know Christmas and Easter and that sort of thing ever existed.
There was hundreds of kids at the orphanage. They all had to be
cared for, so, naturally, the older kids had to help. I washed the
dishes and bathed the smaller children and things like that. You
just sort of take it as an everyday chore, you know. There was
tables to set and clear and beds to make. We’d make sure the
younger ones got to the classrooms on time for school and then
we’d polish all the dormitory floors while the others were at school.
We all left there without learning much. I never went to school
until I was about 13. I didn’t know the alphabet when I left the
Home. I was more or less at grade one level. I just couldn’t
concentrate when I was at school and I was in and out of hospital
with a lot of sickness. I wanted to go to school, but just didn’t have
the chance. I couldn’t read or write at all when I left the Home. I
wanted to be a nurse so when I left the orphanage I went to night
school. I explained the situation—that I didn’t know anything; I
didn’t know how to add up; I didn’t know how to write; I didn’t
know how to read. I couldn’t go into the classroom because I could
be ridiculed from the others. So I started as low as I could possibly
start and then I just went up. I went there for two hours a night
until I got my Intermediate. I couldn’t believe it when I heard I’d
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passed. I always wanted to be a nurse, but in the end I couldn’t
because of my health. So I worked as a kitchen-maid at a hospital
where the Home arranged for me to work and live. I had to learn
more or less like a baby learning to walk, ’cos I just didn’t know
anything. The pay wasn’t good, but at that time the Depression
was on and everything was on rations—on coupons. I didn’t care
what work I did. I’d do anything. I’d never ever thought of what
sort of work I’d do, because I didn’t know there was anything
outside the Home. It was just the only place that I ever knew and I
didn’t know what the outside world was. I didn’t know what I was
going into. I was taken up on the train to Melbourne and taken to
the hospital and that’s where I was left to work. And as far as I
knew, that’s all there was, until I went to go to a shop or something
and there seemed to be thousands and thousands of people—every
where. I didn’t know there was that many people in the world. It’s
just like someone locked up inside a place in one room for years and
years and then you just turned them loose on a football field or
something. I only had the Home. It was a very big jump from there
to the hospital. I never told them I was unha . . . [Weeping.] I just
wanted to make it by myself. There was so much to learn and I just
sort of had to make it. I worked at the hospital for about two years,
but I was so lonely I just stopped working. When you’re lonely
you’re likely to do anything silly. I just couldn’t be bothered
working. I just decided, ‘Well, what is the point? What is there for
me?’ I just went from place to place, sort of wandering round trying
to find something that I just didn’t have—someone who would take
an interest in me. I concentrated on trying to find people I wanted
to find. I had a sister who went to the same Home. She was older
than I was, by a couple of years, and naturally, she left before I did.
I’ve never seen her from that day to this. I just don’t understand
why the Home couldn’t let us keep contact. After I left the Home I
went down there a lot of times. When I asked about my sister they
told me they couldn’t disclose where she went to from the Home. It
was up to me to find her. And when I asked about my parents they
just said, ‘The information can’t be given out.’ I’ve made several
attempts to try and find out who paid for me while I was in the
Home, but I’ve never really got anywhere. I was never a ward of
state so somebody must have paid. A few years ago I asked the
almoner at the hospital if she would help me find out. But they
wouldn’t even tell her. You need professionals to help you because
to keep digging it costs money all the time. I’d like to know from
the Home just why I was there, who put me there and who paid for
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me—the questions Pve always wanted answered. I think I’ve got a
right to have them answered. If ever I had the money to be able to
afford to do it I would like to get someone to dig for me. Because
there must be some records kept. The Welfare Department says
I’ve never ever been on their list. But surely they’d have to keep
records. I’ve been back to the Church that ran the Home. I kept
going back and asking questions all the time, but I couldn’t find
out anything. I want to know what happened to my parents and
why they put me in a Home. If I had the money I’d definitely
invest it on that. I’d find somebody to go and do it for me—some
body I could trust to bring me the truth, not just bring me a fancy
story. Once I knew, I’d settle to it . . . once I knew . . . I could
adjust meself to it. Even if it was bad I’d accept it and that would
be it. I would just like to know. I’d r e a l l y like to know. Things
haven’t been easy, always; that’s why it’s not going to hurt.
I spent most of my time from eighteen months in and out of
hospital. I was in and out all the time with chest problems, nose
and throat trouble. When I was 15 I couldn’t walk without it
hurting. They told me it was arthritis and there was no cure for it.
I’d had so much bad health beforehand that it didn’t worry me so
much at first. The pain didn’t seem to matter then. It was just one
of those things that went with living. But I couldn’t use my arms
properly, couldn’t walk properly or bend over. It just got worse
over the years. I was in pain all the time when I was working, but I
never ever said anything about it. Scrubbing the floors and every
thing like that as a kitchen hand was painful, but I never let that
interfere with me work because the job was something that had to
be done. And I’ve been a person that sort of wants to make it on me
own, not to have to ask people to help me. Later I was working at a
place making car parts and the arthritis affected me bad then. I was
married at this time. It was a very happy marriage and we had what
we wanted. My husband was a postman from the day he left
school, and I worked in the factory. They used to let me knock off
work and go down to the doctor’s and have injections and then
come back and finish the day’s work. The boss was very good,
really understanding. But I was afraid to take time off really. I just
knocked off work to have the children. I worked until they were
due to be born and then knocked off work to have them and then
went back to work straight after. I didn’t really plan to have a
family at all. But I don’t believe in contraceptives. It’s not on
religious grounds that I don’t. It’s just that, well, if you’re meant to
have kids you’re going to have them. We used to pay the lady who
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lived in the front of the house we were renting to mind the children
and I used to go to work even when I was sick. I was standing up
working at machines and I was in a lot of pain, but I just kept
going. There was a job to be done and it was my job and I just had
to do it. Even if I collapsed at work and they’d send me home I still
used to go back. The doctor kept telling me to give up work when I
was pregnant and I kept saying, ‘Yes, next week, next week . . .’ I
left work when I was eight months pregnant until my baby was
born and then I stayed home to look after him for a month after he
was born. We was saving to buy our own home . . . Unfortunately,
fate never had it that way.
When Robert died I knew I had to give up work then. He helped
me care for the kids so much that I knew I couldn’t manage by
myself and keep working. The kids naturally come first. After
Robert died I felt as though my life had finished completely. I just
felt, you know, ‘Why has it got to happen to me? Why has it got to
continually happen?’ I went to pieces after Robert’s death. I prayed
to God to give me the strength to carry on. I didn’t want to see
anybody or talk about it. Anyway, I pulled myself out of it and I
just settled down to look after the kids.
I applied for a Commission flat and I got one after about twelve
weeks for myself and the two kids. I was pregnant with Robin at
the time. Well, if it wasn’t for the people where my husband
worked I don’t know how we would have managed. They took up
collections and they were very good with clothes. They were really
marvellous, ’cos Robert had worked there from the day he left
school to the day he died. I had a few hundred dollars in the bank
and I just had to live on that. I didn’t know what was going to
happen when it ran out. I was more concerned about the kids not
going without anything. They had lost their father. Why should
they lose anything else?
I didn’t know I could apply for a widow’s pension for about six
months after Robert died. One of the neighbours told me and he
wrote in to Social Security for me. After about six more weeks I
started to get the widow’s pension and that’s what I’ve lived on. It
wasn’t a lot. We used to just scrape through; but I was determined I
wasn’t getting into debt. When Robert died everything we owned
was repossessed because it wasn’t fully paid for. They come and
repossessed all the furniture and that. I had the beds, but that was
all I did have. I didn’t have wardrobes or a kitchen setting or
lounge suite or wireless to listen to—or anything! But we managed!
I used to have banana boxes for tables and chairs in the kitchen and
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take them from there to the lounge room if you wanted to sit there.
Fd put a table-cloth over one of them and put a bunch of flowers in
the middle. I had an old-fashioned hand sewing-machine and I
used to make the children’s clothes from dresses that people had
thrown out. I used to pull them to pieces and Fd wash and press
them.
I used to go without food many a time. But that’s part of being
‘mum’, isn’t it? You just got to learn to sacrifice a lot of things. I
made sure the kids had everything they wanted—clothes and food
and plenty of toys to play with and school uniforms and everything.
That was the main concern. And the children’s health. Fd found
out that Robin was an epileptic and they told me that he had the
heart condition that his father died with. They asked me to take the
other kids to the hospital for a check-up. Well, I took them and
found out that both Robin and Peter had the same complaint. But
Penny’s all right in her health. I had to take Robin backwards and
forwards to hospital all the time. The hospital were very good to
me. They would supply me with taxi vouchers that I could use in
an emergency if Robin took a fit in the night or something. But
there were other cases where I -just knew the money would come
out of the pension.
Well, I just managed on the pension for about three years. Then
I remarried. I wanted a better life for the kids than I could give
them on the pension. But it didn’t work out that way because my
second husband was a drunkard and he wouldn’t support the
family. And he used to be that cruel to the kids from my first
marriage. He used to kick them around and belt them. Fd take the
kids up to the police station and they’d be black and blue. I think
he was just jealous. He never used to touch the three kids I had
from the marriage with him. But he made a point of trying to hurt
the others. And he . . . he used to try and hurt me. He’d get me and
he’d twist my hands until I screamed in agony. And he’d kick me
and punch me. He put me into hospital several times. Lots of times
I couldn’t afford medical help. I didn’t know what help I could get
—but even if I did know I couldn’t afford it. Many a time I felt like
up and leaving him. I did leave several times and Fd sort of wander
around trying to sort of think clear—which way I was going to
move. The last time I left him I ended up at a city hostel that night.
The next night the policewoman took the kids to a Home and they
stayed there for a week. From there I went to the Children’s Court
and they said they’d leave them in a Home and I p l e a d e d with them
not to, because I didn’t want them in a Home. So I went back to
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him. I gave it another try, but it all started again and in the end I
just told him to pack his clothes and I got a taxi and told the taxidriver just to take him away—anywhere. I just couldn’t take any
more. He’d chopped and changed his jobs more often than he
changed his clothes, and I worked on a market stall for a while to
feed the kids, to make sure they had the essential things. I thought
I shouldn’t have to ask for charity. If I really had to I’d go on the
beat rather than ask for it. You have the kids and you should do
everything you can to bring them up yourself. Now I can look back
and say, ‘Well, I got out of the mess.’
Well, I got on the invalid pension and they gave me a card to say
that I could get medical care and it wouldn’t cost me anything. So I
could go and get proper medical care. I’m having physiotherapy
now and I go to a chest clinic regularly. There were lots of times
before when I needed to go to the clinic or get a doctor and I
couldn’t afford it. Most times! And I was frightened to go. The
pension is a hundred and fifty dollars a fortnight, but it won’t be
from next pension day because it drops for one child. So it’ll go
down to about a hundred and twenty dollars, or even less. Last
time one of the children turned sixteen they took that much off and
I quite expect them to take the same off this time, too. John gets
special benefit and Carol’s meant to be on special benefit, too. But
her cheques haven’t been coming in. So I rang them up the other
day. I asked for ‘Special Benefits’ because that’s where the
forms were filled out for. And they said, ‘She’s not on special
benefit; she’s on unemployment.’ Anyhow, the cheque still doesn’t
come a fortnight later and so you ring them up again. Then they
turn round and tell me she’s on special benefit. But neither
‘Unemployment’ nor ‘Special Benefits’ can find any forms that
she’s taken in. Nobody knows anything about it. Anyway, I did me
block. I hope I don’t have to fight for her any more because that
took it out of me, you know. I’d been on the phone and blasted
them and then I come back and break me heart and shake all day.
But she was writing out the forms for something which was
rightfully hers. You know, for six months she’s taken the forms
over every fortnight on time and she’s never had a cheque. There
must be an awful mix-up somewhere along the line. Anyhow, she
got her first cheque yesterday. And they1 come here and ask me if
the kids are looking for jobs. You know, how can they when they’ve
got no money in their pocket? And I say, ‘Look, it’s all right to say
they’ve got to go out and look for a job every day! If you pay their
allowance to them regularly, on time, they’ve got the money to do
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so. But if you’re nGt paying them any money, how can they do it?51
mean, I’ve only got one wage!
The pension doesn’t go very far because by the time you’ve paid
a fortnight’s rent out of it there’s fifty dollars gone for a start. And
we’ve received advice that our rent goes up next week. It goes up
twelve dollars a fortnight. It’s a very big jump, you know, especially
for people who are on limited income. The others are going to be
hit harder, ’cos I’m on rebated rent. If I wasn’t I’d never be able to
pay it. And then if you get gas bills like the last one I got —ninetyfive dollars—well, I mean, you’ve just got to find that from
somewhere. It might take you a few fortnights to put the money
together before you can pay it. We’ve had new hot water systems
and everybody’s bills around here are like mine, at present. We’ve
made complaints for three months. We complained to the gas
company about it and they say it’s the Commission’s fault, and the
Commission say it’s the maintenance, and then the maintenance
say it’s the gas company. It goes round in circles. So we’ve had the
Tenants’ Union out here and they’re bringing some television
people out because something’s got to be done about it. On top of
the gas you have the electric light. And that’s usually around
twenty-five to thirty-five dollars every three months. I’d like to
have my things insured, but that’s all extra expense. I can’t afford
insurance. And I would love to have the telephone on, but I
couldn’t afford it. Some pensioners get a rebate on phone rental,
but there’s no reduction for getting it put on. The lady next door
keeps a close eye on me and she’ll ring the doctor for me. In an
emergency, it’s surprising. I don’t know where I get my strength
from, but in an emergency I seem to be able to move without
feeling a twinge. But as soon as the pressure’s off, I can’t even
budge—not one inch! I haven’t got good health, I know, but I’ve
got the will-power to fight it. If I got really sick and I couldn’t fight
it and I had to go to hospital, I’d just have to get the lady next door
to ring the ambulance to take me. My flat’s wired for a telephone,
but whether I’ll ever get it on is another thing. If I can afford
luxuries like that, I get them. If I can’t, I don’t!
I used to dread the start of every school year. I used to d r e a d it. It
was just incredible. I’d gradually get the kids things as the weeks
went on through the year—things like school uniforms and books
and so on. You don’t realize the cost until you actually lay it out.
It’s certainly not ‘free schooling’. I’ve gone without, plenty of
times, because if the kids have got what they need, I’m happy. If I
haven’t, well, it doesn’t worry me . . . Oh, there’s been many a time
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I feel like going and getting something for meself with a sale
coming up. But I can’t afford it and that’s it. There are times when
I want to go in and buy clothes or something I’ve seen that I’ve
liked. Well, if you haven’t got the money, you can’t buy it. You can
go and pinch it, but that wouldn’t satisfy me. Sometimes, having a
meal, I don’t feel like what the kids are having and I feel like a
salad. Salad’s the thing I like most as far as food’s concerned. But
often, after I’ve bought the kids’ meat, I can’t afford to buy
anything for a salad. I always try to buy food for the kids like what
they would normally get if they lived in a place where people were
wealthy. I always try to give them the best. They won’t ever want
while I’m alive because they are my main concern.
It doesn’t worry me, not going out. I’ve never wanted to go
around much. I suppose it might be nice to go somewhere, but I
get so worn out. I’ll go out in September because I’ve got to go to
the chest clinic. There are times that I wished I could go to church
because there’s not one day that goes past that I don’t pray for
something. I spend three or four hours laying in bed, just praying
for things that I need help with to get through the day. I used to go
down to my [married] daughter’s place in Altona. But I used to
have to get a taxi to get there and with the money that it cost me it
just got too costly to go. I’ve never had a holiday. Never. I’d just
like to go and live near the beach. I’d hoped that one day the
Commission would give me a house down at the beach. I started
another letter to them the other day. But I think there would be
quite a few years’ waiting list for a house. If they’re putting the rent
up six dollars on these flats I might as well pay the same in a house.
I didn’t want to come to this area. But at the time, the house where
I was in, I paid forty-five dollars a week. And it was condemned by
the Health Department. It had a big hole in the kitchen floor, no
proper ventilation, and the roof leaked. The toilet wasn’t working
properly and needed to be replumbed otherwise the Health
Department said someone would get very sick. The owner wouldn’t
do anything. We went to the Fair Rents Board and they told us to
go to the Health Authority and the Housing Commission. I wasn’t
over-anxious to come to this flat, but when it was offered I just
took it in the hope that I wouldn’t be here too long. It’s a pretty
rough area and in a house I’d have a back-yard where I could grow
my own vegies, have a flower-garden—something that I can potter
around during the day-time. It would help me to keep on me feet.
If I’ve got nothing to do but sit around, naturally, my legs are going
to get weaker and weaker and I’m not going to be able to walk. I
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don’t ever want to go in a wheelchair. Here, I’ve got to rely on the
kids if I want to go out anywhere on the footpath. I’ve got to rely on
them to help me down the stairs, help me back up the stairs . . . If I
was in a house I could get around much easier. I’d be able to be
more independent.
Australians seem concerned about poverty in Asia, but don’t
seem to realize there’s bad poverty on their own doorstep. When I
think back on my life I often wonder how so much could have
happened in so short a period of time. I do thank God for helping
me through because I couldn’t have done it on my own. But I never
give up. It might take me a long while, but I will make it one day.
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‘Alba’ is an immigrant from Uruguay. Because of the low wages in
their country, Alba’s husband moved to Argentina in the hope of
establishing the foundations of a better life-style for the family.
The venture was not successful and so the family cast around for
other countries where its poverty might eventually be relieved.
‘We arrived with practically nothing.’ Their current disadvantage
in Australia has familiar elements—low pay, job insecurity, few
possessions, lack of opportunity to use their job skills, and so on.
Alba speaks English with difficulty, but is articulate in Spanish.
Her manner is polite and prudent, her speech rapid and somewhat
formal. She has an expressive demeanour, showing slight nervous
ness with occasional wringing of her hands and animation with
broad smiles. Despite strenuous efforts to break into the work
force to combat her social isolation and supplement her husband’s
wage, Alba remains unemployed. She is glad to be free of political
dictatorship, but worries still about whether there will be sufficient
income to meet basic needs.
★

Before we came to Australia my husband was living in Argentina
and I was living in Uruguay. Carlos had gone to Buenos Aires
because his brother had found a job for him there as a carpenter. It
seemed like a good opportunity to earn more money than in
Montevideo. The two of them tried to start a small french-polishing
business. But that didn’t work out; they earned very little money
and they couldn’t afford to get all the tools or get the machinery
they needed to set up the business. So they went out doing contract
work, doing small repairs or building jobs, like putting on doors.
After a while Carlos managed to find a job in a hotel, fixing air
conditioners. There was a lot of shift work and he was always on
call. Eventually I left Montevideo to join him in Argentina. I’d
planned to go much earlier, but I ended up having to wait in
Uruguay for several months because Carlos was earning so little. I
had our two small children to look after and we just had Carlos’
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wage to live on. Even if I had been able to find work my wages
would only have covered the cost of having the children minded.
And there were only a few factories where you could work all year.
If you’re lucky enough to have a job, the wage is barely enough to
pay for basic things like food and rent anyway. Really, it was
necessary for both of us to work to keep our heads above water.
Even when we both had work in Uruguay, before Carlos went to
Argentina, we didn’t have enough money. Inflation was very high
and the prices of meat, bread and other food just kept going up. In
Argentina it was even worse! You may not believe this, but every
day I would go to the grocer’s or the butcher’s and every day the
prices of food had been crossed out and a higher price put on.
Every single day things went up. The whole time we were very
poor.
We sold everything when we left Uruguay. We had practically
no clothing or anything. My brother-in-law had a flat in Buenos
Aires, so we didn’t have to pay rent. Even so, there was very little
money left over to buy clothes; I can remember how hard it was
just to find enough money to buy my little daughter a pair of shoes.
I don’t think we could have survived in Argentina if we’d had to
pay rent on top of everything else. Wages are very low and food is
so costly that you need two or three wages to live on; you need to
work sixteen or seventeen hours a day at two or three jobs to
support a family.
Deciding to move to a foreign country was very hard, but we had
to because we couldn’t live like human beings in Argentina or
Uruguay. And our families were having a hard time supporting
themselves, so we couldn’t get any financial help from them. We
couldn’t get a visa for the United States, and there were problems
getting work permits in Venezuela, too. We didn’t have any money
to move to Europe and no European government would pay for our
fare. So we applied for an emigration visa to Australia, and after
about a year we got a government-assisted passage. Over eighty per
cent of us on the flight out would have had no chance whatsoever
of saving the money to pay for the fare ourselves. All of us had one
problem in common—economic. And we had to migrate to try and
solve our problems. We arrived with practically nothing, but we
were reunited as a family and looked forward to improving the way
we lived. I didn’t know anything about Australia. It just seemed so
far away and we didn’t really know what to expect. When we
arrived here we were met at the airport and driven by bus to a
hostel. The food in the hostel was different from what we’d been
56

Alba

used to. It was always overcooked; but they used to have some
really nice salads. There were English classes and the teacher was
really friendly to me. And there was another lady there—I think
she’s a social worker—who spoke Spanish and explained things we
needed to know about, like unemployment benefit, while my
husband was looking for a job. After about five months the hostel
got us a Housing Commission flat, and a voluntary agency gave us
some second-hand furniture for it.
In the mean time, my husband was looking for a job. In
Argentina, Carlos was a carpenter and he knew quite a bit about
french-polishing. He’d like to get a carpentry job here, but he
hasn’t been able to find one. They warned us at the Australian
embassy in Montevideo that immigrants who can’t speak English
would have to work in factories. Some of our friends have looked
and looked and looked for work in their own trade. It’s been a year
before they started work and even then they couldn’t find anywhere
to use their skills. My husband’s got a job now as a welder in the
car industry. He says that’s one of the best jobs you can get in the
factory. The jobs on the assembly line are awful; but even in the
work Carlos does, there are never any breaks. He works all the time
to keep the production rate up. He’s still under 40 but he’s always
so tired at the end of each day. The work’s really hard, and when he
gets home he’s got no energy left for anything. Now he has another
part-time job as a cleaner in the city. He leaves for the factory at a
quarter to seven in the morning and finishes the cleaning job at
nine o’clock at night. When he comes through the flat door at night
his face looks so tired and worn. He’s worn out altogether by the
time he finishes work at the factory. But he’ll probably keep the
part-time job until Christmas because I can’t find work and we
need the money. Since we arrived in Australia the cost of living has
risen a lot and I think the rent of our flat is about to go up. So I’ll
keep looking for work.
I’m sorry that I don’t speak English better—I know it’s very
important—but it’s more important that I work than I do English
classes. It’s very hard to find a job, though. When I first arrived in
Australia I went out every day and looked for work while the
children were at kindergarten. But it is such a struggle to find work
in Australia. I did have a job as a tea-lady for five months, but I had
to wait at home until my children went off to school. So I would be
a bit late. Even so, I felt I worked well and I got on well with
everyone. There was an Italian lady working there and we were
able to talk to each other quite a bit. Even though I did usually
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arrive later than nine o’clock, I always got the work done and had
everything ready by ten o’clock when I had to serve the tea. They
didn’t say anything, but I knew they didn’t like to see me arriving
late and finally they gave me the sack. They knew I had problems;
but rich people don’t usually care about poor people. I haven’t
been able to find work for the last year except for a couple of
months in a knitting mill. Fortunately, by then there was a Chilean
woman living a couple of floors down and she was able to look after
the children before and after school. I paid her twenty-five dollars
a week. But the children didn’t like the sudden change and they
used to play up. My son had an ear infection for a while, too, which
made it difficult for him to be looked after. I used to take him to
casualty at the Royal Children’s. I do the same when the other
children aren’t well. The medical treatment they get there is very
good. But it’s a sad thing that the government has taken away
Medibank. It’s a step backwards for the people of Australia.
Anyhow, after I’d been at the knitting mill for a couple of months
they laid some of us off, including me, because they’d run out of
work. I know I can’t choose the type of job I take, but I really need
any job to help out my husband. When I first went to the
Commonwealth Employment Service I said I didn’t want shift
work because I had small children. But now I would take night
shift. There are so many people looking for work, though, that they
won’t give you a job unless you’ve got experience. And I don’t have
any! I’ve been trying to find somewhere to practise as a machinist
or overlocker, but so far I haven’t found anywhere. Still, I haven’t
given up hope. I’ll keep looking for a job or a training course. The
Commonwealth Employment Service has training courses, did you
say? They’ve never told me anything about that.
I made a couple of friends when I worked at the knitting mill,
but I haven’t seen them since I left that job. We don’t have any
Australian friends because of the language barrier. And we don’t go
out a lot here; we don’t have many people visit and going out to the
pictures or anywhere is so expensive. Loneliness is a very bad
problem for a lot of South Americans, especially when you
remember family birthdays back home and you feel very sad about
not being able to see them. We send some money home to our
parents because they have so little. Sometimes we send fifty dollars
home, sometimes a bit more. My mother has always been able to
stretch a little money a long way. But at their age our parents have
a right to be able to live without worrying about where the next
meal comes from.
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Pm reasonably contented here, in spite of being so far from my
family. Over here is a democracy and people can give their opinions.
But it’s very hard for migrant women to find work. And the factory
work here is much harder, faster and tiring. The factories expect
constant high production and a lot is demanded of you. My husband
brings home a hundred and thirty-nine dollars a week from the car
factory. The money from the cleaning job helps a lot; we bought a
second-hand car last month. The bank wouldn’t lend us the extra
money we needed so we had to borrow it from a finance company.
We’re still paying them back at a rate of a hundred and thirty-six
dollars monthly. It takes a lot of big sacrifices to buy that car, but
it’s very necessary because public transport in Melbourne is no
good. We can’t afford to be proud here; we often have to buy
second-hand things. You can see our house—completely bare—
nothing on the walls, only a little bit of carpet, hardly any furniture.
At least we don’t have the worry of big debts. We don’t want to owe
money if we can help it. You could hardly say that we’re rolling in
money, but we don’t have any hire purchase debts for furniture or
anything. We’re determined to make a future here, especially for
the children. We won’t be going back to Uruguay or Argentina.
Their governments rule by force; democracy is dead. Here I get
worried more about food going up so much, even at the market. We
spend nearly twice as much on food as when we first arrived in
Australia. And my husband’s wage hasn’t gone up very much.
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Many goods and services that are viewed as luxuries in one era
eventually come to be seen as necessities, and then as relics not
much later on. ‘Nellie’s’ story concentrates on her efforts for survival
during the Depression years, when a copper, an ice-chest, a change
of clothing, blankets, a bath and hot running water were all luxuries
beyond her reach. Changing social conditions have relieved several
of Nellie’s earlier struggles, but her relative economic position has
remained unaltered.
Dressed simply in a cotton smock and blue slippers, Nellie walks
with difficulty as a consequence of arthritis in both legs. She is
stocky and mentally sharp. Her tiny ground-floor flat has a bed
sitting room, a bathroom and kitchenette on either side of the
entrance. You couldn’t swing the proverbial cat there without
giving it a sore head! A small communal lawn and a noisy main road
are roughly equidistant from the front door. Neither current diffi
culties nor a history of economic hardship has daunted Nellie’s
optimism. In her eighties now, she says she is better off than she
has ever been, on a pension that, nevertheless, leaves her below the
poverty line.
★

I had two children by the time I was nineteen. Then Bill had to go
off to the [First World] War. He was away in France and different
places for three years. Sometimes they’d go on leave and he’d only
go back to the front under escort. [Chuckling.] He never got out of
uniform; he’d just go to the pubs and stay there and the provosts
had to go and pick him up. They were all badly equipped. He
never discussed it much; but I certainly know he come home
bloody troppo.1 It was all fighting with bayonets. They used to
have to run down in the trenches and all that sort of thing.
Shocking, isn’t it? They wouldn’t tell you he’d gone AWOL.2
Eventually, after you’d had no money, they’d send a note to say
‘your husband was apprehended on the sixth of the month’ or
something ‘and your pension will be coming’. But they wouldn’t
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give you back-money and sometimes I was without a cracker. So I
used to walk into town at four o’clock in the morning and cook the
breakfast for all the men at the fish market. We could’ve got a tram,
but that was threepence that we could do something with. So we’d
walk instead.
Later on I used to get the half past five train in the morning and
do cleaning work in the city for three hours. Then I’d go back and
do another shift at night. Including Saturday morning I got two
pound eight shillings a week. That was the biggest wage I ever got.
There were no vacuum cleaners or anything. We used to lug
buckets all over the place. I used up plenty of energy, I can tell you.
But I was lucky I had a job during the Depression. It was nothing
to find people queued up in the corridor and on the stairs after a
job. Sometimes I could go and do housework at different people’s if
they were sick or something. It might be an extra seven and six or
ten shillings; but that’d be about all. I got a job making men’s grey
flannels, too. You were meant to get about a shilling a dozen, but
I’d never made men’s flannels before and I put the sleeves in all
back to front. They had to unpick them so I didn’t get any money. I
suppose I was trying to do too much. I was lucky to be able to get a
job when there were so many others who couldn’t get work.
Bill used to work on the wharves. Before the Depression he often
worked from seven in the morning to eleven at night. For that he’d
get five pounds. But in the Depression he just got a job here and
there—not very often. He spent most of his time standing on the
corner with the other men. As far as work went it was a case of an
open pick-up. The men would wait on the corner and the foreman
would pick up the workers that he wanted. Bill might get work for
three weeks and then nothing at all. There was no set wage; you got
paid by the hours you worked. Of course, there was no pay for idle
time or anything, like there is today. And there was all that danger
with the big slings and so on doing a wharfie’s job. There’s been a
terrible lot of men killed on the wharf, you know. Some of the jobs
were so dirty and smelly, too. The hides would be taken off the
cows and not put out in the sun or anything. And my husband used
to work in some stuff called lamp-black. He’d come out just like a
real Abo. He had to try and wash it off with cold water ’cos hot
water made it worse. It was still coming through his skin for days
after he worked on it. Some of the other men went down the
powder grounds that were out in the bay. They used to load the
explosives from one boat to another while the ship was out at sea.
They got ten pound for that; that was big money. But you could
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get blown up doing it. There were lots of strikes on the wharf,
mainly over conditions. I don’t think they ever struck much over
money. The 1928 strike must’ve went on for six or seven months.
And when the wharfies were on strike the ship-owners put scabs
in. They’d bring fellows in from other suburbs—from all angles—
and there’d be big fights. Some of them were very young and they
were never told anything about unions. No one in the union ever
scabbed. They could never live it down if they did.
Bill didn’t get back into good work again after the end of the
twenties. There was hardly any work around; there was nothing
much else he could do anyway. A lot of the men ended up washing
sands or digging up roads to get their sustenance.3 They’d get
thirty shillings a fortnight. And they’d go up to the town hall and
get cabbages or things like that that’d been donated by shop
keepers or growers. It was working people that went up there; no
one that didn’t need them’d go for them. The men used to go down
the abattoirs and get tripe or ox-tails that had been discarded.
Sometimes they got that for very little. And the kids used to go
down the pier. They’d pick a hole in the bag that the rice was in
and climb underneath it. See, that was one way we could get food. I
never lined up for anything if I could help it. I s’pose I was foolish,
but I was proud. It was a case of ‘if you were broke, don’t look it’.
We were never on ‘susso’3 ’cos I was earning over two pound a
week. It didn’t matter how many children you had; you still didn’t
get anything. We all used to seem to help each other. Neighbours
used to give me a loaf of bread now and again and we’d hand on one
another’s clothes for the kids—things like that. We’d go into town
and sit in a cubicle and get our shoes soled and heeled for one and
three. The kiddies mostly wore runners that could clean up and
look nice.
A man with a fruit shop used to make up a copper full of soup for
the local kids. And we’d give the kids savs and a slice of bread and
that was a meal. We’d put a good bit of water into the sauce bottle
and shake it up. The kids had more water than sauce, but they still
liked it. Soup was our mainstay. You’d get vegetables cheap and
put them into a soup or stew. We had to be careful, and go without
a lot of things. It sounds silly, but we might have to sit the kids
down to one slice of bread instead of a couple. We used to have a
lot of rice puddings and curry and rice. Sweets were cheap but we
still didn’t have them. You had no luxuries except the kids got
threepence or sixpence to go to the pictures on a Saturday afternoon.
That was their only enjoyment. As they turned 14 they left school
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and earned their own keep. Two of them worked in factories; the
other one was a swaggie4 for a while before he got a steady job.
At the market you could get forty or fifty pounds of potatoes for
sixpence. And you got four bunches of carrots for threepence and
four bunches of parsnips for threepence . . . Well, that was enough
for stews and soups for the week. I used to get shanks and fore
quarter chops and I used to make a pie with a pig’s head. Sheep’s
heads were a penny, and you’d boil them and extract all the meat
off them. Then you’d cook some onion and carrot and parsnip in a
separate dish and pour them over the sheep’s head. Then you made
some white sauce and put that over it, put it in the oven and
perhaps put potatoes on top. It was a real good dish! Only wealthy
people bought lamb. We used to get by, but there wasn’t a lot to
survive on. You couldn’t afford a lot of nourishing foods and
people got very run-down and caught things quickly, like the ‘black
flu’. The ‘black flu’ was like ‘cot death’—no one ever knew what
caused it, but it wasn’t just babies that died from it. A lot of people
around here got it.
All the working people used to have to pawn things. My
husband’s pants or coat—maybe the whole suit—went in on the
Monday and came out on the Friday morning when I got my
wages. You got about seven and six for pawning the suit and you’d
pay about fourpence interest to get it out for the weekend. I didn’t
have anything to pawn—just used to wash out my stockings and
things every night and put them in front of the coke fire to dry for
the morning—but I know women who even pawned their hats with
a plume on them. If you got about four shillings it’d be good money
for one of those hats with a feather. A friend of mine used to roll up
her carpet every Monday morning and take it up a little lane to one
of the pawn shops. She’d get it out on Friday and put it down in
the passage for the weekend, and back it went on Monday. A lot of
the kids used to get really embarrassed when they were sent down
to the pawn shops to get money on things.
I always had beds for the kids—all on time payment of course;
but I had ’em just the same. And there was a pair of sheets to each
bed. You had to wait for a windy day to wash the sheets to get them
dry and put them back on the bed the same night. I used to have a
wood oven that was in nearly all the old houses. ’Course I only ever
lived in old houses. We never struck a place with a bath in it. We’d
just have a bath once a week on a Friday night in one of those big
galvanized tubs that you see hanging on the back of council lorries
now. We’d heat the water over a fire in the back-yard. Then you all
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bathed in the one lot of water, so you were lucky to get it hot. To
wash the clothes you’d stand in this big tub in the back-yard and
wash them in that and then rinse them under the tap in the gulleytrap. Then you’d put them in a kerosene tin filled with water and
lift that up onto your wood fire to boil them. The houses we lived
in never had a copper. I couldn’t afford an ice-chest till around the
forties. We used to cool the food in a meat-safe and if it was very
hot weather you’d cook your meat ahead of time. We got the light
cut off once because we didn’t have the money to pay the bill, so we
used candles and lamps. It wasn’t a very great inconvenience,
though, because we didn’t have an electric cooker or anything
anyway. I’ve never had the gas cut off because if the children got
any pennies given to them I used to tell them the gas meter was a
money-box. And when the gas man’d come he’d take so many
pennies and leave so many for the kids. So they knew that you
weren’t telling fibs.
I lived in one house for eight years non-stop. But the rent was
only thirteen shillings there. That was so cheap that I could
manage to pay it each week before I bought the food or anything. I
had a room for myself there and a second room for the two girls;
and me son had a room in the yard. They were good conditions
really. Apart from there I moved all the time—nearly every month
for years —because we just couldn’t pay the rent. I’ve lived in every
street around here, I reckon. It never cost anybody around the
ports anything to move, though. There was always somebody that
had a horse and lorry and they would move you. Everybody wasn’t
looking for a quid like they are today. The neighbours always knew
when you had to shift and you’d move without letting the agent
know. Everybody was the same. When the agent come to collect
the rent, you were there instead of the original people. I don’t think
I ever ended up owing much rent. And the agents always knew the
local people were ‘tryers’.
My husband never missed a day’s work when it was there. But
there never used to be full-time work on the wharves. In the end he
got an ulcer and then he had a very bad haemorrhage and died the
same day. Me son paid for his funeral. I had about thirty bob to me
name. The wharfies collected about thirty pounds and gave it to
me. There was nothing from what my husband had earned in his
lifetime, like superannuation or anything. I got the widow’s pension;
that was all. I didn’t even apply for a repatriation pension because I
knew all that stuff about him being AWOL in England would
come up. I would have had to wait at least a year and go up before a
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tribunal and all that sort of thing to prove me case and I knew it
wouldn’t be worthwhile.
I’ve been living in this place for twelve months now. Even
though Pm in me eighties it’s the first time Pve had hot water. And
I got blankets last year through some people at the Council. I
wouldn’t put myself in for handouts anywhere. But the social
worker said, ‘You haven’t got blankets on your bed and you’re
definitely entitled to a pair.’ So she got them for me, which was
good. The rent here is twenty-two dollars sixty a fortnight. I pay
that in advance. So out of every pension cheque Pve got about
thirty-five dollars a week for food and clothes and that. I don’t
really get luxuries like tinned fruit or asparagus or cream. If Pve
got the money I’ll buy those sorts of things, but mainly I buy
necessary things like meat and vegetables. My daughter makes all
my clothing for me. The only luxury Pve got is the telephone, ’cos I
think that’s a necessity. I’d be terrible nervous without a telephone.
I can ring the police and fire brigade or if I feel really ill I can ring
me daughter.
Now Pve got a telephone I can ring up the TAB5 and have a bet,
too. I don’t smoke and I don’t drink, but I like to have a fifty-cent
bet on a horse or dog if Pve got the money. Fifty cents is the
biggest I ever bet. During the Depression I didn’t bet at all, except
a shilling each way with the SP bookies6 at Cup time. I got the
double yesterday, so I had a few bets today out of me winnings. It’s
as an interest and a way of getting a little nest egg. The last time I
did anything like go to the pictures was when ‘Mutiny on the
Bounty’ came out.
I suppose you never know what you’ll do until you’ve had to face
it. But I think if another Depression came today, most of the young
kids would cope. I tell you what I do notice now, though: there’s a
terrible lot of greed!
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Born into a large family whose bread-winner was forced by illness
to stop work, ‘Linda’ recalls that cwe were always very hungry and I
used to get sick a lot’. Regular illness severely disrupted her
schooling, and early morning household chores left her fatigued
and inattentive when at school. When she turned 14, Linda was
obliged by economic circumstances to leave school. Practically all
of her wage from factory work went on supplementing family
finances, which nevertheless remained inadequate. Poverty also
severely restricted Linda’s opportunities for developing social
relationships. She became pregnant and left home to rear a family.
Her partner’s job at the abattoirs was unstable, and even when in
full-time work he was not able to command a wage high enough to
maintain the family. Consequently, their housekeeping was
unhealthy, overcrowded and unsettling. Keeping up with the rent
meant skipping meals.
A petite, sprucely dressed woman in her early twenties, with
henna’d hair, Linda has intense looks that are perhaps highlighted
by her thick-lensed glasses. She takes tranquillizers for anxiety and
depression and smokes heavily. Her lisping voice has a flatness
evidencing her melancholy. In interview she carefully enunciated
each word, displaying little affect even when talking of personal
tensions that overwhelmed her, such that she ‘just hated living’ and
with ‘all the bills and stuff . . . couldn’t take any more’. At her
lowest ebb her depression took on infanticidal and suicidal
proportions.
★

I was one of the middle children out of eight of us. My oldest sister
was out working at 14 to help our parents. My dad had a bad heart
and the invalid pension was very little. There was always bills and
not enough money for this and that. My dad used to try to work
but it used to tire him out too quick. I remember I had only two old
dresses to my name. I used to get about in shoes that were falling
apart. The kids used to call us ‘hairy legs’ and things like that. In
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winter, I remember we used to have a bowl of soup with a slice of
bread. That would be tea! We used to have two slices of bread to
take to school for lunch, and for breakfast we used to have porridge
or plain flour with treacle. I used to be that th in . We were going to
be put into a Home when we had no money for food, but we got
some money from a welfare agency. I remember we always used to
go to bed hungry. We were always very hungry, and I used to get
sick a lot. When we were little we used to go and pinch milk so we’d
have some for breakfast. If somebody had about six bottles we used
to take one, ’cos we thought they had so many bottles they must be
rich.
I started helping in the house from when I was about six or seven
years old. I think it was around that time that I started taking
epileptic fits. I used to go to school, but I was in and out of hospital
all of the time and I didn’t learn much. I was so tired nearly all the
time when I was at school because I used to have to get up about six
o’clock in the morning to wash the clothes in the bath. We used to
get that many beltings at home, ’cos mum used to take it out on us
when she was running out of everything. We didn’t have enough
money and dad just started drinking and he and mum used to
argue all the time. I left school when I was 15 and got a job as a
factory machinist. I used to get twelve dollars a week. Mum would
take ten of it and I’d have two dollars to buy clothes and to last me
till I got paid. My forelady bought me a pair of shoes; she even paid
for a pair of glasses, which I couldn’t afford.
I started going out with Martin and I got pregnant when I was
about 15. I was glad to have an excuse to get away from home. In
the end Martin and I had three children. He worked at the abattoirs,
but the wage was low. When he had work he was usually bringing
home about eighty-seven dollars a week. But the work wasn’t stable
and he was often on strike for better money or conditions, or else
he was unemployed. I preferred to stay at home with the children.
There wasn’t much money coming in though, so I got an office
cleaning job. I used to earn about fifty-five dollars a week. I got
very sick with a lung complaint and one of the children started
getting very bad asthma. So I had to give work away. I found it
really hard to cope. We were living in a place with one bedroom
and a kitchen and a bungalow. We needed a bigger place but the
rent was twenty-one dollars a week where we were. We had nothing
in it—the place was t h a t bare and cold. Martin’s mum bought us a
heater to warm things up a bit. Friends kept telling us the place
was unhealthy. But if we’d called in the health inspectors it would
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have been condemned for sure and we didn’t have anywhere else to
go at the time. As it was we were getting miles behind with the
rent. In the finish the agent came round and demanded the money.
I was pregnant with Nigel at the time; my other son was hospitalized
and I was on so much medicine myself for nerves of the stomach
. . . But we had to get out. We lived with all sorts of people really.
But it was always so overcrowded. It was like when I was younger
and there were five of us in a double bed. The springs in the
mattress were broken and we used to be half on the floor. When I
was pregnant the second time we were living at mum and dad’s
place. Mum used to sleep with me. She used to snore all the time
and I didn’t have much room to move because I was pretty big with
Howard. There was nothing we could do about it though; we just
couldn’t afford to rent anywhere. We’d put in for a Housing
Commission flat and after about three years it came through. I
think we’ll be stuck here for the rest of our lives. It’s not much of a
place for the kids without a back-yard or anything, but I don’t have
the same problems with rent here. I pay the rent and my other bills
through the credit union. The main problem I’ve had here is the
rent man and the pension person coming round and claiming that
I’m living d e f a c t o with Martin. It’s not true; we’ve been separated
for a while. I don’t mix with anybody around here now in case they
start a rumour. Before you know what’s happened someone’s
dobbed you in to the pension office or the Housing Commission.
We did all get together the other week, though, and had a tenants’
meeting because it takes so long to get any repairs done in the flats.
A lot of people have got stuck in the lifts lately and people’s toilets
are always flooding. One of the walls in my flat’s gone all mouldy
and the damp has started in one of the other rooms as well. So
we’re trying to get them to come and fix these sorts of things.
I find it really hard just to get by on the money I get. There’ve
been times when I just hated living. You know? I get eighty-three
dollars a week on the supporting mother’s benefit and another ten
dollars a week from Martin for the boys. Most of the money goes
on rent and bills and food. I always buy vegetables for the kids. For
tea we might have a string of peas and a sausage or something and
one slice of bread. I don’t like to see my kids have it as hard as we
had it. I’d go without rather than let the children go short. Like
yesterday, I had a chicken roll for lunch. Later on in the day I had
an apple and a biscuit, and then I had two bowls of vegie soup that
I made up from tomatoes and some packets of soup that were on
special at the supermarket. The doctor’s warned me about having
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adequate food. I’ve got so tired and run down a couple of times. I
nearly ended up in the hospital one time because I had lost that
much weight; I went down to five stone and I was pregnant at the
time. But with the groceries and vegies and meat the food comes
out fairly expensive. I often have to tick up bread and milk at the
local shop and a couple of times I’ve had to go and pick up a food
voucher. But I feel awful doing that. I’d rather buy things out of
my own money. It’s just that sometimes there isn’t enough to go
round. This week the electricity bill arrived, so I’ve had to tick up
eight dollars at the milk-bar. And the single mother’s benefit
doesn’t pay for prescriptions. Which I don’t understand. Last week
I had to get some money from the community health centre to pay
for some prescriptions for my son. Martin’s supposed to pay more
on the maintenance, but he can’t find work and he only gets fiftyone dollars on the unemployment benefit. When he gets his tax
return I should be able to buy some clothes for the kids; they
certainly need some. The only time my kids get anything new is for
their birthdays and for Christmas—that’s the only time, really.
And I think they deserve more than that. I want to save some
money for the kids so when they get older they’ll have a bit to start
off with. They’ve got as far as two dollars in the bank, but that’s as
far as I can get at the moment. I’ll try to get a loan from the credit
union next year to buy a car. That way I’ll be able to take the kids
out more and I won’t have to keep them home from school when
it’s pouring with rain. Sometimes in the middle of the night you
have to rush one of the kids to the hospital and you have to wait all
hours for a taxi or you haven’t got the money for the fare. One time
Simon got very sick with a germ in the bowel and a sort of burning
temperature in his tummy and ended up in hospital. So I used to
walk about two miles to the hospital every morning and sit there all
day. I used to have to sit outside. By the time I got home I was too
tired to even eat tea. Then I used to get up at about half past seven
in the morning and I used to walk straight to the hospital to see
Simon again. It gets so tiring sometimes when you haven’t got a
car. I’ll try to get some money for a car from the credit union—not
from a hire purchase company. I’ve paid hire purchase for the
couch now and the toys I got the kids last Christmas. The only
thing that belongs to the hire purchase company still is the fridge.
I’ve fallen behind on payments for the fridge, but they won’t take
me to court because they’d be in big trouble for putting my age
down as 21, which I wasn’t when they first signed me up. They
came round again the other night at about half past eight, nine
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o’clock. They were yelling and screaming and that and all the
neighbours could hear what they were saying. They look through
the window and ask you who your visitors are and where people
live. I used to tell them to mind their own business, but I still used
to get really upset and have bad dreams.
A few months ago I was almost put in a psychiatric hospital
because the money problems just got on top of me. I cut my wrists
through all the bills and stuff. I took eight tablets that night. When
I woke up I had blood on the pillow-slip and I wondered where it
was coming from. Also, somebody put me in to the pension office
and somebody dobbed me in to the rent office for having, you
know . . . But we’ve split up. He keeps coming round, but I won’t
have him back—no way—since we only fight that much. Another
time I got very sick in the stomach and there wasn’t much money
coming in and Nigel was crying all the time . . . I just got like I felt
like killing him. I couldn’t take no more and I locked him in the
bathroom and tried to smother him. I was so upset, if the Health
Centre sister hadn’t come then I think I would have killed him. I’m
still on tablets now from all the worry. I got very bad head pains
and I couldn’t eat or think or sleep . . . My nerves went snap and I
couldn’t hold a cup or anything. It felt like the walls were crushing
in or somethink. I used to shake t h a t much and I didn’t know what
day it was. I was on four capsules a night to make me sleep, and I
was on three white tablets as well to protect me from the blue ones.
I went off them tablets too quick. And I got that itchy with a nerve
rash on my scalp that I couldn’t sleep. And when I did sleep I was
having really bad nightmares. I got that way that I was hitting the
bottle pretty hard. By drinking the wine I’d push everything out to
the back of me mind. The next day I’d start drinking again. It
wasn’t fair to the kids, but I just got that way with the bills and
stuff that I couldn’t take any more.
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As the eldest of three children in a Turkish immigrant family,
‘Mustafa’ displays maturity and s a v o i r - f a i r e beyond his fifteen
years. Since his parents do not speak English, Mustafa is often
relied upon to interpret for them and to help organize family
affairs. He is neatly attired and his flashing eyes accord with his
brisk manner. Although the interviews from which the following
oral record is drawn were conducted with Mustafa’s father, through
his son, Mustafa interposed to such an extent that the story emerges
in his own words.
After a two year wait in Turkey for an immigration visa and a
brief period of urban living in Australia, the family was duped into
moving to a rural area. Mustafa’s father believed that he would
receive work there as a veterinarian, but instead the family finds
itself ‘stuck here’, subsisting on the seasonal earnings it makes from
tomato-picking and the unemployment benefit it is loth to claim
during the ‘off-season’. ‘My father wants a job,’ says Mustafa,
‘because that money isn’t enough.’
The household furniture is sparse, leaving the flickering
television set occupying particular prominence. During the inter
views there was an evident family bond and a good deal of animated
conversation. Frequently, all talked excitedly and simultaneously,
meanwhile plying the interviewer with b a k l a v a and coffee.
★

We’ve been in Australia almost four years now. In Istanbul my
father was working as a veterinary doctor and my mother was a
hairdresser. My father used to go out to work at six o’clock in the
morning and sometimes come home at night about one o’clock. We
had the money and we used to spend a lot. But it got too hard to
live in Turkey because there was fighting everywhere. There’s an
inside war between the left-wingers and the right-wingers. People
were afraid to go outside at night-time because there was wild
fighting. People shoot through windows and everything. One group
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wants Turkey to be a Muslim state, just like Pakistan; the other
group wants just a sort of democracy without religion.
Our dad had studied about the climate and the people in
Australia—and about Captain Cook and the history —so we decided
to come out to Australia because our dad liked what he had read
about it. We sort of made an agreement with the Turkish
Immigration Department at Ankara. You get a number and they let
you know if the number comes up. We don’t know how they work
out whether you can come. Dad went down to the consulate at
Ankara, but they just don’t let you in. My father’s friend was
working in the unemployment service in Istanbul and he said there
was eighty thousand people who wanted to come out to Australia—
and that was just in Istanbul. After about two years of waiting we
cut our hopes. But then our number came up. If we knew that we
were going to come out to Australia, in those two years we could
have learnt some more English. Either the Australian Government
or the Turkish Government’s got to do something about it, or they
gotta join up and do something ’cos it’s a big problem. A lot of
people want to come out here and they must teach them English.
We came to Australia by aeroplane and then we went to a
government hostel. It was very clean and they were very good
people, but we were used to home living. At the hostel you felt like
an animal because you got certain times that you h a v e to be there.
You wake up at half past seven, you have to go to breakfast. . . We
could have stayed there for twelve months, but after two months
we rented our own house. There was an English class at the hostel,
but after you leave for your own place you can’t get back into the
lessons again. And we couldn’t get any practice in English. It was
hard, too, ’cos no one came up and explained about how to send us
to school or anything about getting a driving licence or anything.
We got a Turkish friend to help us find a house to rent. We didn’t
have any relatives or anything like that.
My father got a job in a plastics factory. He was working night
shift, so we were getting enough money to live anyway. My mother
never worked; she was just looking after my brother. My father’s
factory was full of migrants. You’d find every sort of nationality
there. There was some Turkish people there and dad would ask
some of them to translate for him. He couldn’t learn very much
English there. The work was very hard, but he just had to get used
to it. He just said to himself he had to work and get money. We
wanted to stay in the city, but two men came to our house and said
there was a real good job in the country and dad could work as a vet
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with cows and sheep and all that. So we believed them. Then,
when we got here, they said, ‘You got to pick tomatoes.’ They’d
planted too many tomatoes and so they came down to Melbourne
and sort of fooled all these people to come up here to pick their
tomatoes. They fooled us by saying to my father, ‘You’re a
veterinarian. There is dairy farms up there and we’ll find you a
job.’ The next year they went down to Melbourne again and fooled
another lot of people into picking their tomatoes. People sell
everything to come up here, so it’s a bit hard to go back again. The
grower was underpaying us and getting a lot for himself. All of the
kids had to work, too. The problem is you’re only employed on the
tomato work for three to four months. Then there’s no job or
money and you’re stuck. Even in the tomato season there’s no
guarantee of work, ’cos if a hailstorm or anything like that comes,
the crop’s gone. Sometimes we get unemployment benefit, but we
don’t like sitting down and receiving money from the government.
It makes us sort of uncomfortable. But there is no employment
around here. The Employment Service said there would be a job at
the milk factory for my dad after August, but there wasn’t.
We’re sort of stuck here, so we got a contract with the tomato
growers and we bought a tractor and all the equipment and things.
We don’t regret buying the tractor; it’s just that as soon as we’ve
paid it off we’ll feel better. We’ve got about five hundred dollars to
pay on the car we bought up here, too. We bought it two years ago,
but it’s broken down now.
Before we came to Australia, dad said to himself that he was a
veterinarian and there was plenty of land in Australia. He thought
we could buy some land from the government and look after some
animals. We haven’t got any savings at all now, so it would be a bit
hard to shift. But if the government sort of shifted us where there
is factories and gave us a farm to work in, then we could work on
the land in summer and maybe get a factory job in winter. If we
have money we are going to buy some land for sure. We’ve got our
name down for a contract now with a factory in Melbourne, but it’s
no good leasing the land and paying off the tractor. And if a flood
came, or hailstones, there’s nothing you can do about it. Lots of
people up here just plant tomatoes without getting a contract.
They all just say, ‘Oh, we’ll take them to the markets.’ But they
spend all their money on petrol and they’re out of pocket. The
market is very good money compared with the factories. But no
contracts is a big risk. With the contract they come and say, ‘This
tomato needs spray to get rid of all the grubs,’ or something. The
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factories give you the spray. Then, at the end of the season, you
pay them back. [With a knowing chuckle.]
At the moment the only money we get is a hundred and fiftyseven dollars every two weeks from the Social Service. My father
wants a job because that money isn’t enough. It’s very hard just
being on Social Service. And until my mother and father can get a
job they won’t start speaking English. It’s all right for us [children]
because we go to school and learn English. Dad has to know at least
as much English as me before he can get a good job. He wants to do
some work where he can use his qualifications, but he can’t until he
speaks English. If they gave dad a chance, working next to a
veterinarian, where there were no Turkish people around at all, he
would learn English very fast. He understands milk control and he
could help them in the milk factory. Usually I go places with him
because he’s got to tell me what he wants and I’ve got to interpret
for him. It puts a lot of responsibility on me; but that’s the only
way a kid grows up anyway. A kid must know life and all the
expenses you have to pay. If dad can speak for himself it will be
better, though. There were some English classes around here a
couple of years ago. That’s when my father had his eye trouble. He
just couldn’t see anything so he just couldn’t go there. It would be a
bit hard to get to classes in the tomato season, but dad would
certainly go if there were any classes in winter. One time, people
said that someone who knew a little bit of Turkish would come
around and teach you how to speak a little bit of English in your
own house. A lady was going to come and teach the ladies and a
man was going to come and teach the men. But it didn’t happen.
We never heard any more about it. We [children] usually speak
English at home and my parents learn a bit more of the language. I
can hardly speak Turkish now anyway. When I first came to
Australia the kids at school used to call me ‘wog’ because I was
speaking Turkish. I didn’t give a damn when they called me that; I
just laughed and walked away. But I can’t really speak Turkish
much by now.
The worst problem my father has is that he cannot read some
thing. Every time I see him in Turkey he was always reading
something. But out here he’s got the language problem. He gets
very upset, very frustrated. The newspapers aren’t enough. There’s
a Melbourne newspaper which is published in Turkish, but dad
doesn’t like it because it’s all about religion. We got a few really
good Turkish books from the library, but dad’s read most of them
now. Just because he doesn’t know how to speak English, all he can
76

On the Bread Line

do is go to the unemployment service, get his money, sit down . . .
That’s something we don’t like, but that’s how we’ve ended up.
We like Australia, but if my father had a job and could speak
English we would probably go out more to the pictures or some
thing. I have plenty of school-friends around here and I play soccer
and volleyball in Mildura. But my parents haven’t been out visiting
people for dinner since we’ve been up here. Mother loves
swimming, but she doesn’t like to go by herself. In Istanbul she
swam a lot in summer, but in winter there would be snow every
where. If we could have a holiday we would like to see some more
parts of Australia. We really like the climate here, but it’s a bit hard
to change your food. Like, something that we might be able to eat
—like demerara rice—Australians mightn’t ever have tasted. We
eat a lot of vegetables that are all cooked up. We mix up every
vegetable there is.
We like it here, but English is a big problem. If my parents can
get a good job and save money we are going to buy some land and
put some animals onto it, for sure. Mother would like to have her
own job—like, a hairdresser. And father would like to do his own
profession, but it’s not possible to get any work right now. If my
father did his own job I think he’d be more useful to Australia than
he is at the moment, just sitting down.
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‘Lyn’ and her six children struggle through on a supporting parent’s
benefit. Despite her persistent economic difficulties, Lyn retains
an easy manner, often jovial and mocking situations by voice
mimicry. Her short bursts of laughter, however, often give way to a
more pensive, sadder tone. In the Housing Commission flat that
the family had recently moved into, Lyn casually flopped about
barefooted in loose-fitting clothes. She might be outwardly casual,
but she has a resilient character.
For the family’s livelihood she depends on a pension that is ‘just
not enough’. Inadequate income, combined with prohibitive rents
for suitable private housing, has caused indebtedness and numerous
involuntary moves. These have forced changes of schools upon the
children and disrupted social relationships. Now in public housing,
expenditure is restricted to a bare minimum so as to wipe off earlier
incurred housing debts. Economy on Lyn’s scale debars her from
social outlets and necessitates extreme thrift on clothing and food.
A high-carbohydrate diet is employed because it’s cheaper and the
kids can ‘fill up’. The persistence of an inadequate income severely
limits the degree of control Lyn can exercise over her life, the only
alternative being to ‘just take every day as it comes’.
★

It’s a bit like roll call in the morning when we’re all here. I’ve got
four little girls and two boys. The eldest is eleven and the youngest
is three. They’re good kids on the whole. This one’s a bit of a
terror. [Referring jovially to the youngest child, sitting on her
knee.] He makes up for the whole ruddy six. I think if I had my
time over again I’d still have six kids, but I don’t know whether I’d
turn out the same guy. Everything was smooth for a while. Then
he started coming home blind drunk and arguing and making the
kids cry. Well, that’s when you call it quits. After a while I tried to
get maintenance, but they never found him. I don’t think he had
enough money to pay anyway. If I could prove that he’d been
earning enough to pay me maintenance, they’d stick him in jail. So
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what’s the benefit of that? Mum and dad were really good to me,
you know. They’ve sort of really stuck by me the whole time.
Whenever there’s a problem I can’t solve, mum and dad are always
there to help. They were away for a few months a while ago. It was
a good break for them, really, because they’ve always worked and
sort of never been away on holidays. But we really missed them. I
go over to the milk-bar and phone mum every night. You know, if
I’ve missed out on one night I’ll ring up the next night and she’ll
say, ‘Ohh, what happened to you last night? Were one of the kids
sick?’ [Mimicking her mother’s panic.] And she goes on and on.
And I really missed that, you know. I really missed talking to her.
My eldest son missed his grandad, too; he just worships his
grandad. Dad’s sort of been a father to him most of his life.
We had to move house again while mum and dad were away.
They really worry about that. But I just couldn’t afford to keep up
with the rent. I was still paying ten dollars a week back-rent on the
last place and they put the rent up four dollars on my current place
to fifty-two dollars a week. I just couldn’t keep up with it. And, you
know, the place needed condemning because all the back blocks
were gone and the rain came in. Anyhow, I got a one week notice to
quit from the estate agent. The social worker up at the [local]
council says that the agent will have to take me to court now.
Which I’m not really rapt in. But that gave me a bit more time to
get something cheaper. What upsets me more than anything else is
that I’ll probably have to take the kids out of their school again.
The kids had just started in a new school and just sort of made
friends again. The eldest one’s already had to move about seven
times. She’s in grade five now and she’s had to move every year—in
the middle of the school year. She’s got terrible marks and that. I
went up to the school last Friday and saw Wendy’s teacher there.
She said Wendy had really settled down now and she’s well above
the marks she was getting. So I hope she doesn’t have to change
schools again. And they’d all just got through building their
community billy-cart. They bought bits and pieces from every
body’s house and built this great, big, massive billy-cart. They got
all these steering wheels and all this mad gear. It’s a real pity
they’ve had to move away from their friends again. They’ve got
enough problems without me having to move around so much.
It was four years that I had my name down for a Housing
Commission house. A little while ago I got a letter from them
saying I would have another twenty-one months to wait because
there was so many people in the same circumstances as I was, in
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front of me. They said to me, ‘If you want a flat’—you know, the
big horrible high-rise ones—‘you can have one virtually straight
away.5 But I go ratty now, without living in one of those. I5d been
looking around a fair bit to find somewhere for us. Well, there was
one in the paper the other week for forty-two dollars a week. We
went down and had a look at it and, honestly, my kids would have
only had to sort of jump on it and it would have hopped. The
whole thing would have just collapsed. It’s like one of those houses
of straw. And it didn’t have proper windows in it; it had that
perspex sort of stuff. Oh, it was unreal! I need a place with fences
because I’ve almost had those big trucks knock over my youngest
kid. But you have to pay around about fifty dollars to get a fairly
nice place through an estate agent. And you go down to the agents
and they ask stupid prices and they need references and all that
garbage. And you sort of say to them, ‘Can I give you half the bond
and pay the other half off?5 I’d had a look at a couple of places
where it was two hundred dollars bond and a month’s rent in
advance. You’re looking at about five hundred dollars before you’ve
even started. But when they know I’m by myself and I’m on a
pension and I’ve got six kids . . . They don’t want to know you. Or
they fob you off in real old joints that need virtually condemning.
So I lie. I just say that I’ve got four school-children. If you say
you’ve got six kids they just look at you stupid. I was going to get a
loan from a credit co-op to help me get another place. But that was
sort of putting another millstone around my neck. I was going to
have to pay off that loan plus I was still going to have to pay rent
and that. I was going to be up for a fortune. Well, I found out that
my Housing Commission file was at the local office so I knew it
wouldn’t be that long before we got a Housing Commission house.
So I just kept on ’phoning them and dropping in and, I think, in
the end they gave up in desperation. I rang them up on a Monday
morning and they said, ‘We sent two telegrams out on Friday and if
no one claims the houses you’re next on the list.’ So at half past
eight on the Tuesday morning here I am on the telephone, saying,
‘Did anyone claim those houses?’ When they said, ‘No, you can
come in this afternoon’—well, I was in there by ten o’clock paying
my week’s rent on it.
I had a choice of two houses, but the first one I saw was
absolutely filthy. Apparently they’d had about eight dogs galloping
through it. And it had no side fence and it looked like somebody
had been throwing mud at the front of the whole house. And when
you walked in it had this real funny smell. I went back and said,
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‘Haven’t you got anything better than that?’ He said, ‘It is a bit
thing, isn’t it?’ So he gave me the keys to this place, and when I
came down here I took it straight away, because it had polished
floors in the two bedrooms and floor tiles in the kitchen. And the
kids! Gee, they’ve improved. You’ve no idea. In the old place
they’d get up of a morning and just sort of walk out of their room
and that’d be it. Here they make their beds and tidy up. They’re
really happy—like, I hardly saw them all school holidays. The only
time they ever came in from playing was when they were hungry.
Before they used to be behind me all the time. The guy from the
Housing Commission came today and I thought ‘Hullo, what have
I done?’ I know I paid my rent. He said he was in the neighbour
hood and he’d just come round to say hullo. After all my haunting I
suppose he thinks, ‘I’ll get my own back on her for a while!’
Anyhow, while he was here I got permission off him to do some
wallpapering and to put some hooks in the wall to hang things on.
The rent’s twenty-two dollars fifty, which means I’m virtually
thirty dollars a week better off. Except I’m still paying rent off on
the last two houses. I don’t know how much is still owing, but it
must be getting down now. I could have gone through the courts
and told the judge I had six kids and that, and he would have
dropped it down. But I thought, ‘Well, what’s the use of dragging
through court?’ I thought I was better off coming to some sort of
arrangement with the agents rather than have legal costs on top of
the back-rent. It’s so expensive, legal costs; but let’s face it, no one
likes going to court.
The pension I get works out at two hundred and fourteen dollars
a fortnight. It’s just not enough! People say it’s a lot, but by the
time you take out rent, electricity and gas and briquettes, and all
that, it’s nothing. I hear parents say that their kids get the best of
meats, but my kids don’t. I’ll buy bulk mince and sausages and
things. I’ve learnt over the years how to do marvellous things with
mince. [Mocking herself.] My kids eat fruit and, you know, that’s
just about one of the most expensive things at the moment. It’s
nothing for me to buy about six or seven dollars worth of fruit and
it’s gone in a week, the whole lot of it. I just buy the basic things. I
go through a lot of flour to make cakes and stuff like that. I don’t
buy packet cakes because they’re just as expensive as buying cakes
out of a shop now. I buy a lot of tinned puddings and stuff like
that. I don’t mind if I don’t eat three meals a day, but the kids do
pretty well. They don’t get lollies, but there’s pudding nine times
out of ten. We have powdered milk for canned soup and cereal and
so on. But when they want just an ordinary drink of milk I like
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them to have carton milk when they can. A lot of people say to me,
‘Powdered milk is good for you.’ But I don’t think it’s that terribly
good, you know. At a meal, we sit down and have five pounds of
potatoes. It’s unreal! We go through two and a half loaves of bread
and two litres of milk a day. It’s at least twenty dollars a week for
milk and bread. Plus I buy porridge or something like that because
I find it goes a fair way. My kids eat until they’re full, and then
they don’t just eat for eating’s sake. I try to do without food
vouchers, but if I look like I’m going to be really short I’ll arrange
to get one and take it down to the supermarket for some groceries.
Like, this week’s pension day, next week’s child endowment day
and the week after that is another pension day. And then we have
one week when we get nothing. And the kids sort of know not to
ask for anything. They know not to expect too much during that
time. The older ones try and explain to the little ones not to ask for
things. It’s the same with Christmas and birthdays. They always
get a present off their grandparents. I might go to Coles and buy a
little cake and stick some candles on it and that’s it. They know not
to ask for big parties or anything like that, but we did get a
marvellous hamper off the local Council at Christmas-time.
Friday, after pension day, I let the kids buy their lunch at school.
That works out at sixty cents each. You get all your bits and pieces
in the first two weeks. Like the kids want shoes, and there’re bills
and that to pay. Then when the third week of pension comes
around, you do all your grocery shopping and everything. If you
happen to over-spend, you skip the next meal or you have nothing
for a while longer. That’s how it works out. It’s sort of like being on
a merry-go-round. It’s just a vicious turn; it just keeps on going
and going and going. Luckily, some of the local factories donate
stuff to the Drop-In Centre I go to, and you can go down there and
get a great box of goodies that’ll sort of last you. I like to see if I can
cope by myself, because you can get too dependent on welfare
agencies. But the expenses are never-ending. Honestly, you’ve no
idea, especially when you start on shoes and clothes and dentists. I
mainly take the kids to the Dental Hospital, but if we have an
emergency, we have to go to the local dentist. I don’t bother buying
them new clothes; I’ve got to the stage now where I shop in op
shops. I buy four or five jars of buttons at a time from the op shop
and repair the kids’ clothes as much as I can. And some of us have
got together and we recycle our kids’ clothes when they outgrow
them. We get through it, don’t we? [In a bright, high-pitched tone
to child on her lap.]
It used to be really great for shopping when I lived near the
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market. I used to go and get cases of fruit and it worked out really
cheap. But I’ve no way of getting them home to here. The poor old
bus driver would probably have a heart attack. But getting a cab
this far would be defeating the whole purpose. So I just buy the
cheap things I can find down at the local shops. I don’t buy clothes
for myself or go to the hairdresser’s or things like that. Sometimes I
get the bus into Footscray and look at all the goodies I’d like to buy
but I can’t afford. I get a coffee scroll and I buy Sharon and Alan a
couple of little party pies that they can sit out in the sun and have a
little picnic with. If I need to get new shoes I wait until my mother
changes her wardrobe around and grab all the shoes that are going.
Apart from that I don’t get anything for myself. I’ve got bits of
furniture, but we really need more beds. Bunk beds would be good
because you can fit them into the rooms. The fridge is broken at
the moment and I’ll have to get a new thermostat on it. Normally,
for something like that, if you explain that you’re only on a pension
they’ll have a look at your pension card and take your number and
you don’t have to pay straight away. I’ve got a TV and it happens to
be colour. That was about the only thing my husband left, and
unfortunately that was the only thing he never paid for. So I paid it
off. Many times I’ve been tempted to sell it when I’ve been really
desperate, but I can’t. It’s sort of the kids’. It’s the only enjoyment
they have because they never go out anywhere much. They never
go to the pictures or anything. Without a car you’re really stuffed.
I see a lot of my friends once a week at a Supporting Mothers’
Group I go to. Now I know there are people that will help me. But
before I was all panicky. We meet one other day, as well. The kids
come along and we all take up a great long table in a cafeteria and
have a chat. You know, some of them would have to be dead before
you could stop them from going. I really enjoy it, too. I don’t get
out a lot, and not having a phone, I miss people ringing me up to
talk. At least I know, by using a public phone box, I’m paying
straight away for it. I’m getting CB radio so if I sort of have any
emergency I can call-sign my friend, and her husband can come up
here. We were having great fun the other day with it. It’s just like
talking on the phone. Most of the time I’ve got at least one of the
kids around. But Sharon goes to kinder now. It’s another expense,
but she really needed something like that to keep her occupied.
Most of the kinders want the money there and then, but at this one
they let me pay five dollars and then ten dollars for two months to
pay off a term. Alan goes down for a sleep for a couple of hours in
the afternoon so then I can have a quiet time. But I put the washing
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machine on or something like that because the quietness drives me
insane. I can’t win. At night-time when you put the kids down it
gets very quiet and lonely. If there’s anything spooky on TV I turn
it off. Nine times out of ten at night-time I’ll wheel the TV into my
room. It feels as though I’m in bed at half past seven. One of the
young girls around here offered to baby-sit for me last Saturday
night and I went to a fancy dress party. We went as nursery rhyme
characters. It was really good fun, but I wouldn’t like to make a
habit of going there too much. I hate having to rely on somebody to
bring me home when they’ve been drinking. It’s the latest I’ve been
out for years. Sometimes I used to go to church with the kids—but
it would get to the collection plate and Alan would think you take it
out and not put it in. He’s just one really active kid. You sit him
down and all he wants to do is fidget. Sometimes the kids can go
away with the school. My eldest one went on an educational trip
down to Gippsland. They stayed in motels and all it cost was
twelve dollars. You only had to send three dollars and you got a
month to pay the other nine. They only had to take their lunch for
the day they left. She hummed and ha’d about going at first. I think
she thought I couldn’t afford to, with the moving and that.
Apparently the headmaster talked her into it. She got really excited
when she realized she was actually going.
There are lots of things I’d like to have a great spend-up on. Like
new sheets and blankets and towels that aren’t like bits of paper.
But I just can’t do it. I’d love to go out and buy new this and new
that, but I’d only have to commit myself for, say, even two dollars a
week and that would be it. I just couldn’t afford to pay it. I’ve no
great ambition to go back to work. I used to work different shifts,
day and night, and my husband would look after the kids when he
came home from his job. But now it wouldn’t even pay me to go to
work, as I’m only allowed to earn twenty dollars a week with the
pension. It’s no good making plans. I might walk out onto the street
and get run over by a truck. The way my luck’s going, I probably
would. I just take every day as it comes. That’s all I can do, really. I
don’t think I’m going to become a millionaire or anything. Some
times I feel really desperate, but then I think, ‘Oh, well, there’s
somebody around worse off then me.’ We manage to get through it,
somehow.
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‘Rosa’ spent her early years in a small Italian village where the
family was ‘extra poor’. Following sojourns in Germany and
England as a domestic worker, and her marriage to a Welshman,
also on ‘very low wages’, Rosa emigrated to Australia. She and her
husband hoped to get ‘a better job . . . but no more money than in
England’. The onset of refractory ill-health aggravated their
economic burden.
Now bedridden, and confined further by an insufficient income,
Rosa has proved to be easy prey to hire purchase companies
dangling ‘fulfil need, pay later’ carrots. The debts ‘accumulate
mighty quick’. When interviewed, Rosa was sporting her latest
[hire] purchase—crisp-looking nightwear that she teamed with
heavy make-up. Mostly, she speaks precisely in reflective tones;
when her speech quickens her native accent breaks through.
She lives in a Housing Commission flat that is clean and
colourful. It is cluttered and undeniably cheerful—somehow in
keeping with her own plumpness and spontaneity. Her four grown
up children have left home and established independent life-styles.
Rosa looks forward to visits from her spirited ‘home-help’, and
spends the bulk of her waking life in the company of her ‘love’,
Clarrie, who lives around the corner. Despite being a multiple
sclerotic with a lifetime of economic hardship, she remains strangely
effervescent.
★

My mother was German, my father was Yugoslav and I was born
in Italy. My father was in the navy and my mother was extra poor.
We use to sleep on a straw bed. We never had any sheets; we never
hardly had any blankets. And we didn’t have much food. We had to
go up to the top of the road every day and wait for half an hour.
They use to flop soup in a billy and you came home again. My
mother was on the pension; the money doesn’t go very far and she
was inclined to drink. I don’t have much clothes on my back and I
had to do domestic work to support myself. I didn’t have very
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much life. And the war broke out when I was eleven years old. We
had to evacuate and I caught the wrong train. You see, when there
is wartime a young girl doesn’t know whether she’s cornin’ or goin’.
She’s mixed up. It’s up, down, everybody shouting, everybody
confusing. My mother got the right train and I got the wrong
one—ended up in Germany and stayed there for three months. I
got a job just asking; I got to make a sign with the hand that people
understand—sort of scrubbing sign. In the long run I learn a few
bit language. Then the government request me back into Italy. I
met my mother—wasn’t very pleasant matter, but she was my
mother. But in the war it was terrible. And our house broke down
because of a bomb. Military Germans just destroyed everything.
There’s nothing we can do. I work lots of places and people give me
food and clothes—no money. I had three brothers and a sister
scattered all over Italy. They were much older and I don’t see any
of them. My sister and brother-in-law are in Australia somewhere,
but I don’ mix with them. When I was fourteen my brother-in-law
was going to grab me. Do you know when they grab a girl what
they do? Well, I won’t have it, so I bit his wrist. And the doctor
asked him, ‘Which dog was it?’ He said, ‘It wasn’t the dog. It was
my sister-in-law.’ And from then on we haven’t talked. I think a
girl should look after herself. Don’t you reckon? Well . . . I jump
from one place to another. After the war I read about domestic
work in England in a newspaper. So I went to the Consul and I
said, ‘I’d like to go to England.’ So they sign me in and here I am,
into England. The people that hire the domestic pay the fare. But
even in England I had a very hard life. The person I worked for
was incredible lot of nationalities. You know, all mixed up. And
she wanted everything done at once. My hand was all swell up
from when I was scrubbing a window and a rusty nail went right
in. But I still have to scrub floors and if I didn’t do it properly she
say, ‘Do it again.’ And then I broke a vitamizer and I had to pay for
it. And she had a nanny that stole an engagement ring that belonged
to the lady and I got blamed for it. And I didn’t know nothin’ about
it. But the police chap sort it out. In the long run the postman—he
was an Italian—he said, ‘Would you like to get away from here?’
and I said, ‘Yes.’ So he took me overnight in their family and
helped me escape from there. Then I went into the nuns and they
was very good. I was about seventeen. Well, you got to more or less
look after yourself so I went in another part of England. I met my
husband there in a picture theatre. He said, ‘Would you like some
lolly?’ And I said, ‘No, thank you, I got my own.’ ‘Would you like a
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smoke?51 said, ‘No, thank you, I got my own.5And he said, ‘Would
you like to go out shopping?5And I said, ‘Oh, I don5know; I got to
be at work in the hospital by ten o’clock.5 He say, ‘You shall be.5
One thing led to another and I married the Welshman. He was
very, very honest and we had a good life. But we were very, very
hard up for money. He used to work full-time in British post office,
but very low wages. We come to Australia because we want a better
job for him. He was a boiler cleaner for about seventeen years, but
no more money than in England. One time he was working inside
the boiler and somebody on the other end let the hose go and it go
straight smack on his face. You see, apparently, in there they had a
hose, very thick, to wash inside the boiler. Well, when the next
buddy suppose to hold on he didn’t and, of course, the next person,
he get the hit. And my husband was the one. My husband already
have cheek cancer before the accident at work, but after the big
hose hit him his face get red and worse. It doesn’t all swell up; that
a puzzle business. But it get worse. And then the cancer paralyse
his arm and we have to struggle to keep the children. The four
children was very little and I need to look after them and my
husband was very sick. We wasn’t only poor—we was in trouble
with sickness. Still poor now, so not much difference! We couldn’t
have any holiday or anything. We got second-hand clothes for the
children. I didn’t worry for myself. I know I can’t get things so I
don’ look in the shops. Christmas and birthday stuff, we book ’em
up —accumulate during the year and pay off the bill every fortnight
or three week. Lots of things they couldn’t have. I tried to get a job
but I couldn’t leave my husband or children. And nobody wanted
worker for textile or domestic anyway. Then my husband have to
go into hospital and I use to visit him every night. Never missed. I
think he should have got some compensation then, but I couldn’t
say anything because he might get the wrong idea. He knew he’s
goin’ to die so, therefore, you try to cover up. But a lot of people
told me he never sign the paper that caused the accident. Somebody
told me he lost ten thousand dollars. He got nineteen hundred
dollars that was compensation and for his long service leave. That’s
all! It all went for the cemetery and headstone and different bills I
had to pay.
I decided to leave the country and come to Melbourne. That was
six years ago, the last time I went out. I sold the car to people who
needed it, people with kids. I know how they felt because we were
in the same strife. Some War Service people had got me a Housing
Commission flat down here just in the flick of my finger. I was very
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lucky. It’s a pretty good place, but if we could get it painted it
would be better. I’ve written twice to them, but no one’s come
round here in about ten years. I gradually got furniture for the
place on hire purchase. The kitchen was the biggest worry and so
slowly, not realizing what was happening in the long run, I got lino
and carpet. Then I got a cooler and then I got a couch and curtains.
One thing lead to another. They take advantage of me; but I got the
things I need. I got to have dishes so I get them from the catalogue,
too. I bought them by telephone and they deliver it. Then I got a
freezer. I need one because I got multiple sclerosis, so I never go
out. I have to get stuff in the house to last me, you see. But the
freezer’s empty at the present time—no money to get anything!
Then the salesman come over and I say, ‘You know what I need?’
And he said, ‘Yes, we know. You’re pretty miserable, aren’t you?
You need a colour TV.’ And I said, ‘I could do with one.’ So I got a
push-button TV. Oh, bless my soul, I got a hell of a lot! I start low.
I got a few bits and pieces slowly, then I went high and mighty, no’
realizing how much it going to accumulate. It accumulate mighty
quick. I sign for what I got, but they never give me a receipt after a
while for what I had to pay. I realized last year I bought too much
and I stopped. But last month they tricked me. The collector come
and showed me all the material and all the things. Well, I must be
honest; I did want some sheets a little bit to change my bed and I
joke that I’ll have this and that. But the chap from the hire
purchase was serious. I told him I want to cancel the insurance
’cos I pay too much for nothing. And he said, ‘Sign here and sign
here.’ I thought it was to cancel the insurance, but the next thing I
know I got a big parcel of sheets. You see, his elbow was on top of
the paper I signed! Just to put it another way, I got tricked. So I
rung them up and told them a lot of cock-’n’-bull story so they
come and pick up the sheets. He was so nasty when he come. He
said, ‘First you want them, now you don’t want them.’ And I said,
‘Take them away; that’s all.’ I’m no’ buying anything now, but the
bills seem to get more and more. They go up instead of down. I
been paying them off for six years and I still owe them about two
thousand dollars. For twelve months I been paying thirty-five
dollars a fortnight when they come to the house to collect the
money. Rent is twenty-two dollars ten cent a fortnight. And I pay
thirteen dollars seventy-one cents to a credit union up in the
country for clothes we bought for the children and sheets and
blankets and pillows and everything essential for the house. But
that’s my less worry. My widow’s pension is a hundred and nine
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dollars a fortnight and I get about ten dollars a month from
England because my husband was a soldier. But this pension
changes all the time, is a bit confusing, and I don’t know whether
I’m going to receive the same or not. I used to have a bank account,
but that’s finished. When my husband died I paid all my bills.
When my bills come now and the hire purchase man come I say,
‘Sorry, I can’t pay you today. Goodbye.’ He says, ‘Isn’t that a
shame. Why can’t you pay it?’ I say, ‘That’s my business—got
nothing to do with you.’ And I pay the gas or electric or whatever I
can. The hire purchase people don’t care because they know they’re
going to get the money anyway. They charge more than other
places for lots of things. I use to think I’d get another fella to
deliver things, but they ask a lot of references, so what’s the use?
This way, I got the furniture and stuff for the house. I just got to
stand still and pay them. If I got the money I pay them off as
quick as I can. I can’t run away. I can’t walk anyway. Here I am,
crippled with multiple sclerosis. It’s just been tough luck, that’s all
you can say. I don’t call it sick because it’s not physical. I got no
pain. But I’m stuck here, so I got to make the best of it. I got three
beautiful neighbours and my love told me a little while ago that the
people from the Multiple Sclerosis can help. They put a new
shower in—ramp in the wall and a table. Housing Commission
don’t do nothing. My gracious, no! But, mercy, I got the home help
for the housework. The home help is hard to get. You got to tell the
Council a bundle of lies, but when you get it it’s all right. It cost six
dollars twenty a month. I’m not complaining because she’s a real
beaut. She whiz everywhere—clean all over, help put the washing
away, bring it back ironed. I’ve had a lot of home help, but this one
beat everybody in a record. Fair dinkum! She tell me the Government
give a dollar to a dollar now —used to be two dollars.1
[Interjection from home help who happened to be cleaning the
room in which the interview took place.]
Home Help: Tve written into the paper inviting Fraser and his wife
to come around with us home helps into the homes to see exactly
what goes on. They’ve no right whatsoever to cut this, because
there’s so many needy people. I go into a lot of homes where there’s
big families with retarded children and mums, you know, in a bad
position. These people need this help and it’s only through us
going to them that they keep their sanity. Honestly it is. I go to one
lady’s place and she just breaks down when you get to the door and
says, “Let me out of here.” You know? And she sort of runs out and
you just take over from her then. Otherwise, honestly, there would
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be a lot more suicides amongst these people. I pop in when I’m
passing and see them just to sort of relieve a bit of the tensions and
things that go on. There’s a lot more than just going in and
cleaning a place. Half of them are on their own and never see
anything but four walls all the time. So the only thing they have to
look forward to is someone popping in now and again.’
Rosa: ‘That’s the best.’
Home Help: ‘Fraser and his wife should come around for a week
and see how we work and see just how badly needed this home help
is. Instead of taking from these people they should be giving a lot
more. It should be extended and not taken away. I mean, if people
come out of hospitals it’s saving the government in that way.’
Interviewer: ‘What would you do without home help?’
Rosa: ‘Oh, my God, don’t talk about it. I don’t know what I’d do
without it. I’d be dead lost.’
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A ileen
‘Aiken’ impresses as wan and very lean with thinning hair.
She has few possessions. During one interview, conducted on an
extremely chilly winter’s day, Aileen wore a summer dress and a
flimsy short-sleeved cardigan. Her small rented house contains a
few pieces of makeshift furniture. It is spotlessly clean. The sparse
garden area is also kept in immaculate order. For much of the time
in interview, Aileen spoke in a halting, terse manner, evidently
despondent and resigned to her situation.
Although from a humble background she was not highly conscious
of her relative deprivation until she began to rear her own family.
Following her separation from her husband the only ‘home’ she
could afford was a rented room. Consequently, her five children
were institutionalized. Had her economic situation been sound the
question of the children being removed from her care would never
have arisen. At the time, however, Aileen ‘didn’t have a choice’.
After a year of shift work as a waitress she collected holiday pay
with which she could afford the bond payment on a house that
could accommodate her children. The strain of caring alone for the
family, on meagre resources that do not allow for leisure, ‘gets
depressing’ and leaves her worn to a frazzle from time to time. The
absorbing battle is to ‘make ends meet’.
★

I was an only child, born at Camperdown. My mother and father
separated when I was fourteen and I stayed in Camperdown with
my father. My father drank. He was as good as gold when he was
sober and he had a steady job as a driver for a factory in Colac. Dad
only ever gave me one hiding in my life—which was enough. My
grandmother had to pull him off me. In the end I just used to lock
him up for the night to get a night’s peace and let him out in the
morning when he sobered up.
I wasn’t really a great lover of school; I couldn’t get out quick
enough. I went to eighth grade and when I turned 14 I left. I
worked in a market fruit shop for a while, then I worked as a
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machinist doing the pockets on trousers. I was 16 then and I came
to Melbourne and found my mother. I got another job as a
machinist and then I went on to over-locking. I can’t remember
just exactly what board I paid, or what the wages were, now. I
know it wasn’t a lot. I never had a great lot. I suppose it’s like
everything else in life—what you don’t have you don’t miss. I was
only young at the time and when you’re young you don’t think
about it. I suppose, to other people that had more, you missed out
on things. I didn’t have a lot, but I don’t think we expected as
much. Things were different then from what they are now. As I
say, I was only young. It’s when you’re rearing a family you start to
think.
I got married when I was a bit over 18. I thought he was the one
. .. We had a baby twelve months after we were married. We didn’t
plan for it; we didn’t plan for any of them really. I always said that I
wouldn’t only have one child, because I knew, from myself in life,
how lonely it was; but I didn’t intend to have five! We lived in a
Housing Commission flat and then we lived in a Commission
house in Newport. When we first moved in there was a lot of
rubbish left behind—old furniture, cupboards, boxes, empty bottles.
It took about a month to clean the place up. We had to pay
someone to cart all the rubbish away. And I bought some paint and
painted it out. We just had to accept the dirt and stuff and clean it
up. Later, we went to live in the country and Jack worked there as a
shunter with the Railways. He worked there ten years, approxi
mately. And he was always a good provider in that time. He always
brought his pay home and handed it to me and I’d just give him
back so much and he gave me the rest. At that time we lived in a
Railways house, but—well, I broke up the marriage, really—got
involved with someone else and just lost the lot for him. I jumped
out of the fat into the fire. My husband came down to Melbourne
and I had to give the [Railways] house away because I couldn’t
keep it going. I couldn’t stay on after Jack left. I think he could’ve
paid maintenance, but he didn’t. It just ended up with me wearing
out boot-leather. I sold everything bar the girls’ bedroom suite and
one or two things, ’cos I didn’t have anywhere to put them when I
came to Melbourne. I sold the lounge suite, bedroom suite,
refrigerator, carpets, vacuum cleaner, floor polisher—about every
thing! I got roughly about two hundred and something dollars and
that was all the money I had. And not having somewhere to live,
like, I just couldn’t cope with five kiddies. I mean, no friends,
nowhere to take them. I just didn’t have anywhere for them and I
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just wasn’t in the position financially to do anything. So I had to
put the kiddies in a Home until I could get a place for them. It
wasn’t something that I wanted to do but I . . . I had no option at
the time. I had no money and I had nowhere to bring them, no
home. I was only staying in a room. I didn’t have a choice at the
time.
After about six months I was living with the chap I’d got
involved with. But he had no money and it was just a one-bedroom
and kitchen flat that we were living in, so I still couldn’t get the
children back. Things were very good with him at first. He just
altered—drinking, mainly, and not paying bills. After a few months
he walked out. I had a job waitressing at the Railways. I was doing
shift work, but I used to swop with one of the girls so I could go up
the country and see the children every second Saturday. They
wanted to separate them; they wanted two to go to Geelong and
two to Ballarat. I said, ‘No!’ I wouldn’t agree to that. I wanted them
kept together, as a family. They said Marysville was the only place
they could all go, but it’d mean me travelling a bit further. I said I
didn’t mind that at all as long as they were together. Except I
realized Kevin couldn’t go with them because of being intellectually
retarded.
They used to get upset when I’d be leaving, you know, and . . .
apart from that they persevered with it until I got the house. I
worked at the Railways for just on twelve months until I got my
holiday pay, which was a hundred and fifty dollars. I put it straight
in the bank and went to see the kiddies the next day and made
arrangements about getting them home when I got somewhere for
them. When the house came up I had the bond money and the
three weeks rent in advance. It was a hundred and sixteen dollars
approximately. And then I went and worked in a cafeteria for two
months and I got the light on and the gas on and got enough
furniture just before I got them home—bar Kevin. We don’t ever
talk about them being in the Home at all. I think it’s something that
. . . that you’d prefer to forget.
I went through a fair bit to get Kevin home. I had to toddle up to
Hamilton and back on Sundays to see him. I had to be prepared to
travel and show that I could cope with Kevin and it wouldn’t get
me down too much. They set a kind of test: they didn’t say that—I
just worked it out. I wanted my son home so I didn’t get angry
about them not making things easy for me. I was prepared to do it.
And we were also thinking whether shifting him back home would
be too much on my health. I had to be able to prove whether I’d be
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able to cope. I’m not a good sleeper and my nerves did get the best
of me one time—well, I didn’t have a breakdown, but the doctor
put me on tablets for sleeping and eating for a while. The kiddies
were young. It was just the strain. I’d just get up at a certain time,
get everything organized, go to work, get off the bus, get tea, get
them to bed, get them organized, their school clothes out, get up
the next morning, just grab a cup of tea and out. You know? In the
end it caught up with me. I said to the boss, ‘I just got to have a
break or else I’ll crack up.’ But really I just knew I had to keep
working to make ends meet. It was a matter of saying to myself
that I had to keep going for the kiddies. I’ve always thought of their
future more than the money side of things. But it’s not worth them
staying on at school for long because the employers don’t want to
pay the higher wages when the kids are older. Cheryl went to form
four but she can’t get a job. It’s getting her down now. She’s gone
on her own bat looking for work, you know —getting the paper and
reading it and going to different places. But she hasn’t been success
ful and she’s getting very, very bored. It’s about six months she’s
been sitting around now. Ross was working, but the job was only
temporary and it finished. I said to him, ‘Well, it’s finished with,
but it wasn’t your fault.’ It wasn’t either, because he was going all
right and I think he really liked it. Anyhow, the following week, he
was down at the employment office and he was trying to find work
. . . We had a bust-up the other week and he’s not been staying at
home for a while. He came looking to see if his money, his dole chit,
was here. But it wasn’t. I found out the other day he’s been
involved in some burglaries with some mates. He’s had his finger
prints and his photo taken, so now if he does anything silly his life
is just gone. I went to Pentridge to see him . . . Well, it wasn’t very
nice.
I’m living on the [supporting parent’s] pension now. It’s a
hundred and thirty-five dollars a fortnight and the rent’s eighty
dollars a fortnight. Cheryl gives me some money to help out. I
don’t take a great deal off her; she gives me fifteen each week from
her unemployment benefit. We don’t have luxuries; we scrape
through. We don’t buy fancy food and I never buy perfume or
anything. I cut my own hair and that. When I can, I put a special
little bit of money aside so I can get the kiddies something for
Christmas and their birthdays. I start saving for Christmas at the
beginning of the year. I’d like to have the phone on, for Kevin’s
sake. I’ve had to use the phone many a time when he’s been sick
and that. And if you go out to the phone and it’s not working . . .
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you know. Fd like to get a lounge suite, too—which we’ll gradually
get. For the last eight years we’ve had deck chairs and bean bags.
The kiddies all had their own bean bag, but theirs busted on them
eventually. That’s why I’ve got to get a lounge suite. I’d like to get a
fridge because that one’s on the blink. And some gadgets for the
kitchen, bit by bit. It’s really a matter of getting your pension and
then you’ve got to work it out for the fortnight. I just halve it—
forty-five dollars a week for food and forty on rent. The child
endowment goes on light and gas and Kevin’s special school fees.
We just don’t have luxuries—like going out or holidays. I’ve never
been in a position to take the kiddies out a lot. That’s why I put the
two boys in Scouts and got Cheryl to join the Brownies. We didn’t
have the money for family outings and I just didn’t have the time
either, working full-time and looking after the house. We’ve never
had a holiday, so going away anywhere would be nice, really —some
where away—no housework, no cooking, just be waited on. The
last time I went out anywhere special was . . . oh, well, over twelve
months ago. I can’t remember, now, exactly where that was.
It gets depressing at times, sitting at home and not going out. I
don’t have to take anything for nerves now, though—just a cigarette.
I’ve been thinking about doing a bit of part-time work for an
interest and for a little bit of extra money. It wouldn’t be much
money because you’re only allowed to earn so much on a pension.1
But, you know, you feel better not being in just a rut of housework.
Mixing with people, you know, for two or three hours, you feel
more better in yourself and it takes your mind off everything. If I
can afford it I might go and meet a girl-friend and have a drink at
the pub and forget my worries for a while. But if I can’t afford it,
well, I just can’t. I never drown my sorrows—just three or four
glasses to break the monotony. It gets depressing not having much
money. But there’s nothing you can really do about it.

98

Tom
A tall, large-boned, slightly stooped ‘cow-cocky’ in his forties,
‘Tom’ has a modest yet engaging manner. He talks intently, without
frills, his candour given emphasis by the way he looks you in the
eye. During interviews with Tom, his wife and older children went
diligently and silently about their chores. By contrast, the pet
budgerigars were relentlessly cacophonous. Upon very close scrutiny
it is discernible that Tom’s worn trousers and the living-room
upholstery have been painstakingly patched over the years. The
weatherboard farm-house the family occupies is similarly tended;
around its perimeter an unusual number of bits and pieces of
derelict farm equipment lie higgledy-piggledy. Such disarray is in
keeping with the family’s erratic farm income.
Bred into farming, Tom left school early to get ‘practical
experience’. Having only limited and borrowed capital, and being
without land of his own, he sometimes thinks he’d be wise to ‘get to
billy-oh out of it’. But wanting to go on working the land ‘sticks
with you’ in spite of regular setbacks. Now with a wife and three
children, Tom labours 365 days a year in the hope that the price of
butterfat will come good and the family won’t have to offload any
possessions ‘to keep going over the winter’. At present, what capital
equipment they have is run-down, and not being land-owners,
they are without any substantial assets. Loan repayments are high,
but there has to be ‘enough money in the working account to be
able to keep up the running costs’. From time to time Tom is
obliged to take additional (and occasionally dangerous) work outside
the farm to keep the family with a living. With a few head of cattle
and market fluctuations beyond his control the future—even the
prospect of subsistence living from the land—remains ‘very, very
shaky’.
★

I wasn’t quite 14 when I left school. The best place I could find for
me to be was home on the dairy farm where I could be of some use.
So I worked at home with dad up until I was about 19. I wasn’t
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particularly brilliant at school and I really got pretty sick of it. I
figure my life benefited more by practical experience than what
school could have taught me in another five years. Anyhow, I
finished up having a big blue with dad. We just couldn’t get on at
all at that stage, so I shot through and did various jobs. I was
working in a garage for a while, but there wasn’t a lot of work so I
got the bullet from there. Then I went to work on a property for a
chap that had bought about six hundred acres. He was developing
agistment,1 so that kept me occupied for a while longer. We did a
bit of fencing and we were developing virgin scrub to pasture. We
used to cut the tea-tree scrub with an old tractor with steel wheels
on it and a six-furrow plough. I used to get about sixteen pound a
week with board and lodging thrown in. It wasn’t quite the twelve
months that I was there when I left because of a barney with the
manager. He used to get very nasty when he got inebriated. You
could converse with him all right so long as you were prepared to
put up with the expressions and the words he used. Anyway, this
particular night I saw red. And that was about it! After that I did a
little job ploughing for a chap. I did pretty well only paddock
work.
Well, it was around that time that Janice and I got married, and
dad put the deposit down on a seventy-acre property for us. It was
a walk-in walk-out property,2 with about thirty-five cows, half a
dozen ‘poddies’3 and one bull. We were there for about six years, but
inflation sort of pushed us out. We got to the stage we had to build
a new cow shed and we had to put SEC4 power on and . . . we just
wasn’t quite game to have a go at [building] it [up] because we were
still paying the place off. So I got a bright idea of leasing the farm,
going out to work and still living on the farm. I thought, ‘We’ll get
on top that way.’ But at this stage we had finance through a
company and as soon as they got wind that I’d leased it I was in big
trouble. To start with, the big boys in Melbourne were going to
take all the lease money as principal repayment and then I had to
find the interest money out of the wages I earned, you see. So I took
on a very dicey job of driving bulldozers. It was very dangerous;
you didn’t know whether you were going to drive home, be taken
home or get shovelled home. A mistaken reflex could kill ya. So
there was the mental pressure as well as the physical danger. Now
the first thing that I had to come up with was a life assurance
policy, not that that was any great financial burden, but there was a
big expense involved in fuel in running around chasing the bulldozer.
You see, you might have to drive forty mile to the machine and
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then back home. And that expense wasn’t covered in the job. Well,
we didn’t advance any. We sort of held our own right through. And
then the brother who’d been farming dad’s farm got brucellosis5
and he had to give the dairying away. The lease expired on my
place and so I said to dad, T il take it on if you like and sell me own
place.’ Which we did. I auctioned the lease and sold the stock and
plant. So I made a bit of a profit on my place and we spent about a
thousand bucks on new machinery on dad’s farm. We had a bit of
money in the bank and things started to look a bit better then.
Then dad had to have an operation because he had osteo-arthritis
in the hip and they found a heart complaint that hadn’t been
diagnosed before. So, anyway, after I’d been working the farm
about four years he decided that it was time he got rid of it. I’d
wanted to buy part of the farm, but there was no way I could get
bank finance for it. And I wasn’t sort of game enough to front the
finance company again because of the trouble I’d had with them
previously. But I don’t think I would have done any good anyway
because I didn’t have a big enough deposit to put down on it. So we
went and share-farmed6 for a chap up north. We milked about a
hundred and fifty cows and we cut a bit of hay because there wasn’t
much feed around. But, anyway, the bottom fell out of everything
on the second year we were there. The price of butterfat dropped
anyway and cows I paid a hundred and eighty-five dollars a head
for we would have been flat out to get forty dollars a head for then.
We had to get out of there and go somewhere else. We borrowed
some money from dad and did some more share-farming. But we
didn’t have a contract with Melbourne. The butterfat price came
back from seventy cents to fifty cents a pound and the expenses
were increasing rapidly, just through an increase in prices. We just
couldn’t quite get the three hundred pound [of butterfat] a cow. So
we reduced our herd size by a third. We kept every cow that had
produced and exceeded three hundred pound of butterfat and we
kept the progeny of them, as well. The others had to go as ‘choppers’.7
Out of the fifty-seven head we sent to market I think our total
cheque was seven hundred-odd dollars by the time expenses came
out. Which was enough to see us through the winter anyway. We
didn’t have to sell anything to keep going over the winter that year.
The accountant reckoned we made five dollars between us at that
place—in twelve months.
The chap we were share-farming with turned out to be a bit of a
rogue and we weren’t making anything out of the farm so we
moved down here. Which is a job with a lot of prospects. And
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that’s about all! It’s a share farm of a couple hundred acres which is
under a redevelopment programme. There’s a lot of work to be
done on it. Pretty well everywhere you look there’s a lot of work to
be done—drainage, watering, irrigation, fencing. But it’s the type
of work that appeals to me. As far as the cows go, well, that doesn’t
appeal to me at all. Milkin’ cows has always given me the willies.
But it was something I was bred into, dairying. I could know it a lot
better in some respects, but I know it better than any other game, I
suppose. That’s why I’m still in it. And not only that, either. I
wanted to develop a contracting job at one time, but it didn’t
matter where I went, I couldn’t get finance. But I can, at times, get
finance for cows and that sort of thing to keep a dairy farm going.
I’ve found that the bank manager will lend you as much money as
he can at the highest interest rate he can. And that fairly well sums
that side of it up. Though machinery seems to be a different kettle
of fish. So henceforth I’m stuck with dairying anyway.
Our income here has got to be basically from the cows. I do the
odd load of fruit down south—take down peaches, pears, apples—
and bring back spuds when I can. I’ve still got seventeen bags of
spuds left from the last trip, so I think the profit margin will finish
up pretty much the same as the time before. I’ll clear about fifty
dollars on the trip. Now back in ’74, we were getting seventy cents
a pound for butterfat and that was oodles to cover expenses on the
average farm. Well, everything’s gone up considerably more than
what butterfat’s gone up. The percentage has altered considerably,
anyway, which means that we’re working from the wrong end of
the stick, basically. Our expenses have perhaps doubled and our
income has reduced. Which means that our machinery has got to
go out of repair, to start with. And when we get a bit better price,
like we did this year, we’ve got to put money into that machinery to
bring it back to a reasonable working condition. That’s one reason
we’re having a bit of trouble, and the other reason is we haven’t got
the production out of our cows this year. It’s lack of pasture that’s
the biggest problem there. It’s pretty heavy, clayey soil, too. And
it’s pretty hard to dry, so it makes it pretty hard to farm. Well, the
way the figures are worked out we’ve been losing every week we’ve
been here. We’re taking steps to try and improve our income for
next year, but this financial year we’ll lose about three thousand
dollars. We’ve been working on a seven thousand dollar bank
overdraft. The bank has said we’ve got to reduce it to five thousand
dollars. And some of the bank managers are talking now of starting
up a working account—very similar to a personal loan set-up. You
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can pay it back in seasonal payments or per month or whatever. So
I don’t know how we’re going to go when they implement that one.
I’ve thought previously that they might as well put the Tor Sale’
notice on the gate and be done with it. If I had any sense I’d sell out
and get to billy-oh out of it and try something else for a living. But
like I said before, when you’re born and bred on the land it sticks
with you.
We don’t know where we go from here. We’ve surrendered a life
assurance policy and we’ve had to drop a lot of insurance these last
few years. We’ve had to borrow money from the milk factory this
year, which is something we’ve never done before. I’ve taken
$1,500 for six months at 12^ per cent interest. That would be
getting fairly close to hire purchase rates, but I had to be sure that I
would have enough money in the working account to be able to
keep up the running costs. I just don’t know how the farm’s going
to go, but I’ve got a feeling that the price of butterfat is going to
come sufficiently good that we’ll be able to work out a repayment
system. Instead of doing a lot of development work on the farm like
the owner wants us to do, we’re just going to have to do a little bit
each year, work a bit less for the boss and a bit more for ourselves,
especially now fuel has gone up in the [Federal] budget. Fuel cost
us $738.45 last year. That’s the biggest killer of all on this job, I
think. Our car was a big expense last year, too. We had to put a new
motor in it and get some new tyres. It all cost $904.55. When we
bought it we said, ‘Right. We’ll buy a new car and it’s got to last us
for ten years. If she rusts out and our feet are draggin’ on the road,
we’ve still got to keep it for ten years.’ Well, it won’t be long before
she’s ten years old and the way things are going it looks like we
might have to keep it for twenty years. We’ve got an old truck that
we traded a piece of machinery on. It’s a bit of a burden really. On
a long trip it’s as slow as a wet week, but it gets there. Well, it’s kept
us with a living last winter anyway.
We miss out on a lot of social life. Sometimes we have visitors,
but our main social activity is shopping. Possibly twice over the
last twelve months, I think, we’ve had people stay for dinner on day
visits. We used to go to a few local balls and the footy. We haven’t
had a fair dinkum holiday since 1972, I think. I might have been
down the pub a dozen times in the last year. We never spent much
time socializing that way, not that I don’t mind a few beers just the
same. But there’s not been the money around that I’d be able to
spend on that sort of luxury. The main thing is to be able to get our
debts paid off. So long as we could keep the bank balance ahead of
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the expenses we’d be able to work less hours and sort of get to know
more people and take part in a lot of activities. Which I don’t mind
doing at all; I’d rather like doing it.
We don’t do a lot of shopping around here because it’s too dear.
Most of it is done in Shepparton. It’s a long way to travel, but
you’ve got a lot better choice and usually things are a lot cheaper.
In the grocery line we go to the warehouse and if they’ve got some
thing on ‘special’ we’re going to need, I’ll buy it. In fact, we’ve saved
quite a lot of money doing that. One thing I feel the kids miss out
quite a lot on is clothes; they haven’t got much of an arrangement.
In fact, there’s none of us who have really got much of an
arrangement of good clothes. And the kids don’t belong to any local
organizations,'basically because with these things it falls back on
the parents in time and different ways, which all eventually falls
back on the pocket. We get the occasional complaint from the kids
about not being able to go here and there but they’ve been very
good about it, actually. I think we were looked after better than
we’ve been able to look after our kids. Where I think the kids miss
out on a lot is on a lot of school activities that cost so many cents or
so many dollars. We don’t let them go on them, but the school has a
fund available to cases where there’s not enough funds in the
family. We’ve never ever requested money from it, but the teachers
themselves have sort of chased it up for the kids sometimes. Which
I’m very grateful for, really, because as far as I’m concerned I don’t
think I’d ask.
When we need something I do a rough calculation of what
money is going to come in and the expenditure that’s got to go out
and, ‘Right. We can buy that.’ So we buy it. Then we find that
there’s so many accounts coming in that I’ve forgotten about. So
you don’t spend any more than you can possibly help until you get
caught up. At one stage my bills got way out of hand and there was
work at the local garage. So I worked there and a couple of other
places to work my account off. My wife applied for a job last year
for some extra money. But, I think I was the one who put me foot
down there, ’cos I reckon there was a racket going on. People
advertise in the paper saying, ‘Write to me and I’ll tell ya how you
can make a living. I make so many dollars a week for working so
many hours and you can make up to so much for so many hours or
make a full-time job out of it!’ Well, after you’d paid so many
dollars to find out the necessary information they’d write back and
tell you very little more than they’d already told you. With me, I
suppose my own temperament doesn’t let me be very successful in
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business where I’m dealing direct with the consumer. The last lot
of potatoes I took in to Shepparton the lady gave me about eight
dollars a bag for it and I said, ‘Oh, I wanted only about seven.’ You
see, I could have made a lot more out of those potatoes than I did,
but I couldn’t see why the consumer should have to pay those rates
when I could let them have them cheaper.
I’d like to get out of dairying. I hate milking cows. And there’s
never a break from it. It’s seven days a week, three hundred and
sixty-five days a year. But there’s not much future in beef, I don’t
think. As near as I can work out, beef prices depend basically on
the United States market and that, apparently, can be shattered at a
moment’s notice. My back gets a bit dicey for farming sometimes,
too. I spent a little bit of time on the tractor yesterday and that
aggravated my back no end. Last night I could hardly even stand
up, let alone walk around. So the wife and kids had to do the
milking. The kids get a bit grumpy having to spend a couple of
hours at the shed because they’ve got a stack of school homework
that they miss out on doing. But I can’t always handle the work on
me own. If we could buy a bigger truck, a four-ton truck, with a
trailer to pull behind it, and really get this fruit and potato business
going, and also do a bit of machine manufacturing and that sort of
thing in conjunction with i t . . . I like maintaining machinery and I
like operating it. If I could have my own farm I’d like to leave that
to the son. But what happens is something that we can’t avoid and
we can’t foresee. I, personally, can’t do much about it. We’ve just
got to take things as they come. My future here is very, very shaky.
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A tall, well-groomed, middle-aged widow, ‘Lorraine’ lives with her
unemployed teenage daughter in a Housing Commission flat, which
they have made into a pleasant home. Lorraine talked disconsolately
and guardedly about her situation, clipping many words and
whistling her ‘s’ sounds, as if drawing breath a bit anxiously
through her few false teeth.
Being from a poor rural background she ‘just accepted’ that she
had to leave school early to help support the family, though she
‘would really like to have stayed on’. For years her factory-earned
income was absorbed by rent costs and ‘the very big strain’ of
health costs incurred through her mother’s chronic illness. High
medical costs have prompted Lorraine herself to opt for dental
extractions rather than more expensive fillings. For years she could
read only the bolder print of newspapers because she ‘just couldn’t
seem to get enough money together’ for glasses to counteract her
astigmatism. Poverty has had a detrimental effect on Lorraine’s
education, work opportunities, housing, social relationships, physical
and emotional health, and the life chances of her daughter.
★

As a child I lived on a sheep and wheat farm in northern Victoria
with my parents and brother and sister. I was very happy on the
farm, but my mother hated it. She came from England to a very hot
climate and very bare country. When I was ten the drought came
and we were going broke on the farm, so we shifted to Melbourne
and my father became a policeman. The money we had over from
the farm we had to spend on furn’ture. It wasn’t so terribly easy
because the Depression was on, too, and it was a hard time for
everybody. All the children had to leave school and go to work,
because we weren’t very comf’table. My father’s job didn’t pay
very much; he wanted us to have a good education because he
missed out, but we just had to leave school and go to work to help
keep things going. I would really like to have stayed on at school,
but I just accepted that I had to leave.
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My father became ill in his forties with his heart and he died.
Things were pretty tough then for my mother because there was no
pension. So we all helped at home. I worked in a textile fact’ry for
seventeen years from the time I was 14. I used to look for all the
faults in stockings and just grade them into firsts, mediums and
seconds. I used to have three girls working for me and they folded
and boxed stockings. When I started work I was earning twelve and
six a week. Pd give my mother ten shillings. Most of that went on
the rent. Things were tough, but we always managed to cope. I
didn’t buy very many clothes, but, you know, we had enough to eat
and we were comf’table in a poor way.
About three years after my father died, my mother took a stroke
and I was more or less nursing her for two years. I had to keep
working and leave my mother at home. But she was too ill and I put
her in a nursing home. I had to. I wasn’t happy about it one bit. I
wanted to be with her and she wanted to be in her own home, but it
was impossible. I had no money coming in if I wasn’t working and
she wandered out into the road a couple of times while I was at
work. So I decided it would be better to put her in a private
nursing home. Having a nurse to look after her at our place never
entered my head because, unless you were very comf’table, you
never had nurses coming to help. It was eleven pound a week in the
nursing home. My brother gave me two pound a week and I paid
the rest. It was a very big strain on my money; but I just wanted
her to get better. I used to go and see her every night and Sundays
and Saturdays. And I’d bring her home when I could. After about
nine months in the hospital she took another stroke and died. So I
just packed my things and went to Sydney. I just wanted to get
away and get a change of scen’ry. I’d always put my mother first
and not gone out anywhere. Before my mother was sick I used to go
ballroom dancing every week. I loved it. So when I went to Sydney
I took it up again, and I learnt to teach. In exchange for teaching I
could get lessons off a very good teacher. I went for medals and got
as far as my gold. I met some very nice friends in Sydney—bought
some nice clothes for myself, went yachting of a weekend—and I
worked all the overtime I could to save enough to go for a holiday
to Brisbane. I just enjoyed myself.
When I got married we came back to Melbourne and after a
month I became pregnant. We were managing all right and then
after my baby was born I had to have a big operation to have a
kidney removed. So that was tough on both my husband and I. But
we got back on our feet again and rented a little house. My
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husband’s health wasn’t very good and he had a haem’rhage when
my daughter, Ann, was about nine months old. He went back to
work for the Christmas bonus, but he had a relapse and had to go
back to hospital. We had no money so we had to give up the house
and get a flat. I went back to work at the textile fact’ry to make ends
meet, and put Ann in a creche. I wasn’t really happy about it, but I
just had to do it because I never really had any choice. My husband
didn’t like it either, but we just had to try and get a little money
behind us. Ann wasn’t happy in the creche; she’d cry and scream
every time she saw it. She was very distressed about being looked
after by other people. She was a very happy baby before that; I
think some of the people were very strict with her. The doctors
weren’t happy about me working either, and I had a long way to
travel. Ron was very good in helping me around the house though,
and I worked until he got a better position and we had a bit more
money coming in. I gave up work so that Ann could be at home,
and things were going nicely. But Ron had a drinking problem and
sometimes he’d go on a binge and not go back to work, so he’d get
laid off. He was hosp’talized to help with his drinking problem. In
the end he had a big operation and then he died of a haem’rhage
when my daughter was about two and a half.
We’d lost our flat because people we shared half of it with found
out that he’d been drinking their gin. The flat we’d moved to was
very uncomf’table and expensive. I was broke, so I took a livingin job as a housekeeper. Things were very tough and I got very
insecure with no real home at the back of me. I became very nervy
and depressed. I didn’t realize at the time I was depressed, but I
was. I felt shut out and not really part of the family. Anyhow, I
continued doing my living-in job until the people employing me
had other arrangements to make. They went overseas. I didn’t find
anything very good; I got a ‘live-in’ looking after an invalid for a
few years. I felt doing a ‘live-in’ was the only way I could cope with
my little girl with me. She was quite content and happy, but I
always felt insecure as I knew that it wasn’t really my home. When
my little girl was 6 I had a breakdown and went to hospital for
about six weeks. I wasn’t too bad when I came out, but I . . . I still
didn’t feel secure. I had no job when I came out and I went to live
with my sister for a while. It was hard to find work, but I did a
couple more ‘live-ins’. Through no-one’s fault the homes would
close up, because the person I worked for had a heart attack or
something. I found other work, but it got too much for me. I sort of
became run down after the shock of losing positions. It used to
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upset me terribly and I felt all insecure, like I couldn’t face anything
again. I had to have a gall-bladder operation and they discovered I
had an ulcer. So my relations all persuaded me to go into a
Commission flat, which I found harder than ever, really. It was a
closed-up sort of environment. You’re closed up in small quarters
without any garden. And the environment is rough. I had another
breakdown after a few years, but my depression’s sort of gone now.
My food and my nerves are much better. It’s still very hard to
manage money-wise though. I just manage to get through. I receive
the widow’s pension, which is fifty-five dollars, and I pay twentyeight dollars fifty cents a week rent out of that. I’ve had part-time
domestic jobs occasionally, but they’re very hard to get as everybody
else is in the same position as me. ’Course, if you do much work
they just take it out of your pension. I do some ironing; it’s brought
to the flat because it’s very hard for me to get any place on public
transport. It’s a ten minute walk to the bus stop and the buses only
come every half hour. You can’t do anything, really, in less than
half a day.
My daughter has been a bit unsteady with her jobs, but she had
part-time work as a waitress and she’s helped me the best way she
can. I think changing homes and schools has affected her nerves at
different times. On the whole, she took it in her stride quite well,
but it was hard to fit in with some families and it would have been
better if she’d been in the same place for longer and she could have
attended the same school regularly. And when I came to live in the
flat I think Ann felt that I didn’t have the money to spend on her,
or any pocket money to give her. I think that really affected her;
she didn’t like it one bit, having no pocket money. She’s got her
own responsibilities and her own life to live now. I think she’s
really trying to sort herself out. Most of the teenagers around here
are unsteady with their jobs and that’s made my daughter a little
bit like that, too. And maybe three-quarters of the parents around
here are lone parents. You haven’t got a husband to back you up, so
you’ve got to deal with the problem alone, which is pretty hard. I
think you definitely have more problems with teenagers when
there’s no one else to help and they get into the wrong company
and start stealing. They don’t know what they want and work isn’t
easy for teenagers to get; it’s very hard. If we had more money we
could live in a better environment. Here, things just go round in a
vicious circle. Ann doesn’t really know what she wants out of life
yet. She vowed she’d never work in a fact’ry—any fact’ry at all.
Well, she’s taken on working an old electric treadle machine in this
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shoe fact’ry, which is something she thought she could never do. So
far she seems to be coping with it. She was very lucky to get the
job; she had to put her age back to get it. There’s nothing much in
the way of work open to her, really. I have to take board from her. I
think she feels Pm a bit dependent on her; but I can’t manage
otherwise.
Groc’ries are the biggest problem; I don’t seem to get very much
for fifteen dollars or so. We can’t have expensive food, but basically
we have the things that are really needed. Pm careful how I spend,
and I buy as I go along. If I see a bargain, such as coffee, I might
get a couple of jars to put away. And, you know, detergents and
soap powders and toothpaste—this doesn’t sound much, but it all
mounts up. I use a kerosene heater in winter because I find that’s
cheaper. But that costs nearly eighty cents a day. Sometimes I feel,
ooh, I’d love to go and have a real big bust-up and buy everything I
wanted. I’d buy something nice, like a dress or a cardigan. I haven’t
bought a frock for myself for the last twelve years. But I’ve been
lucky with things people have given me. I badly need a perm, at
present, but I haven’t been able to save anything towards it. I do
have one dreadful pleasure—I smoke! That’s my most extravagant
thing. Sometimes I’ve comforted myself by buying some tiny little
thing. I might see a lipstick going on ‘special’ for a dollar and I’ll buy
it. I don’t spend any money on entertainment at all. I do have a
friend in Elwood who’s very well off though, and every few months
she shouts me to the pictures and we have lunch together. I really
love going out with Stella. She buys a big box of choc’lates and we
really let our heads go. She’d like me to meet her more often, but I
won’t because she insists on paying for me. I don’t like people
paying for me; but if Stella didn’t pay I just wouldn’t go out. I’d
think it’d be a waste of money. And, of course, there’s the cost and
inconvenience of transport. If I had a car it would take about
twenty minutes to get to my brother’s place. But by public transport
I have to catch two buses and a train and it takes me about three
hours. It’s what stops my pleasure—the inconvenience of getting to
places. And there are no public phones around here. It’s about a
mile to the nearest phone, and that one hardly ever works because
the vandals tear it up and put glue down it. I think the Commission
could help out a bit. If I was ever to get sick or anything I wouldn’t
be able to get to a phone. There are people around here with cars,
but we don’t mix much in the flats, so I wouldn’t wake anybody up
unless it was a real emergency. They could put a phone in the
laundry, where only four of us have a key.
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Not having much money makes it difficult to look after my teeth
and eyes properly, too. My daughter paid for me to have some
fillings done privately. The dental hospital were doing the best
they can, but they’ve run out of funds. You can’t have fillings done
at all there now —only extractions if you’re in pain. So I just got to
have two teeth out tomorrow because I can’t afford to have them
filled. The fillings would cost over twenty dollars. And I’ve had
problems with my eyes for years now. I still have a bit of
astigmatism and I should have glasses for reading and tel’vision.
You’re supposed to go and have your eyes checked—and usually
your glasses get changed—every three years, but I haven’t done
that for fourteen years. I just couldn’t seem to get enough money
together. And these last five years my glasses gave me sore eyes
with the strain. I couldn’t read much with them at all, and I needed
proper glasses for watching tel’vision, too. Well, I was going to the
dental hospital and one of the students put me onto this optical
place where I got a pair for twenty-six dollars. I didn’t know you
could get help like that. It would have cost about a hundred dollars
elsewhere. They weren’t, like, new frames, but they were pretty
good and I can read a book now. Before, I could only read news
papers. I’ve heard that dental care and the whole health scheme is
better in England and Scotland.
Another expense I’ve got is maint’nance around the flats. There’s
a lot they don’t do. Everybody’s walls get dusty and dirty and the
Commission says it’s supposed to paint the flats of anybody who’s
been there twelve years. Yet I know of two cases like that: they
went down to the Commission and they sent them two big
containers of cleaning fluid and got them to wash it down them
selves. One of them was a single mother with a child. I asked the
Commission to repaint my flat once, but they never did anything
about it. They’ve done my bath tub. The water wouldn’t go down
so they unplugged it for me and charged me ten dollars. A door was
cracked and I had to pay twenty-eight dollars to get it fixed. A
couple of windows need new locks. I’ve been waiting years for
those. I might be able to afford them eventually. The griller isn’t
working at present so I’ve put in a complaint, but I’ll have to stir
them up again. We all pay for maint’nance in our rent, you know,
yet we get nothing done and they even charge for travelling time.
We won’t be getting much of a pension rise now either. I think
Mr Fraser’s got no interest in pensioners or poor people. He
promised us a rise of two fifty a week and we got two fifteen. And I
think the budget hits quite a few of the young people. There’s
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going to be less work than ever. I was listening to a young chap
from a pop show on tel’vision and what a bad effect this had on the
young ones and this is how they get into so much mischief. I think
the government’s dreadful. They tried to take the hearing aid off
the pensioners and they tried to stop the funeral benefits. I don’t
think Mr Fraser’s one scrap interested in the welfare of pensioners
or poor people. It’s very hard to live on with the money we get.
You’ve just got to have a good head on your shoulders and be
careful or else you’d be out on the street.
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Since his father had no recognized job skills, and therefore no
steady, adequate income, ‘Paul’s’ major recollection of childhood is
of wondering ‘if I was going to have anything to eat the next day’.
The tensions and restlessness that developed around this hand-tomouth existence were underscored by housing insecurity, impaired
social relationships and unsettled schooling. As a result, at 16 Paul
finds himself illiterate and without job skills. In view of the slack
labour market he has not been able to obtain regular work. He is
resistant to factory work for low pay, but recognizes that he may
well ‘have to settle for a really bad job’. He didn’t expect to be out
of work altogether for two years and has ‘never got enough to live
on’ when in receipt of unemployment benefit. At the time of being
interviewed Paul was without any income at all because he had
missed handing in his fortnightly income statement to the
Commonwealth Employment Service. He is forced to scrounge a
dollar here and there, but grows tired of ‘just hanging around the
streets’ without any money, and once pinched some cars when he
‘got sick of doin’ nothin” .
Interviewed at a youth club—the pivot of Paul’s life—he talked
in a heartfelt and insightful manner about his persistent struggles
to sustain himself. He has a gentle, congenial manner, but gave the
impression that he would tolerate no nonsense. Constant privation
may not have blunted his sensitivity, but it has necessarily created
a tough kernel. Paul rolls his own fags and has an upright
appearance. Despite his extreme slenderness, his tapered cords
hugged his body. One imagined him at home in front of a pinball
machine. Paul has a history of coping against the odds; but his
fingernails looked chewed back and his shoulders tensed. Starved
of a regular or sufficient income, he drifts from one place to
another and slept out one Christmas because there was ‘nowhere
else to go’. He aspires to a proper house with furniture, blankets
and food in the cupboard—basic things that most people take for
granted.
★
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My dad use to pull down houses, you know. That was a casual job.
When there were houses to pull down he could have about three
jobs—three houses in, say, four months. But then he couldn’t get
nothin’ for him for three or four months. He use to go to a charity
or use to go on unemployment benefits. That wasn’t really enough
money to keep the family goin’, you know. We had to struggle; we
weren’t just livin’ the life where you go and buy food. You’d sort of
have to go really low on the money and not have three meals a day,
or somethin’ like that. For my brothers it was probably more of an
emotional feelin’ than me because at that time, you know, they
were more mature than me and they sort of knew what was goin’ on
more.
I knew my parents had to struggle with money though, ’cos I
remember when they use to go out to the charity for a food voucher
and stuff like that. I remember when I use to wait downstairs in the
Commission flats, wait for them to come back, you know, and be
wonderin’ if they’d bring a food voucher or if they’d got anythin’ to
eat. Sometimes I didn’t want to go to bed, you know. I just wanted
to sort of sit up with my parents or somethin’ like that. Other times
I’d go to bed early and I’d sometimes get hungry. Most people
would have three meals a day or somethin’ like that, you know. I
just use to think if I was goin’ to have anythin’ to eat the next day.
My parents argued about money. They’d argue about a few other
things, but a lot of the times I’ve heard them argue about money.
They got pretty heavily into debt with hire purchase. We had to
get beds, wardrobe, dressing-table, couch and two chairs, stuff like
that. It was pretty expensive. We couldn’t pay straight cash or
anythin’. We could only get them on a hire purchase account. Me
dad probably had so much worry. You know, a lot of people think
that you drink beer just because you like it. But my dad use to
drink it sometimes because he was worried, you know. He use to
use it as a way of forgetting. Me mum, she . . . she never really
forgot, you know. She was upset a lot of times, started cryin’ some
of the times, and she’d argue with me dad all the time until one day
it got so bad they split up.
Before that they kept shiftin’ around and I had to keep goin’ to
different schools all the time; startin’ to meet new friends, new
teachers, startin’, you know, a different way of education, stuff like
that. And it was all pretty dumb to me because I just couldn’t cope
with it. And, you know, because my parents didn’t have all that
much money to pay the rent they had to keep findin’ other places.
And I just didn’t want to go to school no more after all those
changes because I found that I wasn’t learnin’ anythin’. The whole
116

Paul

time I was at school, you know, it was the same. There was a few
kids like me and that, that was in the same sort of situation as I was,
but in a way I was different and that from other kids because they
could buy their lunch and I use to seldom buy my lunch. And I use
to think to myself, you know, ‘Why can’t I do it?’ It’s a pretty bad
situation when you use to think about food all the time, you know,
and if you don’t have it. That probably might have been one of the
reasons why I started waggin’ school. And clothes, you know. I use
to wear out my shoes and I needed a new pair of shoes but couldn’t
get any. So I had to stay in the same pair. And, you know, you’d
have to let your hair grow long. So would my brothers and sister. I
had to stay down in grade two and I felt really bad about that
because I thought I was goin’ up to grade three at the end of the
year. Well, the next year had come up and one of the nuns there,
she come up and got me out of grade three and she just put me in
two where I sat down the back of the class and did nothin’. You
know I was quiet to meself and I didn’t want to speak to anyone or
anythin’.
I left school when I was 13. I’m glad I left because I wasn’t
learnin’ anythin’. But now, with readin’, I just sort of read a few
things here and there, you know. I’ve got bad writin’ and I could
spell better. Readin’ a street directory is a bit of a problem.
Sometimes I look straight down a page and I can’t see the street,
you know. Street signs are okay, and it’s pretty easy to look up
phone numbers, maybe not as quick as everyone else, but I can do
it. I got told last week that I could go to a night school without
payin’ any money, you know. It’s suppose to be in Preston —pretty
far from where I live. And transport could be a problem. I sort of
been thinkin’ about it—that I need to spell and write, you know, so
I’d go to night school if I could get to it.
When I first left school I was doin’ apprenticeship jockey, but I
. .. you know, that was only thirty dollars a week and I was workin’
six days a week to get that and I didn’t see that I was makin’ any
thin’ out it. I would have had to wait about two years before I
started makin’ anythin’, so I left within a week. It was hard work
for the money. You have to get up at five in the mornin’ and do
some work, have your breakfast at seven, then finish about half
past five. And that was six days a week. And I felt out of place, you
know. All that was on the farm was the boss, his wife and two kids.
I didn’t know ’em and I’d never lived in the country. I had no
relations up there and the two kids weren’t all that sociable. You’re
pretty much by yourself.
I’ve been unemployed for about two years now. The CES1 have
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sent me to a couple of jobs. There was one fixin’ up pinball
machines and things like that. This bloke was talkin’ as if I should
get the job and that. He goes, ‘The wages are all right,’ you know.
‘It’s not that hard a job. We’ll teach you how to work the machines
and how to fix them up.’ And when the boss come in I had to fill
out some forms. I just couldn’t write and spell properly so I didn’t
get it. At lunchtimes I might’ve had to take down messages and
stuff like that. So I didn’t get it. Another time they sent me to a job
in a factory, liftin’ big, heavy sacks around. There’s a lot of Italians
and, um, I didn’t want that job because I knew that I wasn’t good
enough, you know. I just sort of looked around the place and just
thought to meself, ‘I can’t do this sort of job. It’s too heavy for me.
I’d probably end up gettin’ the sack.’ And when you get the sack or
leave a job you got to wait another six weeks to get back on un
employment [benefit]. And I don’t think that’s right! Anyhow, the
bloke there sort of looked at me and seen how small I was . . . I
don’t want to work in factories for a low amount of money. A lot of
people are pushed into them, you know. But you can’t save and you
can’t get anywhere in life, really. I’d like to be an usher in a picture
theatre. That’s a good job and I’d like to do it. I will eventually get
a job, soon. I didn’t expect to be unemployed for this long now.
Two years is a pretty long time, you know. I keep wonderin’, ‘Why
me?’
I’ve never got enough money to live on. No way! When I left
school me dad use to help me out with money, if he could, you
know. He’d give me five dollars or somethin’ like that. Sometimes I
had to ask for twenty or thirty dollars, I’d never ask for more. But
sometimes I knew I had to and when I did I’d feel awful. He knew I
h a d to get the money, you know, so he’d end up givin’ it to me. At
first he sort of cracked up about it, but he . . . he use to give it to
me. I was livin’ by meself and I needed the money to sort of live . . .
A few months after I left school I applied for special benefits
because I was under age for unemployment benefits. I didn’t know
I could apply for it before then. So I had to fill in some answers—
just sent my forms back to them and, after a while, about two or
three months, you know, I got my cheque. So for about six months
I’d just see me dad, you know, and he’d sort of pay some board for
me and stuff like that. Just after I was 16 I went on unemployment
benefit. But, you know, all the time I’m out of money before the
next cheque comes. I was getting thirty-six dollars a week. And I
was sort of payin’ twelve dollars a week out of that to pay off me
motor-bike and I had to pay, say, ten dollars board a week. Well,
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Fd buy somethin’ for me to ride my motor-bike, like a helmet, or
somethin’ like that, you know. I use to have to buy me lunch and
smokes, and somethin’ to wear. It didn’t really last long, you know.
At the moment I’m not on unemployment benefits because I got
it cut off. You usually get your cheque every fortnight and you
have to get this other form2 in a week later. Well, I went on one of
the experimental camps or whatever they are with the youth club
and I was gettin’ my brother to bring my form back for me because
he was cornin’ down to Melbourne on the Thursday when I had to
take my form in. Anyhow, we just couldn’t bring it back in. I’d
come back on the Sunday and I could have handed it in on the
Monday; but I didn’t know what they would have said, you know,
and I had no answer for ’em, so I didn’t get to hand it in at all. I
thought there was nothin’ I could do—just wait for six weeks or
somethin’ before you can go back on unemployment.3 But the youth
worker at the club, he told me I should go down to the Social
Security and ask if I could get back-paid, you know, because I was
on a sort of camp what you learn from. The social worker [at the
Department of Social Security] got a couple of report forms that
they sent away. Well, they wrote me back last week and they asked
me another question, you know. ‘Why didn’t I take my form back
after the camp?’ Well, I wouldn’t have known anything about it if I
didn’t know the youth worker at the club. So I just replied that I
thought I would have to wait another six weeks, seeing I got cut off.
I’ve been back to the CES now to apply again. They took me
behind the counter, you know, and said I have to fill out a form. I
understood things like me name and where I live and stuff like that.
I can’t remember half the other questions, but a few of them were
hard, you know. Like I’ve been unemployed for two years. Right?
And in those forms they ask me, what date did I finish work. That’s
a hard question for me, you know. I said to the bloke at the CES,
‘I’m not too good in spellin’ and writin’ and that,’ and he just sort of
said, ‘All right,’ you know. I didn’t like the bloke much. He just
told me how to spell the word. He didn’t care how it was written.
His attitude towards me was as if I was just another bludger. That’s
what I think, anyway. He goes, you know, ‘Don’t worry. When we
get your file from Social Security we’ll have p l e n t y of jobs for you.’
And it’s not right to say that, ’cos there’s thousands of people out of
work, you know. I don’t like goin’ there ’cos of the attitude. They
should talk to you as someone who can help you and really try to
get you a job. The other day I was over the [youth] club the CES
sent me a job card. And it was down to somethin’ like a sewin’
119

On the Bread Line

machine factory where all foreign people would be doin’ sewin’.
And they’re all females, you know, and there w a s n 't a job for me;
but I went down there and checked it out anyway. I haven’t got an
unemployment cheque for nine or ten weeks now and I still don’t
know when I’ll get an answer [about the appeal]. I borrow a dollar
or somethin’ like that, you know, from my father and friends. I
keep it down as much as I can, ’cos I’d just be left with no money
again when I get my cheque. I’ve got a bank account, but I’ve only
got about a dollar in there now. Out of the money I get, I put some
in the bank, but by the next week I got to take it out again.
You never have enough money to do anythin’, really. You just
get sick of just hangin’ around the streets, so . . . one time I ended
up pinchin’ some cars. We took them overnight, you know. It was a
pretty bad thing to do, but I just got sick of doin’ nothin’. I got
taken to the police station and they ended up chargin’ me. They
were pretty hard in a sense, the way they treated you, you know.
They sort of threaten you sometimes. At first I went to a Remand
Home and, you know, it’s your first time in trouble and I don’t
think it’s right that they done that. I saw a kid get punched in the
face by one of the officers because he was makin’ a bit of noise. I
didn’t eat their food because I didn’t think it was right that I was in
there.
I got a motor-bike now. I got a three hundred and ninety dollar
loan off hire purchase for twelve months, and with the interest I’m
payin’ five hundred and fifty-four dollars back to ’em. I can’t afford
insurance, you know, ’cos it only bungs up what you’ve got to pay
out. Right now, I’ve got nowhere to ride the bike, really. There’s a
creek down where I live and there’s plenty of land there to ride it.
I just don’t know why you get into trouble if you do. They don’t
really leave us much choice. The coppers just come up to you and
they try to take out your spark plug when they’re not s’posed to
and they let down your tyres. And you can be charged and go to
court, you know, if you haven’t got a helmet on. And a helmet costs
about forty dollars. Even if it’s dirt, you get charged with not
wearing one. I don’t think, personally, that I’ll ever get into trouble
with the police again; but if the youth club wasn’t there, you know,
I just wouldn’t have nowhere to go durin’ the day at all. And in a
situation like that I c o u ld get into trouble.
Well, you know, ah . . . well, since I’ve stopped livin’ with my
parents I go from house to house tryin’ to find somewhere where I
can stay. Where me dad lives now there’s only two bedrooms. And
there’s me brother, his wife, their two kids and me dad. So it’s
120

Paul

pretty crowded. I’ve been goin’ from house to house for about four
years now. I don’t like it really, ’cos I just want to settle down in
one place, where I can go home to, instead of wonderin’, you know,
‘Will I go there or will I go up there?’ You’re just sort of wonderin’
all the day. If you were livin’ in one place you just wouldn’t have
that worry. You’re always thinkin’ about it sometime durin’ the
day. But for a flat you have to pay bond money, and you got to put
your electricity on and if they’ve got gas you’ve got to put your gas
on. And there’s rent in advance and stuff like that. It would work
out to about five hundred dollars in the end. It’s a lot of money!
I don’t want to get into emergency accommodation because I got
nowhere else to stay. I don’t like the idea where it gets so bad that
you have to look for emergency accommodation. I’d just sooner ask
a friend or somethin’ like that. It’s only a couple of times I’ve had
nowhere to stay. It was pretty warm, so I slept on the grass out the
flats, you know. It was Christmas! I was with a friend and we were
just sort of walkin’ around and we sort of felt pretty tired, so we
just went on the grass and fell asleep. I had nowhere else to go that
night. I didn’t like the idea of sleepin’ out. I wouldn’t like to think
about doin’ it again, you know. I’d like a place to stay where I can
have three meals a day. Somewhere I could watch TV, go out and
have a bit of fun, go back home . . .
Most of my mates are unemployed, same as me. It’s a pretty sad
feeling. I’d like to make people that haven’t really gone through
this sort of thing realize what sort of situation teenagers like us, and
even adults, what sort of situation we’re in. And there’s nothin’ you
can really do about it. I think there’s a lot of people who don’t know
about our situation, but there are some that do, you know, and they
might have a lot of money or things. So what have they really got to
worry about?
It’s hard to say what will happen in the future. You could get a
really good job or you could just have to settle for a really bad job. I
know someone who’s an usheress. I’d like a job as an usher because,
you know, it’s sort of like a decent job and the money would be all
right and you’d get more chance of savin’. If I had more money I’d
maybe go out to a disco or somethin’ like that more often. I don’t
usually meet many people now, because I’m never at the same disco
too often. But going to discos is something to do, you know. I enjoy
it and I don’t even think of gettin’ into trouble. If I had a good job
I’d put about twenty dollars in the bank each week, too, and try to
pay off me motor-bike sooner.
If I can catch up on me spellin’ and writin’ I reckon I can get a
121

On the Bread Line

good job and I’d get up every mornin’ . . . But it’s hard to say
what’ll happen. If I have kids, I’d like them to grow up the right
way, have a proper home for ’em. I’d like to offer them somethin’
better than I’ve had, you know. Clothes, more education, a proper
house, furniture, plenty of blankets for the kids if they’re cold or
anythin’ like that—food in the cupboard! When I’m about sixty I’d
really like to think that I’d done that.
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‘Nadim’ is a short, thin man. He sported a plain flannel shirt and
burgundy trousers. As a consequence of having no ready change of
clothing the family looks somewhat dishevelled. At the time of
being interviewed they faced imminent eviction from their rented
house. The landlord had sold the house and they had nowhere to
go. The house was scantily furnished. What bedding existed was
threadbare; the family could not afford pillow-cases or heavy
blankets. The gleam of the linoleum was offset by obsolescent
furniture, sparsely dotted about. The children pattered about bare
footed so they wouldn’t wear out their shoes for school.
In an endeavour to escape from subsistence living in a ‘very poor’
Lebanese village, Nadim learnt a trade and gained employment as
a ‘guest worker’ in neighbouring Arab countries. Following his
return to Lebanon, Nadim, his wife and their young family of five
found themselves literally caught in the crossfire of civil war.
Scarcity of food, spiralling costs, destruction of jobs and the terrors
of war led them to seek sanctuary in Australia. In a slight northern
dialect, Nadim at first talked guardedly through an interpreter, but
became agitated and passionate when relating his troubles. As
refugees who arrived ‘without clothes or money’, their poverty,
relative to their fellow-citizens, has remained intact. In Australia
the family has been beset by housing problems. Nadim has been
able to attract only low-paid, burdensome work; his wife is
unemployed. Their lack of opportunity to learn English ‘is our
greatest handicap’ in combating social isolation and in overcoming
the deprivations forced on them by a wage that is ‘not enough to
live on’. They hope that maybe things will be different for their
children.
★

As a child I lived in a small village in Lebanon with my parents and
my six brothers and two sisters. The village was very poor. We had
the bare minimum. My father had a small, simple business, selling
food from a street stall. It was just enough for our livelihood. All of
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the houses in the village were made of cement. In our house there
was a kitchen and another room for the family to sleep in. My
wife’s family was very poor. Her mother worked in the fields,
growing and picking vegetables. One day they would bring potatoes
home, another day spinach. And they would be paid about two
liras1 a day for their labour. Being the oldest child my wife used to
stay at home and cook and clean and look after the younger
children. I went to primary school, so I can read and write a little
Arabic.
When I left primary school I went into carpentering. My grand
father was a carpenter, and I started to learn that work when I was
seven years old. As a carpenter in Beirut I used to get one and a half
liras a day and give that money to my family. It was a good job in
Lebanon, but work was scarce, and Syrian workers used to work
for half a lira a day. Many of us Lebanese had to go to Kuwait to
earn a living. I became a full tradesman and went to work in Abu
Dhabi, then in Libya. Abu Dhabi was not so good because you are
obliged by law to work for your guarantor. I stayed there for three
months and had hardly any money to take back to Lebanon. I
worked in Tripoli for two months and then went back to my home
in Lebanon, where I got married.
If the civil war had not broken out in Lebanon we could have
lived well and been very happy. There is no place more beautiful
than Lebanon, but during the war there was nothing but shooting
and slaughter. People would ask, ‘What faction are you?’ If you
were the opposite faction you would be slaughtered. For three
months we were afraid to open the door or window because of the
shooting. As soon as there was a lull in the fighting we used to
sneak out and go and buy what we needed, hiding from wall to
wall. There was no work. The food shortage got worse and the
prices went higher. There was not even enough bread. I used to
buy a loaf of bread for one lira. In our village we used to share and
borrow things from each other, but the money and food shortages
made life extremely difficult. A kilo of meat was costing about
thirty liras, potatoes were about six liras a kilo. The poor people
were very badly affected by the price rises. My mother tells me that
now they cut the grass and eat it. For some of the time during the
war I was working in Libya and my wife and five children lived
alone in a small room in our village. Their window faced the street.
They were right in the middle of the Muslim and Christian factions
and there would be shelling right over their house. One night very
heavy fighting broke out. The children were very frightened and
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were hiding under the bed when a shower of bullets came through
the window. In the morning the cupboard near the bed was
shattered with bullet holes. Even now the children get frightened
easily and some of them have speech difficulties and find it very
hard to concentrate at school. In Lebanon their school was closed
because of the war, so none of them have learned to read or write
Arabic.
Before the war we were happy. But after the war broke out there
was no work or money and for nearly a year we were too frightened
to go outside. We had no one to go to in Libya or Kuwait. My
brothers advised us to come to Australia because there was work
and the children would be safe. So we asked them to apply for us to
migrate. We had no other choice, really. We had no money at the
time, so my brothers took a bank loan of $4,500 to cover our
expenses. I was going to come ahead of my wife and children to
arrange accommodation and a job, but the Australian embassy [in
Greece] wouldn’t let me do that. So I had to go back to Lebanon to
wait. In the end the money from my brothers came through and I
went to Greece again, this time with my family. For once, we had
money. My brothers sent us two or three thousand drachma2 each
week. We stayed in a hotel in Athens and lived it up a bit while we
were waiting for our papers to be processed by the Australian
embassy. After a couple of months we came to Australia. I was a bit
scared as I stepped off the plane. I didn’t know anything about
Australia and the only people I knew were my brothers. But when I
saw my brothers and some people from my village I was delighted.
They were all my friends and spoke my language.
We had come without clothes or money though. Nobody told us
we could apply for government benefits to live on, so my brother
had to keep us. We did not get a cent from the government. Once
we got some food vouchers from a welfare agency but we felt too
proud to spend them. There were twelve of us living in my
brother’s house. After a couple of months I managed to get a job
and eventually we were able to move to another house. One of my
brothers bought a couch, another the beds, and another the TV.
Much of the furniture was not new, of course, and a lot of it has
been broken in moving house. We’ve had to keep shifting from
place to place about every six months. The owners either want to
sell the house or raise the rent. My brother told us we could apply
for a Housing Commission place so we applied two years ago.
About six months ago when we had to move again, the Housing
Commission said they would have a house for us in three months’
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time. So we took this house on a six month lease. Now this house
has been sold. We have an eviction notice from here and still have
not heard a word from the Housing Commission. Where can we
rent a house with five children? When you tell agents how many
children you have they just say, ‘Sorry.’ I don’t like to be dishonest,
but to get this place we had to say we had two children. When the
owner comes we have to hide our other three children. The houses
we can afford are in very bad condition. The roof was leaking in
one of them and the water was dripping all over the floor and
furniture. The floors were rotting and they were covered with grass
mats that couldn’t be cleaned properly. The smell was unbearable.
Sometimes when we are forced to move, the children have to
change schools and I have to get a different job. I had a good job in
a tyre factory but when we moved the only job I could find was
lifting heavy car parts on an assembly line. My back just wouldn’t
take it. I would come home bent over and exhausted. My wife
would say that I looked like a tired old man. I asked them to give
me another job on the assembly line, but they just left me doing the
same thing. Eventually I found a lighter factory job. But I have to
work night shift. My wife and children tell me they are scared at
night and can’t sleep, so I am trying to change shifts. I try to
explain the worry in my family to the boss at the factory but so far I
am forced to go on working night shift to feed my children. My
wife has been trying to get a job because my wage is not enough for
us to live on. She goes to the CES3 when she can find someone to
go with her to interpret. But no jobs have come up. She wants to
find a factory where there are no Lebanese people so she will have
to speak English. If she works during the day then one of us will be
at home to look after the children. We will only see each other at
weekends, but we will have less worry with money.
I don’t want money for myself—just for my children’s education.
I don’t want to have to send them out to work for the family. I want
them to be educated so they will have a future in Australia. One of
my children at school is very smart, but the class is too large for her
to get enough attention. The school shouldn’t have fifty-six children
in a class. It’s extremely difficult for the children who are not so
intelligent. We are grateful to be in a country that is safe and has a
future for our children, but my wife and I will stay in o u r class for a
hundred years unless we can find someone to teach us English. Not
being able to speak English is our greatest handicap. At the factory
I am nosey so I can pick up a word here and there. Learning
English would help me such a lot. If I receive a letter now I can’t
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understand it. If someone comes to the door I can’t communicate. I
can only say my name, the street and the house number—that’s all.
In Lebanon we used to be able to come home from work, wash,
dress up and visit each other. Here, we’re tied down without a car,
and we can’t even talk with our neighbours. When my wife went to
the school to enrol the children our daughter had to interpret for
her. We want to be able to talk for ourselves. When the children
grow up they will be able to decide for themselves where they want
to be. I think my wife and I might go back to Lebanon where we
could go out more and talk with our friends. We feel very isolated
here. And unless I can learn English I won’t be able to get a job
outside the factory where the money would be enough for us to
live on.
In my job I earn a hundred and fifty dollars clear on night shift. I
swear by God, by my children, it is not enough to live on. The rent
alone is forty-five dollars and we are three weeks behind with it.
Each month we have to pay a hundred and thirty-five dollars to the
bank as an instalment on the loan that was taken out for us to get to
Australia. So we can’t save anything—not even from the child
endowment. We don’t have any money to buy new clothes or toys
for the children, even on special occasions, and they become upset
and cry. When we go shopping we have to buy whatever is cheapest.
But we spend to the best of our ability on food so the children will
be healthy. Our family has strong ties and we help each other as
much as we can. But I should like not to have to rely on help from
other people. I can’t see that our situation can get any better,
though, until my wife can go to work.
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‘Barbara’ is a warm, robust woman in her thirties with a casual,
perhaps unruly, appearance. Though she chain-smoked throughout
her interviews, she has an easy manner. She speaks precisely with a
soft, polished timbre. In contrast to the flat, tight voices of most
people we spoke with, her tone is relaxed and fluid. She is articulate
and unusually searching about her feelings and behaviour.
Following the disintegration of an early marriage that suffered
from an unstable income and ‘immaturity’, Barbara cared for her
child as a lone parent. With the constant support of her own
parents she managed to work full-time. The pressures proved to be
great, but ‘I didn’t see any other alternatives’. Barbara’s first child
died tragically, and as ‘part of my irrational state at the time’ she
conceived a second child out of wedlock. Subsequently, dependent
on a below-poverty-line pension, Barbara’s situation was made
more difficult by the discrimination she faced in the housing
market as a single parent and a low-income earner. Frequent
housing moves have been forced upon her, causing child-care
problems, disturbance of social networks and anxiety about her
lack of ‘long-term security’ and the potential discontinuity of her
child’s education. Having recently undertaken tertiary education,
Barbara can begin to see ‘the light at the end of the tunnel’. At
present, ‘we just survive’.
★

I went to matric level at a girls’ high school. I only passed two
subjects and it would have meant I would have had to go back to
school and do HSC1 again, or leave school. Because I was the eldest
I didn’t really think I ought to go back the second year, because it
was hard on my parents to maintain an adult, particularly as they
still had the other three at school. And I think it was really
expected that I would leave and get a job. A job came up in the
office of the factory where I worked during the holidays, so I went
and worked there for about eighteen months. And then I got
married when I was 19^ and had a child when I was 20.
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My husband was quite clever and very creative, but he didn’t
have the outlets for it. He liked sort of drawing. He would have
liked something where he’d be making things of commercial art or
. . . Perhaps if he’d been trained, you know, it might have been
different. There was a period when he was in and out of jobs all the
time. He found it very difficult to conform to the nine-to-five sort
of job because he didn’t get any satisfaction out of factory jobs and
he had no sort of qualifications that could get him jobs in areas that
he liked to work in. So he was in and out of jobs a lot. Then he got a
job selling, with an encyclopedia firm, which he did work at
consistently. Just the problem was that he didn’t get enough money
out of it. There wasn’t ever a consistent income that we could plan
around. And even when he did make money he would spend it on
things for himself, like getting new clothes. They were very
important to him and that was partly because of his background.
He was brought up by his mother, who was alone, and he always
had second-hand clothes; he always felt very negative about having
hand-me-down clothes and things like that.
We used to talk, um, fight about money a lot, but I think
probably our immaturity was the most important factor in the
breakdown of the marriage. But I think if we had’ve been older and
there had’ve been a stable income, the personality factors wouldn’t
have been so important. When I was working it was m y income that
was paying all the expenses and when I gave up work the money
problems started to really niggle me because I wasn’t earning and
there was no consistent money coming in. And so we used to argue
a lot. After I had my child I had a period of nine months when I
wasn’t working, b ut. . . because the marriage was just disintegrating
and . . . money was one of the problems within the marriage, I went
back to office work and still the same situation applied then—my
income was paying the household expenses and we still weren’t
getting any further ahead.
I was working before the marriage ended, so really it was just a
matter of doing what I’d been doing, except for the additional
responsibilities. Like, Bob bought a typewriter, and I had a lot of
other debts that he had incurred. And so for a long time I was
paying them off. I thought it was a reflection on me if they didn’t
get paid, you know. I found that it was getting such a strain. I’d let
the payments go and then I was getting these letters from finance
companies saying they were going to take legal action. And I was
very anxious about it at one stage and I went to see a solicitor. I just
picked one out of the phone book. And he said that they weren’t
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my debts so that they weren’t my responsibilities. I’d paid most of
them off anyhow —maybe three hundred dollars at the most, but it
was difficult for me at that time. I was just managing. It was hard
to maintain us, buying clothes for myself and for my child. I was
working with a big firm then, and most of the people I worked with
were well-dressed and I wasn’t, so I felt . . . different. Also, being
on my own because, most people, being married, they had a
different life-style . . . They were all buying their own homes. And
I was finding it very hard to get by. I couldn’t have managed if my
parents hadn’t helped with clothes for my child and money towards
bills.
My mother used to look after my child when I worked. It meant
getting my child up very early in the morning and taking her over
to my mother’s. That meant getting up and leaving about half-past
six to get over to her place, to drop my child off and get to the
station by seven-thirty to catch a train into the city. And, coming
home . . . First of all, I was taking my child home every night and
taking her over in the morning. And she was getting sick a lot,
going out into the cold air in the morning and the cold air at night.
So my parents used to keep her for the week. I used to go over
every night to see my daughter and I would put her to bed. And
then I would come home to the empty house every night. I did it,
you know. I didn’t see any other alternatives. That lasted until she
was killed. So . . . after she died I kept on working. I didn’t know
what else to do anyway. I was very depressed at the time, you
know, sleeping a lot, finding my feelings . . . well, very difficult to live
with and I s’pose . . . it was a really depressed state. I had no
motivation or anything. It was really strange because, then, when I
was single again, I didn’t really feel single. I was a mother with
responsibilities and it sort of set a life-style for me. Then when she
died I had lost my identity because I wasn’t a mother any more. I
didn’t have those responsibilities, but I didn’t feel single either.
It was a very stressful time. I think one of the reasons I had
another child was probably part of my irrational state at the time. It
was soon after the trial that I met Sarah’s father. It was a fairly one
sided relationship, but he was around until she was born. I had
four weeks off work before Sarah was born, and then after she was
born I knew I had to go back to work because I’d used up all my
sick leave and used up all my holiday pay. I think I would have
preferred to stay at home, but the only benefit available to me then
was twenty-seven dollars per week family assistance. And that was
half the amount that I was paying for the flat. By this stage,
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though, I think working had become important. It sort of gave me
control over my life and I got some limited satisfaction from my
job. While it wasn’t particularly interesting, I did it well, I think.
So that I could go back to work I thought I must get childminding somewhere for Sarah. Someone had told me about a
nursery that I used to pass, so I went along to that nursery and it
happened to be a nursery run by the [local] Council for children 3
to 5. And they said the council does run one for babies up to three
years. So I went around and they told me I had to see the social
worker. So I went to see the social worker and she told me that they
had no vacancies, but she’d put my name down because I was on
my own with my child. They did offer other sources; they could
get private individuals to look after the child, but I . . . I didn’t
really feel happy about that and so I thought I’ll just have to wait
until a vacancy comes up because child-care in unsubsidized
nurseries was a lot more expensive. At the Council nursery it was
ten dollars a week, but at unsubsidized nurseries it was about
twenty to twenty-five dollars a week. Well, the vacancy came up
when she was three months old, and it was either take it or they
couldn’t say when another vacancy would come up—three months,
six months, twelve months . . . So I took it straight away and went
back to work. Then the people who owned the house I was staying
in decided they wanted the place for their relatives. So I had to
move. I moved to a flat of my own. And that was very difficult. I
was reluctant to tell the nursery people that I had moved out of
their area, because then Sarah wouldn’t have been able to go to that
nursery. Also, you’re not allowed to have prams on public transport
in peak hour. So it meant that we had to walk about thirty-five
minutes to the nursery. We were leaving home very early to get to
the nursery and then walking back home at night. I couldn’t find a
flat closer. The only times I had to look was Saturday mornings
and there was a lot of discrimination for women with young kids.
Agents don’t like to rent to them, either because they think the kids
are going to damage the property or they think that you can’t pay
the rental. There were a lot of questions about ‘Do you think you
can afford the rent?’ Sometimes, agents would say that the owners
of the flats want families. And I’ll say to them, ‘But we a r e a
family.’ And they’d say, ‘Oh, you’re not a r e a l family. The owners
want a real family.’ And so I just couldn’t get a place. So, in the
end, I lied. I went with this friend one Saturday morning to this
flat and said that it was for both of us. I tried to gauge the agent’s
attitude to children by asking, ‘Are there any children in the flats?’
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And he said, ‘There are children about, but they won’t worry you
at all.’ So they probably would have accepted my application if I’d
said it was for me and Sarah. But I didn’t know that. And I’d had
all these other experiences, so I wasn’t prepared to tell the truth
any more.
Well, from the flat in Elwood I moved to a house in Ormond,
which I was sharing with another woman with a child. And that
lasted for about twelve months. I’ve shared with other people and
they’d always been very positive experiences, but this girl that I
was sharing with in Ormond . . . We started having problems,
mainly because her parents were coming down every week and
staying and that was causing problems. So that deteriorated, and
after about twelve months I decided that I had to move, keeping in
mind that my moves always had to be at this stage within the
boundaries of the local council. I found a tiny two-bedroom house
that was quite good. It had all the facilities that we needed. It had a
tiny back yard, too. By that stage I thought that was important
because it was somewhere for Sarah to play. And she was about 3
then. So she needed somewhere she could get outside and I sort of
always wanted to live in a house because I wanted a yard, and I
wanted somewhere enclosed for Sarah to play, rather than having
to wander out onto the street. We stayed in that house for about six
months and the owners sold it. So then we had to move again and
we moved to here. It’s only down the road from the last house. But
we still had to move again! I prefer to live in a house, but it creates
a certain amount of anxiety and instability because you never know
when the owners are going to want the house for their personal use.
This house we’re in now has been on the market at various times,
so I have the option of perhaps going into a flat. But it isn’t
something that I want to do. I would prefer to live in a house for
the space and also to have a yard for Sarah to play in. Somewhere
that’s enclosed. I’ve always tried to minimize the problems of
moving for Sarah. The main one is by keeping her at the same
nursery. So it means that if we have a new house to live in, at least
she has the continuity of the nursery. And her room’s always the
one that I set up first, with her pictures on the wall and so on. So I
don’t think she’s had that much trouble with moving.
I would like my own home because to me that is one way of
getting secure. I don’t care what it is like, as long as we own it and
no one can say, you know, ‘You have to move.’ Because we have
moved so many times . . . It takes you a while to get established in a
new place and each move costs a couple of hundred dollars. That’s
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not including the bond! I’ve got so many curtains that fit none of
the windows—all those sorts of things, you know. You don’t
anticipate those sorts of things. And also, getting to know the local
milk-bar and which is the best one—where the services are—
especially for children. And doctors, you know. The week before
we moved from one place Sarah had been sick. She had tonsillitis
and the doctor had given her an injection and the needle had
broken in her bottom. She had to have two injections and—well,
that was very traumatic for her. But then, after we moved she
wasn’t getting any better so she needed to go back to the doctor.
Well, it was too far to bring her back to the doctor we had been
going to, so we went to one who was local. As soon as we went into
his surgery, before we even sat down, she started crying. She was
very upset because she was aware of what happened last time and
he immediately came and said, ‘That child needs a sedative.’ So I
said to him, ‘No’, and I explained to him what had happened and
he just didn’t take any notice. When he wrote out a prescription for
what she needed he also put down a sedative. And even though I
had spoken to him! So it’s a matter of getting to know basic services
and what the doctors are like and so on. They’re all parts of the
moving costs, too, I think.
I wouldn’t feel so concerned about buying a house if I had some
assurance that I could stay for ten years. But you just don’t get that
long-term security. And now, that is more important. Sarah is at
school and it’s important that she have continuity at school. I see
one of my responsibilities as educating her to the level that I’m best
able to afford. So, hopefully, that will be to the end of secondary
school. I don’t want her to be moving around from school to
school. And also, now she’ll be making friends and if she keeps on
moving she’ll lose contact. She won’t be able to develop relation
ships with other kids because she’s only there for a while . . . But
the cost of houses is out of my limit!
I had my name down, oh, I think ever since Sarah was born, to
buy a house. And at that stage, my own parents were able to buy a
house from the Housing Commission. At the end of ’76 I rang them
to see when my name would come up and the person I was talking
to said it would be about another six months, so I rang them again
six months after that, and they said, ‘Oh, regulations are changed
now. We don’t sell houses to lone parents.’ And I had a discussion
with them about why that was, and I said to them, ‘Well, my needs
are the same as a family.’ I needed it for myself and I needed it for
Sarah. So I asked them for a two-bedroom house, and they said,
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‘Oh, yes, well, we’re only allowed to sell houses to married couples
now,’ and I said, ‘Well, married couples might only have one child,’
and they said, ‘Oh, yes, but they might have more.’ I said, ‘Well, /
might choose to have another child.’ Anyhow, because I am a lone
parent I’m no longer able to buy a house from the Commission and
yet I had my name down for four years. I thought that’s maybe one
way I can get some security in a house. I don’t really want to live in
a Housing Commission flat, and certainly not a high-rise. I don’t
think I could cope with that. Also my child is a very active child.
For her there are only two speeds—full speed and stop. I could just
imagine her racing out the door and going straight over the balcony.
So, it means, really, because it is important to me to live in a
house, that you have to accept sub-standard housing. The rent on
this house is forty-five dollars a week. It’s got no carpets and it’s
very cold. The lounge room is the only room you can heat. In some
of the houses the toilet is outside. And I think, whereas a child
might be able to get up and go to the toilet by themselves at night if
the toilet is inside the house, where it is outside they can’t, and you
have to get up with the child and take it out in the cold. We’ve
never had a house with a hot water service in the bathroom, just an
instant bath heater. The kitchen is . . . oh, it’s a hard kitchen to cook
in because it’s got no benches. You’ve got nowhere to put anything.
You have to sit out in the kitchen where it’s really dingy and cold.
So I don’t have people around for dinner a lot. I went to a friend’s
place a couple of weeks ago and she had Chicken Kiev. And that
was really nice. I would like to be able to return that sort of thing in
kind. I can have people over here, but they usually get a lot more
economical meal. I go to friends’ places and they’ve got nice flats
and everything is co-ordinated. They’ve got nice lounge suites
they’ve co-ordinated with the big curtains and their other things.
The houses we live in are generally grotty. But I don’t have many
options of moving away from here. Subsidized child-care is scarce.
In some areas they just don’t have any. So it means staying around
here even though it’s a fairly high rental area. I think I advertised
four times so I could share and cut down on rent. But this house is
fairly grotty and most people won’t move in.
At the moment I get a part pension and I get a TEAS2 allowance.
We just survive on what I get. I only buy things we need, and I get
cheap cuts of meat and make things like spaghetti, lamb shanks in
soup and stews that are fairly economical. We’d never buy roast. I
mean, it’s just too good. I make my own jam and I don’t buy things
like lots of biscuits and cakes. We very, very rarely eat sweets now.
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In winter I might make a bread and butter custard if we haven’t
very many eggs. We’ve got out of the habit even considering luxury
things that people buy. I think probably I could be more
conscientious, but I would find that rather depressing to have to be.
One thing I would really like to have is a good stereo so I could
play music. I haven’t got anything to play music on. But I guess it
would be pretty hard to afford to be able to buy records. When I
was sharing with one person they had a tape deck and that was
fantastic. Also, when the seasons change and you start to think
about having new clothes, I get a little bit . . . Like, I would like
to be able to go out and lash out a bit, but I have a look at the prices
(and see what fits), and that usually cures me. I usually have one
outfit to go out in, or something to wear to a party. Some of my
friends, they go through their wardrobes and think, ‘Well, what
will I wear?’ Well, I know what I’m going to wear!
My major entertainment is having people over, so I’d like to have
a nicer home. And a car would be especially good for weekends,
going up to my parents or visiting relatives that I don’t see very
often. I’ve got an aunt in the country and I would go and see her a
lot more, and my cousins and my sister. I hardly ever go over to
their houses, but I would if I had a car. And I have to use taxis a
lot, especially for shopping. It’s a little bit easier now that Sarah is
older, but when she was little I couldn’t sort of carry two baskets of
shopping and lift her up on the bus or tram. I always find shopping
a real chore. So I would get a car if I could afford one and I would
learn to drive.
My studies at Tech, now I’ve started the welfare course, are the
light at the end of the tunnel. I can’t imagine myself being on the
benefit living this type of . . . you know, the rest of my life. Once I
finish my studies I’ll be looking for some work. If I have a good
income, saving for a house would have to come first. I think
probably the major anxiety of having a low income is of having no
security of housing.

136

Wayne
Urban-based and white-looking, ‘Wayne’ doesn’t let on that he’s
Aboriginal when applying for jobs. That way he can avoid any
discrimination that would aggravate his poverty. A solidly built
six-footer in his twenties, he sports long sideburns and a Zapata
moustache, and wears his hair slicked back. Wayne talked fluidly
about his situation in a thick Australian accent. He related his story
without inhibitions, but found it difficult to express his feelings
about being hard up.
Having a poor educational background, he has never enjoyed job
security. Consequently, his income is erratic and, certainly over
time, quite insufficient: ‘We scrape through each week—just.’ This
is achieved by living in overcrowded accommodation, going without
any ‘luxuries’ and, occasionally, relying on welfare help that ‘makes
you feel just cheap’. Wayne ‘would feel rotten if I ever had to pull
the kids out of school’ to help with family finances, but perceives
the danger of having to do that in the future. In common with
many other people we spoke with, he simply wants for his four
children ‘what other kids have got’ and can take for granted.
★

No one ever knows I’m an Aboriginal until I’ve told ’em. But
there’ve been times when I’ve seen a real dark bloke walk in and ask
for a job and they say, ‘No, sorry. No vacancies.’ And I walk in
right behind him and they say they’ve got vacancies. I think that
ninety-nine per cent of the people who’ve got it against blackfellas
discriminate because they’ve had nothing to do with them. They’ve
just heard stories and that about blacks and they just discriminate.
A lot of people don’t realize they’re prejudiced until they come into
a situation of sort of working with Aboriginals.
I didn’t even finish form one at school. Even when I was 8 or 9
I’d nick off from school and spend me day shootin’ cattle at the
abattoirs. I got involved in breaking and entering once. I was only
13 and this bloke—he’d been in and out of homes all his life, you
know —come on the scene telling us how easy it was. We went to a
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couple of places and got lollies and chocolates and that before we
got caught. It’s just that we were led by someone, you know.
Anyway, me grandmother got sick of me nickin’ off from school
and she got me an exemption when I was 13. So I thought ‘Beauty!’
And I left. When I was waggin’ school and goin’ to the abattoirs all
the time a bloke there used to say, ‘You want to stay at school for as
long as you can.’ I used to say, ‘Oh, no way. I’m gettin’ out of there
as quick as I can!’ But it didn’t take long to find out that he was
right and I was wrong. I feel lousy about leaving school so young,
now. See, I’m not too good on reading and writing and as far as me
spelling goes, wel l . . . I want to go and do night classes some time.
Like, as far as getting a decent job goes . . . One time I was working
in a storeroom. I was there for about three weeks and then they
give me something like a stock-take to fill out. And when I told ’em
I couldn’t read or write, well, there was a big problem. I felt rotten
at the time—really embarrassed. I thought they’d sack me; but they
let me down pretty easy. They didn’t look at me funny or anything.
They ended up putting me in this other place as a carpenter’s
labourer.
I’ve done mainly labouring jobs. I was trained for a while as a
slaughterman—but that’s about all. I worked at the abattoirs for
twelve years, from when I was 13, but sometimes there wasn’t
enough work to keep us going and I’d go and do labouring or
anything like that. It’s like seasonal work at the abattoirs. They’ve
got what they call a ‘gate’ down there and you go and sit there and
they put your name in the book. There might be about a dozen of
us and when they want men for work the first five or so go off.
Then those blokes go to the bottom of the book the next day; so
they keep it in rotation. A good week averages three days work.
Earlier on I was working a contract sort of thing, like ninety-five
cents a head. After fifty-eight killings you got a dollar a head. The
work seasonally changed, though. Like, you’d get all the ‘springers’1
coming in and then, like in winter, yer scratchin’ to get thirty a day.
You’d get over two hundred dollars a week, but if it got slack they
could give you an hour’s notice. You don’t feel real good about that
sort of insecurity, but it’s just something that happens. Usually it
works out that you can save a bit for the slack period. But you put
something away and then you’ve got to get the money back,
especially for clothes for the younger kids; they grow out of ’em
that quick. You’ve got to keep buying good clothes because you’re
not going to send ’em to school in rags. We’ve had to cut out a lot
more now. Like, lately, I haven’t been able to get casual work. I
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stayed on the ‘gate’ for as long as I could. I still had a few bob to
keep me going, but when I couldn’t get nothing, well, then I went
onto the unemployment [benefit]. I don’t like doing it, but I gotta
do it to survive. I’ve been on unemployment benefits for a little
over a year now. Some of ’em down at the unemployment office get
real dirty on you, as though the unemployment benefits was coming
out of their own pocket. They’ve never sent me to a job—except
about ten years ago. I gotta go in there once a fortnight to put in my
income statement and, what they do now is, they put all these jobs
up on a board. Well, I go through the board and if it’s not for
tradesmen, they’re for juniors. Or they want someone with a
Leaving Certificate.2 So I got that way I just don’t bother going
down there now unless I got to put my form in. I reckon if Labor
got in there’d be more jobs. It’d be a big help. I mean, the Labor
Government’s for the wage-earners; Liberal’s all for the man with
money.
I’ll look to do me best to keep m y kids in school. It won’t be easy
to afford it, but I think there might be some sort of scheme to help
keep Aboriginal kids at secondary school. You know, even a pair of
school shoes costs me just on sixteen dollars. When I was working
full-time and earning a little over two hundred a week, I was just
making do on that. Now I’m not even getting that a fortnight and
I’ve just had to cut back on everything. If I get anything for myself
the kids would have to go without. So all I’m left with is two pair of
pants, a pair of jeans, a pair of moccasins, these two thongs and a
jean jacket. That’s all! We scrape through each week—just. My
wife used to get a bit of money house-cleaning for this bloke that
owned a factory. She’d try and get a job now except she doesn’t like
the idea of someone else looking after our kids. She doesn’t like
sending them to a creche or something like that where someone
might belt ’em or tease ’em. We go without clothes and drinks; we
go without a lot of smokes and different other little pleasures, like
taking the kids out to the drive-in or something like that. We
haven’t had to go without meals, but instead of having the usual
portion we cut down. We used to have a leg of lamb each Sunday;
now we’re down to a forequarter or something like that. I don’t eat
sweets now. The kids love ’em, but sweets is a bit of a luxury at
present. The thing that hurts is when they hear the ice cream man
coming down the street. I hate those blokes! The kids hear the
music; they want an ice cream and I haven’t got a cent on me.
They’re the only ones not out there buying one. They start crying
and they come up and start searching your pocket. You haven’t got
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any money and the tears are running down their faces; the other
kids are out there buyin’ their ice creams and yet they’re not. That
hurts, that does, when I see that happen. When we were kids, well,
if we got threepence, that was gold, you know. And we want our
kids to have the things that we never had when we were kids.
Sometimes I wish I was single again because I can’t see things
getting any better. And I think it’s a rotten thing for kids, the way
they’re going to be brought up. You know? They can’t have
anything what they want. For Christmas time we’ve got a bit lucky.
My father gets a voucher from a hire purchase store and they give a
whole year to pay it back to ’em.
With four kids you’ve really got to have a car to take ’em out
anywhere. When I was working my father went guarantor for a car
I bought on hire purchase. It was just a cheap car, just to get me to
work and back. I’m not sure what the interest rates were, but I
could pay it at the time. It’s a hundred and twenty-odd a month, I
think it is they wanted. But now I’m unemployed I’m thinking
about declaring bankruptcy. So long as it doesn’t involve my father
I’ll go ahead with it. It means you can’t get anything for five years. I
only ever have a bet on the Melbourne Cup, but, like, if I won five
hundred dollars or anything and I bought a car, well, it’ll auto
matically be taken off me and sold. After five years it’s like not
being in jail, you’re free to try and save money again then. At the
moment we’ve hit rock-bottom. I don’t think we could be any lower
than what we are now. All we’ve got around the house is old
couches. There’s not much of anything. Before I was on un
employment benefits the kids used to have cereal for breakfast and
they’d have their eggs on toast. Dinner time, well, they just stuck to
their sandwiches. And for tea we always had chops or steak or
something like that, and dessert. Now they just have cereal and
toast for breakfast, sandwiches at dinner time and tea time could be
anything—sausages and vegetables or stew—something like that.
They’d be lucky if they get desserts once a month now, it’s got that
bad.
I rang up State Relief this morning for blankets, pillows and
sheets for the kids, ’cos at the moment we’ve got the youngest
daughter sleeping in bed with us, and me other daughter and a son
sleeping together in a double bed. I’ve even gone to a welfare
agency for a voucher for food a couple of times. I feel funny about
asking for food vouchers and that, ’cos when you’ve got to front ’em
they sort of know you’re not doing too good. It makes you feel just
cheap; and it makes ’em feel good at the same time, just knowing
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that they’re helping you. I think my wife’d go hungry before she
asked; but there’re the little ones to worry about. The rest of the
family don’t really help in any way. They’re all struggling them
selves to make ends meet. We all chip in and help each other if we
can. Like, I’m living with me father at the moment. It’s one of
those old Commission homes—cement places. In winter it’s a
refrigerator and in summer it’s an oven. When we’ve got a bit of
money—if it’s cold—we get a few briquettes. But most of the time
we just freeze. It’s a three-bedroom place. It’s a bit crowded with
me father and sister and me wife and the four kids. But if I was to
go out and get me own place I’d be chucked out in two weeks. We
used to live in one of those old single-fronted places near the
abattoirs; but the rent was something like thirty-six a week.
I’d like the kids to have a good home —their own room, plenty of
toys —and I’d like to be able to take ’em out on school holidays and
things like that, like, give ’em what other kids have got. My kids
just have to stand there in the street watching other kids riding up
and down, backwards and forwards, on their push-bikes. You can
see what’s going through their heads. ‘They’ve got a bike. Why
can’t they buy me one?’ I’d like to see ’em becoming doctors or
lawyers or some profession that’s not going to die out, so there’s
going to be plenty of work for ’em. I’d feel rotten if I ever had to
pull ’em out of school. I’m just hoping things’ll come good one day
and we can have the things we want. At the moment, I can’t see
myself getting any better, you know. The way it looks, we go
downhill all the time.
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Reared amid poverty, even though the breadwinner ‘had a steady
job5, ‘Jan5 recalls feeling terrible about being poorer than other
children. Adulthood has involved ‘a vicious circle5 of house moves
due to low wages and resultant rent arrears. Further indebtedness
has occurred in order to buy basic food and furniture. ‘Rich
people5, she says, ‘don’t want to be bothered with you,5 and are
disparaging and unsympathetic.
During the first interview Jan was heavily drugged, following
hospitalization for chronic depression. Her voice was shaky and her
words slurred; she sounded well beyond her thirty years. She
looked pale and gaunt, manifesting her distress by pulling at her
hair, wringing her hands, and being generally restless. Subsequently,
she appeared well-groomed and good-looking. Though Jan’s diction
was clearer and her vocal tone was dramatically changed, she
remained despondent, matter-of-fact and languid—preoccupied
with her all-embracing debts, which were incurred so that she and
her three children could ‘have things that everyone else had5. At
times of feeling overwhelmed by her financial difficulties Jan has
made four suicide attempts. She received drugs and electric shock
treatment for her depressive symptoms; but the bills that underpin
her distress continue to flow.
★

I was brought up by my grandparents in Geelong. It wasn’t until I
was 13 that I found out they weren’t my parents. I suppose most of
the people that lived around me knew that I wasn’t their daughter
and so they didn’t want their kids playing with me. In those days it
[illegitimacy] was the kind of thing that was hidden. I was very
bitter, still am, when I found out the person I stayed with on
holidays and everything, who I thought was my sister, turned out
in actual fact to be my mother. I found out because I’d been
wagging school and my grandmother told me because she said it
would have been brought up in court. Once I found out about my
mother, I suppose I got the feeling that I wasn’t kind of wanted by
the family.
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My grandfather had a steady job, but we never seemed to have
much. I never kind of had the things that the other kids that lived
around us had, like a bike or a lot of clothes. I didn’t have many
friends because I didn’t kind of dress the same as them. I used to
stay home and play by myself most of the time. I always had old
clothes on, or clothes that someone had given me. We didn’t have
many toys or things. I remember at Christmas time, we used to get
one small parcel, and that would be clothes.
I didn’t like school. I was kind of a loner and I couldn’t do the
work, so I left as soon as I turned 14. I liked my first job because I
was on the lolly counter and I used to eat lollies most of the day. I
got paid four pound ten a week. Out of that I paid two pound
board. I spent the rest on second-hand clothes and rubbish, like
more lollies and fish and chips and hamburgers and things like
that. And I used to go out all the time to dances.
When my grandmother died I just kind of packed up and left for
Melbourne and lived with the nuns for a few years. I’d been there
for twelve months once before because I hadn’t been going to
school and I was made a Ward of State and put there by the courts.
I suppose the nuns were friendly and I felt it was somewhere to go.
I used to work from about nine in the morning to about five o’clock
at night cleaning all the dormitories—used to wax and polish the
dormitories, clean the bathrooms and showers and toilets—and we
used to make mattresses out of horsehair and do a bit of gardening.
I didn’t get paid, but I got clothes, and if there was ever any
outings I’d go on them. When I turned eighteen the Social Welfare
had to move me because I wasn’t a ward any more. I didn’t really
want to go, but I suppose I had to do as they said. So I just went.
The job they got me was with business people. I did a bit of
housework and looked after their three small children. The social
worker that took me there said I would have Saturdays and Sundays
free. But it came to the weekend and I had to work and baby-sit
their spoilt children. They had everything they wanted. And they
used to scream and dance if they couldn’t do anything they wanted
to do. I told their parents that I wasn’t their slave and I wasn’t
going to be bossed around by children. When they all went out for
a drive on the second weekend, they didn’t take me with them. So
while they were gone I packed my things and left. I went back to
the convent and they let me stay there for about a year and a half.
After that I went to a hostel and then met Roy at a dance. I s’pose I
thought he was good-looking; he was a good dancer. I left the
hostel and went to live with him. Then I got pregnant. It was a bit
144

Jan

of a shock when I found out. I didn’t want my baby to be born the
same way that I was, so we got married. We both thought it was
okay.
I was working in a delicatessen and Roy kind of worked on and
off. He would go and buy a car and pay the deposit and then
reckoned he owned it. There’d be a garnishee put on his wages and
so he’d leave that job and go and get another job. After a while they
would catch up with him and they’d put a garnishee on his wages
again. So the firm would have to take out the money and he’d just
leave and then they’d track him down again. It was just a vicious
circle. It was the same with houses. We’d get into arrears with the
rent and we would never be able to catch up. So we would just get
another house and leave. We’d only be in some of them two or
three weeks and we’d have to pack and move again. We didn’t have
much to move anyway. In the four years we were married we
moved all the time. It always made me feel different to other
people. I didn’t make any friends because we didn’t have the
money to go anywhere. So I didn’t worry about how I looked.
Things were pretty drab; I was pretty drab in what I dressed in and
I didn’t wear make-up. There always used to be knocks at the door.
I just used to sit in the house and keep the children quiet and
pretend I wasn’t home, so the debt collectors wouldn’t find me.
I had two children before I left Roy. I didn’t know anything
about contraception, but after the first child the hospital put in a
device they called the loop. Every year you’re supposed to check it
out, and I didn’t. So the consequences were that I got pregnant. I
just used to worry that the kids had food and clothes. We used to
get food vouchers from welfare agencies. That’s where you learn to
lie because they want to know all your personal business. I think
that’s wrong. The children were only little so they didn’t eat a great
deal anyway. We used to have sausage meat or potatoes or a
sandwich, just things like that. I didn’t really kind of think about
our money situation because I didn’t know any different. I knew
that there was people that had money and people that didn’t have
money. And I just used to think we were people who didn’t have it.
When I left my husband I was working in an office job. Then I
got sick. I went to see the social worker at the town hall and she
told me I could get a pension and that I could get a Housing
Commission flat. My husband and I had had our name down for a
flat, but it hadn’t come through. They said they’d sent us two or
three notices and I said, ‘Oh, well, we’d probably moved house.’
Anyhow, a couple of weeks later we got a two-bedroom flat over in
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Richmond. I couldn’t settle down at first because I wasn’t used to
the new surroundings. I’d never lived anywhere for a long time,
and after I’d been there for about six months it seemed like about
ten years. But I thought it was okay then. I didn’t want to move and
uproot everything again. And they weren’t going to chuck me out
of there. The kids and I were doing quite well then, considering
we’d never had anything. I was able to pay my rent out of the
pension and buy food and clothes from opportunity shops. We’d
mainly rented furnished rooms at the back of houses, and we didn’t
have much furniture of our own at all. So I went to see a social
worker about getting some. She wasn’t very nice—said when I left
my husband I should have taken my furniture with me. Anyway,
some furniture came. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. It was dirty
and some of it was broken; I had to get nails and nail the bed legs
up. I was worried that all the people that lived in the flats would
have seen it. Afterwards I went to a hire purchase store to see if I
could get some stuff and I got a lounge suite and a laminex kitchen
table and chairs. And I got linen and clothes and things like that.
When my pension came I had to pay my rent and I had to pay the
store. And whatever was left was for food and everything for the
fortnight. I mean, we didn’t have elaborate meals or anything, but
we managed—except, I s’pose I was lonely.
After a while I met Barry. He came to live with us and then I got
pregnant and we decided to get married. Barry had a good job
making up bitumen for the roads. I went off the pension and got a
job as a mail clerk. I worked mainly for the money, but I didn’t like
to stay at home anyway. I liked my work and I took a pride in
everything I done. And I think working was part of a new image
that I’d dreamed up for myself. I wasn’t going to be cooped up in a
house and I was going to make friends and have things that every
body else had. And the only way I was going to get them was to go
out and work. We had the two lots of money and we were kind of
getting things that we wanted. We were earning money and paying
things off and we didn’t kind of notice how much debt we were
getting into. Then I got shingles. When I got over that I got
bronchial pneumonia and I had to stop work. I’d got a job for a
couple of weeks, but I couldn’t keep it because I’d get sick again. It
was all right when I was working; but we never thought that one
day something might happen and I might not be able to work.
Summons started coming from here and threatening letters from
somewhere else. The Housing Commission wanted to take away
the house we’d started to buy off them and the finance company
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wanted to take the car; the Board of Works was going to cut the
water off, and the gas and electricity was getting cut off. There’d be
a summons or somebody throwing threats around all the time. In
the end I took an overdose. They talked about having me certified,
so my husband come and took me from the hospital. I think I was
home about five days and I tried to cut my wrists, so my husband
took me back into a psychiatric hospital. They’ve been giving me
drugs and electric shock treatment. We’ve still got the debts, so the
problems don’t go away. We owe my psychiatrist five hundred and
seventy dollars; we owe the hospital two hundred dollars; we owe
the finance company more than six thousand for the car—with
interest added on it comes to more than that. For people with
money it’s a normal thing to have a car. We live in an isolated area
where there’s hardly any transport and we have to go into debt to
get one. We owe a city store one thousand six hundred for furniture;
we owe two hundred and eighty on the TV; we owe another store
three hundred and fifty; um . . . we owe a hundred and eighty
dollars from a car accident that we had; we owe the Council four
hundred and something for rates; ahh . . . we owe the Board of
Works two hundred and eight. And we got an eviction notice from
the Housing Commission—or else pay the five hundred and some
thing dollars in arrears. That was the last time I took an overdose—
when the eviction notice came.
A welfare worker’s helped me out a lot. We’ve been able to talk to
the different creditors; but it’s still a big drag when you’ve got to
pay thirty-four dollars for your house and then you’ve got to pay
ten dollars here and five dollars there and five dollars somewhere
else. A lot of people think if your husband works all the time he
gets a lot of money. But it’s not true. He takes out ten dollars for
himself for cigarettes and that, and out of the hundred and ten
dollars that’s left, by the time I’ve made all the payments to
everyone, it works out that we have about thirty-five dollars left
each week for food, clothes, gas and electricity. Sometimes we eat
sausage meat for a week, and nothing else—no potatoes, no
vegetables, no nothing.
You know, if your children happen to have worn shoes or
something, people look and say, ‘Oh, look! Her child’s got holes in
the toes of her shoes!’ They don’t realize that sometimes you can’t
buy shoes to fit your children. The kids have to wear patched-up
clothes and some of the other kids laugh at them. In the past three
years they haven’t had anything that’s new. It’s always been from
second-hand shops. I’d rather buy my kids things off the shelves
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like everybody else, but I can’t afford it. So I go to a second-hand
shop and buy things, and wash ’em and iron ’em and press ’em all
up nice. None of it’s fair. Rich people get the benefits of every
thing; we get the benefits of nothing. They just don’t think you’re
intelligent enough or they don’t want to be bothered with you.
They look at you as if you’re some sort of freak. And they think
that ’cos you live in a Housing Commission place you’re different.
People say, ‘Oh, how can you bear to live in a Housing Commission
area?’ Well, beggars can’t be choosers. I feel like Old Mother
Hubbard. Every day in the mail there’s somebody saying, ‘Pay this.
Pay that. Pay something else.’ I can’t take all these debts and all the
worry. [Weeping.] Pve made four suicide attempts already. I don’t
think people really understand what poverty is.

148

Spiros
'Spiros’ is a short, slightly built, fair-haired man. As he approaches,
bent over from an industrial accident, he looks older than someone
nearing middle age. His words are delivered in a fairly highpitched staccato, accompanied by constant gesticulation.
In war-torn Greece, Spiros was 'forced to go and work at sea’ on
piece rates in order to support his father and siblings. Pressing
financial needs meant that wage-earning at an early age had to take
precedence over formal education. The vagaries of war have left
Spiros fluent in Italian, but semi-literate in Greek. He has not been
able to learn English, and his lack of facility with that language has
been a serious aggravation to the housing, employment and general
economic difficulties he and his wife and three children have
encountered in Australia. Along with other migrants, their cultural
alienation has added a wider social dimension to their experience of
hardship. Spiros didn’t come to Australia expecting to be ‘able to
shovel money from the ground’, but it was a rude awakening to
find migrants lumbered together in ‘the hardest, dirtiest and
unhealthy jobs’, with low economic rewards, high risk of industrial
injury and confusion about workers’ compensation. Now in
capacitated and barely sustained by sickness benefit, Spiros hopes
that his children may have a more certain future.
★

We weren’t a big family. We were four kids—two girls and two
boys —but out of the boys I was the oldest. I was third in line after
the girls and, in being older, I had to assist the family in some way,
because the war had left us with many money and housing problems.
Since my father was getting on and we were all dependent on him I
was forced to go and work at sea. I started this from the age of 12. I
worked for about ten years at sea, working in fisheries. The job was
by piece; there wasn’t a set wage. Depending on how many fish we
caught we would get a share of the takings. We used to leave home
about four o’clock in the morning and would return about 4.00
p.m. Sometimes we caught fish, other times—many times—we
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didn’t catch any. And depending on what we caught we got paid.
When we didn’t catch any fish the employer would give us a loan,
which at the end of the month he would deduct from our takings. If
there was no fish, there was not any money. And the hours were
long! In summer there were many occasions where we stayed at sea
overnight.
There were times that we went hungry, but we did not starve
like many who did during the war. Our part [of Greece] is
productive and there was always something growing for us to
survive on. There were times that we had to go without certain
things because produce was taken away from us by the Germans.
But the land had seeds and oil and so on. We didn’t have our own
produce, as such, but many people left the island because of the
war, for Egypt, and their properties and land were abandoned,
with things still growing on them. There was nothing to stop you
picking things from these areas. We could, say, collect five kilos of
olives or something like that. What happened was that this land
that was abandoned was taken over later by the State and re
distributed, so at that time everyone could take things that grew on
it to feed themselves. In that way, we had something to eat. Of
course, we didn’t have a lot. We could go through the day with just
an egg. It wasn’t, then, a completely humane existence. There were
times when we went hungry, but we survived it.
After the war, jobs opened up. The government, or rather, Red
Cross, was giving food—biscuits, canned foods and so on. Jobs
were plentiful because with the war there was destruction, and
because of that, jobs were created—building construction and so
on. Within a couple of years we began to pick up in our economic
situation. Work was available for us, and there was food! With
some savings I started my own job in confectionery. I was selling
sweets with a trolley. And with this I started to create a better life.
I was married at the age of eighteen years, and as time passed I
had three children. I was doing all right economically. If I had
finished the apprenticeship in tailoring, which was stopped when
the war came, of course I would have been better off. My brother
was in Australia, and I wanted to go there and work and improve
the living standard for my family. So I applied to emigrate, but
because my wife was pregnant we didn’t pass the examination. But
there was a family of Australian tourists staying on our island.
They used to buy sweets and sandwiches from my barrow and the
man asked me if I had considered emigrating. I told him ‘Yes’ and
he said that he would try and help. Later my brother applied to
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sponsor me and I came to Australia, leaving Greece on my own. I
lived with my brother, and he was supporting me, too. From the
unemployment benefit I had to pay rent and food, fares to look for
jobs—and I was worried because I had the fare [to Australia] of a
hundred and sixty-two dollars to pay because I came with the
church-assisted programme.1 In Greece I had my job and I rented a
house which wasn’t expensive and I was fairly happy. Life was
average without severe economic hardships. I had the daily
necessities and you could say that we also had the chance to
entertain ourselves.
In Australia I started work with the Railways. I worked there
with a pick and shovel, digging and fixing railway lines. I worked
there with enthusiasm, since I hadn’t worked for so long. Of
course, I couldn’t speak English, but in that section where I was
working, I happened to be working with many Italians and so I
could communicate. During the early war years our island was
occupied by Italians and we were made to learn Italian at school. I
had finished primary school in the Italian language and I speak and
write it fluently. In the Greek language I didn’t have the chance to
learn it past grade three in primary school. By the time the Greek
schools reopened in 1946 I was 20, and so I was too old to go to
school. I went to evening classes for a year but then they closed
down. The rest of my learning to read and write in Greek I learned
out of my own attempts by reading newspapers and books. It was
from that that I learned the grammar. When I came to Australia, of
course, all this learning stopped except that I went to night school
for about three months here. Which was, of course, difficult for us
to afford because I was unemployed for four or five months. It was
hard to get work, and the benefit they gave us then was two and a
half pounds a week. There were four of us living in one room and
we were paying six pounds a week rent. We had one pound for
food, cigarettes and transport costs to look for work. We had some
support from my brother, but then we had to pay five pounds per
month for the fare to Australia.
We didn’t come with the expectation that we would be able to
shovel money from the ground in Australia, but we thought that
the working life would be better. But, quite the opposite, we
encountered many problems. First the language. We didn’t know
English and, of course, not being able to communicate, it was
difficult to obtain a job—that is, a better job—in an office or one
where work was not as strenuous and more comfortable. Lacking
the language, we got the hardest, dirtiest and unhealthy ones that
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existed. In this way we found living conditions worse than we
expected. Due to the lack of language we got into manual and
heavy jobs. And these jobs have left us injured—cut fingers, broken
legs . . . With this set-up we find many migrants with serious
physical and other complaints.
I was in a job as a machine setter—changing blades, press rollers,
bolts and buffs—for about twenty-one years. I was one of the
longest employed at that job. One day they sent me to a machine
where I was changing a buff. It was in the afternoon, a quarter of
an hour before we stopped work. There were two big screws that
had to come off. It took great force to try and unscrew those parts
with a big wrench. I felt a sharp pain start in the lower part of my
back and extend right up the back, and I fell on my knees. I
damaged the nerves in my back. Somebody saw me and they took
me to the hospital doctor. I took a week’s sick leave and three
weeks’ holiday, and then went back to work with a medical
certificate for light duties. I worked as a watchman overseeing the
equipment at the same factory for eight or nine months, but this
didn’t really help my situation because every few days I had pain
that I couldn’t put up with. I went to several doctors for treatment
but it really got worse. And during that period I was paid only for
the hours I worked. Because of all the times I had to go to the
doctors my income was down about forty dollars from what it had
been. There was workers’ compensation, but the conditions of
workers’ compensation were not good, about forty-six dollars per
week. Many of us Greeks, because we had sick pays, we thought
when they asked us ‘What do you want to take, sick leave or
workers’ compensation?’, we took the sick leave because we had
kids and other family to support and the sick leave was financially
more. We didn’t really know anything about workers’ compensation.
When I had to have an operation it was recorded by the sister of the
hospital that I had a work injury, but they didn’t know to what
degree—and the same with me: I didn’t realize that I would be out
of work for the rest of my life. I didn’t see a solicitor, so I was paid
the sick leave that I was entitled to and I didn’t try to go on
workers’ compensation. This happens to many Greeks because
they think that if they get a few dollars less from workers’
compensation that sick pays are more rewarding. But I might have
been able to get my full wage on workers’ compensation for twentysix weeks. In other words, the point I’m making is we don’t under
stand the workers’ compensation system or our entitlements, or
what the consequences are in making the wrong decisions. Nobody
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had ever advised me or gave me the right information on this
matter. And so they ‘retired5 me and I had to have an operation
because of the accident and then I went on sickness benefit. I’ve
been waiting for legal proceedings for three years now. When my
workers’ compensation case is settled I expect I’ll be put on the
invalid pension. That’s the same amount as sickness benefit, but on
the invalid pension you get reductions for travel and telephone,
water rates, chemist bills. And I won’t have to pay to travel to the
doctor every month like I do now to get a new medical certificate so
that I’m still entitled to receive sickness benefit. Well, there’s a
saying that says ‘you only learn when something bad happens to
you’.
When I was working, I worked hard, of course. I was working,
many times, seven days a week, Saturday and Sunday, to be able to
provide and pay off the fares [to Australia]. The money wasn’t
much because wages then were twelve and a half pounds per week.
With overtime I used to earn about twenty pounds. And with this I
was able to meet my responsibilities. I used to send about ten
pounds per month for maintenance of the three children in Greece.
I needed a recommendation from the solicitors that I was prepared
to accept responsibility to support the children. They told me to
send ten pounds per month to maintain them. That was the
minimum, but when I could I would send more. Two of my other
children came nine years after I got here. One of them stayed in
Greece. I must say that I’ve been married twice. I had a misfortune
with my first wife. She stayed on our island in Greece until I got
settled in Australia. But while we were separated various events led
to our marriage breaking up. That resulted in a long separation
from the children because it was necessary to have a woman around
the house to take care of them if I had brought them here. So I
decided to marry a girl from our island. I paid for my second wife’s
fares and she came here and worked for about eight months. She
was lifting heavy things and she suffered in her arms. The doctor
told her to change jobs. She held on at work, but it got unbearable
and she was forced to leave. A few years after we had our two
children she worked on night shift. But, you see, this job had
draughts and dust and she stopped because she got bronchitis and
asthma. I’ve damaged the nerves in my back and can’t work, and
my wife has asthma and blood pressure. And, recently, my wife
had an accident. She was crossing the pedestrian crossing when she
was hit by a car. Luckily, it’s not serious; she had bruises. But
because she was in pain, we were forced to go to a private doctor
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where we have to pay more. I didn’t know about proceedings, but
the Motor Accident Board sent me forms to fill in to pay for
hospital and ambulance expenses. But she hasn’t got anything in
terms of compensation or anything. I don’t know how long it will
take; it’s a legal problem and we don’t know anything about it. I
feel helpless in the situation and I’m forced to wait—and this is
very upsetting. The doctors give you prescriptions and they are
costly. Maybe it’s the solicitors themselves who are delaying. But
we are in a situation involving an insurance company, and no
matter how much they realize my situation, what they are concerned
with is how to find a way to pay the least money that they can.
Now the economic situation is very restricting, very difficult and
upsetting. Because with the money that we get on sickness benefit,
a hundred dollars a week, compared to the cost of things it is not
enough for a family of four. Up to the time of my accident we could
manage all the general expenses. But then we dropped about a
hundred dollars a week from my wage to the sickness benefit. In
the first year things were all right because we had some savings to
meet bills like rates, water and electricity. It is a great benefit that
we don’t pay rent now. We bought the house in 1965, and my wife
held on at work for as long as she could bear it. Before this house
was for sale we were two families in one house and this was a little
difficult. It could create arguments between us. As this house was
for sale our family bought it on [vendor] terms and all of us slowly
paid it off. But it still has problems. Each time the monthly or
whatever bills come along it’s difficult to meet them. If, for instance,
gas and electricity bills come together and we have to pay them in
seven days, we can’t get by! The sickness benefit is not enough.
When the children need shoes you need at least fifteen dollars. Or a
jumper or jacket. . . There’s school expenses . . . I’m going to have
to go and tell them my financial difficulties at the water, rates and
electricity, hoping that I can pay on terms. Otherwise, I will have
to pay them out of the three hundred dollars that’s in the bank. But
then I won’t have any reserves for other expenses that can’t be met
by the sickness benefit cheque.
Generally, these things have affected my family in many areas of
life. We have to budget to meet our commitments and we haven’t
really had the opportunity to mix socially. And we aren’t familiar
with the Australian life-style. It’s not that it isn’t good, but it’s not
the sort of entertainment that we remember from living in Greece.
Of course, the Greek style is to go to the b o u z o u k ia 2 or somewhere
to talk and discuss our problems. For the Europeans, like the
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Greeks, other than the children who are born here and can mix in,
we, in our age group, we can’t . . . I went to night school to learn
English, but it was very difficult after working hard and long hours
every day of the week. Whatever English I know is due to the
contact with people at work. For the children the situation is
different. They go to school and that will bring them in contact
with different classes of people. But how can we help them to rise
above us and even to go to university, especially when we look at
how difficult it is for them to go into tertiary education with the
cuts of the present government? I don’t know what the future holds
for me, let alone my children.
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Pam
Forced out of school at an early age to ‘keep the rest of the family
going’, Tam’ had virtually no money to develop a social life of her
own. Describing herself as ‘pretty naive’ at the time, she persisted
with an unhappy marriage so that her children should not be
denied either parent. Eventually the marriage was abandoned,
leaving Pam and her four children dependent on a ‘meagre’
supporting parent’s benefit.
A stocky, sanguine woman in her forties, Pam speaks with
vehemence and candour about her relative poverty. She hates her
uninspiring, publicly rented flat; is angered that her income is
inadequate to meet even basic needs; feels ‘degraded’ in being
forced to seek charity; and has a deeply ingrained resentment that
her economic vulnerability leaves her children at risk of being in
stitutionalized. Previously inclined to apply to herself a common
community value of ‘blaming the victim’, of unjust social and
economic structures, Pam now considers that her own plight is
caused, not by personal fault, but by the existence of basic in
equalities maintained by the social system.
★

I came from a very large family of nine children. We lived in the
country and my father worked on the roads. He didn’t have a very
good education—like, he couldn’t read or write—but he was very
clever with his hands. He grew all our vegetables, which helped us
to cut down some of our costs. He used to go down to the shops and
get white material, and if any of the sheets needed repairing he
would mend them. He did the sewing and he saw that our heads
were clean. Dad did some uncanny things. We bought this cow and
he used to separate the milk and make the butter. He made soap; it
was good for washing-up with, but not very good for our skin. He
was very strict, but he really loved us. He taught us that money
wasn’t everything but love was. We learnt that we couldn’t go to
the shops like all the other kids and buy ice creams or whatever.
My mother used to whip up ice creams for us and make bread and
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scones. My uncle would buy a great jar of boiled lollies and my
mother would distribute one or two every second or third day. We
learnt that we weren’t allowed to run the water as freely as a lot of
other people because it would be excess water. My father worked
so hard that eventually he owned the house. It was a very small
house, so as children arrived he had to extend on it. We were pretty
cramped, though. Five of us slept in one room and about three in
the sleep-out that dad built on the front veranda. In those days no
one except the rich type of family could go out and buy a really
good mattress. So my dad went out and he got all this calico and he
sewed it up and filled it with straw to make mattresses. When dad
had a really nasty accident at work there was no workers’
compensation or anything, so he had to sell the house. There were
lots of us living in tents. It was all right for summer, but I
remember the State welfare was pretty concerned about toilet units
because of all the tents. There was plenty of disinfectant and we
never seemed to have trouble with flies. Eventually we got another
house. We got it very cheap because it needed all this manual work
on it; it was falling apart.
I used to get very embarrassed at school where there was a lot of
wealthy children and I was in cut-down dresses and a pair of boots.
One Monday morning when the children were all formed in their
school grades in the yard, ready to sing the national anthem, the
headmaster called me out to him and asked the children why they
thought that I, particularly, was different to them because I wore
boots. I explained to them that I had cut my heel on my right foot
very bad and I needed those brown boots to support my heel
because my father couldn’t afford the medical treatment. The
children, after that, were fairly good; but some of the richer ones
were really snooty and used to call me some horrible names. I used
to say, ‘But my father loves me and spends lots of time with me,
whereas your father, he’s always away on trips and you’re not really
growing up with your parents.’
You know, there was no Medibank in those days. Many times
my brothers were really sick and got put in the bathroom, where it
was all steamed up, and my father would apply all those oldfashioned remedies. One time I had a brother who was seriously
hurt in a fall and he h a d to go to hospital. One of my other brothers
who was touching 14 left school and got a job to help pay for that
bill. I left school to help the family when I turned 14, too. I think I
got two pound five shillings. And all of that was pooled into the
house to help educate my two younger brothers and clothe my
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smaller sister. I didn’t really resent pooling my wage like that, but
there were times when I was sad about it because there were things
I wanted to buy for myself. The other girls at work had really nice
clothes and I was going in not-so-nice gear. I guess I was embarrassed
a lot. I took a live-in job about a hundred mile away from home
when I was 15. It was during the war, and I used to give my mother
my coupons to keep the rest of the house going. I didn’t eat that
much—I didn’t like butter and I wasn’t very partial to tea—so I
used to give food coupons to mum. And most of the clothing
coupons, I handed over. I kept a few because, you know, you get
really depressed just giving all the time. I kept my young sister in
high school until she was 15 and I kept my younger brother in
school until he was 17. He dearly wanted to stay in school; he’s had
a very good education and he’s the one who’s done well. He
managed to save money and buy his own shop; and he’s got quite a
nice house. Me, I just grew up and got married.
I’d had beaux, but I never really went serious ’til I met Doug. I
was quite happy for a while. We both desperately wanted a child,
but our first child died of renal failure. I blamed my husband for
that because he was such a cruel person and I got hit a lot around
the stomach in the early cycle of that pregnancy. He had a lot of
resentment from his own childhood. It was me he was hitting,
although I’m sure that every time he was drunk it wasn’t me he was
really hitting out at. He wasn’t on a very good wage so, through all
that grief, I had to go to work again to help pay for my daughter’s
funeral.
It wasn’t a light decision, but later on we had another child. And
I didn’t want Gary to be an only child, so we had David. We didn’t
plan on Lyn, or John—they arrived so quickly. I’ve had some
struggles with the kids but not so much as with my husband. He
always worked, but he was an excessive drinker and gambler—and
a very aggressive drinker. I always believed that children shouldn’t
be denied either parent and . . . well, I think I was pretty naive and
there was no one to really advise me that the kids would be better
off without him. When the police advised me to get out, I said,
‘Well, how? Where am I going to? And what am I going to do with
the children?’ I made many threats to run away, and then he put up
bigger threats, you know: ‘Doesn’t matter which school you put the
kids into. I’ll go there and take them from the school.’ That was my
biggest fear: I was very much afraid of him taking the children.
When I was small I saw so many kids being taken into care. They
even came to the school and picked up the kids. The children were
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sitting in a classroom, and you’d see a guy and two women just
talking briefly to the teacher outside the door, and this kid gets
called out and never seen again. Those are the sorts of fears I lived
with. Eventually the police and social workers convinced me I
should leave. They said, ‘Look, you’ll get a pension and you’ll
manage better because no one’s going to take your pension and
drink it.’ Even so, it’s hard to manage because the pension’s not
very much. I joined a credit union, which helped me furnish the
flat. And the rent and the gas and the light are paid through that
union. I get only fifty dollars left from the pension each week, so
it’s not really very much for food and clothes. A pair of urgent
shoes is a crisis in this house. I’ve thought of doing part-time work,
but the bloody government will only allow me to earn twenty
dollars on top of the pension. And the way I feel—especially if I
was working in a factory —the person I’d be working for would be
getting more gain than me. I wasn’t brought up a slave and there’s
no way I’m going to give anyone cheap labour.
I think the pensions are very low. They should be brought up to
the basic wage, really, or at least above the poverty line. You get
left very short, food-wise. Sometimes you get cunning, like dicing
up the potatoes so it looks like a lot on the plate. I always have to
shop for ‘specials’. It’s a bit degrading, you know—in fact, it’s
really bad —but it’s the only way to live. And I’m just fed up with
not being able to get the kids adequate clothing. I know Gary’s far
happier if I can afford reasonable style jeans, but at nine he’s got to
learn how to balance. The ‘second-hand Rose’ at our house, though,
is me, not the children. I hate buying second-hand clothes. I really
bloody loathe it. Why should society make it so bloody bad for me
that I have to wear someone else’s cast-offs? The whole system is
just so stuffed up. I used to think that being poor was my fault
somehow, but I know better than that now. You can see by the
looks of rich people when they walk down the street that they’re
saying ‘shit’ on the poor kids and their parents. They should be
aiming it at the government. They give pensioners a tiny rise and
give themselves whatever they want. And a man who’s worked his
guts out and retires comes under a means test. I feel a lot of malice
and bitterness about these things. I mean, if poor kids’ parents had
more money they could put them through schooling. Some of those
kids who leave school young get called ‘bloody drop-outs’. It’s
really bad to brand them like that. The kids have got the brains,
but the money isn’t there to get them into university or whatever. I
don’t know how the hell I’m going to keep my kids in school. A
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couple of them are showing really high potential, but there’s no
way on my pension that I’ll ever be able to get them into university.
You’ve got to pay for their uniforms and shoes . . . They’d have to
get special clothes for university so they don’t look bad amongst
the kids, particularly there. And they’d be bigger and need more
food. It’s me who’d have to foot the bill, but how can I on a meagre
pension? I mean, there’s not even a bloody travel concession for
supporting mothers. I don’t ever want to be rich. I would just like
to have enough money so that my children had enough clothes,
warmth and food without scraping and scrounging. I would most
of all love to have the money so they could have a better education
than I did and so that they could make something of themselves in
this rat-race world. It’s just the survival of the fittest, and if they
haven’t got any education there’s nothing out there. There’s all
these kids walking around and getting into trouble because they’ve
got nothing else to do and they haven’t got the education to get into
the workforce.
My kids have had to shift around so much that they never get to
know their teachers. And they’ve never stopped in the one area
long enough to make lots of friends. We’ve done so many moonlight
flits it’s not funny. The rent’s fallen behind that many times I
learned how to lie and cheat very well. I was very hurt and upset by
it because I’d never lied before. I got to the stage where I couldn’t
really look the landlords in the eye when they came for the rent. Or
else I didn’t appear at the agent’s with the rent and I’d be on the
move again. It was really bad. I was always battling with the rent.
You learn to spin out what money you’ve got. But I just wasn’t
coping. And I was sick of walking on rotten wooden floors and have
the children ashamed to bring their friends around. This Housing
Commission flat we’re living in now is a real dump. I hate it, but I
couldn’t afford to go anywhere else. Even here, I pay seventeen
dollars a week rent. That probably doesn’t sound much to you, but
it’s a bloody lot to me at the moment. And the place is like a little
prison house—white, low-walled dungeons. For my children, I’d
say it’s a mini-institution to them. Every flat’s the same. They
don’t colour-scheme them, they don’t do nothing, except take your
money. The walls are all rotten. There’s no adequate cupboard
space. There’s just a tiny little thing around the corner that you
cook in . . . When the three boys are at home I’ve got to fit them all
into a room they can hardly breathe in, to give my daughter her
private room. There’s one swing and one roundabout for all the
children that are running around here. And they take a month or
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more to fix things. There’s no drying facilities and you’re on a time
limit for using the washing lines. Everyone lives on top of each
other. I hate the place!
Many times I’ve had to go to welfare agencies because the rent’s
got behind or my light and gas got cut off. I used to feel so
degraded and angry. I felt like a beggar. And then sometimes I’d
feel more embarrassed because you’d get these great lectures.
There was only one welfare agency that didn’t make me feel like I’d
just stepped out of the gutter. They were a good crowd. Mostly the
word ‘welfare’ stinks in the eyes of people who haven’t got enough
money to get by. They are really afraid of it, because ‘welfare’
spells out ‘danger of losing your kids’. Often the family doesn’t
have enough food in the fridge, not enough clothing or sheets or
blankets; the flat’s not tidy; the children aren’t well-kept—they’ve
probably got very unruly hair or lice or scabies or school sores. And
someone with a mouth has rung the police, which brings the
welfare, and, you know, you’ve lost your children. It’s a put-down
to even have them come to see you; it’s a great stigma against your
character. I think they should help people to cope and not take
their children away. One of my sons had to go into a Home because
he just couldn’t get along at all with his father and he started to hit
out at society. I just hate talking about it because it’s heart
breaking. To think that they’ve got so many small children in those
institutions, and sometime they’re going to have to turn them loose
into a great big world that they know nothing about. All they’ve
had is rigid drilling and getting slapped around. And Social Welfare
makes hardly any communication between the parents and kids. If
a child has to go into an institution, they take your pension or
endowment off you. If your child is home on weekend leave or term
leave there’s an extra mouth to feed, but you’re not given a
dependant’s allowance or anything. The lack of money is really
bad.
It’s my kids that I’m concerned with. My main ambition is to see
that the kids have enough money to educate themselves so that
they have a career. As long as they can better themselves and their
life-style I’d be happy. I just want to have enough money to see
that my kids get a better deal in life than me—nothing more and
nothing less!
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Appendix A
TABLE OF SOCIAL SECURITY PENSION AND BENEFIT LEVELS
COMPARED WITH POVERTY LINE ESTIMATES
Col. 1
Poverty Line
(head in-work
force level)
February 19801
$

Col. 2
Pension &
Benefit Level

Col. 3
Family
Assistance

May 1980
$

May 1980
$

75.50

61.05

Married couple

101.00

101.70

Couple and 1 child

121.40

109.20

Couple and 2 children

141.80

Couple and 3 children
Couple and 4 children

Category

Col. 4
Pension & Benefit
Level, +
Family Assistance
May 1980
$

Difference
between
Cols 1 & 4
$

61.05

-14.45

3.50

101.70

+ 0.70

112.70

- 8.70

116.70

8.50

125.20

-16.60

162.20

124.20

14.50

138.70

-23.50

182.60

131.70

20.50

152.20

-30.40

96.90

72.552

3.50

76.05

-20.85

Single parent and 2 children

117.30

80.052

8.50

88.55

-28.75

Single parent and 3 children

137.70

87.552

14.50

102.05

-35.65

Single person

Single parent and 1 child

—

N o te s :

1The head in-workforce poverty line is approximately $14 a week higher than the poverty line calculated for a head not in the workforce. In practice
the head in-workforce line is used for groups such as the unemployed who are presumed to incur additional expenses looking for work, and the head
not-in-workforce line for groups such as aged, widows, supporting parents and invalids.
2 Those with children under six years receive an extra $2 a week.

Appendix B
INDICATORS OF POVERTY IDENTIFIED
THROUGH THE ORAL RECORDS

• low-paid work often in dangerous, dirty, back-breaking, un
satisfying and/or noxious conditions;
• night or double shifts to earn an adequate income, despite
resultant family and social disruption;
• financial exploitation in the work-place;
• vulnerability to unemployment;
• risk of short notice of retrenchment;
• inability to build superannuation entitlements;
• working when ill to stave off a sacking;
• not having a choice whether to work in paid employment or stay
at home with children;
• curtailing schooling for financial reasons;
• illiteracy;
• absence of occupational choice;
• lack of information about contraception;
• feeling ‘different’ from one’s (school) peers;
• not having the money or flexible working hours to undertake
further educational activities;
• poor nutrition;
• listlessness impeding learning ability;
• reliance on a pension or benefit below the poverty line and
dwelling on pitiful increases;
• falling further below the poverty line while waiting for indexation
eventually to apply;
• having no financial reserves to fall back on;
• being forced into humiliating dependency on welfare agencies
for emergency relief;
• scrimping and saving for essentials;
• being tempted that crime might pay;
• pawning goods;
• having no access to low-interest finance;
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• being easy quarry for hire-purchase predators;
• risking insolvency in order to acquire basic furniture;
• lacking income stability;
• encountering high, long-term interest rates and harassment by
debt-collectors;
• finding an attraction in gambling as a possible way of converting
inadequate income to sufficiency;
• being subjected to prying rent-collectors and social security
investigators;
• having severely restricted social outlets;
• regularly having very early nights to save on fuel costs;
• enjoying only limited opportunities to mix socially and to grow
discerning about potential partners;
• entering unsatisfactory marriages due to economic need;
• being unable to afford a telephone;
• feeling physical isolation and loneliness;
• being without a car and, hence, dependent on (expensive) taxis
or grossly inadequate public transport;
• not having holidays or weekends away;
• living routinely without the opportunity of cheer from family
outings or ‘luxuries’ like perfume or sweets;
• lacking spare cash to celebrate Christmas or children’s birthdays;
• choosing furniture always on the basis of price rather than
taste;
• lifting heavy shopping and prams (when permitted) on public
transport;
• feeling socially alienated and being politically disenfranchised;
• ‘adjusting’ to living hand-to-mouth;
• battling nervous stress and depression arising out of insufficiency
of income;
• displacing anxiety about impoverishment onto one’s spouse and
children through arguments;
• feeling guilt that children may have to be dragged out of school
to help support the family;
• feeling stigma about being poor;
• fabricating stories to landlords in order to guarantee shelter;
• encountering a lowered self-image and loss of dignity in looking
and feeling relatively poor;
• being stuck at home and lacking money to entertain friends;
• not being in command of comprehensive health care;
• seeking ‘cheap’ medical and dental care from public hospitals;
• waiting for hours in casualty departments;
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•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

suffering from discontinuity of doctors;
living in unattractive sub-standard and/or unhealthy housing;
lacking security of tenure;
paying exorbitant percentages of income in rent in the private
market, or waiting for (perhaps) years on public housing lists
for (high-rise) accommodation;
having nowhere to call your own;
being socially disrupted by enforced housing moves;
not having a garden or private recreational area;
lacking choice of living area;
paying high bond deposits;
being without bargaining power for desirable housing;
living in overcrowded, oppressively confined conditions with
one’s housing stability being at the mercy of landlords and
owners;
having no money for renovations or decorations;
haggling with landlords to have necessary repairs carried out;
having inadequate clothing to keep warm or sufficiently present
able to prevent social embarrassment;
not having a change of sheets;
wearing only second-hand clothing;
feeling demeaned in purchasing food according to what’s on
‘special’;
not having spare money or the chance to stock up on food and
save financially;
feeling cold due to insufficient or threadbare bedding;
cutting meals and going to bed feeling hungry;
‘filling up’ on (cheap) carbohydrates and becoming overweight;
eating plain, unnutritious food that constitutes an imbalanced
diet;
buying food for sustenance, rather than for pleasure;
not being able to afford child-care facilities nor having the
private transport necessary to maintain a social network of
child-minders;
making fundamental sacrifices for the children;
fearing that lack of money to support children properly may
result in their institutionalization;
not being able to give the children pocket money;
denying children some school trips or outings;
having nothing for the children to inherit;
impairing children’s social relationships and educational develop
ment by frequent and enforced housing moves;
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• feeling guilty that the children can’t have what other children
have got;
• not having safe or adequate play areas;
• struggling to meet educational costs;
• worrying that children’s sense of worth is downgraded by their
shoddy clothing and the ridicule it produces;
• experiencing persistent family tension because of penury;
• living a routine in relative social isolation;
• invariably having one’s hopes dashed;
• not being able to afford insurance;
• lacking money to fight legal battles;
• having no chance to plan the future;
• trading one debt off against another to keep creditors at bay;
• lacking opportunities for participation or representation in
government and other bodies that affect one’s life;
• being pawns among those who control social institutions, the
exercise of capital and the allocation of resources.

168

Notes
In tro d u ctio n

(pages 1-14)

1. J. C. Kincaid, ‘Measuring Poverty’, in E. L. Wheelwright and F. J. B. Stilwell (eds),
R e a d in g s in P o l i t i c a l E c o n o m y (Australia and New Zealand Book Company, Sydney,
1976), vol. 2, p. 103.
2. Australian Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, First Main Report,
vol. 1, P o v e r t y in A u s tr a li a (AGPS, Canberra, 1975), p. 13.
3. See Appendix A.
4. Extrapolated from figures quoted in P o v e r t y in A u s t r a l i a , op. c it ., p. 16, and labour
force statistics compiled by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.
5. P o v e r t y in A u s tr a li a , ib id ., p. 23.
6. For a comprehensive list of indicators of poverty, see Appendix B.
7. By way of example, a scan of the Melbourne Telephone Directory for an indication of
service provision by social class area showed that in Kew (a middle to upper income
area) and Sunshine (a low income area) there were immense differences in the
incidence of doctors, dentists and lawyers. In the higher income area there were 370
per cent more lawyers, 420 per cent more dentists and 500 per cent more doctors.
8. M. Backett, ‘Health Services’, in F. Williams (ed.), W h y The P o o r P a y M o r e (Mac
millan Press, London, 1977).
9. L. W. Cox, ‘Perinatal Medicine, The Challenge’, in B u lle tin o f P o s t- G r a d u a te C o m m u n ity
M e d ic in e (University of Sydney, 1976).
10. For details of relevant statistics, see Australian Bureau of Statistics bulletins on
P o p u la tio n a n d V ita l S ta tis tic s and bulletins issued by Northern Territory Medical
Services. Since 1966, estimates of infant mortality rates (per 1000 live births) among
Aboriginal children under one year have been put by the Northern Territory Medical
Services as being in the range of 50 to 147. The national infant mortality rate hovers
around 12 per 1000 live births.
11. Australian Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, Fifth Main Report,
P o v e r t y a n d E d u c a tio n in A u s tr a lia (AGPS, Canberra, 1976).
12. F. J. Schonell, E. Roe and I. G. Middleton, P r o m is e a n d P e r fo r m a n c e (University of
Queensland Press, 1962).
13. A. Wright, F. Headlam, R. Fitzgerald, U. Ozolins, ‘Poverty, Education and
Adolescents’ in O u tc o m e s o f S c h o o lin g : A s p e c ts o f S u ccess a n d F a ilu r e , Australian
Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, Poverty and Education Series
(AGPS, Canberra, 1978).
14. F. Ackerman, H. Birnbaum, J. Wetzler and A. Zimbalist, ‘Income Distribution in the
United States’ (mimeographed, 1970), pp 14-16.
15. See Australian Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, The E co n o m ic
C irc u m sta n c e s o f th e P o o r (AGPS, Canberra, 1978), p. 28.
16. ibid., especially chapter 4.
17. P. Raskall, ‘Who’s Got What in Australia: The Distribution of Wealth’, in The
J o u r n a l o f A u s tr a lia n P o l itic a l E c o n o m y , no. 2, June 1978, p. 11.
18. See W. Ryan, B la m in g th e V ic tim (Random House, New York, 1971) for a full
discussion of this phenomenon.
19. R. M. Titmuss, C o m m itm e n t to W elfa re (Allen and Unwin, London, 1968), p. 161.
20. P. Roby (ed.), The P o v e r t y E sta b lish m e n t (Prentice-Hall, New Jersey, 1974), p. 5.
169

On the Bread Line
21. For a fuller discussion, see F. Hirsch, S o c ia l L im its to G r o w th (Routledge and Kegan
Paul, London, 1977).
22. C. Waxman, The S tig m a o f P o v e r ty : a critiq u e o f p o v e r ty th eories a n d p o licies (Pergamon
Press, New York, 1977); see especially pp. 110-14.
23. See ‘Guaranteed Income —a new approach’, by A. Burbidge for Brotherhood of St
Laurence and the Centre for Urban Research and Action, Income Redistribution
Project, 1979.
24. Source: OECD National Accounts and Revenue Statistics of OECD countries,
1965-1974, Paris, 1976.
25. C. Waxman, op. cit., p. 114.
26. P. Raskall, op. cit., p. 7.
27. P. Bentley, D. J. Collins and N. T. Drane, ‘The Incidence of Australian Taxation’, in
Wheelwright and Stillwell, vol. 2, p. 116.
28. P o v e r t y in A u s tr a li a , op. cit., especially chapter 3.
G ra n t

(pages 31-38)

1. Condoms.
2. Apprenticeships are not approved for adults in any case.
3. The industrial solvent or degreasant referred to here consists of 90 per cent trichloroe
thylene. Trichloroethylene is a toxic substance that has been observed to cause visual
disturbances, mental confusion, fatigue and, sometimes, nausea and vomiting. While
the predominant physiological response from chronic exposure to low levels of
trichloroethylene is one of central nervous system depression, there are indications
that it may also be injurious to the liver and kidneys. Grant’s employer has not
provided him with any of this information.
4. Each unit costs 50 cents.
M a rg a ret

(pages 39-44)

1. Small onion obtained from root of bush plant.
Isobel

(pages 45-54)

1. Investigative officers from the Department of Social Security making checks on
persons’ eligibility for benefit.
N e llie

(pages 61-66)

1. Mentally unsound.
2. Absent without leave.
3. ‘Sustenance’ or ‘susso’ consisted of basic food relief made available during the
Depression to unemployed persons who were registered at the Labour Exchange and
had no resources for their own support. The relief took the form of orders of designated
value placed by the authorities with bakers, grocers, butchers and milkmen from
whom those on ‘susso’ collected their allotted portions.
4. Bush traveller, itinerant worker.
5. Totalizator Agency Board.
6. Starting-price bookmakers, operating illegally off-course.
R osa

(pages 87-92)

1. In 1978 the Federal Government announced a reduction in funding to the States for
the Home Help scheme from a two dollar to one dollar subsidy to a dollar for dollar
arrangement.
A ile e n

(pages 93-98)

1. Pensioners and beneficiaries are subjected to an income test. In Aileen’s case, any
income she earned over $20.00 per week would result in a dollar for dollar reduction
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in her social security pension. For other classes of pensioners and beneficiaries the
permissible earnings rate is substantially lower. Unemployment beneficiaries, for
example, may earn only $6.00 per week before the same 100 per cent marginal tax rate
is applied. Some rates were increased as from November 1979. Effectively, however,
they still keep social security recipients out of the part-time workforce and below the
poverty line.
Tom

(pages 99-105)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Taking others’ live stock on to property for feeding and charging for use of the land.
Including stock and machinery.
Calves being hand-fed.
State Electricity Commission.
Recurrent fever caused by a bacterium that is usually transmitted to humans in the
milk of cows and goats.
6. Running farm on behalf of owner and sharing any profits.
7. Cattle sold at market as cheapest grade meat.
Paul

(pages 115-122)

1. Commonwealth Employment Service.
2. Income statement to be lodged fortnightly in person at the Commonwealth Employ
ment Service office where claimant is registered.
3. With regard to person’s eligibility for unemployment benefit the Department of Social
Security may postpone benefit for six to twelve weeks where evidence suggests that a
person has become or remained unemployed through: (i) voluntarily ceasing work
without good and sufficient reason; (ii) misconduct; (iii) refusal or failure without good
and sufficient reason to accept an offer of ‘suitable’ employment. Paul mistakenly
believed that in not handing in his income statement on time he would be automatically
disqualified from receiving benefit for at least six weeks.
N a d im

(pages 123-127)

1. One lira equals about twenty-five cents.
2. Two thousand drachma equals about fifty Australian dollars.
3. Commonwealth Employment Service.
B a rb a ra

(pages 129-136)

1. Higher School Certificate, final year of secondary school.
2. Tertiary Education Allowance Scheme.
W a yn e

(pages 137-141)

1. Cows in calf.
2. Fifth year of secondary school.
S p iro s

(pages 149-155)

1. A scheme whereby interest-free loans for fares to Australia were provided to immigrants
by local member organizations of the Inter-Governmental Committee for European
Migration.
2. Tavern in which traditional Greek music is played.
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see a ls o hire purchase
delinquency, 16
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see a lso migrant women, employment;
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equality of opportunity, 7, 9
ethnic groups, vii
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family disruption, 3, 95
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fuel costs, 5, 103
funeral benefits, 114
funeral costs, 89
furniture, 17, 49-50, 73, 84, 90, 93, 98,
116, 125, 146, 147
gambling, 31, 37, 66, 140
Gas and Fuel Corporation, 52
‘genteel poor’, reluctance to discuss their
poverty, viii
Greek immigrants, 149-55
guaranteed minimum income, 10, 12, 13
see a lso income maintenance
hairdressing and hair cuts, cost of, 112,
117
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health, 3, 5, 9, 37, 51, 101, 108-9, 110, 153
see a lso aborigines, sickness; arthritis;
back injuries; cancer; children,
sickness; chronic illness; epilepsy;
multiple sclerosis; shingles
health centres, vii, 70, 71
Health Commission and sub-standard
housing, 21, 53
health services, 5
hearing aids, 114
heating, 27, 29, 35, 112, 141
Hermannsburg mission, 40
high-rise flats, life in, 19, 21, 35, 54, 81,
135
Higher School Certificate, 129, 171
hire purchase, 5, 15, 17, 35, 36, 70, 75, 87,
90, 91, 116, 140, 146
debts, 147
repossession, 49
Hirsch, F., 9(n21), 170
holidays, 28, 29, 53, 98, 103
home help, 87, 91-2
hospitals, public, 36-7
hot water service, 135
housebreaking, 16
housing
bonds, 21, 81, 93, 95, 121, 134
eviction through sale of property, 123,
126
frequent moves, 80, 116, 125, 129, 133,
146
home ownership, 5, 133, 134, 154, 158
in densely populated, polluted areas, 5
overcrowding in, 69, 120-1, 125, 141,
151, 158
problems, ix, 109, 115, 120-1, 123
sharing, 133, 135
sub-standard, 16, 21, 23, 26, 53, 68,
80, 81, 126, 135, 161
Housing Commission
flats, 21, 27, 29, 32-3, 35, 49, 57, 69,
79, 87, 89, 91, 94, 107, 110, 116, 135,
145-6, 157, 161
maintenance, 52, 69, 90, 113, 161-2
public telephones, need for, 112
houses, 16, 35, 53, 80, 81, 94, 125, 126,
141, 146, 148
eviction notice, 147
hunger, 67, 68, 116, 117
illegitimacy, 143
illiteracy, 46, 115, 117, 138
income, 9
distribution, 4, 6, 9, 13
erosion due to inflation, 4
income maintenance, 12, 13, see a lso
guaranteed minimum income

income security, 7, 12, 13
income test, 98, 110, 160, 170
‘income units*, 2
inequality, 6, 157
infant mortality
aboriginal, 40
and environment, 5
insurance, 17, 52, 103
non-payment of claim, 24
see a ls o life assurance
Inter-Governmental Committee for
European Migration, 171
interpreters, children as, 73, 127
interviewers and interviewing, ix-xi
invalid pension, 26, 51, 67, 145, 153
invalid pensioners, 2
Italian immigrants, 87-92
jail
see

prison

jobs
see

employment; work

Kincaid, J. C., l(nl), 169
Lebanese immigrants, 123-7
legal action, threatened, 130
legal costs, 82
leisure opportunities, lack of, 1
liberal view of poverty, 7, 9, 11
life assurance, 100, 103
see a lso insurance
‘live-in’ work, 109
lone parents, 2
problems with teenagers, 110
see a lso single fathers; single mothers
loneliness,
see migrants, social isolation; social
isolation
low-income families, 2
low-income groups, vii, viii
low-paid work, 3, 115, 123
Lutheran mission, 39
maintenance (legal), 79, 94
maintenance, (overseas, by migrants), 153
marriage breakdown, 17, 79, 94, 116, 129,
130, 153, 157
material goods, 9
Medibank, 37, 59, 158
medical expenses, 107, 147, 158
Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of
Works, 147
mental breakdown, 109, 110
mental depression, 67, 93, 98, 109, 131,
143
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mental pressures, 18, 19, 25-6, 36, 67, 71,
91, 97, 148
see a lso suicide, attempted
Middleton, I. G., 6(nl2), 169
migrant children as interpreters, 73, 127
migrant hostels, 56-7, 74
migrant women, employment, 57, 59, 89,
123, 126, 153
migrants, 55-60, 73-8, 87-92, 123-7,
149-55
attitudes to, 35, 120
childhood in country of origin, 87,
123-4, 149-50
cultural alienation, viii, 76-8, 149
employment, 57, 74, 76-8, 126, 149
English language, facilities for learning,
viii, 57, 74, 76, 123, 155
family life, 73, 74
food, 78
interpreters, ix, 74, 126
language problems, 55, 59, 74, 76, 78,
126-7, 149, 151
low pay, viii, 123
refugee, reluctance to discuss their
poverty, viii
repayment of fare to Australia, 127, 151,
153, 171
rights, ignorance of, viii
social isolation, 59, 78, 127, 154
working conditions, 126, 152
Motor Accident Board, 154
motor bicycle, ownership of, 118-9, 120
multiple sclerosis, 87, 91
Multiple Sclerosis Society, 91
music, cost of equipment, 136
New Australians
see migrants
night school
see education, further
night shift
see shift work
Northern Territory Medical Services
bulletins, 6(nl0), 169
nursing home, cost of, 108
nutrition
see diet and nutrition
occupational choice, absence of, 3
opportunity shops, 83, 146
optical expenses, 107, 113
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), 13,
13(n24), 170
orphanage
see children, institutionalization of
1 76

outings
see children, outings; social activities
parents, help from, 17, 80, 118, 129, 131,
141
part-time work, 110
Paterson’s, 35
pawn shops, 64
pensioners, 113, 160
concessions, 19, 28, 29, 161
excursions, 28
medical care, 51
perinatal mortality and environment, 5-6,
169
piece-work, 25, 62
police, 120, 159
poor
‘deservingness’ of, 7
disadvantaged as consumers, 5
organizations of, 11
victims of oppressive social system, vii
vulnerable to unemployment, 4
positional goods, 9
poverty
blame for, vii
causes of, viii, 10, 11
eradication of, 8, 10, 11, 13, 14
images of, vii
indicators of, 3(n6), 165-8, 169
manifestations of, viii
recurrent themes, viii-ix
relative deprivation, 1, 2, 93
solutions to, 7, 10-13
stigma of, 11
theories of, 7
vulnerability of certain groups to, 2
Poverty Inquiry
see Australian Government Commission
of Inquiry into Poverty
poverty line, 1, 2, 4, 9, 10, 12, 14, 129,
160, 163
prison, 16, 97
professional groups, availability of, 5, 169
radical view of poverty, 7, 8, 11
radio, CB, 84
Raskall, P., 6-7(nl7), 13(n26), 169, 170
rationing, war-time, 159
recreational facilities, 5
relative deprivation, 1, 2, 93
relative poverty, 7, 8, 13, 157
relatives, search for, 47
Remand Home, 120
rent, 28, 35, 52, 57, 65, 66, 69, 79, 80,
81-2, 90, 95, 108, 110, 116, 127, 162
advance, 121
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arrears, 145, 161
resources, distribution of, 4, 9
retrenchment, risk of short notice of, 3
Roby, P., 9(n20), 169
Roe, E., 6(nl2), 169
rural living, advantages of, 21, 22, 24, 75
Ryan, W., 8(nl8), 169
savings, lack of, 17, 36, 75, 127
Schonell, F. J., 6(nl2), 169
school, experiences at, 16, 158
schooling
limited, 23, 39, 99, 107, 129, 137-8,
139, 144, 158,160
unsettled, 24, 68, 79, 80, 110, 115, 116,
126, 134
Scouts, 98
sheets and blankets, 66, 85, 87, 90, 123
shift work, 3, 33, 34, 59, 62, 95, 126, 127
shingles, 146
shopping
expense of local, 84, 104
for ‘specials’, essential to poor people, 3,
104, 160
sick leave, 131, 152
sickness benefit, 149, 153, 154
single fathers
isolation of, 18
problems of, 19
single mothers, housing problems, of, 129,
132, 134-5
single mothers benefit
see supporting mothers benefit
single parents
see lone parents
slums, 16
small business, problems of, 24
smoking, 17, 31, 37, 98, 112, 115, 129
social activities, 37, 85, 98, 103, 108, 112,
121, 136
social casework, 10, 11
social change, necessity for, xi
social isolation, 18, 26-7, 37, 39, 47, 53,
84, 85, 103, 146
social relationships, 67, 79, 115, 129, 135,
145
Social Security, Department of, 49, 119
Social Security pensions, benefits and
allowances, 2, 76, 125, 163
and poverty line, 2, 163
see a lso age pension; child endowment;
family assistance; invalid pension;
sickness benefit; special benefit;
supporting mothers benefit;
supporting parents benefit;
unemployment benefit; widows

pension
social stratification, 11
Social Welfare Department, 48, 144, 162
special benefit, 51, 118
special school fees, 98
State Relief Committee, 140
stigma
of poverty, 11, 12
welfare claimants, attaching to, 12, 157,
162
strikes, 62
structural change, 8, 10, 11
suicide, attempted, 71, 92, 143, 147
superannuation, 3
supporting mothers benefit, 69, 70
Supporting Mothers Group, 84
supporting parents benefit, 15, 79, 82, 97,
157
‘sustenance’, 63, 170
tax reforms, 12
taxation, 12-13, 14
taxi vouchers, 50
taxis, use of, 136
technological development, 13
teenagers
see youth
telephone, 52, 66, 84, 97
need for, in Housing Commission flats,
112

public, distance to, 112
television set, 73, 84, 85, 90, 121, 125, 147
tenancy, insecurity of, 27
Tenants’ Union, 52
Tertiary Education Allowance Scheme
(TEAS), 135, 171
thrift, necessity for, 3, 79
Titmuss, R. M., 8(nl9), 169
trade unions, vii, 23, 25, 63
transport
costs and problems, 19, 33, 112
public, difficulties and inconvenience
of, 110, 112, 132
Turkish immigrants, 73-8
unemployment, 3, 8, 13
and illiteracy, 117
and poverty, 2, 3, 4
causes, 8
groups, vii
see a lso youth, unemployment
unemployment benefit, 31, 33, 51, 57, 73,
75, 97, 115, 116, 118, 119-20, 136,
139, 151
Uruguayan immigrants, 55-60
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vagrancy, 11
voluntary agencies
see welfare agencies
wage differentials, 14
wage-earners, 4
wages, garnishee on, 145
Walton’s, 35
War, First World, 88
Ward of State, 144
water rates, 147, 154
Waxman, C., ll-12(n22), 13(n25), 170
wealth, distribution of, 6, 9, 13
welfare agencies, vii, 28, 57, 68, 83, 116,
125, 140, 145, 162
‘welfare bludgers’, 4
welfare claimants
stigma attached to, 12, 157, 162
welfare worker, 147
widows pension, 43, 49, 65, 90-91, 110
work
‘live-in’, 109
misleading offers, 75, 104
part-time, 110
psychological importance of, 34, 132,
146
see a lso dangerous work; employment;
low-paid work; piece-work; working
conditions
work incentive, 13
work of people interviewed
assembly line work (Nadim), 126
builder’s labourer (Wally), 17
cleaning (Ethel) 24; (Alba) 60
clothing factory (Nellie), 62
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dairy farming (Tom), 99-105
factory work (Isobel), 48; (Linda), 68;
(Paul), 115
housework (Nellie), 62
knitting mill (Alba), 59
labourer (Wayne), 138
‘live-in’, looking after invalid (Lorraine),
109
machine setter (Spiros), 152
office cleaning (Linda), 68
office work (Barbara), 129; (Jan), 145
packing (Grant), 32
railways work (Grant), 32
scrubbing floors (Isobel), 48; (Rosa), 88
sewing (Margaret), 41
shirt factory (Ethel), 25
tea-lady (Alba), 57
textile factory (Lorraine), 108
tomato growing (Mustafa), 75
waitress (Aileen), 93
watchman (Spiros), 152
workers compensation, 89, 149, 152, 158
working class, 10
health of, 5
working conditions, 3, 63
see a lso migrants, working conditions
Wright, A. J., e t a l ., 6(nl3), 169
youth
camps, 119
clubs, 115, 120
employment, 110
organizations, vii
unemployment, 97, 114, 117, 121

HAVE YOU EVER HAD TO FAST FOR TWO DAYS SO
THAT YOUR CHILDREN COULD EAT?
Poverty is a statistic . . . So many thousands of human beings
are living below the poverty line . . . And the poverty line is
drawn by experts sitting in committee. Experts taking
evidence about prices in the supermarket, the cost of clothes,
rent, how little a person can live on if that person always lives
as economically as possible, never having a treat, never giving
the children a treat, never buying a present for a friend.
There have been many books written about poverty: what
it is, how it may be solved whether it
be solved. But how
many poor people have told the world what it is like to live in
poverty? This is their book—with the help of the tape
recorder everyone, including the illiterate,can communicate
with the world. Graeme Brewer of the Brotherhood of St.
Laurence, an organisation that has pioneered many advances
in social welfare, has collected the stories of 21 people who
live below the poverty line. And so we learn what it is like to
have to deny one’s child an ice cream, how to fast for two
days so that the children can eat, what it is like to be a job
applicant who can’t write or spell. Contrary to popular belief
these people are not dole bludgers, neither do they whinge!
Most often they seem in the tradition of the battler, cheerful,
making the best of a hard life, hopeful often of turning the
corner and worrying always about their children, wanting
them to have the chances their parents have missed, to climb
over the poverty line.
On the Bread Line tells of the poor as they see themselves,
not as others interpret them. They move us to compassion,
and to admiration for their courage and endurance. May they
be the last Australians to live in poverty!
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