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Comrade: Bill Andersen — A Communist, Working-Class Life explores the life of
Aotearoa New Zealand’s most prominent communist union trade leader, Bill Andersen.
Author Cybele Locke is a senior lecturer at Victoria University of Wellington and a
union delegate who has published widely on twentieth-century labour history in New
Zealand. Within the media’s imaginary, Locke explains in her latest book, union-
ists like Andersen often appear as ‘gruft and slightly sinister’ anachronisms, ‘holding
the country to ransom with strikes’ (p. 2). Comrade rejects such stereotypes. Instead,

drawing extensively on oral testimony, Locke’s social biography uses Andersen’s storied
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career to chronicle New Zealand labour history from Andersen’s birth in 1924 until his
death in 2005. Locke’s ability to locate Andersen within a broader historical narrative
is a significant achievement of this book. Her approach nicely complements Andersen’s
own materialist understanding of individuals as enmeshed in the class war. It is also
guided by interviews conducted with 40 of Andersen’s comrades, family members and

friends.

As the book’s subtitle suggests, Bill Andersen’s trade unionism and left-wing princi-
ples are overarching themes in Comrade. Chapter 1 begins with an evocative account
of Andersen’s radicalisation as a young and rebellious merchant seaman. Andersen’s
experiences of class inequality and his witnessing of racism in Middle Eastern ports
catalysed his hatred of exploitation and oppression. Andersen returned to Auckland
in 1946 and joined the Communist Party of New Zealand. Andersen, Locke writes,
‘believed trade union leaders should always have a communist party at their back’
(p- 219). From his membership of the Moscow-aligned Socialist Unity Party (SUP)
following the Sino-Soviet split to his opportunity to be instrumental in the formation
of the Socialist Party of Aotearoa in 1990, Andersen remained a supporter of Stalinist
Marxism his entire life. His belief in the Soviet Union was unshaken by the Soviet
invasion of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. Locke leaves readers in no
doubt as to Andersen’s commitment to the working-class struggle in New Zealand.
However, we are sometimes left questioning the tension between this commitment
at home and Andersen’s unwavering loyalty to a bureaucratic, authoritarian regime
abroad. Little examination is given to how Andersen’s faith was affected by the demise

of the Soviet Union in 1991.

Andersen’s communism underpinned his commitment to democratic and ‘struggle-
based’ (p. 318) trade unionism. For example, as leader of the Northern Drivers’ Union
(NDU), Andersen accepted only the average wage of the workers he represented.
Locke’s in-depth interviews with members and organisers reveal the deep-rooted social
movement unionism of the NDU. The union fought for members’ pay and conditions,
but it also championed progressive causes as diverse as Maori land rights, nuclear
disarmament, environmental protection and opposition to South African apartheid.

Although Andersen believed in participatory and left-wing unionism, he was prone
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to sectarianism and a conservative approach to settling industrial disputes. To Locke’s
credit, Comrade is a sympathetic yet critical account. It gives voice to Andersen’s friends
and adversaries who found themselves on opposing sides during various ideological

debates and campaigns.

In 1974, a mass strike erupted in response to Andersen’s brief imprisonment during an
industrial dispute. He became known in households across New Zealand as ‘the man
who stopped Auckland’ In Chapter 8, Locke contextualises this pivotal event within
the zenith of working-class solidarity in the 1970s. At this time, Bill’s activism was
both invigorated and challenged by the emergence of new social movements for Maori,
Pasifika and women’s rights. In discussing such issues, Locke reveals the ways in which
Andersen’s own life was inseparable from political and industrial struggle. The Great
Depression, Cold War anti-communism, the turbulent 1970s - each of these chapters

in working-class history, and more, are considered through the prism of Andersen’s life.

Locke, like Andersen in his later life, is highly critical of the Council of Trade Unions
and SUP for abandoning grassroots struggle in favour of class collaborationism during
the 1980s. The book’s final chapters chart the dramatic weakening of trade union
strength in the neoliberal era. As in Australia, many labour leaders embraced corpo-
ratist trade unionism in response to economic restructuring. For readers concerned
by contemporary union decline, Locke’s compelling analysis of how the workers’
movement was ‘alienated, isolated and impoverished by neoliberal policies and unem-

ployment’ (p. 297) will be both familiar and resonant.

But Andersen’s ‘inner life’ (p. 6) proved difficult to reconstruct. From raising a family
to coaching rugby league, Andersen’s life is incomprehensible without considering his
socialist principles. He kept no private diary and left only two personal letters and a
brief, dispassionate memoir. In the absence of these sources, Locke draws extensively
upon archival records, including newspapers and declassified Security Intelligence
Service files (although her requests to view Bill’'s voluminous SUP dossier were denied).
Particularly illuminating are oral history interviews with those who knew Andersen.

As Locke writes: “Their memories of friendship, love, mentoring, and solidarity, as well
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as threat, betrayal and conflict, reveal Bill's humanity and his fallibility in the context

of his times’ (p. 6).

In all, Locke’s biography is the product of years of meticulous research. It offers a
comprehensive, yet thoroughly accessible account of a high-profile communist union
leader and the diverse movements he participated in. Comrade will appeal to activists
and oral historians with an interest in trade unionism and social movements. In her
preface, Locke states that her book should be read ‘as a conversation opener, not an end
point’ (p. 6). Scholars would do well in following Locke’s valuable example of social

biography to bring little-known left-wing and labour histories further into view.
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