NOTES ON BILL COLBOURNE
By Kevin Moss

INTRODUCTION

Australia from County Clare, Ireland, in 1890.

In a motion of commendation at the 1969 State Conference, on the occasion of Bill
Colbourne’s retirement as General Secretary, reference was made to Bill as a young boy

Bill Colbourne was educated at Marist Brothers’ St Benedict’s, Broadway. As a young man
he worked as a clerk for the smallgoods firm of Denham Brothers, played rugby league on
the wing for Newtown Reserves and served in the AIF during World War | War service was
spent on the home-front and Bill would joke about how his unit managed, under much
difficulty, to defend Goat Island and hold the Hawkesbury Bridge. In the height of the
Depression he became 3 commercial traveller for Holbrooks Sauce. At that time wages
were so low he supplemented his income by selling gramophone records. In the 1930s he
also worked as an insurance agent for T & G Insurance. Bil| married Hyacinth (Hycie)
Burgess in 1936 and had two sons who are both Capuchin Priests, Fathers Patrick & Damien.

position for a record period until 1969. Throughout this time he also served on the Party’s
Federal Executive of which he was Federal President for one term (1961-1962).




ATTEMPT TO ENTER PARLIAMENT

In his younger days Bill ran for Labor Party endorsement for the State Seat of Petersham.
Two selection ballots were held and in those days voters assembled in a hall and voted by
way of a ‘show of hands’. Colbourne won both ballots but they were overturned by the

ESTABLISHMENT OF INSURANCE UNION

While working in the Insurance industry Bill was instrumental in the formation of the
Industrial Life Assurance Agents’ Union. At the time the Clerks’ Union wanted to
incorporate the Assurance Agents into their Union. However, Colbourne and other
insurance workers were opposed to this move, The matter ended up before the courts with

The barrister accepted the Case and won independence for the Assurance Agents, resulting
in the establishment of an autonomous Union. The barrister was Garfield Barwick.
Undoubtedly Bil| was grateful for the victory but subsequent events in Barwick’s career

A close associate of Bill's, Gertje Melville, who was the President of Labor Women and
prominent in the Left, had aligned herself with Federal Labor in the 1930’s split. Gertie

OPERA HOUSE ORIGINS

While Bill Colbourne and Assistant Secretary, Tony Mulverhill were discussing strategy and
policy for the 1956 General Election, Bill stated “All the great cities of the world have an
Opera House, Sydney is a great city so we should Propose one.” The rest js history.




CENSURED

The NSW Central Executive censured Bijl| Colbourne, by one vote, over his involvement jn
the 1959 Rockdale Preselection. Some Party members who were interested in the seat had

There was great speculation in the build up, that i Ceénsured, Colbourne would resign as
General Secretary but when the censure motion was carried, Bill just said to the
President/chairman “Call the next business.” Years later, when questioned abouyt the
incident, Bill said that at no time did he consider resigning because he had, in earlier times,
survived much bigger ‘donnybrooks’.

LISMORE SELECTION

choice, so on the way back from Lismore Bill told Fred he preferred the other candidate. As
predicted, Fred said “I prefer Keith Compton” to which Bill replied, “well Fred, have it your

GOOD JUDGEMENT

Always a good judge of character, Bil| Colbourne once ‘set up” a Head Office staff member,
who he suspected of dishonesty. Bill sent the employee on an errand to collect a donation
of X amount of pounds. On return the employee said that the amount donated was more
than anticipated. Bill then pointed out that the donation amounted to even more than the
employee had handed over. No doubt, Colbourne had evidence of the actual amount
donated, and the employee was dismissed.

COLBOURNE’S wiT




FEDERAL PRESIDENT

Bill was elected Federal President for one term in 1961. The vote was tied and initially his
Opposing candidate was announced the winner., Bill’s co-delegate, NSW President Charlie
Oliver, then called to see the name drawn from the hat, together with the name left in the
hat, and for them to be passed around. It was then discovered the Opposing candidate’s
name was listed on hoth slips of paper. An uproar ensued following which a redraw was
conducted and Colbourne was declared elected.

Federal intervention into NSW. He approached the jssye by obtaining information from
friends in Victoria and Western Australia on recent ‘dodgy’ Federal selection ballots held in
those states.

No one had alerted him to the proposal.

catch up with ‘Stabber’ Jack Beasley and the other Lang Labor Members.  He told the
Conference “| pleaded with them not to rat’ on the Government, and even ran down the
platform calling out to them as the train moved out. They took no notice of me, they
crossed the floor, putting a Federal Labor Government out of office, and now this
Conference is considering inviting back into the Party the instigator of that move.”




LANG’S RE-ENTRY

A similar motion for Lang’s re-admission, proposed by Paul Keating and Tony Luchetti, was
put to the 1971 State Conference. Bill was warned by President Charlie Oliver not to ‘take
them on’ as they had ‘sured up’ the numbers. Bil| however approached Keating and

1960s was Labor Council Secretary, Jim Kenny.

I remember all that he relayed to me with great affection but the statement that stands oyt
in my mind is:

“Although workers may not always give a ful| eight hours,
their labour is al| they have to give, which far exceeds the
contribution from those who just throw capital around.”




