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6.3   The 1946 Pilbara strike
134.
The Pilbara strike that began in 1946 has taken on a legendary status and this brief review of that event is intended to place it in a broader context. In 1946, the Pilbara and Gascoyne had experienced a devastating drought that impoverished many stations and resulted in stock numbers falling well  below an economical regeneration level. One account claimed that during this time 130 out of every 200 sheep across 14 Gascoyne stations died and such stock losses caused station owners to walk off their properties and Aboriginal workers and their families were displaced or neglected.
  Hardie
  refers to this drought and the impact it had on stocking and the pastoral economy. McDonald in her history of the Ashburton tells us that Red Hill station carried 18,000 sheep before the drought and by September 1949, the number was reduced to 8,000.
  The Land Act Amendment Act 1936, introduced provision for the remission of rent for periods during a severe drought and the files for this subsidy record the decline of the North West sheep industry.

135.
We think of a drought as affecting crops and sheep but drought devastated the entire food chain. In pre-pastoral times Aborigines and the game they hunted followed the permanent waterholes but these were now enclosed and wild-life suffered along with the pastoralists’ sheep. Rifles in some measure lessened the Aboriginal hardship and, despite it being contrary to the 1905 Aborigines Act, station owners permitted their employees to take firearms and ammunition when travelling during the holiday season.  In 1913 Constable Norman found an impoverished family camped at Eastern Creek. There had been no rain for two years and nothing for them to hunt and no station would or could employ them.
 Advance this situation twenty-seven years to 1940 when the region had experienced five years of drought. Constable Plunkett with tracker Bobbie responded to a complaint that Aborigines on the Tableland were in possession of rifles and refused to return to their stations.
 It would seem to me that, with rifles and a good supply of ammunition  a family was independent of the station and without them, they must return to the  station and make do with a ration  of damper and meat. Mr Gordon of Millstream station accompanied the constable to Yearling Pool, about four miles from the Middle Creek Reserve Camp, and confiscated thirty-two rifles.
  Plunket left the guns with the Mount Florance manager, Mr Andrews, who said that his Aborigines were camped about 40 kilometres to the south of the station and did not cause him any trouble.  The prolonged drought was a matter of concern for Commissioner of Native Affairs Francis Bray when he received a report from Aborigines Inspector McBeath in October 1940:

136.
 “This locality has experienced drought seasons for several years, and on most of the sheep stations the flocks have been reduced to about 1/3 of the usual numbers, generally speaking these properties are in a bad way, and several more bad years will practically wipe these places out of existence, as they cannot carry on much longer under the present drought conditions.  The bad state of the pastoral industry has had everything to do with the creation of our native problem at this centre, but it has been further aggravated by other happenings.”

137.
The ‘other happenings’ was the rationing of fifty-two adults and twenty-three children at Tableland depot. The rations were either inadequate or poorly distributed because the police loaned their rifles to the Aborigines to hunt kangaroos to supplement the diet and the constables kept the hides for sale and encouraged the  Aborigines to prospect for asbestos. 

138.
It was mid-1945 when Constable L.C. Fletcher alerted Bray to the impending closure of six pastoral stations in the Pilbara and the likely consequences for station dependants. He urged Bray to be prepared to ration or repatriate the forty-four Aborigines who would be displaced by these closures and suggested that the camp at Port Hedland government reserve known as the ‘Twelve-mile’ offered ample water and firewood, trees for shelter and kangaroos for subsistence. Bray communicated this information to Mr O’Neill, his Inspector for the Pilbara, 

139.  “During your absence Messrs Dalgety & Co intermitted that the company would not go on financing certain stations in the Port Hedland district, and this means that there is every possibility that 6 or 7 of the stations will be abandoned.  This means the disturbance of native employment, and I had it in view that the natives thrown out of employment might be held temporary on rations on Marble Bar.”

140.
Bray reasoned that at Marble Bar would keep them in a rural area and easier to return to the stations when the drought broke, “I have no wish to arrange for any removals from the district for as you can see children are involved, and such action would merely tend to reduce future labour potential.”
 Constable Fletcher’s concern was for the elderly, who having given their working lives to the stations were now most vulnerable and he claimed that there were instances of Aborigines being hunted off the stations, but he gave few details. 

141.
Poor working conditions, a poor wage, and on some stations no wage at all, would have contributed to worker discontent and created a receptive climate for a strike. Two of the leaders of the Pilbara strikes were Clancy McKenna and Dooley Bin Bin. McKenna’s role has been described in his autobiography, Somewhere between Black and White,
 and that of Dooley is written up by Don McLeod in How the West was Lost.
 McLeod, Dooley and Clancy agreed that the strike would begin on 1 May 1946.  

142.
I searched the writings of those who have traced the course and consequences of the strike including: Hess,
 Biskup,
 Bolton,
 Brown,
 McLeod
, Palmer and McKenna,
 Wilson
 and a recent history prepared for the National Native Title Tribunal
 and  found nothing to indicate that the Pilbara strike had a significant impact on the stations within the Punjima Trial Area. Furthermore, during this era, when it was not merely the strike that was a concern but the perceived Communist support that made it necessary to monitor the strike and report on its spread. Inspector O’Neill did visit the Tableland stations
 and,  had Mulga Downs and Hamersley been a party to the strike,  there would certainly be a file note and there is none.

143.
There was no set wage for Aboriginal workers in 1946 and in former years the Australian Workers Union had not given its support to a fair wage for all Aborigines; a carry-over from the union insistence on white labour before black, but times and attitudes were changing.  Some pastoralists paid their workers and others made it a ledger entry against food and clothing. I found no records of wages paid to Pilbara and Ashburton station workers before 1940. 

144.
In July 1946, two months after the strike was declared, Native Affairs Inspector L. G. O’Neill was given the role of mediator. He visited the strike camps between Pt Hedland and Marble Bar and found the general demand was for a signed agreement to pay a flat rate of £2 a week and keep. 
  The strike, in some respects, continued for two years but I have found no record that O’Neill actually discussed the strike with station workers at Mulga Down, Hamersley, Juna, Marillana or Rocklea stations that again informs me that the workers on these stations did not participate in the strike. 

145.
Beyond 1948, changes continue on the stations and sudden change, resulting from a change of ownership, could be quite dramatic. District Officer John Beharrell observed the impact of such change in the Kimberley and the lack of care shown by a new manager for the welfare of men and women who had given thirty years and more of loyal service to the station owners and had little to show for it
 and although the change of ownership and management also occurred in the Pilbara, I have not found any similar official reporting of the consequences.
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