The 1930s
At a glance
In this decade, white Australia celebrates its
sesquicentenary and the Aboriginal political
movement begins with a national gathering
for a corresponding Day of Mourning.

Australians enter the decade with the Great
Depression, and exit into large-scale war.
Aviation is taking off and Ballarat Airport
opens. This will play a part in the war effort
in the following decade – but nobody knows
that yet.

King George V dies. Aviator Amelia Earhart
disappears during her solo round-the-world
flight mission. South Street’s theatre The
Coliseum is burned to the ground.

Most people in the 30s remember the horrors
of World War I and, in 1936, a memorial cairn
is built at the end of the Avenue of Honour
by the members of the Ballarat and District
Soldiers’ Fathers Association.

Prime Minister Robert Menzies becomes a
Patron of South Street in 1939, the same year
that Australia is at war with Nazi Germany.

Britain calls in its financial loans to the colony
and as a consequence worker wages are cut. By
1932 nearly one third of Australian workers are
unemployed.
While people struggle to make ends meet, the
arts and entertainment help lift spirits. 3BA
Radio goes to air and South Street is enabled
for regular live broadcast. By the 1930s the
Ballarat ‘talkies’ are also in full swing, with
cinemas wired for sound at Her Majesty’s,
The Regent and The Coliseum. In 1932 the
Australian Broadcasting Commission is
established and 1936 sees ABC Orchestras set
up in each state.
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The band in the 1930s

1932, Quickstep South Street Comps, City Oval. Source: BMCB Archive

For the Soldiers’ Band, the 1930s was a decade of difficulty. Starting triumphantly, the band
capitalised on the good work it had achieved in the late 1920s with Frank Wright. But, as we
know, Wright was not to endure past 1933.
During this time, Ballarat bands were forced to register with the Melbourne-based VBL, and
South Street band competitions finally resumed.
The Soldiers’ Band, having innovated the radio waves with their live bandroom transmissions
in the 1920s, continued broadcasting from the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Institute
(R.S & S.I.L.A) at 2 Lyons Street South. Coconut matting for the floor and hessian coverings
on the wall were installed for the purpose.
Building on the momentum of the Wright years, the band had success with James
Watson who took the baton 1933–1937. But when war commenced, the band experienced
unprecedented disruption due to loss of members, transfer of duty to the regimental band
and a band tragedy that hit in 1939.
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Most of the history in this chapter is from Bill Wilkinson, peppered with archive photos,
news clippings and snippets from the minutes.
But first, here is an overview from the minutes:

1930s, Overview from minutes 1930–34. Source: BMCB Archive

Band success under Wright
In 1930, the Band competed at Tanunda S.A under Frank Wright with only partial success being
beaten by Theberton - S.A. The adjudicator, the late Harry Shugg said he did not like our Hymn
‘Nearer My God to Thee’ being played like a Waltz. We had been told that he liked Hymns played
brightly. How wrong can you be, or was it sabotage? I cannot vouch for the authenticity of the
following because I was not at the Contest, the only one I missed since I joined the Band in 1918,
but I have it on good authority :- When the Band took the stand Frank said “Now we’ll show them
how to play”. The adjudicator is reputed to have said in his summary “I’ll have no one showing me
how to play”. Another instance of when Silence is Golden.
– Bill Wilkinson
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1930, Frank Wright conducting Ballarat Soldiers’ Memorial Band at Tanunda. Source: TBA

October 1930, At Tununda competitions, S.A. with Frank Wright and Warrant Officer A E Jones. Source: TBA

1930, Postcard of Soldiers’ Band Street March in Tanunda, note the thronging crowds.
Source: Robert (Bob) Pattie donated to BMCB Archive
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This is an excerpt from a news article from the Ballarat Courier, 27 October 1932:
The band is now recognised as one of Victoria’s leading concert bands, and boasts of being the only
country band in Australia to maintain a regular monthly broadcast programme with an A class
broadcasting station.
Under the baton of its present conductor, Mr Frank Wright, the band has maintained a
high standard of efficiency. Cr A J Darling as president of the band, takes a keen and active
participation in all its activities, whilst the position of secretary during the past four years has
been filled by Mr Thos. W. L. Cotton.
Taking an interest in all important public functions and being annually recognised and subsidised
by the Ballarat City Council, this band is immensely popular in our inland “golden city”.
– Ballarat Courier, 1932

The minutes from the early years are beautifully transcribed by the secretaries in copperplate
script. Here is a sample of Mr Cotton’s handwriting:

1930, Minutes excerpt, Mr Cotton’s handwriting. Source: BMCB archive
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1932 saw the resumption of the South St Contests (they had been suspended since 1925), the Band
winning both Selection and Quickstep Contests under Frank Wright.
Selection Test Pieces - Honour and Glory (Hubert Bath), Gems of Melody (Liszt) – RSS
– Bill Wilkinson

1932, Soldiers’ Band, Winners ‘B’ Grade, South Street. President: A Darling (Mayor of Ballarat),
Sec. Thomas Cotton, MD Frank Wright. Source: BMCB Archive

In the minutes of 8 Nov 1932 we find this entry:
“The Bickart Cup” won by the Band for the “B” Grade Aggregate at the South Street Band Contest
was presented by Me, W Wilkinson, on behalf of the members of the winning Band to the Pres
Cr A Darling to be kept in the Band room.
– Bill Wilkinson
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The band also competed in ‘A’ Grade that year and although unsuccessful in the Selection Contest,
secured 2nd place in the Quickstep and did sufficiently well in Selections to get 2nd place in ‘A’
Aggregate* (The Quickstep points were included in the points for the aggregate at this time, not
so now).
– Bill Wilkinson

[* Besson Shield Awarded for ‘A’ Grade Aggregate 2nd placing, Oliver Cromwell (Henry Gheel),
Honour and Glory (Hubert Bath) – RSS]

1933–1937, Photograph of Soldiers’ Band with Bandmaster James Watson. Source: Bob Pattie Archive
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Watson takes the lead
After Frank left for England, James Watson took over [1933] and the Band was again successful in
winning the Selection in ‘B’ Grade.
– Bill Wilkinson

[Second in ‘B’ Grade Quickstep and were once again awarded the Bickart Cup – RSS.]

Watson was chosen from thirty candidates and he and his wife moved from Mackay,
Queensland to enable him to take up the position.
A junior band was formed in 1934.
The Band had no success in 1934.
[Unplaced in “B” Grade Selection, third place in “B” Grade Quickstep - RSS].
(South Street Competitions were suspended until 1948).
James Watson continued until 1937 when Gerald King of St Augustine’s Geelong was appointed
Bandmaster and continued until 1939 when he went into the military forces.
Gerald did a fine job, teaching some young players and rendering some fine programs during the
non-contesting period.
– Bill Wilkinson

Leaf through the
1937 AGM Booklet with
conductor’s comments.
Source: BMCB Archive

At the April AGM 1938, new uniforms were reported to be well underway.
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First Floral Festival for Ballarat
In 1938 Ballarat created a celebration like no other. Millions
of natural and handmade flowers dipped in wax adorned
the streets, shopfronts and trams in what was more than a
sesquicentenary celebration. It was Ballarat’s way of raising
hope during a bleak period. Thousands of people from
Melbourne and across the state travelled to participate in the
celebrations. The festival was held again in 1939 but did not
continue as planned due to World War II.
Of course, the Soldier’s Band was there. This is the band
portrait and the behind-the-scenes photo that was taken just
before the official shot:

Here is footage of the
celebration that took
over the whole town in
The Ballarat Centenary
Floral Festival (1938) from
the National Film and
Sound Archive of Australia.

1938, Soldiers’ Band Centenary Parade Ballarat. Source: BMCB Archive

See enlarged version of photo (page 1).

And here is the behind-the-scenes version of that 1938 Centenary Parade photo.
Source: Max Harris Collection, Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute

See enlarged version of photo (page 2).
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Regimental band leads up to war; tragedy strikes
The band was acting as the Regimental Band [their new position congratulated upon at the AGM,
April 1930] until war broke out in 1939 and was called into Camp for Home Service. That left us
with only a skeleton of a band, some too young and some too old for service, but we managed to
carry on.
The year 1939 was not a good year for the band, aside from the fact that most were called up for
service. The band experienced one of the worst tragedies that could happen to any band: Fire!
The bandroom, which was an annexe to the military orderly rooms, was burnt down. The bass
instruments, which were at the time left at the bandroom, and a few spare cornets, two trombones
along with chairs, stands and music were lost in the blaze. We still managed to carry on with
privately owned and borrowed instruments and faced with the problem with finding another
bandroom.
– Bill Wilkinson

The Age, Tues 19 December 1939
NEW INSTRUMENTS FOR BAND.
Following the destruction by fire of a number of the Instruments of the Soldiers’ Memorial Band
recently, new Instruments, costing £750, are expected to be available for the players to-day when
they return from the military camp.
– The Age, Trove

Parades a big hit
St Patrick’s Day was one of the annual events for which the Soldiers’ Band played.
Here is an article from 1937 describing the sort of Ballarat civic events that made it into the
Melbourne news. James Watson was the bandmaster at the time.

25 March 1937, St Patrick’s
Day, Ballarat, Advocate
(Melbourne). Source: Trove
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Read this one from two years later. Note the first radio broadcast from a ‘radio equipped car’!

23 March 1939, Ballarat Honours St Patrick’s Day, The Advocate (Melbourne). Source: Trove
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Jack Allan: a brief tenure
The service of Jack Allan was procured and with his ability as a player Conductor we rendered
some fine programs until he also joined the military forces. So Jack Allan only carried on for a
short period.
– Bill Wilkinson

Jack Allan was one of the best cornet players in Australia. He was the next generation on from
Percy Code and Wright. He was taught by Alf Rowell.
– Robert (Bob) Pattie, Ballarat City Band

Bob’s father Ken Pattie, Ballarat City Band Life Member, considered Jack Allan the best cornet
player he had ever heard, ‘nationally and internationally’.
See the c. 1920–23 photo of the band in the previous chapter on the 1920s. Jack Allan is the
young lad holding the cornet seated on the floor to the left of Bandmaster Rowell.
The 1930s also heralded in a new era for banding, with the VBL taking control of South Street
and leaving the Ballarat-based VBA for dead.

VBL certificate.
Source: BMCB Archive
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The demise of the VBA
While the Ballarat Soldiers’ Memorial Band first registered with the Victorian
Bands Association (VBA) – whose head office was then in Ballarat – the band
was eventually forced to recapitulate along with Ballarat City Band and many
other regional bands across Australia and register with the Victorian Bands
League (VBL) in the early 1930s.
There was controversy around the beginnings of the Melbourne-based
Victorian VBL and the resulting demise of the Ballarat-based VBA.
The VBA started in the very early 1900s to cope with the influx of brass band
registrations for the South Street competitions. But when the South Street
competitions aligned themselves with the VBL in 1932, it was the final nail in
the coffin for the VBA.
Founding member and first life member of the band, Russell Rutherford, had
been the VBA delegate for the Soldiers’ Band for many years throughout this
period. In 1931 and 1932, the last two years of the VBA’s fraught existence, Russ
ran as president of the VBA.
The Ballarat bands held out in support of the VBA for quite a while but
eventually had to register with VBL to be eligible to compete in their worldfamous hometown Eisteddfod, South Street.
To find out more about the intricacies of this history, read Jeremy de Korte’s
fascinating post Affiliation and location: The Victorian Bands’ Association to the
Victorian Bands’ League.
The new VBL, keen to establish itself, set up massed bands events at the MCG
and ran competitions around Victoria. Read this sample program from the
Victorian Bands’ League Massed Bands’ Recital 26 November 1933.
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These two articles published in the Melbourne newspapers, The Age and The
Herald, show the predicament facing the band and the lead-up to why the
band reluctantly left the VBA.

30 June 1932, The Herald, ‘Band
Control Struggle’. Source: TROVE

16 August 1932, The Age, ‘South-St Band Contest’.
Source: TROVE
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DISCOVER MORE
After many years of dispute and unrest, Australian players enjoyed Ballarat’s famous
South Street competitions again. Here are some images from that year’s comps:

1932, South Street comps. Source: VBL scrapbook
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