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Synopses
One line synopsis

The story of how a shellshocked war veteran took to the road as a hawker and ended up creating a national icon.

One paragraph synopsis

This is the story of how a shellshocked World War One veteran, who’d left school at 12, ended up creating a national icon. An inspiring man with bold and imaginative ideas, Fletcher Jones was influenced by Japanese reformer Toyohiko Kagawa, one of the most remarkable social activists of his time. Jones established his clothing design, retail and manufacturing business with an emphasis on quality, service and innovation. But his primary concern was for people - both his customers and his workers - and they, in turn, were intensely loyal. This is a celebration of the man and his dream - of a model working environment based on values other than simple profit - set against the backdrop of 20th century history.

One page synopsis

This is the story of how a shellshocked World War One veteran, who’d left school at 12, took to the road as a hawker and ended up creating a national icon.

The clothing design, retail and manufacturing business that he established in the small Victorian town of Warrnambool would, at its peak, encompass 55 stores around Australia and employ over 2750 people.

It was called Fletcher Jones & Staff, because the staff actually owned the company. Fletcher Jones set up the business as a worker’s co-operative, based on principles of fairness, decency and integrity. His emphasis was on value, quality, service and scientific innovation but his primary concern was for people - both his customers and his workers - and they, in turn, were intensely loyal.

This documentary celebrates the life of an inspiring man with bold and imaginative ideas, whose entrepreneurial skills and marketing acumen became legendary.

It also looks at those who helped him achieve his dream, exploring his relationship with Japanese reformer Toyohiko Kagawa - one of the most remarkable social activists and thinkers of the early 20th century - and highlighting the vital contribution of migrant workers to the ragtrade. 

It’s a story carried along on the tide of 20th century Australian history: the aftermath of war, the challenge of global capitalism, the impact of immigration and the rise and fall of modern industry.

About the film

For a generation of Australians, Fletcher Jones was a household name; the founder of one of the most successful clothing companies in the nation’s history. 

But to his community and the thousands of people with whom he worked, Fletcher Jones was so much more than that. He was a visionary; an inspirational man who had a dream for his business that put the needs of his staff first. He was the genius behind an iconic Australian manufacturer and a gentleman who believed in sharing his success with everyone who helped to create it; a businessman who put people before profits and prospered. His company, Fletcher Jones and Staff, followed a groundbreaking business model and thrived. 

The Fletcher Jones story is told in The Fabric of a Dream, a Film Australia documentary directed by Dennis K. Smith (Rainbow Bird and Monster Man, Troubled Minds - The Lithium Revolution) and produced by Melanie Coombs (Academy Award winning Producer, Harvie Krumpet). It was produced under Film Australia’s National Interest Program, in association with Melodrama Pictures. 

“I am interested personally in social justice,” says director Dennis K. Smith.  “In this documentary you’ve got the story of Fletcher Jones and you’ve also got the story of the people who worked alongside him to build an iconic company. He was a visionary man, he established an inspirational business model and his relationship with the workers was amazing. ”

Raised in a poor, working-class family, childhood was tough for young Fletcher Jones, whose stutter made him the butt of jokes by his peers. He witnessed great hardship among his father’s workmates, unionised labourers whose employment at the local mine often cost them their lives.

Despite leaving school at 12 and suffering debilitating shellshock after a catastrophic experience in World War I, Jones set himself up as a travelling salesman, hawking aprons to housewives. He quickly learned that quality was the key to sales success and, with wife Rena, opened a small tailor shop in the rural town of Warrnambool in 1924. 

After an unpromising beginning, the little shop formed the foundation for a manufacturing and retailing empire that eventually employed 3000 people, each playing a role in the ownership and management of the company.

Inspired by a world-renowned Japanese Christian philosopher and social activist, Toyohiko Kagawa, Jones, himself a devout Christian, adopted the view that his company should operate as a workers’ co-operative. All staff, many of them migrants recruited straight off the docks, were given shares and a voice in the management of “Fletcher Jones and Staff”, as the company was known. 

“The idea that it would be possible to have a company in Australia where you share the responsibility, the profits and the benefits with the workers was inspirational and revolutionary,” producer Melanie Coombs says. “What you have is young migrants coming off the boat and suddenly they are co-owners of the company. It’s an extraordinary thing.” 

The dream eventually came to an end when the company was unable to match the industry’s growing reliance on technology and cheap imports. 

After Fletcher Jones’s death in 1977, the company made efforts to modernise. 

“We were making a pair of trousers in around about 110 minutes,” David Jones, son of Fletcher Jones and a former managing director of the company, recalls. “We gradually got that down to around about 32 minutes, but we were still paying a very high cost per minute compared to what you would pay in China. The Chinese could afford to make that very same trouser in 50 minutes and still end up with a much cheaper product.”

In 1991, after the company recorded massive losses, David Jones was voted out.  The business was sold and all Fletcher Jones and Staff shareholders – the staff and the Jones family – lost their shares.

“It’s a microcosm story in that it tells the story of things that are happening in the steel industry and the car industry, it has happened right across the textile, clothing and footwear industries and it’s happening on farms. It is a story that is imminently transferable in the contemporary Australian historical and political context.” Smith says

“But the Fletcher Jones story is ennobled by his politics and where he came from as an individual. He was such a unique industrial philanthropist. His mentor was a Japanese Christian socialist, Kagawa, just before World War II. The information about Kagawa is amazing. He’s predominantly dropped out of western historical accounts, but he was the Gandhi of Japan; he was very influential.”

“I’d like audiences to look at this as an unexpected history that will take them on a journey. If they are enlightened and emotionally moved by this history then I would be quite happy. It’s a humanist history where I think if in some way the audience understand a small part of that Australian journey then we’ve done our job.”


As David Jones recalls: “Dad had this feeling that there was a great amount of injustice out there in the way in which workers were treated and, I have no doubt, a feeling that the world could be a better place than this if only he was given a chance.”

The 52-minute film uses recreations, historical news footage and home movies kept in archives by the Fletcher Jones Foundation to tell the tale of an extraordinary man, his achievements and his vision. It was developed over eighteen months and filmed over two months in Warrnambool and Melbourne. 

Actor Andrew S. Gilbert plays Fletcher Jones the man in recreations that were filmed over 10 days in a hall in suburban Northcote and the Ktena Knitting Mills in Fitzroy, dressed by the art department to represent the period. 

“A lot of attention and resources were put into making those recreations look authentic,” Coombs says. “Sometimes you can see recreations and they can really stick out. We really wanted it to add to the film, to give the audience more points of identification.”

Award-winning actor Wendy Hughes is the narrator. 
About the filmmakers
Writer/Director: DENNIS K. SMITH

Dennis K. Smith is an award-winning independent filmmaker who has made seven documentaries for television, more than 50 commissioned films, several short films and has written two published histories. 

Dennis wrote and directed the documentary Rainbow Bird and Monster Man, which was nominated for four Australian Film Institute Awards and a Logie Award and won two AWGIE Awards, including the prestigious Gold AWGIE. Rainbow Bird was produced by John Lewis, photographed by Kevin Anderson and edited by Uri Mizrahi, the same team who made Troubled Minds.

Trained at Swinburne Institute (now VCA), Dennis now lectures at Open Channel, RMIT and La Trobe University. He has been a script assessor for the Australian Film Commission and the NSW Film & Television Office and judged documentaries for the annual awards of both the Australian Writers’ Guild and the AFI. 

Producer: MELANIE COOMBS

Melodrama Pictures' Melanie Coombs has produced award-winning shorts and documentaries including Harvie Krumpet. Written and animated by animator Adam Elliot, Harvie Krumpet won the 2003 Academy Award for Short Film - Animation among many international awards. 

A filmmaker for more than 10 years with qualifications from the University of Technology, Sydney, and the Australian Film, Television and Radio School, Melanie established her company, Melodrama Pictures, in 1999, and creates distinctive feature films, documentaries, drama and animation. 

Melanie was the executive producer of a half-hour documentary, Grandpa's Games, which screened on SBS in November 2003 and the short comedy In Your Dreams, which screened at Tropfest and Aspen Shortsfest 2005.  

In 2005, she produced the 52-minute drama The Glenmoore Job for SBS Television. The Glenmoore Job has screened at festivals around the world.

Melanie is again working with an Adam Elliot, this time on an animated feature.
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