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Lock Out The Landlords!
Australian Eviction Resistance 1929-1936.

Whilst life in the 1920s had, with the crushing of a number of key unions and the 
national unemployment figure hovering around 12%, been economically difficult for 
many Australians things only became worse following the collapse of world markets in 
late 1929. Reliant on overseas exports and heavily indebted to European and American 
banks the Australian economy was particularly vulnerable to the drop in consumer 
demand which saw world trade contract by a third alongside widespread company 
bankruptcies and plummeting share values. As state and federal governments floundered 
in response and began to slash government spending, civil service salaries and public 
works in order to service foreign debts many ordinary Australians were left with no one 
to turn to, but each other.

With up to a third of Australians out of work it was clear who would be bearing 
the brunt of the downturn in the global economy. In the first years of the Depression 
there were only charity handouts and a minimal level of welfare available to unwaged 
families and little or no assistance provided to unmarried men, women and indigenous 
Australians. In response a number of unemployed people began to organize through the 
auspices of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) dominated Unemployed Workers 
Movement (UWM). Formed in April 1930 the UWM’s membership rapidly grew to 
more than 30 000 in 1932 with the CPA itself achieving major growth in membership 
from 300 in 1930 to around 2000 in 1934.  

Far from wholly controlled by communists the UWM campaigned militantly 
for a decent level of welfare and against “work for the dole” schemes, dole forms and 
other forms of harassment. Their main position was that since the unemployed were 
not responsible for their situation they should not have to suffer for it. To achieve their 
goals they organized protests, hunger marches, “dole strikes” and occupations as well 
as opposition to relief schemes that failed to provide work at award rates. Unlike most 
other political organizations of the time the UWM also made a point of including 
women and families in their activities. Fiercely repressed by both the police and the 
middle class based right wing paramilitaries a number of UWM members spent time 
before the courts with the Melbourne branches boasting at one point that they had 
enough members locked up to form a branch in Pentridge Gaol.

The early 1930s saw the CPA at its most militant with its activists and newspapers 
encouraging as much resistance as possible, but internal divisions and a fear that the 
unemployed were gaining too much strength within the party saw the UWM merged 
into the United Front Councils of Employed and Unemployed Workers in 1932. This 
organisational change saw a subsequent downgrading of unemployed activism which 
was to accelerate in the mid 1930s with the adoption of a “popular front” strategy which 
saw the CPA woo middle class and trade union support by moderating its overall stance 
and tactics. Predictably, although the rate of unemployment continued to hover around 
10% until the beginning of the Second World War, unemployed militancy also began 
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to decline due to the success of the UWM and others in securing better treatment for 
the unemployed.

Whilst some, radicalized by the depredations of the Depression, rallied to the 
UWM other unemployed people organised through their Trade Unions as well as the 
Combined Unemployed Councils (CUC) and other Australian Labor Party (ALP) 
oriented organizations. Officially the unemployed organisations linked to the ALP stuck 
to lobbying and the distribution of Trade Union assistance. However at the grassroots 
their membership often opted for more radical action and, fearing they would defect 
to the UWM, the unions and ALP leadership had little choice, but to let them do so. 
The leadership of the CPA and UWM, in line with the policy of the Soviet Union, 
denounced the ALP as “social fascists” and their followers as “dupes” whilst the ALP 
remained hostile to any progressive force outside of its control. These tensions led to 
many lost opportunities for combined action although at the local level neighbours, 
regardless of their political persuasion, generally united against the common enemy.

Despite falling rental costs many Australians struggled to keep a roof over their 
head and the issue of evictions became a key one for the unemployed organisations. 
Evictions had long been an unwanted part of life for working class people, but the 
Depression years saw their numbers skyrocket. 6484 eviction orders were sent out from 
the central Sydney Courts alone between December 31 1934 and September 30 1939 
whilst the Melbourne Court of Petty Sessions issued 16 000 warrants for “ejectment” 
in the three years from 1930 with over 5000 evictions being carried out. Many of those 
who had being buying their own home also lost it with around a third of those whose 
homes were mortgaged to the South Australian State Bank falling into arrears. Barely a 
town or suburb in Australia was unaffected by the housing crisis. 

Whilst the majority put up with their lot, crammed in with relatives or did a 
“midnight flit” to avoid paying back rent others organized against evictions setting up 
Anti Eviction Committees (AECs). Campaigning for the unemployed to be exempted 
from paying rent the UWM and other organisations utilised a variety of strategies against 
the bailiffs, landlords, banks and finance companies who preyed on the disadvantaged. 
The AECs would approach people in danger of eviction and offer to set up pickets and 
provide food, childcare, help with moving, etc. They would usually then go to visit 
the owner or real estate agent to warn them that any eviction would be resisted. Street 
meetings would then be called to consult local residents as to what action they would be 
willing to countenance. 

Once the picket was set up community sing-a-longs and demonstrations would 
be held to rally support and when the eviction attempt began pickets on bikes would 
be sent out to alert residents and gather as big a crowd as possible.  On some occasions 
the picketers would occupy and barricade houses and on others they would take revenge 
on the owners by trashing properties. Deputations would also go to councils and 
government departments to try and secure facilities for the homeless and where this 
failed evicted tenants’ furniture would be dumped outside the Town Hall or police 
station. Faced with the indignity of having the homeless camped on their doorstep even 

the most heartless of authorities quickly located housing.
In the countryside some farmers saw their land auctioned off beneath them by 

the banks they were mortgaged to. Whilst most refused to employ radical tactics (and 
lost their land as a result) others fought back. A number of auctions were disrupted in 
Western Australia and NSW by the mobilization of large numbers of people to prevent 
anyone putting in bids. Sadly, specific records of rural eviction resistance are few and 
far between. 

As the 1930s wore on the NSW government shifted the site of resistance to the 
courts by increasing the ability of tenants to appeal eviction orders and apply for short 
term debt moratoriums. In 1932 the Victorian government introduced rental subsidies 
equal to about two thirds of the rent for properties in low income areas and in 1934 
South Australia saw the introduction of relief work for evictees. Whilst the AECs in 
those states began to focus more on providing advice and legal representation sterner 
forms of resistance were still required as the number of evictions ironically climbed as 
the economy recovered with landlords tossing out unemployed tenants in favour of 
those who had once more found work. 

The following chronology lists just a small number of the hundreds (if not 
thousands) of anti-eviction actions taken around Australia from 1929 to 1936. The 
information presented here has been largely drawn from daily newspapers as well as the 
Communist Party of Australia’s (CPA) newspaper Workers Weekly and other sources. 
With improvements in the economy and the collapse of unemployed organisation 
reports of eviction resistance in the left and mainstream press largely trickle off by 1936 
although some squatter camps saw residents refuse to leave without a fight in the latter 
part of the decade. 

Despite their brief nature these listings provide us with a fascinating insight 
into the daily struggles of the time. They also demonstrate how organised direct action 
at the grass roots can make a difference. 
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“The first eviction I saw had a devastating effect on me and I think probably it and 
a few other experiences then were what finished the capitalist system as far as I was 
concerned.”

Artist Neil Counihan in Wheatley, N. 
“Meeting Them At The Door: Radicalism, Militancy and the Sydney Anti-Eviction Campaign Of 1931” 1980

July 9 1929, Adelaide 
1000 unemployed gather to stop a family from being evicted whilst their father is out 
looking for work. The lone policeman present had already shot the family terrier in 
“self defence” and threatens the crowd with his revolver. No one is shaken however 
and despite the arrival of police reinforcements the owner agrees to let the tenants stay 
until another house can be found.  
October 1929, Sydney 
ALP Secretary FF Ward institutes numerous attempts to evict unemployed from his 
properties around Sydney. Despite pickets operating day and night a squad of police, 
troopers and twelve bailiffs eventually prevail.  
December 10 1929, Adelaide 
Unemployed people unsuccessfully resist an eviction with one of them being severely 
injured by police. 
April 1930, Perth 
200 unemployed remove furniture that is about to be seized for debts from a house 
in central Perth. The West Australian reports that “The entire removal operations were 
carried out in about ten minutes and the work was done so quietly that even the 
immediate neighbours were not aware of what was taking place.”  
May 28 1930, Sydney  
A large number of unemployed meet the landlord and police at a house in Madeira 
St. Surrey Hills. After a stand off twelve police move in breaking the picket line and 
arresting two speakers from the UWM.  
June 1930, Sydney 
During his daily rounds Reverend S.W. McKibbin of the Sydney Central Methodist 
Mission encounters a woman arguing with bailiffs and second hand furniture dealers. 
When the four men move to throw her out of the house McKibbin steps in barring 
their way and threatening to “Dong any man who tries to enter.” The bailiff threatens 
him with arrest, but when that fails to have any effect the eviction team concede 
defeat. 
July 1930, Sydney  
The UWM’s first conference resolves to “organize vigilance committees in 
neighbourhoods to patrol working class districts and resist by mass action the eviction 
of unemployed workers from their houses, or attempts on the part of bailiffs to remove 
furniture, or gas men to shut off the gas supply.”
After the conference a number of men smash up a house in Clovelly from which a 
family has just been evicted. 21 leading UWM militants are later targeted and framed 
up for the incident (despite few of them possibly having been there) with some 
receiving sentences of up to 8 months. 

Bankstown eviction fight, 1931






















































