
National History Challenge 

Significance: History Matters 

Inquiry Question: How did the Great Depression affect daily life in Australia? 
 

 

In my project, I have written diary entries of a fictional Australian man called Albert Thomson, 

spanning from 1930-1932 during the height of the Great Depression. His diary entries detail 

the experience of an Australian working-class citizen during the Great Depression.  

The Great Depression was worldwide economic depression, caused by the Wall Street crash 

in 1929, with the sudden collapse of the U.S stock market prices on October 24. Along with 

other countries around the world, the Australian economy collapsed, and many people were 

thrust into homelessness, unemployment and poverty. The Great Depression reached its peak 

in 1932, when more than 60,000 people were dependent on the “susso”, a sustenance 

payment given to the unemployed.  

The Great Depression was extremely significant in history as it’s still remembered today as 

the worst economic downturn in Australian history. It helps us to see why governments today 

are so scared of economic collapses, and why governments today offer relief payments to the 

unemployed and work so hard to create jobs. It shows us the potential disastrous effects of 

the economy collapsing, and how much it can destroy lives and countries. Memories of the 

Great Depression influenced the policies of Labor government in the 1940s, as unemployment 

and sickness benefits were introduced. Full employment became a central goal for Labor and 

Coalition governments. 

Even though everyone at the time of the Great Depression suffered greatly, the ordinary, 

everyday citizens of the world faced the largest humiliations of the Depression. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Diary of Albert Thomson 

 

14
th

 June 1930 

Dear Diary, 

A few days ago, our premier, Ned Hogan of Victoria, began his Unemployed Relief Act that he’s 

talked about for a few months now. I think he got the idea from the premier of South Australia, 

Lionel Laughton Hill. Apparently, the aim of the act is to redistribute the wealth possessed by 

the upper class of Victoria in the form of a dole which will offer handouts to unemployed. The 

Argus, our newspaper, has stated that Hogan “gropes for palliatives at the taxpayers’ expense”. 



Why should we, working class citizens, have to use our short supply of money to provide for the 

unemployed? Any citizens with an income exceeding £1 per week are taxed, and the money is 

used to fund the dole- a minimal amount of food given freely to those who are unemployed due 

the recent crash of the American stock market almost a year ago. It totals to five shillings, and 

citizens are allowed to substitute specific articles of food for other ones. Unfortunately, the tax 

includes me, and I’ll have to pay 10% of my income from my working in a factory. I fear that I 

will end up just like them because of this, clawing for the scraps of food paid for by better-off 

citizens. 

The food I am currently able to afford is made up of white bread, tea and refined sugar. It keeps 

me going, and I do not want to share it with homeless people. Alas, it’s the law, and I must. 

 

10
th

 October 1930 

Dear Diary, 

Today, my friend Bill died. He was found in his home, dead from sickness or disease, with rats 

already eating his corpse. Deaths have become more and more common around here, as rent 

and food prices increase, and illness with it. I don’t know when it became so bad, but I’d put the 

falling economy to blame, as people are finding it harder and harder to pay rent. I hope I don’t 

find myself within that group of people, even as the factory is receiving less and less work as the 

prices for raw materials go up. The government is still taxing us, and I am not receiving as much 

pay as I should be. 

The housing around here has been getting bad. Dampness and rot have been seeping in through 

the cracks in the walls, bringing with them even more vermin, especially bed bugs and rats. Every 

time I wake up, I find more and more bites on me because of the damned bugs. I won’t deny 

that the place I live in are considered slums by upper-class wealthy citizens. The neighbours’ 

children have stopped playing in the streets recently, perhaps because of the more and more 

common sicknesses brought by the vermin, particularly lice, dysentery, whooping cough and 

fevers. The slums are getting quieter and quieter by the day, because of death or the dull gloom 

on the air, I’m not sure. 

The unemployed line up for their 

weekly food ticket 



 

 

5
th

 February 1931 

Dear Diary, 

Today in The Argus, there was a news report about a protest by unemployed men in Darwin, 

who demanded two days of work per week, rather than one. Police officers were injured and 

some men were arrested, but the state couldn’t afford to make two days of work per week 

available. I hope it doesn’t get to that point for us here in Victoria. 

 

6
th

 August, 1931 

Dear Diary, 

Things have gotten bad around here, and everything in my life seems to be deteriorating. Last 

night, I got laid off my job. “Just can’t keep most of the workers on”, boss said. Most of my 

friends in the slums have been evicted or died, by illness or suicide. Suicide rates are increasing, 

My home and the 

surrounding slums 

A photo of the document for the 

Minister of Home Affairs detailing 

the event, included in the article. 



The Argus says- people have given up, and the suicide rate has reached an all-time high. 

Apparently the fertility rate has drastically decreased, too, at only 2.1 babies per adult woman.  I 

don’t know what I’ll do without work, and I hate the idea of having to rely on government 

handouts, but that’s what I might have to do, regardless of who it’s paid by.  

I’ve been thinking of trying for some odd jobs here and there. People have been needing their 

clothes repaired, and although it is domestic work meant for a woman, it’s the only possible 

income for me. It seems that the industries that are more commonly worked by women have 

been affected less, and more women than men have kept their jobs. 

Out on the streets, there are more beggars and pedlars than ever. They’ve become a common 

sight, as more and more people are evicted and homeless. 

 

 

 

 

 

9
th

 September, 1931 

Dear Diary, 

My landlord is pushing me for rent. I’ve started to sell my few possessions and furniture to pay 

him, and yet this is still not enough.  

 

8
th

 October 1931 

Dear Diary, 

An unemployed beggar 

seeking shelter near the slums 



I’m writing this while sitting in a park with nowhere to go. I was evicted this morning, when my 

landlord showed up at my door, demanding the money. Which I didn’t have, and now I’m here. 

I may have to stay here, in this park. The only comfort I have is the dole, which will buy me the 

bare minimum I need to eat. There are other people, mostly single men like me, living around 

this area. Some are in this park, some are on the streets, and all are starving and hopeless. The 

families that are evicted are all trying to find some semblance of shelter, usually rough sheds or 

train carriages, which are hard to find unoccupied. I’m beginning to understand why people are 

suiciding. 

 

 

 

25
th

 November, 1931 

Dear Diary, 

I’m constantly hungry. The dole is hardly enough to live off of, as I learnt quickly. The park is 

an uncomfortable place to live. I see other men around, most of them homeless like me, but we 

don’t speak to each other. I’ve been trying to find jobs, but there are none. The few that are 

available are quickly taken, and not without a whole ordeal of fighting about who gets the job. 

I’ve instead taken to begging on the street corner, which is humiliating, but no one seems to care, 

and it’s done no good for my situation. 

I’ve heard about numerous charity groups around, and I tried to register with a couple, a few 

weeks ago. However, with the overwhelming numbers of hungry, they had to turn most of us 

away as they ran dry of food, although I managed to register with one last week. My clothes are 

ragged and filthy, and I’m growing thin. 

I feel bad for even thinking this, but I got the idea from a story in the papers a few days back:  A 

man lied about his familial status to get more dole, and although he was caught and gaoled, I’m 

getting desperate. I’m too hungry, and all I need is to register with a fake identity and say that I’m 

married. The constant ache and pain of hunger, the grime and dirt almost like a second skin, is 

getting too much. I need to do something, and sitting here in this park isn’t going to solve anything 

for me. 

 

The shelter of a family surviving near 

me 



 

 

 

 

10
th

 January, 1932 

Well, I did it. I lied, put a fake name, and registered for a family portion of dole, and got away 

with it. It feels like more and more people are coming to live in or around the park. So many 

people have been evicted, its heartbreaking, now that I know what this perspective of things is 

like. According to a newspaper I found on the street, Australia has reached 29% unemployment. 

National income has declined by a third. 

 

 

2
nd

 February, 1932 

Dear Diary, 

Unemployed men wait for handouts of 
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A charity soup kitchen I was able to 
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I felt especially bad today about the deception with the dole. I was sleeping early this morning 

when I was woken by cries of pain, and I looked over and watched as a man tossed and turned, 

his fever evidenced by the sweat on his forehead. He stopped moving, and I think I watched him 

die. 

I feel guilty for taking more dole than I should. I might as well be taking someone else’s portion. 

I might as well have killed him.  

However, hunger pains are starting to gnaw away at my insides, and I fear that if I want to survive, 

I must take a family portion of dole again. I won’t survive with a single portion, not with sickness 

and disease spreading. Although if I get caught, I’m getting hauled off to gaol, and will probably 

lose this diary. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The diary of Albert Thomson of Victoria shows the average life of a single, working man during 

the Great Depression in Australia. It shows the struggle of keeping your livelihood and home, 

and the humiliations faced by thousands of other people like him. It conveys the desperation 

felt by hundreds of thousands of people during the Depression, and what people did to 

survive. Homelessness continued to run rampant throughout the country, and the 

government continued to provide rations for the unemployed. An example of this is in late 

1933, when the government in Canberra provided a day of work for all unemployed, in 

exchange for rations.  

 

 

 

 

A document of the commission to 

provide a days work and rations for 

unemployed in Canberra 



 

 

The effects of the Great Depression were felt for almost 10 years, until the Australian 

economy recovered. Thousands of families were still forced to remain on charity relief 

through the 1930s. Many people didn’t have any incentive to raise families, and hardly anyone 

got married or had children. Joseph Lyons’ United Australia Party government (1932-1939) 

put in efforts to increase the national population by assisting with the immigration of people 

from Britain to Australia.  

 

 

 

 

The aftermath was worsened by World War II, ensuring that some of the reforms the 

government proposed could not take effect until after 1945. For example, the Federal Labor 

leader, John Curtin, put forward the idea of working hours being reduced from forty-four to 

forty per week, as unemployment was still severe in 1937 during his campaign. This would 

open up more jobs, and allow all workers more leisure time. Unfortunately, this dream could 

not come true until after World War II. 

Few people could find a silver lining of the Great Depression, but Dr Jim Cairns wrote that 

“Depression seems to make other people aware of other people and their needs.” Bert 

Thomson, editor of the Traralgon Journal, believed that “The majority of us survived, because 

it’s our national trait to survive, and generally we survived the Great Depression with the 

vibrant humour the dinky-di Australian knows, although at times it may have been muffling a 

sigh or a sob”. 

There were very few positive effects of the Depression, however it was certainly important 

and prominent in history. Many people suffered as described in Albert Thomson’s journal, 

and the effects and memories of it were long-lasting. It’s important for our understanding of 

A black and white cartoon from 1937 

expressing Joseph Lyons’ efforts to 

increase Australia’s population 



the world today, and explains the origins of a lot of our current policies, like unemployment 

payments and sickness benefits. The Great Depression was an important event that strongly 

influenced our world today, and is important to know about. 

 
 
 
 
Bibliography 
 

Cannon, Michael. (1996). The Human Face of the Great Depression. Mornington, Vic: Today’s 

Australia Pub. Co. 

This book is highly descriptive of the politics, daily life and specifics of the Great Depression, 

which was extremely useful in writing my creative response. I used numerous facts, statistics 

and images described in this book. This book was my main source of information, as it gave 

very specific detail which was very useful in writing my creative response. I used many 

photographs that were taken during the Great Depression from this book, and included them 

in my response. 

 

Clickview. (22/5/2014) The Great Depression: How Were Families Affected? [video] YouTube. 

https://youtu.be/RZtIrfp6Qn0 

This video was useful for my research of daily life, and was helpful in providing facts about 

the difference between the roles of men and women during the Great Depression. It helped 

my research about the fertility and birth rates. 

 

Duignan, Brian. (n.d.) Causes of the Great Depression. Retrieved 23/7/2021 from 

https://www.britannica.com/story/causes-of-the-great-depression 

This article describes specific statistics and causes of the Great Depression, which was useful 

when including facts in my creative response. It helped me to understand the numerous 

different causes of the Great Depression. 

 

Duke, Jennifer. (15/4/2020) From the Great Depression to coronavirus: How Australians 

Survive Hard Times. Retrieved 28/7/2021 from 

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/from-the-great-depression-to-coronavirus-how-

australians-survive-hard-times-20200402-p54gaj.html 

This modern article, despite being partially about COVID-19, gave me a good outline of the 

Great Depression. The statistics about the suicide and unemployment rates during the Great 

Depression were useful in writing my response. 

 

https://youtu.be/RZtIrfp6Qn0
https://www.britannica.com/story/causes-of-the-great-depression
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/from-the-great-depression-to-coronavirus-how-australians-survive-hard-times-20200402-p54gaj.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/from-the-great-depression-to-coronavirus-how-australians-survive-hard-times-20200402-p54gaj.html


Mason, K. J. (2007) Experience of Nationhood: Modern Australia Since 1901. North Ryde, 

N.S.W: McGraw-Hill Australia 

This book, specifically chapter 3.3, was useful in providing precise facts about the causes and 

experiences for my research of the Great Depression. 

 

National Archives of Australia. (1931-1941) Ration relief. Travelling unemployed. Retrieved 

10/8/2021 from https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-

themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/great-depression-ration-allowance 

This primary source was especially useful in helping me to understand the “susso”, or the dole, 

which unemployed citizens had to rely on for food. It’s a document of the ration given to the 

unemployed. 

 

National Archives of Australia. (1937) Newspaper cartoon promoting assisted migration. 

Retrieved 17/8/2021 from https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-

resource-themes/government-and-democracy/legislation/newspaper-cartoon-promoting-

assisted-migration 

This primary source was helpful to include in the second part of my creative response, when 

talking about the aftermath of the Great Depression. I included the main image, and some of 

the information surrounding the topic.  

 

National Archives of Australia. (31/1/1931) Unemployed men protest during Great Depression 

– memorandum for the Minister of Home Affairs. Retrieved 23/8/2021 from 

https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-

culture/great-depression/unemployed-men-protest-during-great-depression-

memorandum-minister-home-affairs 

I used this primary source in my creative response, and had my fictional character mention 

the event detailed in the source. I included the main image and a summary of the information 

on the image, and it helped me to understand the desperation and feelings of people during 

the Great Depression. 

 

National Archives of Australia. (19/12/1933) Rations and work for travelling unemployed in 

Canberra. Retrieved 23/8/2021 from https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-

resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/rations-and-

work-travelling-unemployed-canberra 

This primary source was useful to include in the second part of my creative response, when 

talking about the rations unemployed people received in Canberra. I used the image of the 

primary source. 

https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/great-depression-ration-allowance
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/great-depression-ration-allowance
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/government-and-democracy/legislation/newspaper-cartoon-promoting-assisted-migration
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/government-and-democracy/legislation/newspaper-cartoon-promoting-assisted-migration
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/government-and-democracy/legislation/newspaper-cartoon-promoting-assisted-migration
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/unemployed-men-protest-during-great-depression-memorandum-minister-home-affairs
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/unemployed-men-protest-during-great-depression-memorandum-minister-home-affairs
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/unemployed-men-protest-during-great-depression-memorandum-minister-home-affairs
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/rations-and-work-travelling-unemployed-canberra
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/rations-and-work-travelling-unemployed-canberra
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/society-and-culture/great-depression/rations-and-work-travelling-unemployed-canberra


 

National Museum Australia. (9/7/2021) Great Depression. Retrieved 11/8/2021 from 

https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/great-depression 

This article from the website of the National Museum of Australia provided a good overview 

and useful facts and statistics to mention in my response. I used facts and one image from 

this article. 

 

Stevens, Annie. (n.d.) Skint! Making do in the Great Depression. Retrieved 23/7/2021 from 

https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/stories/skint-making-do-great-depression 

This article describes the general feeling and emotion of the Great Depression, which was 

useful in writing the perspective of what the average person would have experienced. It 

helped me to understand what people were feeling during it, and how to convey this in my 

creative response. 

 

 

 

 
 

https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/great-depression
https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/stories/skint-making-do-great-depression

