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Books and cars are not built alone.

For people who work with their hands.

For those who lent me their stories.

For the friends who lent me their couches.

Again, thank you.
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Preface

TURNING IT OFF

My first memory of work is the rumble of my father’s V8 engine at five-thirty in the morning. I would wake to the sound of the window frame rattling in the wall and listen to him go. At night, he’d come home smelling of sweat and loam dust, go to the freezer, scoop ice cubes into a short glass and pour himself a scotch. Then he’d turn on the television and eat whatever dinner my mother made that night.

It was routine. Something dependable – like everything else growing up in that same little house just off Main North Road in the same neighbourhood with the same people for 23 years. My parents had picked the place up as newlyweds for $40,000. Over the years they rebuilt parts of it and threw on a new coat of paint to make it their own. They never made it rich, but they made enough to get by. Not everyone is so lucky.

You never really understand something like that growing up in the middle of it. That house never changed, but the world around it did. Australia got rich sending iron ore and coal to Asia. South Australia was getting by just fine for the most part, coming out of a decade when the State Bank collapsed and dragged the local economy down with it. Our family in that house might have got by just fine too, but our neighbourhood and the others around it belonged to a region where the rust had set in 30 years before.

As an adult you look back and you can see it in the little things. The hardware store that closed down. The liquor store that didn’t. The high-school teachers who broke lesson plans with impromptu speeches about education and good jobs. The ones who didn’t. There were the friends who went off to university to make something of themselves and those who didn’t. Those who learned trades, and those who didn’t. Those who got out by joining the army. Those who stayed because they had kids early. That one friend who left school to chase a dollar, who ended up working so hard as a waitress that four years later she collapsed on the bathroom floor of the restaurant and still went to work the next day.

If you were born in or around the 1950s, it’s the kind of thing you would have been around to witness. If you were born after 1990, by the time you hit adulthood the good jobs would be gone or going and you would have no idea what it was like.

The last of the good jobs where I grew up were with GM Holden, that proud old lion down by the roundabout on Philip Highway. It was a ten-minute drive away, maybe less. You saw it driving past through rain, peering out from behind the window wipers as the water beat down against the glass. You saw it driving past with the heat bearing down on metal, with the windows lowered and an elbow resting on the door frame. Even if you never really thought about it much, the feeling was that it was always there and always going to be. Another part of the landscape, fixed and certain like a distant mountain.

Only, it was always closer than you knew. Autowork was never really in my blood. My father was in construction, though my grandfather worked at the Holden plant for 18 months when he first migrated here with a young family and found himself in need of work, fast. To this day, the old man says it was a good job for someone whose accent was too thick and English too thin. My mother still tells the story about the Christmas party the company put on that year, about the food they served and the presents they gave the immigrant children.

Then there was everyone else. Growing up you don’t realise just how much people depend on a place like that. As a kid you could always tell whose daddy worked at the plant and whose didn’t. You could tell by the car they drove and the house they lived in and because people told you he did, though you didn’t need really understand what that meant because you couldn’t appreciate then what a good wage was. The factory out that way paid people’s mortgages and rent, let them bring kids into a world that was predictable. It paid for dinner that night, breakfast in the morning, the shoes their kids wore to school, drinks at the pub after work, and when the factory shut down over Christmas, there was money for a holiday. People were comfortable because of it. It gave them enough that they had time to be happy.

And then one day you hear they put a bullet in that old lion and told everyone it was for the best. Told everyone it meant progress. Keeping the place alive would have been bad economics, they said. It would have been too political. So too was killing it, really, but those who pulled the trigger promised that things would be better afterwards when they brought in something else. Only problem is that for a long time things hadn’t been getting better for the people where I grew up and most of us knew they probably weren’t going to.

I never worked a day in that factory or in its supply chain. I never really had a chance. Instead I got out, got educated and moved for a time to another neighbourhood, near where another Holden car plant used to operate. That plant closed years ago and you can still see the scars. My life, whether I knew it or not, has been shaped by the fortunes of the car factories and smelters and shipyards. Still is. So too have the lives of many Australians.

And when the factory closes and the Australian car industry dies, it will be the end of one story and the start of another. When the television cameras have gone away, the photographs have been taken and the speeches about loyalty and service have been made, everyone will go home and life will go on. The story about the mess of steel and glass and rubber that make up a four-door family sedan will be done then, but the other one, the one about flesh and bone, will continue. That story isn’t about macroeconomics or global finance, and neither does it have a happy ending. It is about a people who made a life in places like Elizabeth, Geelong, Broadmeadows and Dandenong on the promise of good pay for hard work and how that promise was betrayed.

This book is a work of reportage which tells that story, written at the time the closure was taking place, before we understood what it meant.


Chapter 1

THE BITTER END

It was two weeks until Christmas.

Just another Wednesday. Day shift had been running since six in the morning and now that the clock had ticked on past midday, those working the assembly line at the Elizabeth Holden factory were looking forward to going home. Another shift done.

Except there was movement behind the main administration building that looks out over Philip Highway. A shop steward had noticed figures on the grass setting up a stage, thought it was weird and called up to the Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union (AMWU) seniors’ office to ask what was going on.

Darryl Waterman answered the phone and said he didn’t know anything about it, but the senior promised to take a look. He hung up and went down to investigate with Leanne, the other AMWU senior.

There they found Bob Glass. Now retired, back then Bob was Holden’s Director of Vehicle Assembly Operations and the factory’s second in command. Glass refused to answer their questions and told them they’d both find out with the rest of the workforce.

Leanne said she needed a cigarette. Together they went outside and talked over what Bob had told them. Both had a pretty good idea about what it meant.

‘The union had been telling the company that if you do get to a point where you are going to pull the pin, make sure the workforce is the first to know, because in the past, decisions have been made and people hear about it on the media before we’re told in the factory,’ Darryl says, remembering the day.

Rumour spreads like fire through large factories, so the pair decided to keep it quiet and went back to their office, where they called Jon Gee. These days he is a South Australian Labor Party rep for the seat of Napier, but back then Jon was an organiser for the AMWU. Darryl and Leanne told him what was going on and what Bob Glass had said before suggesting he get over to the factory, but he was already en route. In the hours before the closure, someone in the company had been calling around anonymously to the major suppliers and anyone with a stake in the factory to tell them it was over.

Darryl and Leanne met him at the gate. He arrived at the main admin building just as word was getting around that the company were shutting down the line and pulling everyone out onto the grass. Jon shook hands with both seniors and looked each in the eye. ‘I think the decision we’ve all been trying to avoid is upon us,’ he said.

It was the middle of summer, 2013, and the clock was pushing 2pm. By now, there was nothing else for the three union reps to do except join the rest of the workforce outside. Together, everyone listened to Holden CEO Mike Devereux announce that the company would close the factory in 2017; then Richard Phillips, Executive Director of Manufacturing, took over the microphone.

Richard was boss at the Elizabeth factory. Tall and square-jawed with an athletic build, Richard was a native son of the region. He’d come up humble, having grown up in Salisbury in Adelaide’s north. His father had worked as a sales manager at the local Big W and Richard had started his working life as an apprentice fitter and turner on the factory line at Holden, where he was awarded Apprentice of the Year in 1991. From there he had climbed the ladder, eventually making it to Detroit where GM taught him how to run a factory before they brought him back home to Elizabeth in 2009 and made him Director of Vehicle Assembly.

By 2012, he was running the place and only a year later he found himself up on stage with the GM men telling the world it was all over. Richard praised the workers for their loyalty and service, and talked at length about the state of the business. There was no easy way to say it, but the factory would close in 2017.

Merry Christmas, Elizabeth.

On the grass, the mood among the workforce was sombre. For a while they had known this might be coming, but now it was really here and the reaction was matter of fact. This was happening and it sucked. But it wasn’t up to them anyway and the more time went on, the more people just wanted to go home. Mostly they were happy they weren’t coming in for the afternoon shift in an hour.

The company then put out an official notice to all Tier 1 and Tier 2 suppliers, those companies that made all the little pieces that went into each car, and from the grassy lawn in Elizabeth, or the City of Playford to use its official title, the news rippled outward. Next to hear about it were the suppliers down the road at the Edinburgh Parks Industrial Estate, just outside neighbouring Salisbury, an old colonial town built along the trade route that eventually became Main North Road.

Then the news thundered south, radiating out along the plains past Mawson Lakes and Gepps Cross, down towards Adelaide. The car industry once dominated out that way too, from Holden’s Woodville factory in Adelaide’s west that operated in the 40s, to Mitsubishi’s Lonsdale factory right down near Reynella. Having a car factory in your neighbourhood was once a sign of progress. Then the 80s rolled around and the big factories started to close, one by one.

And as a century-old South Australian company, CARR Components had seen it all. By this time the firm was getting by making parts for Holden’s Commodore and Cruze models from its factory at Netley in Adelaide’s west, tucked away by Adelaide Airport.

Adam Reynolds, CARR Components’ engineering coordinator who had spent more than half his life in the automotive industry, was standing in the main office when the news broke. If the reaction out the front of Holden had been one of muted despair, the reaction on the factory floor at CARR Components was that of paralysis. No one wanted to believe it. Holden was ‘bigger than the Roman Empire’, as one former Holden worker put it. It wasn’t going anywhere.

Now it was and the news ricocheted through the rest of the building.

Out on the factory floor, a 50-year-old woman got talking to Reynolds. She had spent most of her working life at CARR Components and factory work was all she knew. She wore hopelessness like high-vis.

‘Well … what do I do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ Adam told her.

What else do you say to someone whose entire future had just been brought into question?

‘I don’t know.’


Chapter 2

THE VERDICT

Michael Wetherley was on Jury Duty the Week Holden’s fate was decided. The day it happened, he was sitting on the only case he had been given during his entire tour with the South Australian judicial system. It was the third day of the trial and he’d got up early that morning to get a bus into the city.

The morning paper had a big double-page spread speculating about whether GM would quit the country, and Michael had bought himself a copy. Joe Hockey had publicly dared the company to leave in the days before and now the government was saying GM had already decided to go and just hadn’t told anyone.

Some of those in the jury pool who knew Michael worked at the factory tried talking to him about the whole situation. Those conversations ran the full gamut of opinion and all seemed to follow a theme. ‘It would be sad if it went,’ someone would say. ‘And it would be rough on Elizabeth,’ they’d point out. ‘Because, you know, Holden is the only thing out that way.’

Then would come the counterpoint: ‘But really, it was inevitable.’ ‘The government wasn’t going to keep handing out money forever,’ they would say, and that much everyone could agree with. But then the other comments would start. ‘We’re just wasting the money,’ the opinion was. ‘Why should they get any more? They should just close.’

With that, the verdict was in and it was unanimous. It was sad but inevitable, and the day it was all decided, Michael didn’t learn he would be out of a job until later that night. It’s no-phones-allowed in the hermetically sealed world of a sitting jury and he spent the day listening to the trial of a man from Christie Downs.

‘You know, those bogans down south,’ he jokes, remembering it. ‘The bums who used to work for Mitsubishi.’

The guy at the centre of the case had used a gun to win an argument with his neighbours and for three days the jury had listened to the prosecution make its case while the defence responded with the suggestion that every witness was lying. Through it all, they never heard from the accused because he never took the stand. Instead, the defence lawyer closed her case, and Michael and 11 other good men and women disappeared into the jury room to deliberate.

As this was all happening, one of the biggest moments in Australian economic history was being made. Everyone Michael worked with had been told they no longer had a job. Afterwards, State Premier Jay Weatherill made the 40-minute drive north to the Old Spot Hotel, where he bought rounds for the men and women of Holden who had listened as the company thanked them for their loyalty, thanked them for their service, but said it was no longer required.

As the party wrapped, Michael and the jury found their guy guilty. The court thanked them for their time and by six o’clock he was turned out onto the street. On the walk to the bus, he switched on his phone and the first text was from a friend talking about the end of something. It didn’t register and Michael had no idea what he was on about. He sent his wife, Cheryl, a message telling her he was out and she called him while he was on the bus.

When Cheryl found out, she was at home on the computer typing a letter to Tony Abbott about how his government shouldn’t let the factory close. Her husband worked there, but that wasn’t why she was writing the letter. It was too important to the country, she thought. She wanted Australia to be a country that made things. All countries should make their own things to some degree. People need something they can touch. If you let go of the factories, then you’re starting from scratch. It didn’t make sense to close it down.

She had just hit save when the news came on to say the factory was dead, and the irony wasn’t lost on her.

Over the phone, Cheryl told Michael what had happened and his initial reaction was muted. When he got home, his supervisor called. He had been trying to get in touch all day to let him know what would happen next. That was a question the bus trip home had given Michael a chance to think about. Suddenly, all the questions that those on the shop floor had been asking for the past five years had been answered, only to be replaced with new ones. What would happen now? How would it work? What would happen to all the people?

Then the other thoughts started to creep in. It sure would be something to be there right at the end, Michael thought. This was no small thing. An event everyone would talk about for years to come. Maybe Michael might even be around to help build that last car, to actually be there when it drives off the line in 2017 and closes that period of Australian history when the country used to do its own heavy lifting.
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