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from the dominions to major develop-
ments in science and engineering, was a
correspondent and admirer of Rutherford
and enthusiast for the work of Melbourne
engineer A.G. Michell who designed the
thrust bearing used in large ocean liners
like the Queen Mary. For Australia he
promoted population growth alongside
scientific and technological development.

In 1999, I followed Laby to Free
School Lane in Cambridge, once site of
the Cavendish Physical Laboratory
located down the lane from what is now
the History and Philosophy of Science
Department in the old Physical
Chemistry Building. In 2001, I followed
Laby back to Melbourne and started my
research at the University of Melbourne
Archives. Here I spent weeks examining
Laby’s collection of personal papers, an
intense period of archival research. There
were some remarkable finds, like a
poignant note to self recording the ‘credit’
and ‘debit’ entries of his career. On the
credit side included the ‘Athanaeum’,
possibly referring to visiting membership
of the Athanaeum Club, meeting place of
the scientific establishment, during a visit
to England in 1936. On the ‘debit’ side
was Kaye and Laby: ‘like a textbook’. This
dim view reflected a pessimistic moment.
Laby was elected a Fellow of the Royal
Society in 1931 and his influence on
Australian physics, university education
and beyond was considerable, not least
through the work of Melbourne physics
students. Documents of their
achievements and the wider story in
which they are set are well-represented at
the UMA.

Ill health and administrative burdens
took their toll on Laby towards the end
of his career at Melbourne. A supporter of
the appointment of Birmingham
geologist, Raymond Priestley as Vice-
Chancellor (1935–1938), Laby fell out
with Priestley’s successor, Sir John
Medley (1938–1951), who responded
with a satirical poem, the Cyclotron,
warning that ‘electric jolts … Of upwards
of ten million volts … may be (According
to Professor Laby), Expected to inflict a
dent, Upon that person’s fundament.’

As a PhD researcher I had no
premonition of returning to Melbourne as
University Archivist ten years later. The
Archives repository in Dawson Street is
around the corner from where I then
lived in West Brunswick, now
unaffordable in my estimation.

My recent exposure to the local
housing market coincided with learning
of Melbourne economics lecturer Wilfred
Prest’s groundbreaking 1940s survey of
housing conditions in Melbourne. Our
expectations have changed, but many of

the issues addressed in Prest’s survey —
affordability, proximity to work, domestic
facilities, ‘pleasantness’ and the effect of
accommodation on family and social life
— are familiar today. A generous grant
from the Russell and Mab Grimwade
Miegunyah Fund will support cataloguing
this collection to promote its use by
researchers. As well as social historians,
Prest’s collection and survey in particular
is of great interest to genealogists, urban
geographers and local historians, and
potentially has the public appeal of an
unofficial ‘census’.

The seriousness of Melbourne
academics’ engagement with wider
concerns is only one aspect of the huge
collection at the UMA. The official
business of the University is documented
alongside student life, and there are major
heritage collections of business and
labour archives, as well as a growing
collection of community and political
archives, which are among those most
used by researchers.

To increase the accessibility of such a
large and diverse collection we are
increasing the online publication of
detailed finding aids. This work is
supported by the RE Ross Trust and since
February this year around 285 finding
aids previously unavailable online have
been attached to entries in the UMA
online catalogue, now available through a
new web interface (go to
www.lib.unimelb.edu.au/collections/archiv
es/ and search collections). Searching the
catalogue and using finding aids where
these are available is a great way of
finding out about the collections and
targeting your research. Browsing the
catalogues might even stimulate new
ideas and connections.

One of the great strengths of the
University of Melbourne Archives is its
personal accessibility, especially to staff
and students. Students at all levels can
visit the Cultural Collections Reading
Room on the 3rd floor of the Baillieu
Library on the Parkville campus, where
the collections are made available. I
would especially encourage postgraduate
students to discuss potential research
topics with their academic supervisors
and Archives staff
(archives@archives.unimelb.edu.au). The
collection is rich enough to support
sustained research in a wide variety of
disciplines across any number of topics.
Examples in the history of science and
technology can be found in our new
online subject guide to engineering
collections in recognition of the 150th
anniversary of Engineering at the
University of Melbourne and the
forthcoming guide to medical collections.

Also on our agenda is to develop an
outreach and access program that
supports knowledge transfer and wider
engagement. We have recently held
workshops for new users and family
historians as part of the Festival of Ideas
to support the theme of identity. We
would like to engage further with
departments and faculties celebrating
anniversaries and other events. Even if
you have never considered the UMA as a
research resource for your discipline, the
collections may support engagement with
alumni and the wider community. Please
get in touch with us to discuss ways we
can work together.

Dr Katrina Dean
University Archivist

Our Access and Outreach team is
delighted to welcome Jane
Beattie. Jane came to the reading

room at the Baillieu Library in May after
working on various projects in Cultural
Collections. Coming from Queensland as
a secondary school English and drama
teacher, Jane moved to Melbourne to
begin a new career in library and
information services. After a placement as
a library technician at the Australian
Communication and Media Authority,
and volunteer work within Special
Collections, Jane decided to follow her
interests in rare books and cultural
history, and is currently undertaking a
Masters in Information Management.

New Staff

Final_UMA Bulletin_ July2011:Layout 1  28/7/11  8:59 PM  Page 2



UMA Bulletin, No. 29, July 2011 3

Indeed, he may well have recalled the
intense interest generated when a cobra
killed its keeper at the London Zoological
Gardens in 1852.

While his examination of Burstall’s
body and blood was unremarkable,
Professor Halford obtained and killed the
cobra, subsequently injecting its extracted
venom into a dog. The animal died ‘after
the usual symptoms’, yet under a
microscope the professor observed a
remarkable phenomenon: a vast
population of nucleated cells appearing to
multiply amidst the dog’s corpuscles.
Amazed, he and two of his students
rushed to inspect the venom of the cobra,
plus that of an Australian black snake
(probably the red-bellied black snake,
Pseudechis porphyriacus) and its effects
on the blood of another sacrificed dog, a
kitten, a pigeon and a rat. What Professor
Halford believed he had found was living
‘germinal matter’ in the venom of the
snake. He rapidly hypothesised that these
snake ‘germs’ in the venom had
hybridised with the blood cells of the
victim, overwhelming normal corpuscles
and draining them of their ‘animal power’.
Coupled with the knowledge that
desiccated snake venom can retain its
potency for months or even years, plus
some of Burstall’s intestinal symptoms, he
took yet another conjectural leap. Might
not the dried venom of innumerable dead

cobras be carried by the wind from India
to other parts of the globe, causing the
epidemic of cholera that was again
ravaging Europe in 1866–67?

To a modern-day toxinologist — a
specialist in venoms and natural toxins
Halford’s germ theory of snake poisoning
sounds quaint, or even ludicrous. Snake
venoms are now understood to comprise
a plethora of bioactive molecules that,
depending upon the species, may paralyse
victims by interfering with the
conduction of nerve impulses; damage
muscles including the heart; impair or
conversely increase the ability of the
blood to clot; or indeed degrade blood
cells and the vessels that carry them.
Venom proteins are not currently
considered to be ‘alive’ in the manner of
bacteria, nor are they able to ‘hijack’ host
cells to do their bidding, as many viruses
do. They certainly share almost nothing
in common with the pathogen, Vibrio
cholera, responsible for the acute
vomiting, diarrhoea and dehydration that,
if untreated, can lead to death within 24
hours after infection by cholera.

The 1860s, however, were an era of
uncertainty about the causation of many
diseases, and Louis Pasteur’s new germ
theories were far from predominant.
Professor Halford was more open than
many colonial doctors to these new ideas,
and even more ready to propound his

Snake Germs and Professor Halford’s Webs

The arrival, on a sleepy Sunday in
April 1867, of the SS Bombay
occasioned little attention in

colonial Melbourne. The regular
intercolonial steamer from India,
however, had embarked an unusual
passenger in Ceylon. Snuggled into a
wicker basket owned by 33-year-old
manure merchant, John Barton Burstall,
was a cobra-di-capella (an Indian hooded
cobra of the Naja genus). After taking up
rooms at Tankard’s Temperance Hotel in
the city, Burstall invited several fellow
passengers to visit his room in order to
show off this exotic pet.

The imported snake was at first
sluggish, although active enough for its
teeth to scratch Burstall’s left hand.
Unworried, its owner explained that he
had removed the cobra’s fangs before
departing Ceylon. He likewise remained
calm when subsequently — in the hotel’s
smoking room — the now more vigorous
cobra bit his ring finger on the same
hand. A few hours later, however, two
guests who had missed this serpentine
spectacle heard a sound resembling ‘the
suppressed baying of a hound’ as they
walked past Burstall’s bedroom. Looking
in, they found him writhing in agony,
clutching his swollen hand. As his speech
became slurred and his pulse weak, the
cobra’s victim also vomited up a ropy
fluid and discharged copious, watery
diarrhoea. Despite their ministrations, the
attendance of a local surgeon, and hurried
transport to the Melbourne Hospital,
Burstall became torpid and died just after
5 pm.

Among those attending the autopsy
the following day was George Britton
Halford, the University of Melbourne’s
inaugural professor of anatomy,
physiology and pathology (and
subsequently first dean of medicine). His
presence was perhaps more than a
professional courtesy: a decade earlier he
had reported on the relatively rare
phenomenon of an adder bite in Britain.
Although fear of snakebite was common
enough in Victorian Victoria, actual
mortality was relatively low. While almost
certainly an underestimate, one
contemporary source listed only five
deaths in Melbourne — including
presumably Burstall’s case — from 1861
to 1874. More to the point, however,
bites by imported cobras were certainly a
novelty and, as his large albums of press
clippings held in the UMA’s and the State
Library of Victoria suggest, Professor
Halford was not averse to publicity.

Left: Professor George Britton Halford, n.d., University of Melbourne Photographs, UMA/I/1219.
Right: A plate from Joseph Fayrer's classic volume, The Thanatophidia of India (1872/1874),
illustrating a cobra-di-capella (Naja tripudians) similar to the one brought to Melbourne by the ill-
fated John Burstall. The University holds both the first and second editions of this rare text in
Special Collections.
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own. Less than two weeks after Burstall’s
demise he had despatched a letter to the
Melbourne Argus and a very similar
missive to the influential British Medical
Journal, outlining his observations and
theories about cobra venom and its
putative link to cholera. Throughout the
remainder of 1867 and into 1868, he
presented his experiments and conjectures
to both the Royal Society of Victoria and
the Medical Society of Victoria, while
authoring a series of additional articles for
the lay and medical presses and
publishing his own pamphlet on the
subject.

Despite his minimal evidence and
shaky logic, the responses to Professor
Halford’s theorem reveal just how
intricately his position was interlinked
with practitioners across the colony, the
Empire and globe, a bare five years after
he took up his antipodean post.

Although many of his papers are no
longer extant, the University of
Melbourne Archives received a significant
accession of Halford holdings in 1981.
The bulk of this material — including
press clippings, correspondence,
experimental notes and memoirs — relate
to Professor Halford’s research into
snakebite and its remedies from 1867 to
1894, including his germ theory of snake
poisoning. Related materials are also held
in the Ann Tovell Archives stored in the
basement of the Brownless Biomedical
Library, as well as the State Library of
Victoria and the Public Record Office of
Victoria. Together, these archival trails
lay out the web of connections that
emanated from Australia’s first teaching
professor of medicine.

Reviewing the Halford papers soon
after they were received by the
University, Sharon Wallace catalogued
their provenance in 1982 as part of her
Bachelor of Medical Science (Honours)
thesis on Australian snakebite treatments.
Now a senior pathologist, Dr Wallace
observed that most of Halford’s local
correspondents in the 1860s and ’70s
hailed from the Victorian goldfields,
which were then settling into post-rush
respectability. Indeed, prior to his several
years in Ceylon, cobra victim John
Burstall had himself run a chemist’s shop
in Sandhurst (now Bendigo). Responding
to Halford’s rash of publications, many of
these country doctors sent the professor
their observations, case reports, blood
samples and even snake heads for his
evaluation. As with many similar letters
published in local medical periodicals,
these epistles to Halford confirm the
impotence of many colonial clinicians in
the face of fatal snakebites — and their
equally willing credulity toward any

manner of ‘cures’. The desire for
expertise, for a definitive solution to the
problem, remains palpable. However, as
observed both by Wallace and by tropical
medicine physician Charles Campbell (in
two superb 1966 papers on Halford),
many metropolitan doctors were less
convinced of the value of the professor’s
evidence, let alone his extrapolations. By
the mid-1870s, their experiments — and
in some cases their outright derision —
had permanently impaired Halford’s
reputation. Nevertheless, he never truly
abandoned his germ theory of snake
poisoning, and, as the span of the
surviving correspondence reveals, many
Victorian doctors remained loyal to his
expertise until the end of the 19th
century.

Professor Halford’s international
influence was equally extensive, profound
and prolonged. His April 1867 letter to
the Argus was not only reproduced in
many of the dailies around the Australian
colonies; it was also facsimiled in several
local scientific and medical proceedings,
whence it was taken up by the London
Medical Times and Gazette and thus conveyed
across the Atlantic to the post-Civil War
USA. Indeed, responses to this report by
the American rattlesnake venom expert,
Silas Weir Mitchell, were published both
in the New York Medical Journal and in the
Medical Times and Gazette, the latter piece
being subsequently extracted back to the
Australian Medical Gazette as late as May
1869. Mitchell also sought direct contact:

the University Archives hold a letter that
he wrote from Philadelphia in February
1868, forwarding a small packet of dried
rattlesnake venom and requesting the
courtesy of a reciprocal sample. In an
1886 publication, Mitchell lamented that
he was still awaiting a reply …

Professor Halford’s second letter of
April 1867 — to the British Medical Journal
— had a similarly convoluted inter-
colonial impact. It provided impetus for a
string of exchanges and observations that
were published first in the Indian Medical
Gazette, reworked for the Edinburgh Medical
Journal, from where they were adapted yet
again for the Australian Medical Gazette,
appearing once more in mid-1869. By this
time, Halford had largely set aside public
pronouncements on his germ theory, and
had moved instead to promoting the use
of intravenous ammonia as a treatment for
snakebite. Yet it was his early note on the
single case of cobra bite in Melbourne
that seems to have provoked such an
exhaustive series of experiments by
officers of the Indian Medical Service,
most notably Joseph Fayrer, surgeon in
the Bengal Army and professor of surgery
at the Medical College of Bengal.
Melbourne University’s Special
Collections hold a copy of Fayrer’s
magnum opus, The Thanatophidia of India
(1872; second edition 1874). This
massive work not only collated the
numerous papers Fayrer had published
across the Empire’s medical journals; it
also detailed his claim that in one year

Extract of a letter from American snake venom expert, Silas Weir Mitchell, dated 28 February
1868. This missive confirms that Mitchell posted ‘a small amount of dried Rattlesnake venom’ to
Halford, requesting ‘the dry venom of your own serpents’ in return — a courtesy which Halford
never returned, George B. Halford collection (1981.0062), box 1.
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alone — 1869 — approximately 20,000
people had died throughout British India
from snakebite, the majority due to
cobras.

Until the 1860s it was widely
presumed that there was a single venom
common to all serpents, and perhaps even
shared with scorpions. By the end of that
decade however, this orthodoxy was
faltering — not in the least owing to the
claims made by Professor Halford.
Thanks to Burstall’s misfortune and
Mitchell’s generosity, by 1868 Halford

purchase ‘snakes (by the mile), including
cobras, from ‘wild beast merchants’ such
as Charles Jamrach and William Cross. A
cobra, for instance, is widely considered
the most likely basis for the apocryphal
‘swamp adder’ central to the 1892
Sherlock Holmes mystery, The Adventure of
the Speckled Band.

By then, the competition was on.
From the late 1860s, the cobra overtook
the rattlesnake as the consummate deadly
serpent in the Imperial imagination. Yet
its ascendance was brief: by the 1890s
this status was under renewed threat. For
what Professor Halford had instigated at
Melbourne University was the stirring of
international rivalry for the world’s most
deadly serpent. As it ultimately crossed
over into the new 20th century, this
contest not only spanned the emerging
sciences of pharmacology, biochemistry
and immunology, but also encompassed
new claimants from Asia, Africa and
South America. Although rather different
from the curious cells he originally
observed in 1867, this germ of an idea
was perhaps Halford’s most lasting legacy
to the fascinating field of venom research.

Peter Hobbins

Peter Hobbins studied both English literature
and the pharmacology of snake venoms as an
undergraduate at the University of Melbourne.
He is currently undertaking a PhD on the
history of venom research in colonial Australia
under the auspices of the Department of
History at Sydney University and the Australian
Venom Research Unit in the Department of
Pharmacology at the University of Melbourne.

Hand-drawn sketch by Professor Halford of
‘Cells seen by Mr. [Octavius] Lawrence & self’,
5 Sept [1867], George B. Halford collection
(1981.0062), box 1.

was the only investigator in the world
with the direct experience to claim that
‘We have arrived at a point where a
difference seems to exist between the
effects of the poison of the tiger snake
and that of both the cobra and the
rattlesnake.’ Based again on a rather
limited series of experiments, he was
further emboldened to claim that the
venom of the Australian tiger snake
(Notechis scutatus) was more deadly than
that of the American rattlesnake (Crotalus
species), if not that of the cobra.

Given such a gambit, it was perhaps
not surprising that Halford so jealously
guarded access to poisonous Australian
snakes. The point of seeking to bring
Australian, American and Indian snakes
— or their venoms — together in one
place was so that comparative studies of
their effects and overall potency could be
conducted. Both Fayrer and Mitchell tried
for years to obtain examples of poisonous
Australian snakes, or at least samples of
desiccated venom, from Halford. More
fortunate than Mitchell, Fayrer finally
succeeded in obtaining two dozen
Australian snakes from the recalcitrant
professor in 1873, but only via
intercessions by colonial governments in
both Victoria and India. Nevertheless,
this was clearly a case of institutional
niceties trumping pragmatics. After all —
as Burstall’s cobra had so readily
illustrated — there was little to stop the
transnational transport of dangerous
serpents. Indeed, by the 1860s
adventurous pet owners as far afield as
London and Liverpool could readily

Rural Trade Union Wars

My introduction to the University
of Melbourne Archives came in
the 1990s when its buildings

were located in Barry Street. I was
researching Bendigo Labor and the
Bendigo Trades Hall Council (BTHC) for
a Master of Arts degree. My prime task
was the research of the Bendigo Trades
Hall Council minutes, and former
archivist Mark Richmond shared his
eventful tale relating to their acquisition
by the UMA.

Mark recalled visiting the famous red-
brick Bendigo Trades Hall in View Street
many years before and being told that the
earlier minutes had disappeared during
the violent left-right clashes of 1949.
However, he was given permission to
look around upstairs to see if he could
locate anything useful. Nothing was

forthcoming, but as he was about to
concede defeat, he turned towards the
stage. Could a union official have thrown
the minutes down the back for
preservation? Lo and behold, there they
were — the BTHC minutes 1937–1976.
But the last date exonerated the ‘groupers’
of 1949. Mark was overjoyed at the
discovery. He thought it would be a great
story for the Bendigo Advertiser. The
following morning the front page
headline appeared: ‘GOLD FOUND IN
TRADES HALL’.

To me, the minutes were also like
gold, as the true character of the left-
leaning BTHC emerged. Who but its
secretary, in the darkest days of World
War II would have written to Prime
Minister John Curtin to reprimand him
for stereotype replies? ‘My members put

much thought into their motions, so
require proper answers.’ Then there was
the request from the newly formed
Bendigo Liberal branch for a donation. It
was very quickly moved that ‘the letter
not be received’. But the classic was, ‘this
Council takes a serious view of the strike-
breaking action of the Bendigo ALP
branch and considers the majority of
members of this branch on a par with
Kerensky and the anti-working class
industrial Groupers. An apology is
demanded.’

In a point crucial to my research, the
minutes also brought out the role of the
Australian Railway Union (ARU) in a
transformation of both the BTHC and
Bendigo Labor structures in the late
1930s. In the former, the lethargy of the
1920s was replaced by a new dynamism,
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as the Maryborough duo of Bill Galvin
and Bert de Grandi transferred to
Bendigo. Future state Labor leader, Clive
Stoneham, and the recently deceased last
World War I soldier, Jack Ross, were left
to maintain a progressive state in this
nursery of Labor and became the union’s
delegates. Added to this new talent, also
from Maryborough, was the postal union
delegate and future Labor senator, Albion
Hendrickson. Now real pressure was
exerted on the conservative Bendigo
retailers. When the owner of the Bendigo
Advertiser, Colonel George Lansell,
decided not to report the BTHC
meetings, it was immediately moved that
no unionist in Bendigo would buy his
newspaper and arrangements would be
made to secure the Melbourne papers
instead. There was a quick change of
heart.

At that time, there was only one ALP
branch in Bendigo. As the local Labor
MLA, ‘Mitta’ Cook, had been unopposed
on four occasions, activity between
elections was not considered necessary. It
was not a state that pleased the
‘Maryborough men’. Amidst much
conflict, extra branches were established.
The progressives stood for the municipal
council. Indeed, Galvin, on his road to
entering parliament and becoming deputy
premier, became mayor of Bendigo.
Quarry Hill branch was to the fore in a
campaign to end Labor’s support for
Dunstan’s Country Party government.
Bendigo politics had recovered the
excitement of the Hughes World War I
era.

With the new branches came clearly
defined divisions. Bendigo was of the
right, Quarry Hill belonged to the
progressives, dominated by Galvin and de
Grandi, whilst Golden Square became the
home of the extreme left, which, from the
early 1940s, was to take over control of
the BTHC. With branch minutes unable
to be located, the Trades Hall minutes
were vital to establish the true picture.
Now, groups widely considered to be
communist fronts, such as the New
Housewives Association and Anglo-Soviet
Friendship League, started to appear in
these minutes. Furthermore, the secretary
of the Bendigo Communist Party, Elsie
Sydes — she and her sister, both former
high school teachers, had a communist
bookshop in Mitchell Street — also
became secretary of the BTHC Women’s
Auxiliary. As the ARU had dominated the
1930s, in the following decade the
Amalgamated Engineering Union (AEU)
started to supply the leading office-
bearers. With a strong branch at the
Bendigo railway workshops, it is not
surprising that this workplace became

known as ‘Little Moscow’. By the late
1940s, the divisions in the BTHC had
spread into the branches, with the ALP
central executive frequently called in to
settle disputes.

It was such a scenario that greeted
ACTU president, Percy Clarey, when he
was chosen to contest the federal seat of
Bendigo in 1949. With the northern
Country Party towns replaced by
Maryborough in a redistribution, Labor
was considered a chance, but the outright
warfare, both physical and legal, that
existed between the right and left during
the second half of the year most certainly
made his challenge a difficult one.
Clarey’s statements about the ‘reds in the
Trades Hall’ did not help matters.
However, his pleading to the central
executive against the expulsion of two
Golden Square branch communists
brought some redemption. Nevertheless,
the BTHC president, the gifted Alan
Goodman, stood in the election as an
independent. The AEU minutes, also at
the UMA, show that this union was
providing financial support to its comrade
rather than to Clarey. Other left unions
were also right behind Goodman.

Clarey was to win the election by 152
votes and begin a long political
occupation in Bendigo, but Goodman
gained more than five percent of first
preferences — 65 percent of his second
preferences went to the Labor candidate.
Beyond his strong union support, it was a
measure of the help given to ordinary
citizens by the BTHC that enabled its
president to poll so well. The ‘shoddy
footwear’ campaign is still remembered.

The Labor electoral success brought
peace no closer to the BTHC. Finally, the
state government appointed a committee
of management of 82 Bendigonians,
ensuring that the right had a majority to
elect a new executive. The expected
annihilation of the left occurred, with the
credentials of Goodman repeatedly not
accepted. But by the time of the 1955
‘split’, the left delegates had the numbers
to return their old comrade to the Trades
Hall. Indeed, Galvin, who had lost his
seat by 12 votes, returned as president.
The moderate, with the help of the left,
had resumed control.

It is a fascinating story, but, although
many other resources were required, it is
most unlikely that I would have been able
to put it together, without those BTHC
minutes.

Some years later, as my attention
turned to Ballarat Labor, I found that
research at the UMA took place on the
third floor of the Baillieu Library. This
time I was able to appreciate the value of
private papers. In my case, it was those of

legendary left-wing secretary of the
Ballarat Trades and Labor Council, Alan
‘Beau’ Williams. I had previously met
Beau, then into his nineties. On a cold,
wet Ballarat winter’s day, his wife had to
call him in from his immaculate vegetable
garden to regale me with stories of 1940s
battles, as equally explosive as those in
Bendigo at the time. Now, from the
private papers, I was able to glean more
detailed information of the communist
control of the Council, particularly in
regard to Beau’s great comrade, Ted
Rowe, who famously gained 12 percent of
the primary vote for the Communist
Party in the 1943 Victorian election. In
much detail, the reforms gained by Rowe
for his members in the North Ballarat
Railway Workshops were set out.
Supreme gains were sick pay and long-
service leave. Rowe was also credited with
introducing a ‘shop committee’ — a
committee of the separate unions in one
workplace in the workshops. It was a
concept that was to spread far and wide.
It all meant that, in the overall
conservative city of Ballarat, the Trades
and Labor Council would, unlike in
Bendigo, remain in the hands of the left
far beyond the 1955 ‘split’. ‘Beau’ Williams
stated that it was because they rarely
suspended delegates. Incidentally, a right-
wing Transport Workers’ Union delegate
who had played a strong part in the
upheaval and eventual demise of the left
in Bendigo boasted that he would do the
same in Ballarat. It was not to be.

As had occurred with the Bendigo
history, I most certainly needed the
information stored at the UMA, to
answer many of the questions about the
overall story of Ballarat Labor. And later I
was able to put the two projects together
in a comparative history for a PhD.

I have recently been researching the
history of the United Firefighters’ Union
(UFU) as part of a centenary book, which
will also include the explosive memoirs of
a great secretary of the union, Bill
Webber (1951–1975). The book will be
launched later in the year. The UFU, as
early as 1980, appreciated the importance
of placing documents in a place where
historians and others could have access.
$600 was allocated to UMA for ‘storage
and cataloguing of material’. This has
proved most advantageous to me as I
have considered issues, such as the UFU
representation at ALP conferences,
assistance given by the Melbourne Trades
Hall Council Disputes’ Committee in the
troubled relations with the Metropolitan
Fire Brigade (MFB) in the 1950s and the
resistance of both the MFB and Country
Fire Authority to the union gaining
federal registration. Once again, my many
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On the 1st of April, in a ceremony
held at the Allport Library and
Museum of Fine Arts at the State

Library of Tasmania in Hobart, minute
books of pre-Federation Australian trade
unions held by the University of
Melbourne Archives were inscribed on the
UNESCO Australian Memory of the World
Register, in a joint nomination with 11
other institutions: Noel Butlin Archives
Centre, Broken Hill City Library, James
Cook University, National Library of
Australia, State Library of New South
Wales, State Library of South Australia,
State Library of Victoria, State Library of
Western Australia, University of Newcastle,
University of Queensland and University of
Wollongong.

The University of Melbourne holds 60
of the 317 extant minute books. Some of
the earliest minute books, dating from
1867, record the Melbourne Typographical
Society and include delegates from the
Argus and representatives from Geelong and
Ballarat. Another pre-1880 minute book is
that of the Australian Bookbinders and
Paper Rulers Consolidated Trade Union.

This is the first successful nomination
for the University of Melbourne Archives to the Australian Memory of the World Register. The Register is a selective list of
Australia’s significant documentary heritage. The Memory of the World website is at www.amw.org.au.

Helen McLaughlin
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tram trips to Melbourne University
proved very worthwhile.

Finally, during my long experience
with them, the professional assistance
provided by the friendly staff members
has always been first-rate. It has been a
delight to carry out research at the
University of Melbourne Archives.

Colin Cleary
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An advertisement for Bile Beans was found in the UMA
collection of the former grocery chain, Crofts Stores.
Archivist Jane Ellen posed the question ‘What are Bile

Beans?’ in UMA Bulletin, no. 26, January 2010. Strangely enough, I
asked the same question last month when doing biographical
research on the late Sydney Dattilo Rubbo, Professor of
Bacteriology at the University of Melbourne (1945–1969). Ellen
explained the beans were a quack medicine comprised of spices
which promoted the flow of bile and hydragogue cathartics which
were a purgative.

Bile beans are mentioned in Rubbo’s 1947 travel diary, written as
he travelled through Asia on his way to attend the Fourth
International Congress for Microbiology in Copenhagen. The diary
is comprised of the carbon copies of letters he wrote to his wife,
Ellen. On 31 May he wrote that he had flown from Singapore to
Karachi: ‘Apart from my taking a few soups and three BILE BEANS.
Nothing else need be said about Karachi. I will say no more about
the bile beans.’ He had taken the maximum recommended dose and
the purgative clearly took drastic effect as shown by the next diary
entry written a week later from Rangoon:

RANGOON. A city of charm and squalor. Entering Rangoon by bus one
passes through several miles of slum areas. Jungle bamboo tracts on short
hills line the street. The Indians and Burmese live in their unsanitary
furniture trucks, they eat in the street, they wash in the numerous pools in
the footpath and I suppose they make love in semipublic for none of the
dwellings provide any privacy. It is a revolting scene and yet picturesque.

Bile Beans — ‘these vile things’
Now back to bile beans and Karachi. You
may wonder why I am writing about Bile
Beans. For the simple reason, that since
taking these vile things I have been most
unwell. For the past seven days I have had
6–7 fluid bowel actions a day, abdominal
pains and lack of appetite. In fact today
Sunday eighth of June I rang Prof Wilson
and have taken a specimen to Colindale
Public Health Lab. I am convinced I have a
low-grade infection. I hope it is not serious.
The beans probably caused some chemical
damage to my alimentary mucosa and I
picked up some tropical bug when the
defences were down. My bet is that it is GIARDIA or dysentery (bacilliary) or
salmonella. I hope to God it is not AMOEBIC! However don’t worry my
sweet I am losing a bit of fluid but not much sleep and I shall probably settle
down in the next few days.

Professor Wilson was professor of bacteriology at the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. Fortunately, Rubbo’s
symptoms abated and he did not have amoebic dysentery or the
other infections he feared. I doubt he used bile beans again.

Helen Billman-Jacobe
Senior Lecturer, Department of Microbiology and Immunology,

University of Melbourne

Foy & Gibson
Catalogues

Online

From left to right: Foy and Gibson catalogue, Winter 1929, cover; Foy and Gibson catalogue, Spring Summer
1929, page 51; Foy and Gibson catalogue, Winter, 1902, page 7; Foy and Gibson collection (2007.0062).

The department store
and manufacturers, Foy
& Gibson, began when

Mark Foy (1830–1884), a
draper from Ireland who had
owned various produce stores
around the Bendigo district,
set up a new drapery business
in 1870 in Smith Street,
Collingwood. Also known as
Foy’s, it was one of Australia’s
earliest department store
chains, modelled on Le Bon
Marché in Paris and other
European and American stores
of the period. The business
prospered and occupied six
shops by 1880. A large range
of goods was manufactured
and sold by the company,
including clothing,
manchester, leather goods,
soft furnishings, furniture,
hardware and food.

In 1883 ownership of the

business was transferred to
Foy’s son, Francis Foy, in
partnership with Willam
Gibson. Francis Foy later sold
his half share of the business
to Gibson and moved to
Sydney, establishing Mark
Foy’s there. Gibson added
manufacturing and direct
importing to retailing and
acquired many subsidiary
outlets in Victoria and other
states, including Perth,
Brisbane and Adelaide. By the
early 20th century Gibson’s
store and manufacturing

works, one of the largest
employers in Victoria,
dominated the Wellington and
Smith Streets area of
Collingwood, Melbourne. A
second store — the Big Store
— opened in Chapel Street,
Prahran, in 1902. After
Gibson died in 1918, the firm
was carried on by his nephew
John Maclellan until it was
taken over in 1955 by Cox
Brothers, which went into
liquidation in 1968. The
successor of these businesses

now trades as Big W, part of
the Woolworths group.

Foy & Gibson catalogues
began publication in the
1880s. This collection begins
with Winter Catalogue 1902.
The catalogues are available at
http://dtl.unimelb.edu.au/R/
YEIAI7DDH83KKXA3FCV4
RQJT166XBCEDMDSK3A7L
JT62NBBKHC-05315?func=
collections-result&collection_
id=5083

Helen McLaughlin
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