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University of Melbourne Female Students’ War Work in 

Shepparton, 1943cxxix 

 

Heather Gunn 

 

 

In wartime women are eagerly welcomed as workers, but only 

as workers of inferior status. This is both undemocratic and 

inefficient, since the country needs the people who can do the 

jobs best, regardless of their sex. Moreover, unless women 

concern themselves with this matter now, there is every reason 

to expect that after this war women workers will continue to 

form an inferior caste in the community.cxxx 

     Kathleen Fitzpatrick, 1943. 

 

IN THE EARLY YEARS of the Second World War enlistments, call-ups and 

people leaving to work in newly established war industries in Melbourne 

or the larger provincial centres had a general draining effect on country 

towns. The seasonal Goulburn Valley fruit industry was one that suffered 

particularly from lack of workers. Thus in late 1942 the Commonwealth 

Government Department of Labour and National Service negotiated with 

the University of Melbourne Manpower Office and its Rural Work 

Committee to provide student workers for this fruit-producing district. It 

was decided that for the most part male students would be sent to pick 

fruit while female students would be required to do the traditionally 

‘feminine’ task of canning. This paper will discuss the work of the 

female students and the actions initiated by Kathleen Fitzpatrick to 

ensure that they received their full entitlements and were not treated as 

‘workers of inferior status’. 
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Kathleen Fitzpatrick had been appointed as a lecturer in the History 

Department of the University of Melbourne in 1937, one of the few 

women to be appointed to a tenured academic position in the 1930s. She 

had just begun to settle into this position when war broke out. Like many 

other members of the University staff, Fitzpatrick became engaged in war 

work. Indeed, the professor of her department, Max Crawford, himself 

volunteered as diplomatic envoy to Russia and was away from his 

academic post for nearly two years. Kathleen Fitzpatrick became 

president of the Council for Women in War Work, a position she 

managed to sustain while acting as Head of Department for some time 

during Max Crawford’s absence. It was in this capacity that she became 

involved in the deployment of women students to undertake seasonal 

work in rural areas during the University vacation. 

In early January 1943, eighty-five female university students arrived 

by train in Shepparton. Their war work would be to can tomatoes in the 

Shepparton Preserving Company (SPC). Their supervisors — University 

of Melbourne lecturers Kathleen Fitzpatrick and Keith Macartney — met 

them. From the outset there were difficulties with the project due mainly, 

it would seem, to misunderstanding and lack of communication between 

employers and employees. Housing the students, for example, proved a 

major headache. At a conference held in Shepparton in October 1942, 

SPC promised to find accommodation in private homes for all of the 200 

students the University had agreed to supply. In fact, offers of board for 

only 53 students were received, some of which were subsequently 

withdrawn. To make matters worse, after visits of inspection some billets 

were deemed unacceptable. This not only worsened the accommodation 

problem but also caused unpleasantness and hurt feelings amongst 

rejected householders. Ultimately 33 girls were boarded in private homes 
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for one month. In some cases this was an unqualified success, but in 

others neither hostesses nor students were happy.  

Ten days before the opening of the cannery season SPC rented 

Canberra House, an empty building in the heart of Shepparton, from the 

RAAF for use as a hostel for the remaining students. As it stood, this 

building was totally unfit to house the students. It had a dangerously 

defective hot water system, no ice-chest to preserve food and no blinds or 

curtains for the students’ privacy. It was also devoid of furniture or 

equipment of any sort. These deficiencies were faced in some cases only 

hours before the students moved in. The more difficult problems of 

paying the domestic staff and meeting the running costs and rental charge 

of Canberra House proved to be ongoing and were only partly solved by 

SPC agreeing to pay the RAAF £10 per week rent. The loan of £20 

promised by the University did not arrive until the students had been in 

Shepparton for a week and even then did not cover expenses already 

incurred. 

The University also had problems in keeping its side of the bargain. In 

December 1942 the SPC management had sent a circular to its 

shareholders stating that the University Appointments’ Board had agreed 

to supply 200 University female students to work in the cannery. By 

early January it believed it could only expect 120, an estimate further 

reduced to 97 by the time the students were due to arrive. In the event 

fewer than 80 students arrived on 11 January; later arrivals brought the 

number up to 85. The deficiency in numbers created immediate 

difficulties. Some of the students who turned up resented the fact that 

others had ‘escaped’ and three third-year Science students protested that 

they were the only ones of their year to come and asked to go home. On 

several occasions the cannery management indicated that it was far from 

pleased that fewer students had turned up than expected. (With the 
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benefit of hindsight, however, we know that many students were sent 

home earlier than expected because of the shortage of fruit to can. This 

would seem to make the management’s early objections spurious and 

gratuitous.) Hostesses, some of whom had made considerable sacrifices 

such as postponement of an annual holiday, domestic re-arrangements 

and other preparations, were greatly put out when their billets failed to 

arrive. The deficiency of numbers ‘exceedingly embarrassed’ Fitzpatrick 

and Macartney who were at a loss to explain it. On a practical level 

furthermore, it soon became obvious that with only 50 students in 

residence, Canberra House would require supplementary financial 

support. 

Fitzpatrick and Macartney were also let down by the University’s 

failure to provide supervisors to relieve them. Their periods of duty — 

four and five weeks respectively — seemed excessive when set against 

the three weeks service expected of supervisors of male students. It is 

clear that to leave the students without supervision would have been 

unthinkable. While the behaviour of the large majority of students was 

acceptable and most proved themselves adaptable and co-operative under 

circumstances which were at times trying, there were a few exceptions. 

These were mostly younger girls who had not previously been away from 

home and who were unable to cope wisely with their comparative 

freedom. No misdemeanour went unremarked by the residents of 

Shepparton. As Fitzpatrick put it:  

In a small and narrow minded community, incidents which 

would have passed unnoticed elsewhere were seized upon and 

magnified, with the result that all the women suffered in some 

quarters from a bad reputation only partly deserved by a few.  

No student suffered serious illness or injury from cannery work, but 

the rate of minor ailments was high. Many contracted colds and sore 
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throats from the steamy atmosphere and a number of girls developed 

painful rashes on their hands from using rubber gloves which had 

become defective to peel tomatoes. The percentage of students in ill 

health steadily increased as the season progressed and many girls 

suffered from swollen joints, boils, styes and other symptoms of a run-

down condition. The conditions of work in the cannery were as good as 

the nature of the work permitted. Hours of work were reasonable and 

meal breaks were adequate. The damp and noise of machinery were the 

only major pressures that student workers complained about. 

The main difficulty with the students’ work at the SPC cannery was 

the discrepancy between the remuneration promised and what they were 

actually paid. When they were called up, students were told that they 

would receive just over three pounds (£3/0/3) for a 44 hour week, but 

that they should be able to earn considerably more at a piece rate once 

they became skilled. Both students and staff took this to mean that 

payment would be at piecework rates with a guaranteed minimum of 

three pounds. When the first week’s pay was handed out students were 

disappointed and angry. Many received less than the time rate and two 

received only seventeen shillings and sixpence. What particularly 

worried them was that they would not be able to pay their board of one 

pound, seven shillings and sixpence. Fitzpatrick put on her best suit and 

hat, she later recounted, and went to interview Mr A.W. Fairley, SPC’s 

Managing Director.cxxxi After two interviews Fairley undertook to pay a 

minimum weekly wage of three pounds in future. On the following 

payday, 21 January, every student was paid three pounds or above.  

On their third payday, 28 January, the girls were again paid at 

piecework rate only. Work had been exceedingly slack owing to scanty 

supplies of tomatoes fit for canning. Of 57 girls questioned on the 



Appendix Heather Gunn 
 

57 

evening of 28 January, twenty-two had received sums lower than three 

pounds, the lowest wage paid being two pounds and eight pence. 

When Fairley was questioned on the breach of the agreement made 

the previous 15 January he denied knowledge of any such agreement, 

subsequently stating that he had made a concession for one week only. 

He then declined to commit himself to any promise for the future 

concerning the payment of a guaranteed minimum wage. He did, 

however, consent to make up wages for the current week and for the 

previous week where they had fallen below the minimum. As an impasse 

had been reached it was decided Fitzpatrick should return to Melbourne 

and lay the facts before the Food Preservers’ Union (of which the 

students were all members) and the Vice-Chancellor of the University.  

It was clear to Fitzpatrick that Fairley had gambled in making the 

promise that the students would all receive the minimum wage of three 

pounds or over. He believed that the piecework rate, which had 

previously been sixpence per tray of one dozen tins of cored, peeled and 

canned tomatoes, but which had been raised to eight pence, would, in 

fact, ensure that all students who were working seriously would receive 

the minimum wage or above. In normal circumstances the gamble would 

have been paid off, but a calamitous storm, an acute shortage of cases 

and labour for picking, and serious transport difficulties combined to 

create a shortage of tomatoes for canning. 

A careful report of the wages problem was made and a copy was 

given to P.J.Clarey, Secretary of the Food Producers’ Union, and 

discussed with him on 3 February. On 6 February Clarey went to 

Shepparton, saw Fairley, and in a letter to the Vice-Chancellor, dated 13 

February, informed him that in future the students would be paid at a 

piece rate with a guaranteed minimum of three pounds. 
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At the beginning of the war a Manpower Committee had been set up 

to reorganise the direction of labour resources. Around the same time as 

the University of Melbourne students were despatched to Shepparton — 

January 1943 — it had extended its powers and was now able to use 

these powers to direct women into low-paid jobs. The Manpower 

Committee worked with employers to ensure them a supply of cheap 

female labour. ‘Manpower became the scourge of women’, Lynn Beaton 

argues, ‘forcing them to work and forcing them to transfer from one job 

to another’.cxxxii The girls who failed to report for work in Shepparton 

were part of the thousands-strong throng of women who chose to stay 

unemployed despite the threats of the Manpower Committee. The battle 

with SPC over wages was typical, also, of the battles being fought in the 

city by union women who had been forced out of comparatively well 

paid jobs in the metal industry into the low wage food-processing 

industry. 

In the big, happy family of SPC (as it liked to characterise itself) 

union activity by women was not encouraged. Women had to work at 

messier, more tiring and far less prestigious jobs than men for much less 

pay. In most cases this was absolutely necessary for the financial survival 

of their families and few ever argued about their terms of employment. 

Kathleen Fitzpatrick took on the cannery management and using her 

tenacity and negotiating skill gained for ‘her’ girls, at least, the wages 

and conditions to which they were entitled. Other studies of women in 

temporary and seasonal work in rural towns indicate a high degree of 

control by managers over the wages and conditions offered. Since in 

usual circumstances there was often a large supply of women desperate 

for work, many from struggling farms, there had rarely been any 

complaint about the terms offered.cxxxiii But here was a woman from a 

very different background. Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s intervention in this 
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instance is an example of the remarkable impact that a middle-class 

woman, speaking from a position of power and authority, could have.cxxxiv 
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