








Song: TRAINS OF TREASURE (Denis Kevans 1981)

Tracks of steel I thought weren’t used now, tunnels...mushrooms there I thought,
From the lights of Darling harbour, and Glebe Island, to the port,
Just a smiling driver, standing with his cap at jockey tilt,
I knew they carried treasure by the little bit they spilt.

And the shunter’s yard exploding in the deepest, darkest night,
And the trucks, they are unloading, in a light that’s brightest white,
And the coupled trains uncouple, and the shunter’s glove is shown,
And another train of treasure trundles down the iron road.

They are leaving, trains of treasure, without measure, everyday,
Trains of corn and coal and ore for the countries far away,
Treasure trains and treasure troves, leaving for the ports and coves,
Taking loads of gleaming treasure to the countries far away.

Song: JANET OAKDEN (Pip James 1984)
Song: 3801 (Ray King and Ron Russell 1984)

In the golden age of steam
There lived a beauty queen
Roamin’ around the countryside
She was a driver’s dream.
Workin’ days and workin’ nights
Up before the sun
They all tried hard to get aboard
Thirty-eight o one.

The queen of all the fleet
The railway’s pride and joy
To ride upon the footplate
Was the dream of every boy.
As she went roarin’ by
on another express run
Everyone would turn their heads for
Thirty-eight o one.

Ah thirty-eight o one
You stood the test you’re still the best
You just keep rollin’ on.

Historically, Henry Lawson has been accorded a special place in 
the culture of unions in Australia . He wrote a number of poems 
specifically for the early labour movement. In 1989, after years 
of research, Chris Kempster published The Songs of Henry 
Lawson, a collection of Lawson poems that had been set to 
music by dozens of composers including himself.19

Song: OLD REBEL FLAG IN THE REAR (tune Chris Kempster, 
1984)
Song: WAIT HERE SECOND CLASS (tune Tony Miles, 1981)

Union involvement in the funding of The Songs of Henry 
Lawson was crucial and Chris makes special mention of 
“Harry Anderson, Judy Driscoll, Yve Bennett, Chris Raper 
and the Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union” in his 
acknowledgements. The launch of the book took place at the 
NSW Teachers Federation, Chris’ union headquarters in Sydney.

The long connection between the folk song movement and 
unions continues today. Each year at the National Folk Festival 



in Canberra there is a Union Concert sponsored by the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union 
(CFMEU). In 1996 the Mining Section of the CFMEU commissioned a CD Union is Strength as part of its 
Weipa campaign.20

The support of unions has encouraged poets and songwriters to continue to write. Many of them have 
been doing so for decades. Denis Kevans21 is a good example, and a number of his songs have been 
cited here. He has written peace songs, equal pay songs, songs about Aboriginal rights, songs about 
the “Green Bans” and the environment over a period of more than 40 years.

Song: THE WOLLEMI PINE (Denis Kevans/Sonia Bennett 1998, tune Sonia Bennett)

The only clue to your tale,
Were some leaf prints in the shale,
And we thought you’d come and gone
Long years ago, but suddenly what do I see,
A living Wollemi tree,
Where the mountain waters pure and sweet do flow

There’s a tree that’s so rare,
Grows deep in the gorges out there,
Deep in my heart I will sing of the Wollemi Pine,
No preaching words, no angry tones,
The Wollemi stands all alone,
One hundred million years of passing time.

Chorus:
Wollemi, Wollemi, Wollemi, look around you.
There’s a tree that’s so rare,
Grows deep in the gorges out there,
Deep in my heart I will sing of the Wollemi Pine

The widespread take up of new technologies such as email and web sites impacted on the collection 
and distribution of union songs. In 1998 during the Maritime Union of Australia (MUA) “Patrick’s 
Dispute” over 30 songs and poems were collected from songwriters around Australia and added to the 
Union Songs22 collection on the web.

In 2000 for May Day the NSW Labour Council organised a competition for a new May Day song through 
its Wobbly Radio website, a campaign deliberately targeted at young bands and songwriters. Over 100 
entries were received and some 20 of which were published as a CD MayDay MayDay,

In 2002, as part of its centenary celebrations, the MUA commissioned a CD With These Arms; songs 
and poems of the MUA.
Song: WITH THESE ARMS (Tim O’Brien 1998)

The deal was done behind a coward’s door
they came in darkness, shadows on the shore
the snarl of dogs sent shivers through the night
as union men were thrown outside the wire

They locked the gates hanging them in chains
they gloated seeing working men in pain
We watched and saw a veil of darkness fall
with working men and women we heard the call

And with these arms we held the line
with these arms our strength combined
and with these arms made our demand
and with these arms we made a stand
And with these arms
- arms that held a baby held the line

Hundreds grew to thousands through those nights
faces glowed defiant for workers’ rights
Police moved in, building workers moved behind



and mothers, sisters, brothers held the line

Song: BLACK ARMBAND (John Hospodaryk 2002)

Balaclava guards Rottweilers and Alsatians
Such is the face of your industrial relations
Anti-union tyranny right across the nation
On the waterfront and down the mines you’re proud of your creation
You’ve got the gaul to call it reforms in the workplace
When waging war on workers is a retrograde disgrace
You want us cap in hand to crawl you’re smug and mean and base
You want our rights and hard earned gains to sink without a trace

And hey there Johnny this song it is for you
I see rack and ruin in all the things you do
You can tell ‘cause I’m wearing a black arm band
For all those stolen generations you can’t understand
Well here’s your report card you don’t get many marks
On greenhouse emissions and logging national parks
At reconciliation you’ve chained up all our hearts
You score a zero just a naught you get a buggery of arts
Of liberty equality fraternity I didn’t know
Ownership of shares is democracy the way to go
But on a privatised planet I guess it must be so
Where any soul is bought and sold your marks are very low

Well I know what you stand for will shrivel up and die
We’ll throw it overboard and that wont be a lie
But until that day I wear a black armband
In mourning for what you are doing right across the land
But until that day I wear a black armband
In mourning for what you are doing right across this
right across this right across this right across this land

Song: MAYDAY MAYDAY (Swarmy G 2002)

Chorus
MAYDAY MAYDAY - solidarity’s the only way
MAYDAY MAYDAY - It’s about time we had our say
MAYDAY MAYDAY - we won’t be held back no way
MAYDAY MAYDAY - our voices won’t fade away
MAYDAY MAYDAY - solidarity’s the only way
MAYDAY MAYDAY - It’s about time we had our say
MAYDAY MAYDAY - we won’t be held back no way
MAYDAY MAYDAY - our voices won’t fade away.

Mayday Mayday - make a stand without malaise
we come in peace - why can’t police come the same way?
a sad state of affairs our cries met with blank stares



caught by the curly hairs to obey what the bank says
the fact is if you think it’s fine? - you gotta be blind
Austudy is well below the poverty line
now the cost of education is a life of debt
and you wonder why some have turned to crime instead
just to pay for books let alone pay the rent
while most these hypocrites have never paid a red cent
not investing in our future rather spend on defence
hospitals shut for velodromes just don’t make sense
employees are expensed - intense pressure on those left
to reach the benchmark set - stressed to an early death
downsizing a rising trend - redundancies abundant
casuals see no currency - after all you’re just a number
directors plunder funds until the company goes under
they’re paid more than 10 workers - so really it’s no wonder
let’s turn the power of one into one unified power
to fight in unison and shout in spite of John Howard

The largely informal relationship between unions and songs in Australia begins, with hindsight, to look 
more like a tradition, a tradition that is alive and well in the 21st century. It may not be the material 
sought out by broadcasting and recording industry conglomerates but it has its own production and 
distribution network operating largely through the folk song movement, individual CD production and 
the unions themselves.

Like other minority music it has taken to the web. The web is used for publicity, for publishing lyrics, 
selling recordings and for collecting new material. The much faster download times possible with 
the widespread adoption of broadband and wireless technology has meant web is also used for 
Internet Radio23. Union songs and union news are now streamed around the globe every day to those 
with access to computers, or for rebroadcast by radio stations. This form of distribution provides 
songwriters and singers with a unique and inexpensive way to be heard around the world.

References

1 Chris Kempster (1933-2004) was a pioneer of the Australian folk revival and wrote tunes to some 24 
poems. Chris was an active unionist and enthusiastic promoter of new songs of the labour movement.

2 Raffello Carboni, who published his eyewitness account “The Eureka Stockade” in 1855, wrote: 
“There is no flag in old Europe half so beautiful as the ‘Southern Cross’ of the Ballaarat miners, first 
hoisted on the old spot, Bakery-hill.”

3 Doreen Jacobs had worked with similar choirs in Britain as a member of the Workers Music 
Association, and had brought her choral enthusiasm back with her.

4 Justice Michael Kirby has recently asked the question as to whether today’s High Court would support 
Mabo in the way it did before it got stacked with Howard appointees. We might similarly ask would the 
present High Court throw out legislation designed to ban or bankrupt a working class political party or 
a militant trade union?

5 New Theatre was founded in 1932 and pioneered the staging of modern Australian plays. It has a 
long association with the labour movement and the Communist Party and is the oldest continuously 
running theatre in Australia.

6 The Eureka Youth League (EYL) was a very influential and active youth organization essentially the 
youth arm of the Communist Party of Australia.

7 Today there are enough folk festivals to attend a different one each week, some like the Woodford 
festival are huge (130,000 attended in 2005) and others like the one in Gulgong are quite modest. 
With hardly any fanfare many hundreds of thousands of all ages go to them each year.

8 An online database of such recordings shows the number to be in excess of 1000: (http://folkstream.
com/)

9 The Waterside Workers’ Federation (now MUA) had an annual poetry and song competition that ran 
for many years and is cited in John Manifold’s book Who Wrote The Ballads (1964)



10 Mount Isa is an important mining town in central Queensland. The dispute ran over several months 
with the miners gaining support from unions across Australia in the face of massive attacks from 
employers in collusion with the Queensland and Federal Governments.

11 From Little Things Big Things Grow was written to commemorate the struggle some 35 years after it 
began, another example of song writing to reflect on and learn from history.

12 On the eve of the Iraq War on Saturday, March 1st, 2003 Joe’s Pub at the Public Theatre in New 
York celebrated the protest-song tradition. Much of the repertoire was drawn from The Vietnam 
Songbook including Boonaroo.

13 When they composed this song Denis Kevans and Seamus Gill were members of the BLF in Sydney.

14 MBA: Master Builders Association

15 Kelly’s Bush in Sydney was the site of the first Green Ban.

16 Taking its title form Denis Kevans’ song “Trains of Treasure”

17 http://railwaystory.com/

18 This collection now number over 500 items

19 In his introduction to the collection Manning Clark wrote, “This book of songs to the words of Henry 
Lawson is evidence that he is still with us. He wrought a great marvel. The boy from Grenfell became 
part of the conscience of Australia”.

20 An ACTU report in 1995 stated “We note that for almost two years the award workers at Weipa have 
sacrificed considerable income and suffered threats of personal legal action in defence of key union 
principles: the right to collectively bargain; the right to belong to a union without discrimination; equal 
pay for work of equal value.”

21 Denis Kevans: poet, songwriter, historian, journalist, translator. His latest book is “Ted Roach, From 
Pig Iron Hero to Long Bay Gaol, A Wharfie’s Life”. Between 1958 and 1962 Denis was Secretary of the 
Sydney Realist Writers.

22 http://unionsong.com/

23 http://radio.labourstart.org/
Radio LabourStart, which began in February 2004, now has 1000 songs from many nations and 
in many languages available to a growing audience and with the beginnings of international union 
support. Half the songs on Radio LabourStart are Australian (including most of those referred to in this 
paper).


