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Of the rather large number of men who must be incl’l d under the 

above heading* great variation occurs in the individual status of bhe men 

concerned* They range from young men who work but lack the stability to stay

in one job and save some money to the alcoholic derelict* dirty and often lice- 

infested* barred from city hostels and black-listed from men’s homes and 

institutions*

Most social workers have a feeling of futility in regard to the 

problem presented by the derelict. Attempts at rehabilitation have failed.

No matter what is done for these men the position a few weeks later is the same. 

Even the orovision of casual aid in the form of bed and meal tickets has its 
difficulties.

The same group will call daily for these tickets, reeking of wine 

and methylated spirits. All that is being achieved, at the best* is to 

enable them to carry on with their drinking without worrying about obtaining 

their own food or a place to sleep. On the other hand* many tickets thus

obtained from Social Agencies are sold for the price of a drinkl
Erom a social worker’s point of view this situation is embarrassing. 

Nothing is easier than to give away money. It is the line of least resistance

because to say no always leaves the doubt of justification. But to provide -

for the alcoholic-derelict group in one district only means at least 50 tickets 

a week - close on £^00., a year, that could be spent far more usefully on the 

children of the district and other work. On top of this is the time involved
as well as a daily tussle with men too drunk to send to a cafe. To be abused 

is a daily routine.

Certainly no case that may be genuine is refused, but where to draw 

the line and be consistant is a major problem.

Social Agencies are achieving no useful purpose in catering for 

this group* Aid is usually given once or twice and then curtailed. Many 

social workers tell them why aid is refused. The men then go elsewhere.

It is impossible to point to one single reason as a common cause 

for the state of these men. Alcoholism or ill health*although an apparently 

dominating factor in many cases may simply be the effect of a way of living 

dictated by a feeble-minded or psychopathic personality.
The ages at which men become derelict also vary as does their 

potential ability to work.
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In four years over a 1000 different men called at this office 

for aid and a, survey carried out this year revealed the following statistics.
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Under 30 30-40 40-50 50-60 Over 60

12 i 39% 30% 1 $

With the first group it is tragic that no suitable men’s hostels 

are available to them. Few of this group are alcoholics in the strict meaning

of the ward* Many simply have not found themselves and their main need is
an environment that will cease to pull them down. They need guidance.

Without these things tyost of this group continue to deteriorate* Oniy in 

rare cases have they learned a trade or craft. Some are neurotic, others 

psychopathic or obviously feeble-minded.

The next two groups - 30 - 40 and 40 - 50, contain many of the 

first group who have become alcoholics as well as many working men who have 

succumbed to alcohol.

The 50 - 60 group provided a surprise in the reduced numbers over 

the previous group. As many men become derelict between the ages of 40 and
50, and once derelict invariably remain so, it could be reasonably expected that 

the older group would be in the majority. Several reasons, however, can be 

found against this theory working out in practice.
For one thing, more of this group have become known to the police 

and a good proportion of them are always in gaol. Secondly, many of them 

spend periods in Government or Benevolent men’s homes and mental hospitals and 

finally many of this group die at an early age.

It is unfortunate that no accurate figures are available to us, 

but many alcoholics we have known have died at a comparatively early age during 

the last few years.

Only 15^ of our callers were over 60 and only 'll/ of all callers 

were pensioners. This latter figure included many service and invalid

pensions. Considering the large number of Old Age Pensioners in this 

district, the percentage of requests for aid from this group was very low*
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Many requests from pensioners were the result of unexpected, expenditure or 

loss that left them without money before their next pension payment was due,' 

Stories of robbery of pensioners are not rare.

One of the major reasons for hardship among pensioners is the 

high rentals they have to pay for what are in the main very inadequate rooms.

Of the men who appealed to us for aid 59% were well-known to us 

and could be classed as .’’regulars'1, Another 35/£ called occasionally and

only 6/o were previously unknown to us,
A cross-section check with other agencies, (a list of the first 

hundred men to call after the first of July was used for this purpose)* showed 

that 65% of the men were known by name at these agencies. It was suggested

that a check of records would reveal a higher figure. This figure would

possibly roughly correspond to the number of men who had been known to us for 

over 12 months. These amounted to 72% of the total.

In other words, some 72% of over a 1000 men had been going the 

rounds of social agencies for over 12 months. To the great majority of

them the term derelict could be justly applied,

71/£ of the men gave their address as "Gill Memorial Home" and 

U% admitted that they were barred from this hostel and said they slept out.
Many derelicts reside in what are colloquially known as "blood- 

houses" in slum areas. These places are filthy and ramshackle houses

usually entirely inhabited by derelict alcoholics.

Only of the men had ever learnt "trades" -/]% had been 

professional men and’the rest described themselves as labourers or "casual 

workers"! Even of the i$ tradesmen, several of the "trades" were boot

machining etc,* which are only semi-skilled occupations. Most men who 

described themselves thus had not worked at their craft for a long time.

Very few were likely to do so again.

Few of the men who become derelict seemed to have any capacity 
to look ahead, A grievance, a race-meeting or a mere whim was sufficient 

reason for them to leave say an S.E.C. or C.R.B. job in the country and come 
to the city.
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Work was not thought of again till they were destitute. Then a 

card to a job provided a "reason" to apply to an agency for a few days aid.

Any form of sickness or injury is a good "story" for a social agency.

An outpatient’s card from a hospital, the show of months1 old scars 

are common, With the scars and cards is often the smell of wine.

Intermingled with these cases are some genuinely sick men. Some 

of these have been discharged from hospital too soon - that is, too soon In view 

of the fact that no suitable accommodation is available for them.

Even with these cases o-ne is inclined to wonder why, if the 
illness has only been of short duration, some reserve of money is not held. In

the majority of these cases no application for Social Benefit has been made.

Aid is always given in these cases, but the fact that wholesome 

accommodation at a moderate price is not available always causes some difficulty.

One group which need special consideration are the young invalid

pensioners.

Many of these receive a full pension on physical or psychological 

grounds, and do nothing but drift around the streets. They are not allowed

to earn money, The effect of this life is demoralising. They beoome 

pension minded and their lives are devoid of anything constructive.

It is not surprising that many degenerate and eventually become
derelict.

Those who could work in any capacity should be trained to do so 
and subsidised employment found for them.

Certainly these people should be helped but that help need not 

necessarily take the form of a free hand-out. Many could give something in 

return and most of them would be happier if allowed to do so.

The problem of the homeless man in inextricably woven with the 

problem of employment, the kind of jobs they seek and the length of time they 

are kept.

EMPLOYMENT

Interviews with industrial officers of large Government Under

takings and Private Companies helped in throwing some light on the problem of 
employment. It is apparent that jobs providing camps and meals attract these 

men who fail to organise these things for themselves, and these include, of course, 

many of the feeble-minded and psychopathic group. This does not mean that
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all men applying for these jobs are unstable. Many men spend years in 

these occupations and when too old for heavy work they are given lighter 

tasks. Many like that kind of life but some of them get into trouble

on visiting the city. At the present time suitable accommodation within

their means can rarely be found. For this reason many of these men are

forced to stay at The Gill or Gordon House. At these places no recreation 

rooms of any sort are available. They must leave at an early hour in the 
morning and return only to go to bed at night. If they drink at 8.11 -

and most of them do - they are taken in tow, and kept in tow, by some of the 

other men in the place, made drunk and often robbed. It must be remembered 

that many of these bush-workers are lost In the city. They want company, 

but the places at which they are forced to stay the company is often vicious.

A senior personnel officer of a State organisation was emphatic 

that the provision of a suitable hostel for men from his and similar jobs would 

save them many social casualties while at the same time providing a decent 

atmosphere for the men during leave periods and periods between jobs.

All personnel officers agreed with this view and pointed out 

that such a pla.ce could well pay its own way.

The writer’s opinion is that several such hostels are essential, 

but available only to the decent working man - and they are in the majority - 

and not at any time to the.derelict and alcoholic element. It would take 

only a short time to weed this element out of such a hostel.
While many good men are forced to use the above mentioned hostels, 

most personnel officers are agreed that both places are a poor source from 

which to obtain employees.

Experience proved that the majority of men from these places 

stayed only a very short time on the job. The better type do not frequent

them if they can possibly avoid doing so. The personnel officer of a large 

private company said that although they had no actual rule against employing 

men from these places, they did not accept them.
An interesting sidelight on the employment of homeless men is 

provided by figures from the S.E, Commission, relating to labour turnover 

at the lallourn Open Cut.

The turnover of labourers is 79.37^ as against 20,1% for other 
men. Some of the former group stay only a day or two and a large number
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fail to complete a full pay period. Officers of the Commission consider 

that this is more prevalent among the 11 social casualties” of the type we 

deal with.

As the initial employment costs several pounds in fares, pro-* 

vision of camps and meals, it is obvious that the annual cost to State 

enterprises, as well as private employers, of the problem group amounts to 

an enormous sum each year.

The S,E, Commission has found that the provision of I,M,C,A,

Huts and the formation of sports clubs has achieved a great deal in raising 
the standards of these camps. On the other hand, the Country Roads

Board Officers suggest that the smaller camps, 14 to 20 men, have less labour 

problems because of the discipline imposed by the men themselves. This 

cannot happen so easily in a large camp.

Jobs as kitchen-hands are also sought after by the less stable 

members of the community. Many applicants for aid give this as their 

occupation, yet their success can be easily gauged by the fact that they are 

destitute and jobless at a time when jobs are plentiful. One hotel manager 

said he had no idea how many kitchen hands he had employed in the last twelve 
months. But he had employed and lost three during the preceeding fort

night - ”A11 boozers” he said.

It is from these groups that the majority of derelicts hail.

They have had little or no chance from the start, A low intelligence, 

often bordering on feebleminded, they are totally unable to profit from their 

education. They have seldom been trained for a job and their early

environment is against them.

Such men seldom obtain a better class of job nor do they 

take seriously the fact that they hold a job for only a few days or a week 

or two. With them a period of destitution between jobs is normal,

The gap between this kind of life and complete unemployment is 

a small one. Their destitution often becomes a reason for not working*

They have nowhere to live, they will say, or no clothes so how can tihey work?
Prior to the war when employment was hard to find, classification 

of this group was difficult. Today it is not. Only the physically infirm 
and obviously mentally deficients have any actual difficulty in finding 
employment,
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If any official action is to be taken in regard to this group 

it can only be done effectively when unemployment is practically non-existent.

The task could be undertaken with little difficulty at the present 

time, A survey of the problem would cost little and throw much light on a 

serious economic and social problem.

THE DERELICT

It is tragic that it is necessary to apply the word "derelict” to 

a human being.

Unfortunately no other word seems suitable to these men. Even 

at that the use of the word "derelict" is not quite as degrading to either the 

user or the person described as the term "drunken-bum'1 of the Americans*

A derelict may be defined as a person who for physical or 

psychological reasons, or both, cannot maintain the minimum standards demanded 

by society. The majority of them are alcoholics. In many cases

alcoholism appears to be the cause of their degeneration in-so-far as they 
live normal lives before gradually going down to excessive drinking. Dr,

Roger Williams of U.S.A, regards this type of drinking as an addiction caused 

by habituation in a similar way to drug addiction. Some will succumb rapidly
to alcohol - others will never become alcoholics. Dr. williams estimates

however, that seven to twelve years regular daily drinking suffices to set up 

some degree of compulsive drinking in the average man.

Others of the derelict group have never led normal lives through no 

fault of their own. These are the mental-deficients and mental defectives.
Most of these men are also alcoholics but in these cases the alcoholism must be 

regarded as a symptom of the underlying condition and not a cause.

, In either case the result is about the same,: Certainly men

in the former group occasionally make an effort to work and beat the drink.

They almost invariably fail. The life they have lived during long bouts 

rapidly oauses physical and mental deterioration, that makes their attempts to 
escape impossible.

Weeks and sometimes months of drifting about the street, living 

on a hopelessly inadequate diet, badly clad, dirty and often lice and bug 

infested and worn out through lack of sleep, they have no chance unless they 
ca& recuperate in an institution of some kind. Even then they Seldom succeed.
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The following case-history is typical.

CASE HISTORY

A.Ii. Born 1900. in Western Australia. Lived with Grandmother

till 11 then with foster-parents. The latter were harsh 

and ■unsympathetic*
A.K, sold papers till the age of 13 then worked in timber-*inill. 

Joined Army in 1917 and served overseas.

Returned in 1919 and married.
Separated from wife soon after and came to Melbourne, where he 

was employed as carrier, 

lived with de-facto wife.

Began drinking in bouts in 1930 and deteriorated rapidly*

Lost job in 1935 and only performed casual work after that.

Did not work at all after 1939.

Suffered from gastric ulcers and partial alcoholic blindness,

In 194-5 Eye and Ear Hospital said would be totally blind in 
six months if he did not stop drinking. Continued to drink 

as usual.

A.K. had over 20 convictions for drunkenness and had been!in 

several homes and mental hospitals during last 8 years,

A.K. finally found dead in lane (194-6)*

Many have no wish to work. They regard the man that works 

as a nmugn to be sponged cn. Any member of this group who is known to have 

a job is constantly accosted by his 51 friends”, who rapidly become hostile if 

their request for money is refused.

The worker is expected to drink with them and once he does, it 

is the end of his job.

One man I knew made this attempt. After working a week he

returned 10/~ he owed us. On his way back to his room, however, he was

taken in tow by a group of derelicts. They drank in a wine-saloon till it 
closed, then moved to a sly-grog in a lane.

When the other men left him it was 3 o’clock in the morning.
He was drunk and penniless. He could not return to his room as he could
no longer pay the rent he owed.



-  9 -

Getting a 11 sucker” in tow is a frequent practice amongst this 

element. A man from a country job and forced to stay at the "Gill" or 

"Gordon House” is a good mark.

One man I knew went through £25. in just over 2L, hours in this way 

and many others have applied for aid with a similar story.

The amount of money handed to these men in a year must amount to a 

huge sum, One man got 13/“ from passers-by in a city street in a little
over half an hour. Almost without exception this money is spent on liquor.

When on a bout, the price of a pie is sufficient money to spend on

food.

It is inevitable that many of these men sooner or later become 
seriousXy ill.

To arrange admission and take them to a mental hospital is a 
frequent occurrence,

Two men were found on the floor in a tenement house. They had 

not moved for four days. One had gangrene in both feet. The other had 
abscesses all over his body and died a few days after admission to a hospital. 

The public hospitals deal with many such cases.

Delirium tremens and hallucinations are frequently met with.

Most of the derelict element seem to find shelter of some sort 
during the night. Two winter nights spent roaming the streets and parks 

in Melbourne only revealed two men "sleeping out" and neither of these, although 

they had been drinking to excess, could be called derelicts.

The regular derelicts do not roam the streets late at night. They 

know.places where they are safe from the police. In yards or rooms of

decrepid and unoccupied houses, in shelters or sporting ovals and occasionally 
in railway carriages shelter is found when no ticket to a hostel is available.

Methylated spirits and wine are the usual drinks of this group and 

partial alcoholic blindness due to destruction of the optic nerve by bad 

alcohol is not uncommon.

A large number of persons are sent to gaol each year as a resul-t 
of drunkenness and probably the majority of these convictions come, from the 

derelict group, if for no other reason than that they seldom, if ever, can 
pay a fine.
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Some men known to the writer have over forty convictions against

them.
Of 5819 men and women imprisoned during 19-47, 2260 were imprisoned 

as a direct result of drunkenness. This figure does not include the 07

persons committed for vagrancy or >453 charged with riotous or offensive 

behaviour., It is suggested that many cases in these latter groups arose 

from excessive drinking.
It is hard to make an estimate of the numbers of persons who 

may be classed as derelicts existing in Melbourne at the present time. As 

six or seven hundred to whom the term may be justly applied are card- 

indexed at this office, it is thought that twelve hundred would be a fairly 

conservative estimate. The latter figure, however, is at the best a rough

guess.

A distinction must be made between the men who become derelict 

early in life and those who go downhill after their working life is over.

Some of the latter group become derelict only after they are 

forced to live alone on a pension. The "room1’ they pay some twelve or 

fifteen shillings for, the drab environment of an inner or slum area, a 

monotonous and Inadequate diet makes their lives colourless and dreary* So 

far from being surprising that some of them drink to excess, it is remarkable 

that more of them do not do so. When the3̂ do, and sometimes when they do

not drink, they gradually become less able to care for themselves. Their 

clothes, rooms and bodies become neglected till they are finally moved to a 

home. They are not ”derelicts” in the usual sense of the word. They

are merely old. Only adequate housing of the aged will solve this problem* 

The conditions under which hundreds, and possibly thousands of pensioners 

are forced to live at the present time are a disgrace to society.

In considering what steps may be taken in regard to the derelict 

group three things become dominant.
(1) To prevent men from becoming derelict.

(2) To do something about the present derelict population,
(3) To protect society from them.

In the first place prevention must be considered in terms 
of job training, employment and supervision of boys who show signs of mental 

deficiency, particularly such boys with a poor background and environment.
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Also under this heading must come the need for decent hostels for homeless 

working men* particularly those in transit or on leave from country jobs.

An educational campaign aimed at teaching what alcoholism is • 

and its symptoms would probably help over a period of years. As all

preventative work must be long range this is not a disadvantage.

Such a campaign is being conducted in U.S.A,

The question of what to do with the men now on the street presents 

a difficult problem. The present method of gaoling them for short periods 

achieves nothing worthwhile.
Longer periods of imprisonment would be unjust as the offence they 

have committed is for them normal behaviour in view of their mental make-up 

and background.
All social workers who come into contact with this group are 

agreed that some type of farm colony is essential.

Most of the men could work after a few weeks and some financial 

reward for a week*-s work is considered essential.
Every effort should be made to get these men back into society as 

normal oitizens. Medical and psychiatrical treatment would be needed and

if the environment is to assist the men, amenities at least equal to those in 

Base Military Camps during the war would be essential.

Such places would inevitably fail if the men were free to leave 

as they wished. The answer would be to place the control of such places 
under the Mental Hygiene Department and commit the men to these for periods 

of six months and upwards under the existing but little used Inebriates Act, 

instead of the present gaol sentence for drunkenness,vagrancy* etc., in the 

case of old offenders.

It is realised that the cost of such places would be high but 

tempered somewhat by the income from farm-products,

Whether the cost would be greater than at the present time is 

doubtful. This group is now costing a huge sum in hospital attention,

keep in mental homes and gaols, police and court attention, not to mention what 
is spent by social agencies.

On top of this they now produce nothing. The greatest asset 

of such a scheme would be the clearing of this element from the streets. While
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they remain they constitute a sort of "source of infection". They pull 

down to their own level the weaker elements of the community.

This is one angle of the third heading - Protecting society from

them*

If such a scheme were put into action it would seem at first 

glance to be an encroachment on the freedom of the individual.

Yet I believe the majority of these men would be happier, and 

certainly healthier in such a place.

At present many of them periodically enter Mental Homes as 
a Voluntary Boarder until they are black-listed, and not allowed to return,

I have had such cases ask me to have them certified. This, however, is a 

difficult matter unless hallucinations or delirium tremens are present.

After six or twelve months work under such conditions it is 

considered that at least some men would be able to work and stand on their 

own feet after being released, particularly if they were no longer subject to 

the influence of the derelicts to whom they were known.

Under the third heading - The Protection of Society - the 
behaviour of the derelict must be considered in relation to the standards in 

the district where they congregate.

Certain inner areas have the reputation of being "tough".

Close contact over a period of years, however, shows that in the "tough" 
areas the great majority of the people are decent and law-abiding. What 

makes the district "tough" is the fact that certain elements frequent them 
in large numbers. One reason for this is that some wine-saloons and one 

or two hotels, cater for this element.

The average hotel does not want this kind of trade because they 
drive better customers away. The numbers of the derelict and tough element,

however, are sufficient to make it worth while for some wine saloons to cater 

for this element almost exclusively.

The attitude of the average citizen to these places can be 

gauged by the response of residents and traders in this locality when the 

Brotherhood of St.̂  Laurence opposed the granting of a wine licence to an 
individual some time ago.
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Without exception the people questioned wanted the place closed. 

Evidence given to our solicitor and the police told of excessive drunkenness, 
brawls, obscene language, men and women being accosted by drunks, drunken men 

and women sitting on doorsteps and window frames of nearby business premises 

and entering business places, drunken men and women being in back-lanes and 

lavatories of places near the saloon and so on.

While the alcoholic derelict is allowed to roam the streets and 

while wine saloons can sell for sixpence twice the quantity of alcohol that 
a pot of beer costing eightpence-halfpenny contains, these things will go on. 

And while they go on they will have a serious effect on the moral standards 
of children who must inevitably witness these things.

There is no doubt that a canvass of responsible opinion would show 

that the public want protection from this element. It is time this 

protection was given if for no other reason than that society cannot afford 

to allow more men and women to sink to this level.

Unfortunately some men will, for psychological and physical 

reasons always gravitate to the minimum standard allowed by society. It.is 
for societs?* to lift this minimum if the average standard is to increase*

Our minimum standards do not allow disease-ridden beggars to lie on the streets 

as in Eastern countries - but our standards are still too low.
The average standards of mental and emotional development can 

be raised only by lifting the minimum standard. Society cannot afford 

a large group who are sub-normal.

With the current efforts to improve health services it would be 
both safer and cleaner if the derelict population were taken from the streets, 

for such action is a humanitarian obligation to both the men themselves and 
the community in general.

Much of what has been said about derelict men also applies to 

some women. The number of women of this type, however, Is far less than 

the number of men, Those that do- exist, however, constitute a difficult 

problem. Many are barred from the better homes because they do not stay, 

nor will they stay at institutions that are open to them. We were 

called to one woman who was sleeping on a concrete floor covered only with 

a few rags. She was well known at several institutions and returned to one 
of them,.
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Two days later her pension was payable and she left to continue drinking.
The matron of the institution had not the power to hold her. Three days

later she c-ame back to us - Drunk, dirty and homeless. We could not find

out where she had spent the intervening nights.
With these cases the provision of clothes, etc., is a simple 

matter, but once drunk sodden and verminous the question of control becomes 

predominant, Unless they can be held by a home little can be done.

Only commitment to an institution for a long period would solve 

this problem. The money now drawn as a pension, and wasted, would pay

for their keep.
Some of those women live with derelict men in a squalor that 

is almost unbelievable.

We were called in to one such couple to find the room alive with

body~lice»

Again - such living standards must be prohibited if society is

to progress.
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