




Friday of the incident, a long line of wharfies queued to replace their medals and as Bluey waited his 
turn in the line, Sykes stood near him mouthing insults. Calling him a ‘dog’ which in the vernacular 
of criminals means a coward, and savouring the response his verbal comments were having on the 
assembled workers at Bluey’s expense.

During the week Bluey was wide awake to what was involved as he had met these bullies before, 
but he was also cognizant of the fact that if he became involved in a tussle with Sykes during 
working hours he could face the disciplinary action of the Stevedoring Commission, which oversaw 
the operation of labour on the waterfront and even be excluded from the industry. So he ignored 
the foremen’s mouthing. However when Bluey reached the door of the company’s office he made a 
loud formal verbal complaint of Sykes’s conduct to the wharf Superintendent. He then picked up his 
gladstone bag, which every wharfie carried and walked through the wharf gates and outside onto the 
public road where he turned around and faced Sykes dropping the bag and beckoning for Sykes to 
come out onto the public place. On witnessing this, mighty roar went up from the two hundred workers 
who had lined up to clock off work. The seasoned street fighter, Sykes, completely underestimating 
his adversary because of his earlier passive response to his jibes, rushed out to do combat with this 
upstart. Bluey, sensing that this would occur nimbly stepped aside and hit him with heavy punches with 
both his left and right fists. The momentum of Sykes’s charge gave added effect to the blows. It was 
then thaffae suddenly realised that he had a major battle on his hands and brought into effect every 
pugilistic stratagem he had ever leamt and used. However, as the minutes passed it became evident 
that the speed of his younger opponent’s reflexes was superior and unable to use his dirty tricks in 
front of so many witnesses, he started to make mistakes and received some heavy punishment in 
return. By this time hundreds of wharfies had gathered around the combatants as the workers from 
the other ships at Walsh Bay knocked off and rushed to witness this epic fistfight. Some six hundred 
crowded around the fighters, most hopefully to witness the downfall of a feared ‘stand-over man’. 
Sykes rallied with flurries of wild punches some of which struck home, but as the fight progressed it 
was becoming apparent to those looking on that he was starting to face defeat.

The Patrick’s wharf superintendent, seeing the way the contest was developing into the defeat of his 
henchman, rang for the police and three carloads of police arrived. As they moved to break up the fight 
a cry went up from the hundreds of on lookers, ‘This is fair go/leave them alone!!’ So insistent and 
threatening did this appear to the police that they hesitated and stood back. The tremendous physical 
effort that each combatant had expended was now beginning to show, but as Sykes was the older man 



and was not used to his clashes lasting anywhere near the duration of this encounter, it was evident 
from the gasps that came from his bloodied mouth that his reserves of strength were fast being 
depleted. It was then that he fell to his knees. Bluey waited for him to regain his feet then knocked 
him down again. An old watchman called out to Bluey to ‘Give him another one for he had been 
knocking down old men for years!!’ Bluey obliged and Sykes went down again. By this time Bluey had 
worked himself up into such an aggressive state that he knelt down beside his opponent in readiness 
to continue the bout. A policeman walked over and put his hand on Bluey’s shoulder. ‘Let him up mate 
he’s had enough!!’

It had been a brutal encounter but its aftermath had repercussions right around the waterfront. Word 
of Sykes’s defeat at the hands of an unknown, spread like wild fire. There was little sympathy for 
Sykes and his defeat had a profound and lasting effect in halting the behaviour of his ilk on the Sydney 
waterfront. Bluey quickly became known as the man who had beaten Sykes and his appearance 
anywhere caused curiosity and compliment. Both combatants were summoned to report before the 
officials of the Commission. The Union fully backed Bluey after gathering evidence from those who 
were witness to events leading up to the fight and knowing of the foreman’s bad reputation. Sykes was 
suspended from the Industry for six months and Bluey resumed his place in his gang and went to work 
as usual.

At this time, (2005), when a reactionary, conservative Federal Government attempts to turn the 
industrial relations clock back a century, it is well to remember those workers who fought literally to 
erase contemptible work practices. Without vigilance, unscrupulous employers who still abound in 
conditions of rampant capitalism could easily revisit these unsavoury practices.


