May Day demonstration, Waterside Workers’ Federation Women’s Committee float, late 1970s, Noel Butlin Archives Centre.
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Acknowledgement of Country

The Friends of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre acknowl-
edge, celebrate and pay our respects to the Ngunnawal and
Ngambri people of the Canberra region and to all First Na-
tions Australians on whose traditional lands we meet and
work, and whose cultures are among the oldest continuing
cultures in human history.

Membership renewal
Maggie Shapley, FNBAC treasurer

Dear Friends,

It is time to renew your FNBAC membership for 2025-26
and to consider making a donation to our Conservation
Fund. The online membership form can be accessed via

the ANU Archives website (https://archives.anu.edu.au/
events/friends-noel-butlin-archives-centre). Bank transfer
of subscriptions is preferred. Alternatively, a membership
renewal form for 2025-26 is included with this newsletter
for those who prefer to respond by post.

Thank you for your continuing support,
Dr Maggie Shapley

Treasurer

Conservation Fund
Colleen McEwen, FNBAC committee member

At the end of last year, the Conservation Fund held
sufficient funds for us to recommend to the Fund Com-
mittee — Professor Mark Wilson, Associate Professor
Keturah Whitford, and Carol McNally —that restoration
work proceed on the following items:

+Roll Book of the Amalgamated Workers Union of
Queensland, Hughenden Branch, 1906-1909. Ref: NBAC
E161/24(iv). Cost $1,980; and

« Members Roll of the Amalgamated Workers Union and
Australian Workers Union, Longreach (Western District),
1897-1903. Ref: NBAC E161/37 (iii). Cost $1,782.

In addition, the Friends Committee allocated surplus


(https://archives.anu.edu.au/events/friends-noel-butlin-archives-centre)

funds from the General Account to restore a volume of

AMP Head Office Letters and Circulars, 1892-1917 (Ref:

NBAC N434/823) at a cost of $1,980. All three volumes
are currently with the conservator for restoration.

When renewing your subscription we encourage you to
consider adding a donation to the Conservation Fund.
Your support is vital in helping us continue the important
work of preserving valuable archival records for future
generations to study and learn from.

2025 ANU Archives Lecture with Professor
Brenda L Croft: The long journeys of ‘Hand-
some’ Joe Croft, father and son

Phillis Zheng, Office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Re-
search and Innovation)

On 28 May, the 25th anniversary of the Walk for Recon-
ciliation across Sydney Harbour Bridge in 2000, Profes-
sor Brenda L Croft delivered the ANU Archives 2025
Annual Lecture, sharing personal stories of her family
and reflecting on the bittersweet journey of tracing her
First Nations heritage through archival research.

Professor of Indigenous Art History and Curatorship at
The Australian National University (ANU), Croft is a
proud Gurindji/Malngin/Mudburra woman with also an
Anglo-Australian, Chinese, German, Irish and Scottish
heritage.

Drawing on years of archival research and engagement
with her father’s family, Professor Croft unravelled the
stories of her grandfather and father — stories shared by
many First Nations peoples displaced from their home-
lands and communities.

Prof. Brenda L Croft giving the ANU Archives Lecture, 28 May 2025.

Joe Croft, her grandfather, who nicknamed himself
‘Handsome Joe’, was born in 1869 in Victoria to an
Irish-Scottish family. Having drifted to Darwin in the
Northern Territory, Joe worked as a cook at a local hotel
and had a son, also named Joe Croft — Professor Croft’s
father — with Bessie Croft, a young First Nations woman
of Chinese and Aboriginal descent, in 1925.

Remembered with warmth and respect, ‘Handsome Joe’
was a man of letters, leaving a trail of words in letters,
newspapers, and public records. Unlike most men of his
race at the time, he openly admitted paternity to little Joe
and published on newspapers to advocate for the so-
called ‘half-caste’ players, like his son, to join the local
football club.

‘I don’t see why young Joseph... should not have the
privilege of playing football in this league or any other
league,” he wrote.

He passed away in 1934.

Professor Croft’s father spent his early years with his
mother Bessie at the Kahlin Compound, a govern-
ment-run institution in Darwin to segregate Aboriginal
people. At the age of five, he was forcibly removed from
his mother and sent to Pine Creek Boys’ Home and later
was transferred to The Bungalow in Alice Springs.

Despite the hardship growing up between several institu-
tions and the disruptive impact of WWII, Joe showed a
surprisingly strong desire for knowledge and excelled in
study and sports with impressive leadership.

After studying surveying at the University of Queensland
and stints in the army, he met his wife and settled in
Perth, where Professor Croft and her brothers were born.

The family later moved to Canberra and Joe began work-
ing in the public service, including the Department of
Aboriginal Affairs and the Aboriginal Development Com-
mission. He ran a newsagency selling Indigenous arts

and crafts in the 1970s and had a continuing interest in
organising exhibitions and tours of dance groups, which
introduced his daughter to the art world.

‘Dad was a beautiful, gentle man. He was a diplomat.
People just gravitated towards him,” Professor Croft
recalled affectionately.

‘It’s a good thing to remember who has gone before me
and who’s created the pathways for me to be where I am
now, and I know that he will always be with me.’

‘We, as First Nations peoples, always think about our an-
cestors and people who mentored us and brought us to the
points where we are in our lives now... And I’m grateful
for that every day.’

To keep her father’s legacy alive, Professor Croft has
been completing her father’s unfinished biography since
his death in 1995 — a project that sparked her years-long
archival journey into her family’s history.

‘Archives are a place of violence, a place of physical,
metaphysical, and psychological violence... They reveal



things to us that we’ve been looking for, but it’s also
painful to sort through all that material.’

“You feel like you’re passing ghosts in the street and
hearing people talking to you.’

Looking forward, she ended her speech with the younger
generation in the family, Christopher Croft, who ‘carries
all of that mix of who he is in him’ as the living continua-
tion of the Croft family story.

Reflecting on the long journey of her family, Professor
Croft reminded the audience of both the progress that has
been made and the work yet to be done to fight enduring
social injustice and make change — with hope.

As she began the lecture with comments on the walk
across Sydney Harbour Bridge 25 years ago:

‘I know it’s easy to get angry, frustrated, pessimistic
about what changes have (not) been made, but I keep try-
ing to think of it as a long game. We have to keep playing
that long game.’

‘As Paul Kelly and Kev Carmody sang the song, “We
know how to wait — from little things, big things grow.”’

A video of the full lecture is now available on YouTube.
(https://youtu.be/4ASKLBALAdT8?si=H7mVc93Ao0TIw-
cwL).

1998 Waterfront Dispute

Rachel Armstrong, archivist

The 1998 Waterfront Dispute was one of the most sig-
nificant industrial disputes in Australian history; a bitter
stoush that pitted government and big business against
workers and trade unions, with a profound impact on in-
dustrial relations and the trade union movement for years
to come.

In March 1996, the Howard Government took office and
prioritised sweeping industrial relations reforms. The
Workplace Relations Act 1996 sought to shift power
away from trade unions by restricting their ability to take
industrial action. In the government’s sights were unions
such as the Maritime Union of Australia (MUA). Behind
the scenes, the government met with waterfront employ-
ers, including Patrick Stevedores, one of the largest wa-
terfront employers. They worked with Patrick on a plan to
remove union workers from Australia’s waterfront, which
they saw as dominated by the MUA.. If Patrick and the
government could weaken the MUA, then the hope was
this would set a precedent for other employers to take on
the unions. From September 1997, Patrick began restruc-
turing its operations, starting with outsourcing work to
labour-hire companies.

The government and Patrick embarked on a covert plan

to recruit and train an alternative workforce to take the
jobs of sacked workers. The plan, devised by Minister
for Industrial Relations, Peter Reith, involved the train-
ing of former and current military personnel in Dubai.

In December 1997, approximately 30 military personnel
were flown to Dubai for training, although this plan fal-
tered after the Dubai Government withdrew the necessary
visas, with the International Transport Workers’ Federa-
tion announcing support for the MUA. The plan was kept
secret, and devised outside of cabinet, but the MUA was
tipped off and Labor Leader Kim Beazley revealed the
plan in parliament in December 1997.

ACTU President Jennie George with MUA members during the Water-
front Dispute, 1998 (N409).

Patrick had legally binding agreements with the MUA
which prevented the company from sacking union work-
ers and bringing in non-union labour. To work around
this, they established a new company known as P&C
Stevedores. P&C Stevedores had no agreements with

the union, and Patrick, with support from the Howard
Government, established this company and recruited non-
union workers. In January 1998, Patrick leased part of

its Webb Dock operations in Melbourne to P&C Steve-
dores, and the company promptly locked out its unionised
workers.

With the lock out of Webb Dock workers, industrial
action gained pace and on 7 April 1998, the war erupted.
In a series of late-night raids at ports across Australia,
Patrick dismissed its entire unionised workforce of 1,400
full-time and 300 part-time workers and locked them out
of their workplaces, to be replaced by the non-union P&C
Stevedores’ workforce.

The following months demonstrated a level of industrial
action not seen in Australia in many years. The MUA
and ACTU knew the Workplace Relations Act threatened
them with significant fines and deregistration if they
proceeded with certain types of industrial action, so they
focused on taking legal action through the court system,
calling on international trade unions for support, and
waging a propaganda campaign against the Government.


https://youtu.be/4SKLBdLddT8?si=H7mVc93Ao0TlwcwL

Women marching during the Waterfront Dispute, Sydney, 1998 (N409-
20). Photo by Zoe Reynolds.

Across Australia, mass pickets were attended by locked
out workers and supporters. On the picket lines, there
were violent clashes including in Fremantle, where a
protest camp was broken up in the middle of the night
by 140 riot police. However, a turning point came on 18
April 1998 at Melbourne’s East Swanson Dock. Locked
out workers were tipped off that 1,000 police were to

be deployed to break the picket line. The union and its
supporters quickly rallied 4,000 people to join the picket,
and the result was a tense stand-off throughout the night
between police and picketers. Early the next morning,
2,000 construction workers arrived and encircled police,
forcing them to back down.

In May 1998, the MUA achieved a legal victory that
resulted in the removal of hundreds of ‘scab’ workers
from wharves. On 6 May, a day of action organised by
the Victoria Trades Hall Council attracted 80,000 people
marching through Melbourne. Patrick and the govern-
ment were on the back foot, and the company resigned
itself to negotiating with the MUA.

As negotiations between the MUA and Patrick pro-
gressed, the latter agreed to dismiss the ‘scab’ workers
hired under P&C and union workers dismantled picket
lines and began returning to work. By August 1998,
agreements between the MUA and Patrick were reached.
However, it was at a substantial cost to the union, with
629 redundancies, increased working hours, pay cuts

of up to 30% and much higher levels of casualisation. De-
spite this, the MUA had indeed proven it was here to stay,
and although the dispute had come at great cost to many,
it demonstrated the enduring power of workers and the
union movement.

The ANU Archives holds a variety of MUA records, and
the archives of its predecessor the Waterside Workers’
Federation and the associated Seamen’s Union of Aus-
tralia. The records span over 150 years of the unions’
existence, and include photographs, correspondence,
minutes, and membership records. Search the catalogue

(https://archives.anu.edu.au) to find out more about these
important historic records.

Through Adversity to the Stars: 100 Years
of Mount Stromlo Observatory, exhibition
review

Bob Crawshaw

Through Adversity to the Stars: 100 Years of Mount
Stromlo Observatory is the latest exhibition at the Noel
Butlin Archives Centre.

The exhibition traces the extraordinary journey of the
Mount Stromlo Observatory from its inception in 1905
by Geoffrey Duffield, a South Australian astronomer and
veteran of the Great War, to its current status as a global
leader in astrophysics. Through archival documents, rare-
ly seen photographs, and scientific and personal objects,
it explores how this remarkable institution has contrib-
uted to our understanding of the universe. In addition to
scientific and engineering breakthroughs, the exhibition
tells the story of visionary scientists who transformed
Duffield’s early Federation dream into an international
research powerhouse. It highlights their administrative
ability, creativity, perseverance, and optimism.

Mount Stromlo originated as Duffield’s ambitious vision
to establish a solar observatory, bridging the observa-
tional gaps between India and the Americas. Despite
initial setbacks and government apathy, his unwavering
campaigning, bolstered by international support, led

to the establishment of the Observatory in 1911. The
Observatory, equipped with donated equipment, was the
first permanent Commonwealth building in the Federal
Capital. The Victorian businessman James Oddie, known
as the ‘Dick Whittington of Ballarat’ for his diverse range
of civic achievements, is noted for his donation of a 22cm
Grubb refractor to the new facility.

Geoffrey Duffield died prematurely in 1929, but the lead-
ers who followed shared a spirit of technical excellence,
scientific entrepreneurship, and dogged persistence. The
exhibition outlines the transformation of the Observatory
as each director introduced new instruments, expanded
its mission, and enhanced its international profile. For
example, Australian astronomy buffs of the 1960s were
grateful to Dutch-born and Harvard-trained Bart Bok, the
director who popularised astronomy in Australia. Bok
opened Mount Stromlo to the public, offering nightly
public education sessions that attracted 40,000 visitors a
year. Generations of Canberra teachers and children fond-
ly remember their school visits to Mount Stromlo.

A lesser-known aspect of Canberra’s military history is
the work undertaken by Director Richard van der Riet
Woolley and his staff during World War II. Normal oper-
ations were suspended as Stromlo was transformed into


https://archives.anu.edu.au

an optical munitions factory that manufactured gun sights
and other complex devices necessary for ensuring accu-
rate gunfire.

74-inch Telescope, Mount Stromlo Observatory, c. 1960s (ANUA16-138-
1).

In 1955, control of Mount Stromlo was transferred to the
Australian National University, which later established
the Siding Springs Observatory near Coonabarabran in
New South Wales. Apart from research, today, Siding
Springs offers students from ANU and other universities
hands-on experience observing with large optical astro-
nomical telescopes. Over the decades, the work at Mount
Stromlo and Siding Springs has expanded into radio as-
tronomy, as well as near-field and wide-field spectrogra-
phy. For a time, staff kept Australia precise and punctual
by operating the National Time Service.

The exhibition concludes with a celebration of recent
scientific milestones, including Professor Brian Schmidt’s
2011 Nobel Prize in Physics for his work on cosmic
acceleration and the MACHO Project, which explored
dark matter. Documents and photographs of these other
programs illustrate how Stromlo continues to shape our
understanding of the universe.

Perhaps the exhibition’s most poignant items are a black-
ened and hideously distorted astro lens and burned papers
retrieved from the Canberra bushfires that destroyed
Mount Stromlo in 2003. In piquant irony to this destruc-
tion, nearby sits the polished silver tea set and delicate
china cups with which the Duffield family entertained
their guests. The men and women of Mount Stromlo have
always been resilient. Under the leadership of Director
Penny Sackett, the first female director and later Aus-
tralian Chief Scientist, the Observatory rose from these
ashes to produce groundbreaking research once again.

Through Adversity to the Stars skilfully balances scientif-
ic and technical detail with the stories of the personalities

who, for a hundred years, have so successfully opened the
skies to humankind. It is about astronomical triumph and

a tribute to the human quest for knowledge.

The exhibition is on display at the R.G. Menzies Building

until the end of July and is also permanently available on-
line (https://archives.anu.edu.au/exhibitions/through-ad-
versity-stars-100-years-mount-stromlo-observatory).

Note from the editor
Michelle Staff, FNBAC committee member

As of 2025 I will be editing the Friends of the Noel But-
lin Archives Centre newsletter. For feedback or contribu-
tions to the next issue, please email me at michelle.staff@
anu.edu.au.

Contact

Postal address:

Friends of the Noel Butlin Archives Centre Inc.
c¢/o ANU Archives

R.G. Menzies Building

2 Fellows Road

The Australian National University

Canberra ACT 2600

Phone:
(02) 6125 2219

Email:
nbac friends@gmail.com

Website:
https://archives.anu.edu.au/events/friends-noel-butlin-ar-
chives-centre
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