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Introduction

I k e e p  having a vision, but Eccles says it is really a 
nightmare.

In it I am still a M P and I, with other M Ps, accompany 
our ruler, King M ai, to the beach where he sits on his 
throne stopping the tides coming in and going out. On 
the last occasion, his task was to stop the employment 
tide in the textile, clothing and footwear industry from 
going out.

When the announcement was made as to which tide the 
King was stopping this time, a whole retinue set off for 
the beach. Lesser back benchers had the honour of 
carrying the throne.

Then came the cabinet courtiers who formed a solid 
phalanx around his majesty, guarding him against people 
who might tell him things he wouldn’t want to hear. Then 
came the grave and responsible civil servants.

They kept two paces to the rear, and wore pinstripe 
suits and expressions of heavy responsibility. Then came 
the SS brigade. At first I though these were a security force 
to protect the good and great, but I was told that SS stood 
for ‘smart sods’ and that they were there to make certain 
that other smart sods did not snitch their import quotas.

I noticed that the SS were particularly attentive to the 
civil servants who are the people who actually allocate 
the quotas. They clearly did not hold Members of 
Parliament in high regard and were only distantly 
respectful to the cabinet courtiers, but they fairly fawned 
on the civil servants.

And they continually expressed their gratitude for past
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Introduction

favours, which I thought was very generous until Eccles 
reminded me that gratitude can be regarded as a lively 
sense of favours to come.

When we reached the beach we put the throne down 
with proper reverence and we all gathered round, with 
the distance from the throne being in accordance with our 
station in life. The Cabinet courtiers were closest, then 
the civil servants sitting on little camp stools that the SS 
people had brought for them. The back benchers were 
next and then the SS. They weren’t worried about their 
position in life as long as no one pinched their quotas.

Before the ceremony began, there was a performance 
by some of the natives of the district. These were from 
the A CA M  (Australian Confederation of Apparel M an 
ufacturers) tribe and they danced on the beach, and 
turned head over heels and that kind of thing. They made 
queer threatening noises and beat their breasts and their 
drums.

Then the ceremony got under way. First, King M ai 
stood on his throne and at the top of his voice shouted 
advice across the seas about the wicked way other 
countries erected barriers against our trade. I am uncer
tain whether there were any answers because the winds 
of change were blowing strongly and the breakers were 
booming. I thought I heard a mocking reply about our 
own barriers but, if this were so, the cabinet courtiers 
made sure the King did not hear it.

Then the King took his seat on his throne, drew his 
cloak of authority around him and told us how he was 
going to stop the ebbing tide of employment in the textile, 
clothing and footwear industries and that this wasn’t 
going to be easy as some manufacturers were wickedly 
using labour saving machinery.

Then he asked one of the IAC staff to mark on the legs 
of the throne the level of employment in those industries 
and we were to watch the employment rise as the 
measures he had instituted took effect. So we settled back
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with quiet confidence and for a little while this seemed 
justified because the tide did indeed start to come in a 
little.

Then the water started to creep down the legs of the 
throne instead of up, but when the man marked this he 
was taken away and beheaded which is the way of 
emperors.

But still the employment tide sneaked out. Some of us 
knew that this was because the demand for clothing and 
footwear was falling because they cost too much, so 
people were making their own clothes or making do with 
less. But none of us were brave enough to tell the King 
this after what happened to the last bearer of bad news.

But everyone noticed that the employment tide was not 
doing what it was told. You only had to look at the level 
on the legs of the throne to see that.

Then the King explained that life wasn’t meant to be 
easy and the tide would behave properly soon. Then a 
very brave person brought him a message on a piece of 
paper. The King read it, and then announced that he had 
a very important engagement overseas and disappeared 
in a blaze of glory.

Someone found the piece of paper that had made the 
King so cross. It was a table showing how employment 
in these industries had obeyed the law of supply and 
demand and not the King’s commands. I suppose the next 
thing will be to rescind the law of supply and demand.

People em ployed People em ployed in clothing
D ate in Textiles and  footw ear

M arch  1 9 7 3 5 3  3 0 0 1 0 8  9 0 0
M arch  1 9 7 4 5 4  2 0 0 1 1 0  2 0 0
M arch  1 9 7 5 4 0  3 0 0 86 5 0 0
M arch  1 9 7 6 4 4  5 0 0 9 2  3 0 0
M arch  1 9 7 7 38  9 0 0 82  9 0 0
M arch 1 9 7 8 3 6  7 0 0 7 9  7 0 0
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Writing on the Wall

I t  is  a l m o s t  as though Australia has a death wish. Here 
we live, a mere family of 1 4 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  people in a neigh
bourhood of Asian countries housing not less than 
2 ,2 5 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  people, more than half of the entire 
world’s population.

W hat have we done to the neighbourhood? W e have 
built a wall around our Australian home so high that 
most of our Asian neighbours think we are a world apart. 
Indeed we are, because that wall— invisible as it is— is 
very real in economic terms as it represents the high tariff 
barriers we thrust into the faces of those 2 ,2 5 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  
people we supposedly call our friends.

Just how long can Australia continue to use its tariff 
wall and quota system for many of its secondary indus
tries to hide behind, feather bedded for life?

How long can we flaunt our pompous thoughts of 
superiority and continue to live happily alongside our 
neighbours. The time is rapidly running out; the writing 
is on the wall.

The tariff wall was originally erected to encourage the 
establishment of secondary industries in Australia, but 
is now a wall that limits the expansion of our economy 
by encouraging us to establish, or continue, industries for 
which we have no natural advantages, so that we use our 
limited resources in unwise ways. You can, with the 
expenditure of immense effort, grow bananas at the 
South Pole, but it is clearly a silly way to behave.

The ordinary citizen is usually uninterested when he 
is told that expansion of the economy is being limited by
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the TA R IFF W ALL. ‘You may well be right’, he will say, 
‘but the economy doesn’t really mean much to me. I t ’s 
keeping one jump ahead of the finance companies is my 
main concern.’ If he says this, take him firmly by the ear 
and give him these figures on bed sheets, on which the 
tariff is 4 1 % ,  compared to the same sheets if they were 
duty free.
One pair of sheets $ 1 0 .0 0 One pair duty free
Tariff Item 6 2 .0 2 .1 1 0 sheets $ 1 0 .0 0

4 1 % $ 4 .1 0
Freight charges etc $ 1 .0 0 Freight charges etc $ 1 .0 0

$ 1 5 .1 0 $ 1 1 . 0 0
Add Wholesalers Add Wholesalers

Margin 2 5 % $ 1 8 ,8 7 5 Margin 2 5 % $ 1 3 .7 5
Add Retailers Margin Add Retailers Margin

7 0 % $ 3 2 ,0 7 5 7 0 % $ 2 3 ,3 7 5

So the $ 4 .1 0  duty has increased to $ 8 .7 1 ,  but in actual 
fact, because sheets are subject to quota, they would be 
sold just below the Australian manufactured price of say 
$ 4 0 .0 0  plus. In other words, you are paying nearly twice 
as much as you should if they were available on an open 
market.

Or you could give him the figures on motor cars, which 
are even worse and which are set out below:—

DETAILS O F  A V E R A G E  IM P O R T E D  C A R

Invoice cost $ 2 2 0 0 .0 0 $ 2 2 0 0 . 0 0
Duty $ 9 9 0 .0 0
Sales T ax $ 1 0 5 3 .0 0 $ 7 2 6 .0 0
Freight etc $ 1 2 0 0 .0 0 $ 1 2 0 0 .0 0
Dealer $ 7 5 0 .0 0 $ 7 5 0 . 0 0

$ 6 1 9 3 .0 0 $ 4 8 7 6 .0 0

(.P re-1978  B udget Prices)

If there was no duty the same car would be retailed at least 
$ 1 3 1 7 .0 0  less. By this time the ordinary citizen will admit 
the tariff wall is not just a picturesque way of describing 
a faraway fact of economic life but it is also affecting him

2



Writing on the Wall

personally every time he goes to bed, or for a drive in his 
car. Besides limiting the expansion of the economy, it is 
also making it more costly for him to live. But then he 
must be told that there is a much more serious effect even 
than this, and that is, the effect of the wall on the 
prospects for peace. We know from bitter experience that 
trade wars are always likely to be fought over tariff walls 
and that these almost always lead to real wars. And we 
know that Australia is doing far more than we should to 
make the position worse. It is true that our Prime 
Minister castigates the E.E.C. for erecting high barriers 
against our exports when he goes to Europe, but when 
he comes home he busily sets to work to keep out the 
goods of our trading partners in Asia.

The world’s leaders are right when they point to the 
rising tide of protectionism that threatens to overwhelm 
us all, but still the barriers grow even higher. We are 
becoming obsessed with the same kind of bastard 
nationalism that, in the 1 9 3 0 ’s, made the second world 
war inevitable. But even while that war was being fought, 
stern resolutions were made that the world would not go 
down that tragic road again. When the war ended, we 
were ready with the Marshall Plan and Bretton Woods 
Agreement, so that trade wars would not quickly start, 
to be followed by real wars. And up to now we have stuck 
to these principles in general terms though there have 
been many falls from grace. But now, with the first onset 
of a comparatively mild world recession, all the lessons 
of the past seem to have been forgotten and we seem to 
be slipping back to the 1 9 3 0 ’s position and are wandering 
down the same tragic path.

There is a more serious threat hidden away in today’s 
protectionism than ever there was in the protectionism 
of the 1 9 3 0 ’s.

Then the U.S.A. and Europe placed prohibitive tariff 
barriers against Japanese goods, and this was the 
beginning of World W ar II as far as Japan was concerned.
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Being a country that imports raw materials she has to 
export to survive, hence her invasion of China to secure 
a market for her goods which had been denied her by the 
rest of the World. Finally in 1941 the U.S.A. gave Japan 
an ultimatum to get out of China, froze her assets in 
U.S.A. and cut off her oil supplies. The result: Pearl 
Harbour! Germany too behaved as she did because she 
felt economically stifled. But now an even bigger threat 
looms. The gap between the living standards of the 
developed and the underdeveloped countries continues 
to widen, and into the gap civilisation as we know it one 
day will tumble. It may be that affluence will destroy the 
rich countries, and it is worth remembering that no 
civilisation has yet been able to withstand for long being 
affluent. Or it may be that comparative poverty of the 
poor countries will so inflame them that they will fight 
like fiends to get what they regard as their fair share. No 
one knows how or when it will happen, but all the lessons 
of the past point to the fact that somehow, sometime, the 
developed and underdeveloped countries will move 
closer into equilibrium. This is much more likely to be 
done peaceably if we trade freely with them.

There are some who think that we can salve our 
consciences, and solve our neighbours’ problems, by 
giving them aid rather than trading with them. But the 
chapter on Nepal in this book tells of the difference 
between meaning well and doing well on the international 
aid front. I grant that we are better at it than we were in 
1961 when that chapter was written, but helping wisely 
is still incredibly difficult. Trade is always more effective 
and more important than aid, both to the giver and the 
receiver. Yet it is against our Asian neighbours that our 
highest trade barriers are erected.

If we refuse to buy from our neighbours we clearly hurt 
them, but we also hurt ourselves. There is only one way 
of being paid for exports and that is by receiving imports 
in return. So every time we make it harder for imports to
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come in, we automatically make it harder for our exports 
to go out. Trade is Australia’s lifeblood, and if we restrict 
the blood flow we hurt ourselves as well as our 
neighbours.

The tariff wall, then, is not only an object of concern 
to economists but indeed it affects every citizen in the 
most intimate and serious way. M ost of my time in 
Federal Parliament was spent trying to understand the 
damage that the wall was doing to us, then trying to get 
others to see the urgency of lowering the wall before it 
does us any more damage. I am not now in Parliament, 
but for me the battle still goes on. I have too many 
grandchildren to give up now.
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Family History

M y  g r e a t - g r a n d f a t h e r  came out from the Isle of M an 
in 1838  and started farming at a little place called Cudlee 
Creek in the hills a few miles east of Adelaide. From there 
the family grew and spread all over South Australia, most 
of them being farmers. M y grandfather, Robert, settled 
on the family farm ‘Merrindie’ a 2 2 0 0  acre property west 
of Tarlee in the 1860s and we have lived there ever since, 
except when sallying out to put the world right. The 
tendency to do this could be said to be a family failing.

M y grandfather Robert started this practice. His 
brother, H. C. Kelly, who was by all accounts an out
standing person, was elected as a M em ber of Parliament 
but was killed when his buggy horses bolted down a very 
steep hill. So Robert then stood and won the seat of 
W ooroora. However, he only held the seat for a short 
time as he transferred his activities from politics to 
administration. While still a M em ber he was appointed 
a member of the Pastoral Lands Royal Commission. 
Then, after he had ceased to be a M em ber of Parliament, 
he was appointed a member of the original Pastoral 
Board also. His work entailed a great amount of travel
ling in horse and buggy all through the State. And it also 
entailed making nasty tough decisions about what should 
be the size of pastoral properties and these were not easy 
judgements to make when so little was known about the 
soil and rainfall. Evidently Robert was a competent 
administrator as he was in the job for 2 0  years.

M y father, William Stanley Kelly, was born in 1884 . 
He attended the tiny Merrindie school and later Prince
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Alfred College in Adelaide. He had the typical undistin
guished Kelly school performance but he must have had 
an unusual hunger for knowledge, because, after 
returning to the farm he studied, by correspondence, 
university subjects under Professors Henderson and 
Mitchell. He did Psychology in 1 9 0 7  which was the year 
Mitchell’s ‘Structure and Growth of the M ind’ was 
published. He managed to scrape through his exams in 
six successive years, one subject each year, which is no 
mean performance when running a farm and raising a 
family at the same time.

In 1909  my father married Ada M ay Dawson, whose 
father, Charles Dawson came out from England to South 
Australia in 1838 and who was a station manager until 
he came to the inside country to farm at M t Bryan. M y 
mother was a very serious and studious person with a 
very stern sense of duty, but she had many endearing 
qualities also. One of these was the ability to read aloud 
and before the days of radio she used to hold the family 
spellbound on winter evenings, reading books like 
Treasure Island and more serious works.

In 1917 , when the first war was reaping a grim harvest 
of the best of the young men in the country, my father 
left his wife and four children and went away as a private 
and joined the 48th  battalion which had suffered very 
heavy casualties. He was seriously wounded at Villers 
Bretonneux in 1918 in M arch and was sent back to 
England for hospitalisation.

When the war ended he joined the education unit that 
was formed to give the Australian troops, who were 
awaiting return to Australia, some useful and interesting 
instruction. So he was made a lieutenant, asked to write 
a simple text book called Beef, M utton and W ool, and 
to do all kinds of interesting tasks. They were able to 
teach a lot of soldiers woolclassing and other farming 
skills. It was during this period in Britain that my father 
met F. L. M cDougal, who was later prominent in the
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Australian civil service, particularly in the field of inter
national trade negotiations and who was later respons
ible for my father being asked to join the Tariff Board.

M y father returned to Australia in 1919  and quickly 
settled down to being a good farmer again and was made 
a member of the State Advisory Board of Agriculture and 
was soon showing up as a potential leader in the farming 
field. But then, out of the blue, in 1929  came an invitation 
to join the Tariff Board. He later found out that 
McDougal had been so impressed with my father’s ability 
to think clearly that he strongly recommended my father 
to the then Prime Minister, M r Bruce, who was looking 
for a Tariff Board member with a rural background.

M y father served on the Board all through the dark 
depression days when it took real courage not to 
recommend protection for industries that were not eco
nomic and efficient. In those days there were very few 
trained economists in Australia but my father was par
ticularly fortunate in striking up a firm friendship with 
Professor L. F. Giblin who had a great influence on him. 
And at about this time the authoritative enquiry into the 
Australian tariff headed by Professor Brigden was made 
public. This document still remains the most respected 
work in this field.

M y father stayed in Melbourne on the Tariff Board 
until 1939. Because of the outbreak of war there was then 
little interest in the erection of tariff barriers to keep 
overseas goods from competing with Australian goods. 
The Germans were soon to demonstrate a great com 
petence in doing this. There being little interest in the 
work of the Tariff Board, my father sought and obtained 
leave to go to Britain to see if he could do something to 
help the war effort. So my mother and he set off by sea 
at their own expense and stayed in Britain till 1 9 4 2  doing 
all kinds of interesting things. He was a member of the 
Home Guard, his digging partner in the Cambridge 
vegetable allotment was the famous animal geneticist,
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Professor Hammond. He became the Australian 
representative on the International W ool Secretariat, he 
helped in the development of some rough land in the 
Brecklands in Norfolk. It was then that he got to know 
that remarkable man, Ian Clunies-Ross, who later 
headed the C .S .I.R .O . And it was then that he got to 
know and respect Professor Charles M artin whose work 
on myxomatosis on rabbits led the world. Both my 
mother and father were often in London during the 
bombing raids, so altogether their stay in Britain was full 
of interest and opportunity.

They returned to Australia in 1942  and my father came 
back to the farm so that I could go into the R.A.A.F. But 
he was almost immediately asked to go to Canberra to 
act as adviser on agricultural products to the Prices 
Commissioner, Professor Copland. He also served on the 
M eat Commission which had taken over from the M eat 
Board during the war. There was a nice little story told 
by Fred Brodie, the representative of one of the big meat 
companies at the farewell ceremony the Commission 
gave to my father on his retirement. ‘There was a Kelly 
well known in Australian history who operated on the 
squatters’, Brodie said, ‘but the Kelly to whom we are 
saying goodbye today squats on the operators’. This 
comment was typical of the good humoured respect with 
which my father was held during those difficult days. It 
was far from an easy task to keep prices high enough to 
encourage increased production of some products and 
less of others. And even in war time, when you had the 
flame of patriotism to reinforce the edict of the law, black 
markets abounded. The story was told of the two doctors 
during the war who were talking together about 
experiences in their practices while in the lounge of a 
hotel. One said to the other ‘I have four cases of 
meningitis in my area’, when a chap sitting behind them 
who wasn’t supposed to be listening, tapped him on the
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shoulder and whispered behind his hand, ‘I ’ll take the 
lot!’.

My father also had a good deal to do with the inter
national trade negotiations that followed the end of the 
war. The lessons of the dangers that followed the erection 
of barriers to world trade were then all too clear. During 
these negotiations, and at other times also, there grew up 
a firm friendship between the then Prime Minister, Ben 
Chifley and my father. The last time Chifley came to 
South Australia, he spent it with my father on Merrindie.

My parents stayed on in Canberra until 1948 when 
they came back to live on the farm, in the house that had 
been built for my grandfather Robert, but he had died 
before it was finished. M y father’s next task was very 
interesting. There had been some exciting developments 
in the use of trace elements in the sandy soils of the Ninety 
Mile Desert area in South Australia. As a result of this 
the life assurance company, the A .M .P., decided to 
develop a large area of this country and then to sell it to 
selected settlers. They asked my father to chair the 
committee that had the general oversight of this scheme 
and this took up a lot of his time.

M y father’s last official duty was to represent the rural 
industries on the Consultative Committee on Import 
Policy. This group was formed when the government felt 
that it had to introduce import licensing in order to 
safeguard our overseas funds in 1952 . I know that my 
father did not enjoy this task as much as he did the others 
in his life, and towards the end of the Committee’s 
existence he became very concerned that import licensing 
was being used to give protection of a very high order and 
that would leave Australia with a lot of problem indus
tries when import licensing was abandoned. This indeed 
turned out to be the case.

This brief summary of the history of my family would 
not be complete without the following story. One day I 
met my mother hurrying down to our house and I could

10



Fam ily H istory

see that she was upset about something. I jumped off my 
horse and anxiously asked what was troubling her. ‘It’s 
all your fault, I know that you are behind this awful affair. 
You ought to be ashamed of yourself for causing all this 
embarrassment to your father and m e’. ‘W hat on earth 
is the matter, mother?’, I wanted to know, so she told me 
to go and face my father’s wrath. So I hurried to my father 
to find out what devilment I had been up to. I found him 
sitting at his desk regarding a letter with deep suspicion, 
as if it were a snake about to bite him. I approached the 
offending epistle cautiously and this is what I read, in a 
letter written on the Governor-General’s paper: 

PER S O N A L  AND C O N F ID E N T IA L
G overnm ent H ouse,
C anberra .
1st D ecem b er, 1 9 5 0 .

‘Dear Sir,

I have the honour to inform you it has been ascertained that  
His Majesty The King would be graciously pleased to approve of 
your being created a Knight Bachelor.

I am, therefore, directed by His Excellency the Governor-  
General to request you to indicate to me by telegram whether such 
an honour would be acceptable to you. A prompt reply would be 
most helpful.’

Then followed directions about how to advise acceptance 
or rejection. The letter was signed by M . L. Tyrrell, 
Official Secretary and Comptroller to the 
Governor-General.

After my father had watched me read this he said ‘I 
hope you have had nothing to do with this foolishness, 
my son, because, if you did, your mother is going to be 
very angry with you. You surely must see that for her to 
be called Lady Kelly would be the end of her. Perhaps you 
should see if we could get it changed to an O .B.E . or some 
lesser Order’. I scouted anxiously around but was smartly 
told that it was quite improper to even ask for such a 
favour. So my father wrote a little note to the good and
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great saying that he was sorry he could not accept such 
a high honour which he felt would be quite out of keeping 
with our modest way of life. M y mother watched this 
process with anxious and suspicious eyes.

Then without any consultation between the State and 
Federal authorities, the State Government wrote to my 
father offering him an O .B.E . which he accepted with 
alacrity so everyone was satisfied, even my mother. But 
I always had a feeling that she was suspicious that there 
was some devilment somewhere. And really the coin
cidence was a bit thick when you come to think of it.

M y father became very weak and deaf and his voice, 
too, became almost inaudible before he died in 1969 . I 
used to visit him at the nursing home as often as I could. 
Because he was so deaf and frail, we used to exchange 
information by writing everything down on a writing pad 
which he kept by him to read after I (and other visitors) 
had gone. Because I was Minister for Navy at the time 
I always had to be careful what I wrote on that pad 
because I was never certain who would be reading it 
besides my father. On one visit he wrote in his feeble, 
faltering hand, ‘Flow is Gorton going?’ So I replied with 
two pages of carefully qualified praise. He read it 
through, raised his eyebrows, asked for the pencil and 
laboriously spelled out this perceptive comment: ‘He 
seems a bit tinny to m e’.

He died at the same time as the collision between 
Melbourne and Evans.

12
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Pre-Parliament Life

I w a s  b o r n  in 1 9 1 2  and there were four in the family, 
two girls and two boys. We all went to the little Merrindie 
school which was about three miles from home. Before 
my younger sister went to school the three of us used to 
ride on one quiet old mare. Then when there were four 
going to school we graduated to a spring cart. It was a 
one teacher school and I suppose all the high powered 
educationists of today would be very sorry for us, but I 
think that we were lucky. For one thing, we were always 
seeing interesting things on the journey, which is more 
than do most country kids of today as they travel in their 
big buses. And there is nothing quite so stimulating as a 
good one teacher school. You always have the oppor
tunity to listen to the lessons being taught the class a year 
or more ahead of you. If the discipline is good, and it was 
with us, we learnt a lot and much of it painlessly.

Then in 1925  I went to Prince Alfred College as a 
boarder and had a typically Kelly undistinguished career. 
I didn’t really settle down to study until my fifth and final 
year and, strangely enough, it was economics and eco
nomic history that seemed to whet my interest in learn
ing. But that is all the economics I have formally studied 
and I have always been envious of people who have been 
able to study economics at a university. I played in the 
first cricket and football teams but mine was mostly a dull 
and mediocre time at college.

I left school at the end of 1 9 2 9 ,  just when the depres
sion was bearing down on us. I worked on the farm under 
a manager and work was indeed the operative word.
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Then I started to manage the place when I was 21 . In 1936  
I married Lorna Clare Hill who I met when her brother 
came to teach at Merrindie school. We have three sons, 
two farmers and one a vet.

We had an unusually Puritan upbringing. M y parents 
were staunch Methodists with a very strong sense of duty. 
But we were fortunate in that the little Methodist church 
at Giles Corner also had a tradition of self education. So 
there was often a debate to prepare or an evening devoted 
to drama or public speaking, as well as frequent devo
tional sessions. This training stood us in good stead later 
in life, though unfortunately it never taught me to talk 
well on my feet, though somewhere along the line I learnt 
to think clearly.

We had little money when we were married and we had 
to wait till we won the All Australian lamb competition 
before we could afford to buy a radio set. We had a good 
Dorset Horn sheep stud and exhibiting these at Adelaide 
and Melbourne Shows gave me some outside interests. 
But I was not farming the country well, the rotations were 
too close, and we were not using enough fertilizer, and 
as a result the soil started to wash away. I well remember 
my father saying to me on one of his visits home that it 
was about time I got off my tail and did something to stop 
these great gutters spoiling our best arable paddocks. He 
seemed to remember that someone somewhere in N.S.W . 
had published a little booklet, telling people how to 
construct contour banks which were supposed to guide 
the water off the land quietly instead of having it rush 
down the hillside, taking good soil with it. Then he 
disappeared to Melbourne again, leaving me with a job 
on my hands. That is one of the benefits of absentee 
ownership.

To make a long story short, I eventually located the 
booklet in the Bank of N.S.W . and, following its direc
tions, we made up a level and then set out to lay out some 
contour banks. Lorna, who was then great with our first
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child, used to mark the place for the pegs to go. It was 
quite exciting wandering along behind the level, won
dering where it would lead us. Then we ploughed the 
banks together with an old disc plough, and then we 
waited for the rain. There were a lot of teething troubles 
but we made the banks work reasonably well. Then I got 
the Department of Agriculture people to come and see 
what we had done, and we soon had a soil conservation 
service going under some excellent officers. And I ended 
up on the State Soil Conservation Committee which work 
I very much enjoyed until I went into Parliament.

Then I found myself on the Advisory Board of Agri
culture. Its task was to advise the Minister of Agriculture 
and also to have the general oversight of the Agricultural 
Bureau which was an excellent farmer’s extension ser
vice. I served two terms as Chairman on this body during 
the 17 years I was on the Advisory Board.

Then in 1951 I was awarded a Nuffield Fellowship to 
enable me to study farming in Britain. This was the first 
time farming fellowships had been awarded in Australia, 
though they had been made available to British farmers 
for some years. As the name indicates, they were financed 
by the Nuffield Foundation. Lorna and I had a most 
interesting seven months in Britain, learning a little about 
the systems of farming that were applicable to our arid 
area, but also learning a lot about life.

It is interesting that a few years ago the ex Nuffield 
farming fellows in Australia were told that the Nuffield 
Foundation felt that it could no longer afford to finance 
the scheme and, if it was as good as they had been told, 
then we ought to be able to carry the scheme on ourselves. 
This has meant a considerable effort on the part of the 
ex Nuffield fellows, but we have been successful so far 
with the generous assistance of Qantas, farming firms 
and banks. We send two scholars away each year, with 
the various States taking their turn. And it is with modest 
pride that I tell that the scholar who is now away
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representing South Australia is my son Kim who is the 
first son of a Nuffield man to win the award in Australia.

When I returned to Australia in September 1951 I 
found that there was a great deal of interest and curiosity 
about British farming so I ended up giving lectures all 
round the State.

M y avid interest in agriculture continued in formal and 
informal channels until I went into Parliament in 1958 .
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Into Parliament

D u r i n g  t h e  1 9 3 0 ’s I used to go to Melbourne some
times, perhaps to take sheep to the Melbourne Show or 
at the end of harvest for a short holiday. Occasionally I 
used to sit in on Tariff Board enquiries and I was 
continually exposed to my father’s enthusiasm which he 
always had for any interest he had in hand. And I was also 
exposed to the influence of the then M ember for W ake
field, Charles Hawker.

Charles Hawker was indeed a remarkable man and it 
is interesting that Harold Holt gave Hawker the credit 
as the man who influenced him most. He certainly had 
a great influence on me. He sometimes used to stay in 
Melbourne over weekends, instead of going on to Ade
laide by train as Members of Parliament had to in those 
days. On some of these occasions he would come out to 
my parents’ home and there would be considerable 
discussion about tariffs and their effect on farmers in 
particular, and the economy in general. So I had a general 
grounding in tariffs but I was really much more interested 
in farming and in my young family.

Occasionally Charles Hawker used to call in at the 
farm and on one such occasion he suggested that I should 
prepare myself to succeed him in Wakefield. This scared 
me badly because I was then very much engrossed in 
trying to make myself a better farmer. I was also very 
much involved with the farmers’ extension service which 
was careful to be non-political. It is true that I had been 
elected as a vice-president of the district Liberal and 
Country League (L.C.L.) committee and I realize now
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that they had me marked down as a possible political 
aspirant. But when Hawker told me what he had in mind 
for me I disappeared into the bush, protesting that my life 
was far too full to waste time in Parliament and I hated 
the very idea. I well remember Hawker’s reply— ‘I am not 
asking you what you want, Bert’ he said, ‘I am telling you 
where your duty lies’.This admonition, coming from 
Hawker, was powerful indeed, with him all smashed up 
with war injuries. But he was killed soon after, in 1938 , 
in a tragic air accident. I remember planting a small grove 
of trees to keep his memory fresh but this was not 
necessary for those of us who knew him well.

Being badly frightened by Hawker’s suggestion that I 
should prepare myself for a political career, I was careful 
to give all things political a wide berth for the next 20  
years. But in 1958 the then M em ber for Wakefield, Sir 
Philip McBride, announced his impending retirement, 
and, as is common with blue ribbon seats such as 
Wakefield, attention focussed on who would be his 
successor. I was interested in this question also, not as a 
possible candidate, but because I had an uneasy feeling 
that Charles Hawker’s ghost was watching rather critic
ally. So I and other concerned citizens sought out possible 
candidates but the ones we wanted were all too busy or 
not attracted to the idea. Then people started to look 
rather expectantly at me, so I quickly explained that I was 
not interested and, in any case, wasn’t even a member of 
the L.C.L. so clearly couldn’t stand as a candidate. But 
the secretary of the local branch soon disposed of this 
argument by reminding me that I had signed a bank order 
20  years before which instructed the bank to pay my 
membership subscription on a certain date each year.

Then my father started to lean on me as well as Charles 
Hawker’s ghost. M y father’s experience in Canberra had 
taught him to hold Members of Parliament in rather low 
regard. For instance, if he thought that any of his progeny 
were talking rather loosely he used to say accusingly that
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we were sounding just like a M em ber of Parliament and 
this comment was meant to wound. So I was surprised 
at my father’s willingness to see me offered upon the 
political altar until I realized that he didn’t really care 
which party I was in as long as I was in there somewhere 
fighting the battle to get tariffs lowered. I didn’t feel as 
deeply about this as did my father but my conscience and 
Hawker’s ghost were certainly troubling me.

On my next visit to Adelaide then I went into the head 
office of the L.C.L. and asked the very decent and efficient 
secretary, Reg Wilson, if he could tell me how to go about 
nominating as the L.C.L. candidate for Wakefield. He 
then asked all the usual questions, such as was I a member 
of the League and if so, which branch, and so on. Then 
he gave me a nomination form but cautioned me that 
Wakefield was a blue ribbon L.C.L. seat and there was 
sure to be a large number of high quality candidates and 
he thought I ought to know this. ‘And M r. . . .  I am sorry 
I have forgotten your name again’ . . .  So I told him again 
that my name was Kelly. So he went on ‘And M r Kelly 
the rules of the L.C.L. say that you must get six members 
to sign your nomination form and this may not be easy 
in your case when you have had so little to do with politics 
for so long. I don’t want to see you hurt, so think about 
it before you finally make up your mind’. Then he gave 
me a form, asked my name yet again and left me to make 
up my muddled mind.

This was far from easy. I was immodest enough to 
know that if I did nominate I would probably win the 
contest. It was true that I had done nothing for the L.C.L. 
for 20  years but I had talked in almost every hall in the 
electorate, either as a member of the Advisory Board of 
Agriculture or the State Soil Conservation Committee, 
or as a returned Nuffield Scholar in Agriculture. But the 
real problem was with myself and my family, particularly 
Lorna who disliked the idea as much as I did. But my 
father was still there, leaning on me, and so was Hawker’s
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ghost. So I signed the wretched form and took it in to M r 
Wilson a week later. I even persuaded six members to 
support me. M y reception this time was rather different; 
M r Wilson had done a few soundings in the interval and 
he told me in a rather puzzled way that he understood 
that I was likely to win. And he didn’t have last week’s 
difficulty of continually forgetting my name.

There were six or seven other candidates for 
preselection and this was done in those days by the 
plebiscite system, that is, every member of the party got 
a postal vote, as well as a biographical description of each 
candidate. As there were about 7 0 0 0  members of the 
party in Wakefield at that stage, it was clearly impossible 
to do more than call on a few of the more influential office 
bearers and to hope that the word would spread that you 
were really trying. In order to help the candidates become 
better known to the members, some of the branches 
arranged meetings of members at which the candidates 
were asked to speak. I think that there were five of these 
and I now realize that I was fortunate there were not more 
of them because I must have performed really badly. 
After one such meeting a lady came up to me and said 
‘Bert, we did so want you to win but you were awful!’ And 
I was too, as I knew almost nothing about politics and 
I have always been a poor speaker even when I knew what 
I was talking about.

Eventually the time for counting the votes came round 
and I won comfortably, so I became the endorsed L.C.L. 
Candidate for Wakefield. But being so did not make me 
politically wise. I remember asking Sir Philip McBride, 
the retiring member ‘W hat kind of a seat is it, Sir Philip?’ 
and his reply, ‘Bert, even you couldn’t lose it’.

Then the election came round in November, 1958 , 
with M r Menzies as he then was leading our Party. In 
those days it was generally accepted that the electors 
demanded election meetings so I had one of these on 
every weeknight of the campaign. The first one was
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programmed to be at a little place called Houghton, in 
the Adelaide hills. Being anxious to create a good 
impression, I arrived at Houghton at 7 .45  p.m. before the 
crowd had gathered. At 8 .15 a chap drove up in a big 
black car and, seeing my wife and I standing there asked 
‘W hat’s on here tonight?’ I explained with typical 
modesty that it was tonight that M r Kelly was to address 
the nation. ‘Cripes!’ he said, and off he went and we never 
saw him again. At 8.45 the crowd had gathered; there was 
the chairman of the branch and the secretary who both 
felt that they had to be there, there was the L.C.L. 
organizer for the area who was paid to be there, there was 
the village idiot who came to everything that was free, 
and there were three others who, I found out later, were 
doggedly determined to vote for me even after they had 
heard me. And then there was a senator who was sup
porting me. As we filed into the hall I whispered to the 
senator, ‘W hat do we do now?’ ‘W hat do you mean, what 
do we do? We talk to them, of course’, he replied. ‘But 
you can’t lecture a crowd as small as this’ I protested, but 
his reply was prompt— ‘Look, Bert, you’ll never get a 
crowd like this again’. So the meeting ground into gear 
with me leading off. I had my speech written out on big 
sheets of paper and, after I had been going for about ten 
minutes, I came to a bit in brackets ‘Pause for applause’. 
I paused but there was no applause so I peered up over 
the piece of paper to see the two chaps sitting right in 
front of me were sound asleep already. They had 
evidently had a hard day in the field. N ot being 
experienced in politics I was rather disconcerted by this, 
so I hurried to an early conclusion, to everyone’s surprise 
and gratification. But the senator, pleased to find that he 
had some extra time to fill, went for an extra half an hour. 
At the end of the meeting I apologised to one of the 
audience for boring him but he said that he didn’t mind, 
he expected to be bored when he came to political 
meetings!
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The campaign dragged on with the inevitable result 
that I won comfortably as indeed would have an 
orang-utan if he had got the L.C.L. endorsement for 
Wakefield with M r Menzies leading us.

Then we were called to Canberra to go through the 
formalities of electing a leader and deputy leader. But on 
the way over I had to admit to Senator Rex Pearson, who 
had been on the Advisory Board of Agriculture with me, 
that I was uncertain as to whether I was expected to be 
a member of the Country or the Liberal Party. He was 
rather startled at this display of the depth of my political 
ignorance which he begged me not to display to anyone 
else. But for a political innocent such as I it was a natural 
question. After all, the initials L.C.L. I knew stood for 
Liberal and Country League and how was I to know to 
which Party I owed allegiance in Canberra? But, looking 
back on it all, I must have been the most inexperienced 
and, in many ways, the most ignorant member who had 
ever represented a safe seat like Wakefield.

When Parliament opened in February 1959  I made my 
maiden speech, and, on reading it over now, it doesn’t 
read too badly. But it was greatly helped by the advice 
I received from the present Speaker who persuaded me, 
in the kindliest fashion, to leave out a lot of the worst 
parts. Anyhow I got it off my chest somehow, in spite of 
being desperately nervous. When I sat down everyone 
was kind enough to come and congratulate me and for 
a while I laboured under the delusion that I was the new 
Messiah. But the next time I rose to speak I noticed that 
almost every one walked out.
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The Northern Territory

D u r i n g  t h e  winter recess of 1 9 5 9 ,  my first in parlia
ment, I was appointed as a member of the Forster 
Committee under the chairmanship of Professor Carl 
Forster, the Dean of the Faculty of Agriculture at M el
bourne University. The other member was Dr Don 
Williams of the extension side of C .S .I.R .O . Our task was 
to draw up a blue print for the development of an 
agricultural system in the Northern Territory. The main 
reason for interest in this question was some recent work 
done by C .S .I.R .O . which demonstrated that peanuts 
could be successfully grown in the Katherine district 
where the rainfall is about 3 5  inches, with most of it 
falling between November and M arch. As is usual in 
Australia, as soon as some work had been done showing 
some hope for agricultural development, enthusiastic 
people began to see visions of the desert blossoming as 
the rose and the development of closer settlement 
schemes under the wise guidance of a beneficent 
government. The unfortunate fact that almost all such 
schemes turn out to be failures had not escaped the notice 
of the government so we were appointed to run a ruler 
over the enthusiastic reports and to advise the govern
ment as to how they should handle their problem.

It was an interesting assignment. One of the first things 
that had to be established was the technique and cost of 
clearing the rather thin scrub from the land. This clearly 
was the first step if traditional farming was to proceed. 
So I arranged with my brother Bill from Kangaroo Island, 
who had cleared more country than was really decent, to
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come up with me during January and February 1960 . 
With the co-operation of the Commonwealth Depart
ment of Works we obtained the use of two Caterpillar D 
8s, two good drivers and a long length of anchor chain, 
and we set to work to clear three areas of country, one 
at Katherine, one further north on the Daly River road 
and the third near Darwin. It was interesting work. 
Sometimes an aircraft would fly over very fast and very 
high, and I would make wistful remarks that it probably 
contained Members of Parliament from Canberra who 
were busy composing speeches telling the world how to 
develop the North.

The Northern Territory is covered with the bleached 
bones of past failures. All the crops at which we looked 
had been tried before, sometimes with infinite effort and 
supreme courage. The most recent failure then about to 
be chalked up was rice growing. A group of Americans 
had been encouraged by the flatness and fertility of the 
coastal plains country about 40  miles from Darwin where 
the rainfall was about 50  inches, to grow rice there. With 
the rashness and the enthusiasm typical of the Territory, 
they rushed in and developed far too much country the 
first year, only to find that the water in the Adelaide River 
was salt at the time of the year that they needed fresh 
water for irrigation. The rest of the time, when they didn’t 
need it, the water was fresh. Fortunately they were able 
to blame the failure of the project on to the magpie geese 
who suddenly appeared in large numbers and ruined the 
little bit of rice that survived the salt water.

But the succession of failures continued. The next big 
one was at Tipperary, about half way between Katherine 
and Darwin. This time the great crop was going to be 
grain sorghum, which was to be grown by the thousands 
of acres. But you didn’t need to have a degree in agri
culture to see that you could not treat soils with such 
slopes and with such a concentrated summer rainfall, in 
the way they had programmed without running into weed
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and soil erosion problems that would quickly bring the 
scheme to an abrupt conclusion. In both of these projects 
Sir William Gunn had a great influence.

I became sceptical of the Tipperary project when I 
heard that they had sent samples of the soil from the area 
to the U.S.A. for analysis. This seemed to indicate that 
the Americans who were financing the scheme didn’t have 
much idea of Australian farming. And I remember seeing 
their big new ‘R om e’ plough which was a huge machine 
without any ability to ride over the stumps as have our 
Australian stump jump ploughs. So I told them that they 
would break their plough in pieces and would shortly be 
scouring the country looking for Shearer Majestic 
ploughs. This indeed happened and you didn’t need a 
degree in engineering to see it coming.

The next big project to fall flat on its face was the big 
sorghum and cattle fattening scheme at Willeroo, 
between Katherine and the Victoria River. Here again the 
programme, though exciting on paper, depended on 
flogging the guts out of the country. Besides, when they 
were about ready to sell their first lot of cattle, the bottom 
had dropped out of the cattle market. But people got very 
cross with me when I said that it would inevitably fail.

To go back to peanut growing, it was clear that the area 
at Katherine could grow peanuts— not as well as at 
Kingaroy in Queensland but well enough. But it didn’t 
take long to find that the Kingaroy growers had a 
favoured position in the peanut world. I will not go into 
a technical explanation as to how this happened but it 
centred around the fact that the Kingaroy growers could 
import duty free peanut oil to mix with their home 
produced oil, and were so able to undersell the imported 
duty paid oil price. And as the Minister of Primary 
Industry in Canberra lived at Kingaroy, it was clear that 
the favoured position of the Queensland growers was not 
likely to suddenly disappear. So we had to do all our
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costing on the N .T . peanut scheme on the basis of an 
export parity price for peanut oil.

The other part of the plan was to use the peanut meal, 
left after the oil had been taken out, to feed cattle. In the 
top end of the N .T . where the wet is so wet and the dry 
is so dry, cattle on native pasture gain weight during the 
wet and lose most of it during the succeeding dry because 
the dry season pasture is lacking in protein. So it didn’t 
take a man of genius to see that, if you could feed a 
protein-rich supplement such as peanut meal to cattle 
being run on native pasture, then the cattle should gain 
weight steadily instead of living on beef steak during the 
dry as was their wont. So a series of experiments were set 
up by C .S .I.R .O . and indeed everything worked out 
splendidly; the cattle gained weight on native pasture 
during the wet and, when fed peanut meal supplement 
during the dry, they continued to gain weight. The only 
trouble was that the more peanut meal they ate the more 
money we lost because we found that we just could not 
produce peanut meal at a price cheap enough to make 
any money out of growing peanuts.

As you can imagine, this made everybody hate us 
because Australians in general are always attracted to 
closer settlement schemes. But the report did a lot of good 
because it pointed out the pitfalls. M ost Territorians 
knowledgeable in agriculture still look to the Forster 
report for guidance on agricultural development.

When we were on this N .T . work we had the oppor
tunity to have a close look at the Ord River irrigation 
scheme. Here much basic research had been done by the 
Commonwealth and the West Australian governments. 
Again it had been demonstrated that cotton and other 
crops could be grown but again the trouble was to make 
money out of them. The basic problem with cotton in this 
area was that, because the Ord is in a subtropical area, 
the hosts of pests of the cotton plant grow there naturally. 
This means that you get a build-up of insect pests that
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makes cotton growing on the Ord more expensive than 
in other parts of Australia.

I tried to point this out to the government before they 
committed themselves to building the big dam on the 
Ord, but there was an election looming and at each 
election I can feel a dam coming on. We may not know 
what to do with water we store in these dams or whether 
we will have to ask the taxpayer to subsidize the crops 
we grow with the stored water, but building dams makes 
us feel better somehow. And the opening ceremony offers 
a marvellous opportunity for eloquence and phrases like 
‘the desert shall blossom as the rose’ come bubbling out 
of the officiating statesman. The only drawback is the 
near certainty that the poor farmers who will be induced 
to go there will probably go broke but that never seems 
to worry statesmen kicking with the popular wind behind 
them.

I do not think that Australians should feel guilty about 
what are called ‘our great open spaces’. In most cases 
these spaces are empty because they are too rough and 
tough to handle. The N .T . may look enticing on the map, 
but on the ground it bristles with problems that daunt 
people who know agriculture. I have seen undeveloped 
country in the middle of India and Sri Lanka which, if it 
was in Australia, would have been cleared years ago. But 
we have a guilty feeling about undeveloped land, as if we 
were squatting on country which other people would 
have used if it were theirs, but this feeling is seldom 
justified.

There is one golden rule we should always remember 
when developing land and that is never to let the 
government near it. It is true that governments mean well 
but they almost always end up doing badly. And it is also 
about time we stopped worshipping at the closer settle
ment shrine, whether it is the government running it or 
private enterprise. It is almost always better to let 
development take place naturally.
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To U.K., Nepal and Ceylon

T h e  F o r s t e r  report was finished at the end of 1 9 6 0  and 
just when it looked as if I were about to settle down to 
behaving like a proper M ember of Parliament at last, I 
was asked by John Rowsell, a great friend in England, to 
go to Britain to talk to the Oxford conference of the 
English Farming Society— Rowsell being president that 
year. The subject was to be centred around how the 
Australian farmer regarded the competition from the 
heavily subsidized British farmer. At that time the British 
farmer was receiving about as much in subsidy as we were 
getting for our lambs and we were finding this unfair 
competition very irksome. Clearly it was important that 
our point of view be expressed at such an influential 
gathering, but I could not afford to travel to England at 
my own expense. But Sir John Crawford, who was at that 
time head of the Trade Department, heard of my problem 
and put it to the British High Commission that it would 
be helpful if I could receive a Public Relations grant to 
enable me to go. So this was arranged and Lorna and I 
set off for Britain at the end of 1960.

The Oxford Farming Conference was held in the 
Oxford Town Hall early in January and the place was 
packed. I was preceded by a chap called Beresford who 
had a beautiful way of speaking and I couldn’t help 
feeling like the pie-cart following the Lord M ayo r’s 
procession. I had a lot of solid stuff prepared, but I knew 
it wouldn’t sound too well after Beresford. So when my 
turn came round I took my courage in both hands and 
decided to tell these English farmers a story which I
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thought would illustrate better than a long lecture the 
damage that their system of protecting their agriculture 
was doing to us. The story was about that legendary 
Australian couple Dave and M abel, who came to Sydney 
from the bush and stayed at a hotel where the plumbing 
was much different to what they were used to at home. 
At 10 o ’clock Mabel complained of feeling thirsty so 
Dave went out and got her a glass of water. At 11 o ’clock 
she was still thirsty so he got her another glass of water. 
At 12 o ’clock the same thing happened and when Dave 
this time came back with an empty glass, M abel asked 
‘W h at’s wrong, Dave?’ and he replied ‘There is someone 
sitting on the well!’ And after about three minutes, when 
the laughter had died down, I added ‘And you sods are 
sitting on our well’. I think that story had more effect than 
any long lecture that I could have given them. When I 
went back to London I was received with the red carpet 
at Australia House. One of the officials told me that the 
story went through the musty corridors of Whitehall like 
a refreshing breeze.

I then had an interesting four weeks in Britain seeing 
all kinds of interesting things and catching up with the 
farming again. Then on the way home I had been asked 
by M r Walter Crocker, our High Commissioner in India, 
to go to Nepal to advise our government as to whether 
we should assist the Nepalese Government with a Col
ombo Plan sheep project. So Lorna and I had a very 
interesting three weeks in that tough and fascinating 
country. For reasons that seemed good to me then, and 
indeed still do, I advised against the project; there simply 
are too many technical barriers to be overcome.

I now print part of the day to day diary I kept during 
this trip, dictated into what, in those days, was reckoned 
to be a portable dictaphone. The resulting document 
became required reading by some Foreign Affairs officers 
and it certainly created some interest among my par
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liamentary colleagues. It gives a clear picture of the 
problem of actually helping at the grass root level.

M onday, M arch 13, 1961:

Left Delhi early in the morning and flew in an Indian 
Airways DC3 to Katmandu, the capital of Nepal. We 
were flying east and as we flew over India it was too hazy 
to see much, but as we got closer to Nepal we were able 
to see the Himalayas clearly, standing up above the haze. 
And every now and again, we could with some difficulty 
see the nature of the country over which we were flying, 
and it did not make me feel any more confident about my 
sheep mission. It was clear that they were farming every 
available inch of farming land, and if sheep were to be 
run, they would have to be run on land that was poor 
indeed, because they farm any land that has any decent 
soil.

We were met at Katmandu airfield by Chisnall, who 
is the man under contract to the External Affairs 
Department to help in the Colom bo Plan work in Nepal. 
He helped us through the Customs, and this help was 
needed because they seemed to regard me as a very 
suspicious character.

We drove through the town which is a disappointing 
place. Queen Elizabeth’s recent route was only too 
plainly visible. The road was done up everywhere she 
went on her official tour, but everywhere else it was very 
bad. Evidently the Australian road equipment was used 
to some purpose to help during that crisis, but evidently 
it hasn’t done much else.

After lunch, one of the Treasury people, and Janike 
Pradham, the newly appointed Director of Agriculture, 
came to see me. I was impressed by Pradham. He is a 
science graduate trained under the Colombo Plan in 
Queensland. He struck me as keen and competent. We 
talked over what I would like to see and they gave me the
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impression that there would be no great difficulty in 
getting transport and so on.

After they had left, I thought that things weren’t going 
to be too bad, but I was warned by Chisnall not to become 
too optimistic. He said he has never known anything to 
be done with expedition in this place and he was prepared 
to see a great deal of time and trouble elapse before 
anything really happened. But perhaps Chisnall is a bit 
warped in his judgement. He has recently suffered from 
hepatitis and is not in very good health. His wife has had 
to go home because she is expecting a baby and he did 
not feel justified in letting her have it in Katmandu. 
Certainly he is not happy in his work here, but I guess I 
will find out more about that as time goes on.

There is a M r McKenzie here also under contract to 
the Colombo Plan people and his job is more of a 
technical nature— to train the operators of the Australian 
roadmaking equipment here. He seems a cheerful and 
competent person but he hasn’t had hepatitis and also he 
hasn’t had to face the political frustrations that Chisnall 
has to face. He is more a technician than is Chisnall.

Tuesday, M arch 14:
Well, it appears that Chisnall may not be so far wrong. 
I was hoping to leave Katmandu tomorrow but it doesn’t 
look as if this is going to happen. It appears that the 
helicopter we were going to use is not now available 
because it is being used by the people who are erecting 
a power line or telephone equipment or something like 
that. There were two Pilatus Porter high altitude small 
planes available, but last week one of these crashed at Jiri 
airstrip and they are not prepared to let the other one fly 
until they have found the cause for the accident. This 
means that I am sitting here like a shag on a rock. Chisnall 
is not at all surprised to hear my news and according to 
him it will be some time yet before I do actually get away. 
I suppose I ought to just set out to use other means of
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transport, but as there are no roads once you get away 
from Katmandu, and this means you either walk or go 
in an aeroplane; if I walk I would take a lot longer than 
the two or three weeks I have available for the job. 
Evidently you only walk about 10 miles a day in this 
country because of the rough nature of the country and 
because you have got to carry all your camping equip
ment. Perhaps I am being pessimistic, however, and the 
aircraft may be available later on.

Wednesday, M arch IS :
Went around at 8 .45 to the headquarters of the 
Government Administration of Katmandu. I found 
Pradham busy in his office but he was the only one in the 
whole building. Evidently no one else comes to work until 
10 a.m. which is the theoretical starting time, but very few 
really start until between 10 .30  and 1 1 . 1 again found that 
there was more difficulty about the plane and I am getting 
more and more frustrated and thinking there are a lot 
more things I could usefully do with my time.

I am getting more and more sympathetic with Chisnall 
in the job that he is trying to do. One thing I ought to 
mention here, and that is the attitude of the people in our 
Department of Treasury. It appears that Chisnall asked 
for permission to spend some money on renting a house 
but the Treasury Department raised so many difficulties 
to the size of the rooms and so on, that he felt it wasn’t 
worth going on with. This has meant he and his wife have 
had to live in a hotel which is very expensive and also very 
demoralising and I gather that M rs Chisnall has felt the 
effects of this.

Why Treasury should come into this at all is beyond 
me. Treasury officials would have no conception of what 
life is like in such an outlandish place as Katmandu, and 
I should think that the proper department to handle the 
money to be spent on External Affairs posts or by 
Colombo Plan experts would be the External Affairs

32



To U.K., Nepal and Ceylon

Department themselves. But evidently this is not so, it is 
Treasury’s responsibility to say how much money should 
be spent. This means that the judgement is made by 
people who have no idea as to the conditions under which 
these officers have to live. I think this is something I 
should look at when I get back. I realize that someone has 
to have a careful look at the way public money is spent 
but I cannot see why it should be any other department 
than the department responsible for employing the 
officers— certainly not a department that does not know 
the conditions under which the officers live. I also would 
be very angry if I were told by some Treasury boy sitting 
at a desk in Canberra that if I wanted a house in 
Katmandu, it would have to be of a certain size or a 
certain quality. I can well imagine how Chisnall feels 
about this, and I must take this up when I get back to 
Canberra.

Then we went for a walk into the farming country in 
order to walk off some of my frustrations. I saw them 
cultivating their little fields. The soil around Katmandu 
is more fertile than in other places, I am told, and for that 
reason, the crops are quite good. M ore than that, the area 
that we saw today was not very steep, and certainly not 
as steep as some of the country we flew over on the way 
in. However, no one could say that the crops we saw 
today were very high yielding, but many of the vegetables 
were good. This is the end of their dry season and except 
where they have irrigation water, there is nothing green 
to be seen.

There is no good will between the Nepalese and the 
Indians. The Indians are anxious— or say they are— to 
help the Nepalese, but the Nepalese just can’t stand being 
helped by the Indians. This has been said to me many 
times and it is disturbing. When you look at the relief map 
of Nepal you will see that it is almost impossible for there 
to be any cheap means of communication between the 
east and west of the country. All the big valleys run
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roughly north and south and for that reason the only 
place where the roads can go is south from Nepal into 
India. Therefore it follows that, as Nepal is a landlocked 
country, its natural economic partner is India. But up 
with India the Nepalese will not put. The Indians have 
very largely brought this on themselves. Evidently they 
have behaved stupidly over the question of allowing 
goods to come in to Nepal through India. They have 
made the movement through Customs very difficult, and 
very expensive in terms of time wasted and damage done. 
But that doesn’t alter the fact that Nepal inevitably will 
have to learn to live with India.

Then back to the hotel. I now find that there is going 
to be some religious holiday or other and we are not going 
to leave here until Friday. I shall just have to resign myself 
to this continual frustration. But it is just as well I am 
going through it in one way. If I had come as a very 
important person, no doubt the way would have been 
smoothed for me and I would have got a completely 
different picture of the frustrations under which one has 
to work.

Thursday, M arch 16:
Spent the morning wandering around Katmandu and had 
a look at the dairy which has been started with Swiss 
technical and New Zealand financial help. This seems to 
be working well.

I was struck with the difference in the advertising sense 
of the Americans and the Australians. If the Americans 
do anything they write a sign in the Nepalese language 
saying what they are doing. In Australia’s case, we just 
put a little brass plate on any plant used which simply 
says this is a gift from Australia under the Colom bo Plan. 
No pretence is made to make it understandable to the 
local inhabitants.

In the afternoon, because there was nothing else to do, 
we went to the local horse show at which the King and
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all the notables appeared. Nothing happened until after 
3 .3 0  and then the various princes arrived, the Nepalese 
National Anthem would be played and it was all very 
formal and Gilbertian. The sports themselves were pretty 
dull. The only real interest occurred when people fell off 
their horses or donkeys.

The predominating memory of Katmandu for us will 
always be feet. The slow patient tread of numberless 
people plodding patiently up and down the streets, 
carrying tremendous loads with a look of complete and 
utter resignation on their faces, more like animals than 
people. On the other hand, when you see a smiling child 
who looks such a happy bright little person you wonder 
whether there is anything worthwhile you can do to make 
things better.

I think Lorna’s summing up the position again was 
right. We were talking about the need to help because of 
the threat of Communism. Lorna said that if the C om 
munists could make it a worthwhile country to live in, 
then as far as she was concerned she would just as soon 
it be Communist as any other kind of ‘ist’.

We hope to get away to Jiri around 8 a.m. tomorrow 
but we are becoming rather fatalistic about it and are 
prepared to be told tomorrow that the whole thing has 
been cancelled.

Saturday, M arch 18:
We left Katmandu to go to the aerodrome at 7 .3 0 ,  but 
when we got there we found there was the usual mess up 
so we did not get away until 9 .2 0  in a Pilatis Porter 
plane— a monoplane made in Switzerland, especially 
adapted to high altitude work.

It was a fascinating flight to Jiri with the terracing up 
the tremendous mountains and with the snow clad 
Himalayas gleaming as a curtain behind.

When we got to Jiri we could see the tiny landing strip 
with the plane still there that had damaged its under
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carriage the week before. This didn’t add to our 
confidence.

The pilot came down low and we could see there was 
a very strong cross wind, so, wisely, he decided not to 
land. This meant that we had to fly back again to 
Katmandu and go back into the hotel, which was quite 
an anti-climax.

However, it wasn’t a dead loss because it did enable us 
to have a look at the country from a low altitude plane 
and it certainly is a remarkable land. But whether there 
is going to be room for sheep I just don’t know. They 
seem to cultivate every bit of land that’s not too stony. 
Certainly steepness would be no obstacle.

We hope to get away very early tomorrow when there 
is not going to be any cross wind— we hope.

Thursday, M arch 23:
I last wrote on Saturday the 18th when we were not sure 
whether we would get away from Katmandu. However, 
on Sunday 19th, we left the hotel at 6 .4 0  a.m. and got 
away from the airfield soon after 7 and had a beautiful 
flight to Jiri. It was very clear and again the way the 
people cultivate the hills is staggering. To see the high 
Himalayas in the distance was again magnificent.

We flew over the small airstrip and found the windsock 
was lying limp so the pilot came in to a beautiful landing. 
But we pulled up very short because the surface was very 
soft. We had to get out and push to get the plane to the 
end of the strip.

By the time we had landed, there were about 50  people 
present who seemed to just materialise out of the air. 
They were different in appearance and, I would think, 
personality, from a lot of people from Katmandu. M uch 
more cheerful and not wishing to be given a rupee for 
anything they might do. As soon as Lorna got down from 
the plane, a little girl presented her with a bouquet of 
rhododendrons.
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Then the crew and insurance experts we had with us 
went to examine the wrecked plane which was near the 
airstrip. It was quite a decision what to do with it. They 
either had to fly technicians out to rebuild the crumpled 
wing and repair the undercarriage which were both 
damaged, or they had to take the plane to pieces and 
carry it back to Katmandu. The latter they decided to do, 
which means they will take out the engine and put that 
in our plane and also the propeller and will have to carry 
the rest back. This was quite impressive to us at the time 
because we knew there were no roads, but later when we 
realized that what tracks there were didn’t just wind 
round the valley but crossed over the most fearsome hills, 
then we realized what they had let themselves in for. 
However, they didn’t seem to think it was anything out 
of the ordinary— they would take the wings and the tail 
off and simply carry the whole lot— fuselage and all—  
down the 60  odd miles to Katmandu. It didn’t seem real 
to us then and it seemed less real to us later.

While this discussion was going on, a big European 
with a beard who hadn’t had a hair cut for many months, 
came trotting up the hill from the Experimental Station. 
He was Burri, a Swiss, a remarkable individual, but I will 
tell you more about him later. Our bags were carried by 
porters down to the station which was about 5 0 0  feet 
below us and about half a mile or a mile away. There we 
were met by M r and Mrs M onsch and then we set out to 
find out a bit about the station, but here again I will give 
details later.

After lunch we set out on our first and what unfortu
nately turned out to be our last exploring walk. We 
climbed a bare hill which didn’t look very high or very 
far away. However, to get there and back took all the 
afternoon. Going up was bad enough, but coming down 
was torture to me. As we climbed up what seemed a very 
rough and precipitous track we were blandly informed 
by our interpreter-guide that this was the main road to
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Katmandu. I thought that we were just about breaking 
new ground, but evidently this was one of the highways 
of the district. This interpreter had gained a diploma in 
some branch of agriculture at an Indian University and 
for that reason could speak a little English, although he 
was hard to understand. He was accompanied by a chap 
who knew the district well and who seemed to be a kind 
of land inspector. I understand from the conversation 
with M r Monsch afterwards that it wasn’t very long since 
he was taking bribes for the use of Government land. 
However, for that reason, if for no other, he knew the 
country well.

We eventually got away from the cultivation which is 
done in the usual terraces in the most remote and unlikely 
and inaccessible places, and we emerged into the 
Government land, which is the land they hope to use for 
sheep. It had few trees on it because most of them have 
been used for firewood. The pasture seems to be a 
perennial grass of some kind, fed very short, but without 
any legumes. The problem is whether superphosphate 
will be necessary in order to encourage legumes, and if 
it is, it seems impossible that we will be able to improve 
the pasture much. However, it is just possible that there 
may be some legumes which don’t require so much 
phosphate.

We found that this common land was being grazed by 
cattle of poor quality and a few sheep and goats. The 
cattle seem to be run there mainly for somewhere to keep 
them but also for their dung because there was always 
someone running around with a basket picking up the 
dung and carting it away. One of the problems of 
subdividing and fencing this land is that it will prevent 
the farmers on the arable country below having some
where to run their cattle so that they can obtain some 
badly needed humus for their farms and fires.

When we were right at the top of the mountain, or that 
is how it appeared to me, we found people carrying down
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loads of leaves of what seemed to be evergreen oak trees, 
to feed their cattle on their tiny fields far below. W e saw 
a few sheep, little things, and a few goats, and a few cattle. 
But there was almost no grazing, the grass was very short. 
This is the end of their dry season and the grass will be 
better when it rains. But it cannot ever be much good 
without a legume to feed it with nitrogen. But whether 
the land on the slopes needs lime as does the swampy land 
near the station, I do not know, and no one else seems 
to know either.

The effect of overgrazing and cutting too many trees 
was clearly evident by the serious erosion that was going 
on. That aspect of sheep farming will have to be watched 
closely. But on the hills where we were, there was, in some 
places, enough stone to make stone walls, and enough 
springs to supply water if the country were fenced into 
paddocks.

The importance of the last two items may be hard to 
see from Australia, but when you realise that if fences are 
used, then the wire must come through the Customs at 
Calcutta (which is evidently not an inconsiderable 
obstacle), then up to the railhead at Raxaul with, I think, 
a break of gauge in between— then be loaded into trucks, 
then run the gauntlet of Nepal Customs at the border and 
then over the awful road to Katmandu. There will 
probably be a few palms greased in this process. Then it 
will be loaded on to the patient backs of coolies and 
carried to where it is wanted, not along pleasant singing 
valleys, but over great thumping hills. So it is important 
that there be some stones to make stone walls, and that 
there be springs to save water piping. Timber is hard to 
get and has to be carted for miles and does not last long 
in the ground (four years at the outside).

But on the other hand, on some of the country there 
was no stone. Whether there was stone under ground I 
do not know and, of course, no one has ever thought of 
finding out. I think it is axiomatic that, if the sheep are
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going to be improved, you must keep the other chap’s 
stock off, and your own on.

Everywhere we went we passed people carrying things; 
loads of firewood, loads of shingles for roofing, or simply 
people carting home something to eat, or carting away 
something to sell. All cheerful, all the men carrying their 
kukris and all the women wearing masses of clothing and 
happy smiles. And here was me puffing and blowing like 
a grampus. Lorna fortunately had enough sense to go 
down before we got to the top. The coming down was 
pretty bad.

At the bottom one of my guides took me to his house 
and asked me to have some tea and rice which I felt it 
would be ungracious to refuse. I didn’t want it but I 
thought it would not hurt me. It did, as I shall tell you 
later.

It was an interesting walk and I enjoyed it. It was good 
to get some exercise again, if in rather strong doses, and 
good to see the country about which I had heard so much, 
and to get away from Katmandu.

For the next few days I will drop all pretence of diary 
form because Lorna and I were both stricken with a 
stomach upset which Lorna insists was mild but which 
to me seemed serious enough. It left us both very weak, 
certainly far too weak to do any serious walking. 
Otherwise its chief drawback was the very primitive 
nature of the toilet arrangements which necessitated me 
seeking relief before the interested eyes of passers-by of 
both sexes which, to a man of my modesty, does not make 
for pleasant ease of mind or body.

However, it is not as serious as it might have been. 
Probably had we been fit to climb, we could certainly 
have seen more country similar to what we saw on the 
first day, but could not have gone far enough to see any 
large numbers of sheep which were evidently at least two 
days away. This would have meant two days there, one 
day seeing the sheep, and two days back (5 in all) and we
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had arranged to leave early on Thursday, so there just 
wasn’t time. By the way, all distances are given in days, 
both by Nepalese and others. They seem to assume that 
a day is about 10 miles— whether up or down, or 10 miles 
on a map, I do not know.

In any case, although we were not very active, our 
enforced inactivity gave us time for thinking, and to get 
to know our remarkable hosts, and to ask them the 
questions that it would be futile to ask in Katmandu.

The Experimental Station is a joint effort by the Nepal 
Government and the Swiss Economic Mission. Evidently 
the Swiss have a fellow-feeling for Nepal because of its 
mountains, and also perhaps because it so earnestly 
desires to be independent. So they are helping with 
financial aid and, of course, as soon as that happens, the 
Nepalese government is inclined to stop doing its share.

Perhaps I am being too critical of the Nepalese 
Government. As they have no income tax, and indeed 
little properly earned income to tax, they have not much 
money to splash around. However, I can’t help feeling 
that as long as the governments of East and W est are 
anxious to try to buy their favour by giving them money, 
the Nepalese Government will be content.

To return to the farm. The site chosen for this joint 
venture is in the bottom of a valley. It was waste land 
because it was badly drained. The idea was to show how 
much waste land could be drained and then used for 
cropping and also for running improved varieties of 
animals in a better way.

Sounds simple. The first thing was to find the Manager. 
A Nepalese graduate of Agriculture would be the first 
choice. There are quite a few of these, some trained in 
New Zealand and U.S.A., or India under various relief 
plans. Surely they would be the men to send out there to 
win their spurs, and show the benefit of the education 
they had received. But most Nepalese don’t think like 
that. If they have been fortunate enough to have received
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an education they think that their proper place is in the 
huge ramshackle hive of corruption in Katmandu. If they 
are driven forth, then they must make certain that they 
never do anything as menial as soiling their hands. There 
are some exceptions to this, and I would like to think that 
the present Director of Agriculture is one. But I have met 
most of the other graduates and I think it sums them up 
pretty well. And even here, it is easy to understand their 
feelings. After all, they know the previous governments 
have been corrupt and, for all they know, this one may 
well be also. Why should they really go out and battle 
while someone fouls their nest at home? Anyway, for this 
reason, or some other, they chose (or he chose himself) 
Gian Monsch. He is a Swiss, about 40  years old with a 
lovely wife Andreina and four children— three of whom 
are with them. When I asked him what made him take 
the job, he said it was not religion, not politics, not even 
love of the people, but a determination to be away from 
civilisation.

They have built a house of three rooms (including an 
open hearth fire for cooking), a cow shed and tool loft 
(where we all sleep) and another big cow shed (to house 
about 20  cows) and living quarters for some of the farm 
hands, also a big hay shed and store room. They are 
building a farm house, a pig shed, a hospital, a large 
building to house the relatives of the patients and a very 
nice nursing quarters. The finished buildings are well 
built, of solid stone walls, heavy beams and timber roofs 
and wooden shingles on the roof itself. Besides this, mile 
upon mile of drains have been dug and either filled with 
stone or beautifully paved with stone, and mile after mile 
of stone walls built, and a bridge finished and another 
half finished.

That is not a bad performance for 2 Vi years. Mostly 
by one white man and his Nepalese helpers. N ot bad 
when you consider that each stick of timber has to be cut 
about three miles away, up a great hill, sawn roughly to
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shape with primitive saws, carried down on m en’s backs, 
chipped to exact size with a small adze or each piece of 
stone picked up and carried to the building or drain on 
someone’s back. And all cement has to be carted for 6 
days on someone’s back— which means that mud mortar 
is used where possible, so extra thick walls are needed, 
so more stones are needed. If bricks are needed they are 
made in a brick kiln which M onsch built himself, which 
has to be half a mile from the buildings because the earth 
there is the right kind. For that reason the bricks have to 
be carried about half a mile on someone’s back.

How is it done? Every morning about 2 0 0  people 
report for work at 8 a.m. For 8 hours most of them carry 
things on their back. When we were there, there was a 
gang of about 8 to 10 carting manure about a quarter of 
a mile to a field, and back loading with rich soil for the 
kitchen garden. There are gangs carting stones for drains, 
others carting bricks, others carting scythed oats to feed 
cattle. There were gangs chipping paving stones, gangs 
chipping building stones, gangs chipping timber into 
shape. Unseen there were gangs cutting timber or burning 
bricks or planting trees or simply levelling land. 
Wherever we went we saw people patiently plodding, 
carrying about 60  pounds or more up hill, down hill, all 
day, day after day, for six days a week. About 2 0 0  men 
and women and children come to work each day, 
hurrying down steep hills from miles away, laughing and 
chattering as they come. They leave at night to walk back 
another two or three miles (or more perhaps) still 
laughing. I saw two of them trying to stand on their hands 
(to get some exercise I suppose) or perhaps to rest their 
feet. They talk and laugh as they plod, plod. They reach 
their destination, dump their loads and turn straight 
round about again. And I never heard a cross word or saw 
a sullen look.

And in it all is Monsch. The English Sahib directs his 
labour-vM onsch leads his. ‘Anything they can do he can
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do better’. Cheerful, firm and confident, he is in every
thing. I asked him if he ever had any trouble about caste 
problems, like getting certain high castes to sweep floors. 
‘N ot since I started to do it myself’ was his reply. And 
when he came he spent most of each morning doctoring 
the sick. That is the kind of man he is, and I ‘dips my lid’.

Then there was young Burri, tall, long haired and 
bearded. He did his M .Sc. at Zurich in Switzerland and 
then decided to see something of the world before he did 
his Ph.D. I do not know his adventures before he got to 
Katmandu but he set out from there with a haversack and 
not one word of Nepalese and arrived at the farm one 
week later, so he set to work to design and build a 
hospital, nurses quarters and rooms for relations of 
patients. He had never done anything like it before, and 
he was making a splendid job of it.

Then there was another Swiss, an older man, quieter 
and just as competent. He is building the new farm house. 
When he finishes this, he is going to go round the houses 
teaching them to build fireplaces instead of hollows in the 
floors in which fires are made and into which children are 
inclined to roll.

Then there is the hospital staff. The hospital is a tent 
(until the new one is built). The doctor is a lady. She had 
only arrived a few days before we came. The nurse is a 
jolly capable young lady (about 30). She also walked in 
and thought nothing of it. They serve a large number of 
patients and will serve many more when they have a 
proper hospital. The doctor has specialised in T .B . There 
is a great deal to be done in this respect. Then there are 
the three children, and one in Switzerland. Nice children, 
well brought up, but I am afraid not being taught over 
much in school work. And behind it also, Mrs M onsch, 
happy and capable.

After tea, which was of only academic interest to Lorna 
and me, we used to sit around the table, which was lit by 
smokey kerosene lamps made of iron smelted at Twose

44



To U.K., Nepal and Ceylon

(one day away) and made into a hollow ball and with a 
wick in it and standing on legs, and we talked and talked. 
They spoke pretty good English too. ‘Did they want 
roads’, we asked. ‘N o ,’ they said, ‘if we have roads we 
would have tourists and that would spoil the people. 
They are happy as they are. They think carrying loads is 
a natural way to behave. We just want to teach them to 
farm a bit better, to get better when they are sick, and 
please do not spoil them by giving them money. They are 
a fine people, happy but hard working, religious but not 
priest-ridden. Let’s help them a little, but not spoil them’.

Another subject discussed was ‘W hat did they think of 
the Government of Katmandu?’ The reply was unprint
able. ‘W hat did the local people think of the Government 
of Katmandu?’ ‘They didn’t, but if they do, always with 
horror’ was the answer. ‘W hat do they think of Indians?’ 
‘They despise them intensely’, they said. ‘W hy?’ ‘Because 
they are a fawning, whining, self-pitying people’.

And then to bed. In the loft above the cows. Two 
rooms. The two builders on the floor, I having pinched 
Burri’s bed. The first night was made hideous by the 
continual complaint of an obviously mad dog who 
looked like a cross between a St. Bernard and a kelpie, 
who made a continual round of inspection, emitting what 
was presumed to be a bark but which sounded like a slow, 
fractured gong. I tried to get the doctor to psychoanalyse 
him next morning to find out what was on his mind. But 
I think it was just habit.

Then there was the noise of the buffalo shifting on the 
wooden floors and their pleasant, rather pungent odour. 
I don’t think either of us slept much the first night.

In the morning, seeing the daylight break on the high 
hills all around, and the smoke from the newlit fires in 
the small white houses perched in impossible positions 
on the hillsides. Then the hurried rush to do the morning 
toilet in the creek before too many admiring eyes could 
gather— and then to see the ripple of movement down the

45



One M ore Nail

steep paths as people came to take up the new day’s 
burden. It was an unforgettable experience.

M ost of one day I had to stop in bed in the loft below 
which a gang were cementing in paving stones. All day 
I could hear the ceaseless chatter of people talking and 
laughing— the sound of stone being chipped into shape 
and then cemented into place, and behind it all the 
continual tap, tap of the gang adzing beams to size. Or 
a gang carrying stone with a shuffle, some rude comments 
and a laugh.

But enough of this. One morning I had a talk with the 
only man I could find who either kept or had kept any 
large number of sheep in the district. It was done very 
laboriously through an interpreter whose English was 
very hard to grasp. Here is the gist of it in no particular 
order.

Monsch says this fellow is somewhat of a liar so I must 
take some of it with a grain of salt. He says that he used 
to keep about 2 0 0  to 3 0 0  sheep on hill land about two 
years ago. He shore them twice a year for about one to 
two pounds of wool each time. He sold his sheep because 
he became a civil servant (in reality he became a land 
inspector and has been kicked out because he was 
corrupt). His wool was not sold to Katmandu but was 
made by local villagers into cloth. Ram lambs were not 
castrated and were left running with the flock. M ost of 
the lambs were born about this time of the year and the 
lambing percentage was about 70  per cent. M ost of the 
young ewes would lamb too early for good results. He 
admitted that he knew he would get better results by 
feeding and managing better, but could not do so. He said 
that parasites were not a big problem, unless the sheep 
were run in the low country (the Terai region away from 
the mountains). His flock was kept moving, down on the 
Terai in the winter and back to the snowlands as the snow 
went back in the summer. The ewes would live to be
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about ten years old, and would then be sold but were 
worth little then.

They are eaten if they had not previously died. He 
could not put in figures the carrying capacity per acre 
because of the migratory life they led. He felt that he 
could get more money from sheep than cattle on high 
land. He did not conserve or feed any fodder, only salt 
because it increased their appetite. He knows of other 
areas that were not as good as this because here there is 
some valley land as well as hills, but in other places this 
is not so. Leopards and other pests were a problem, and 
made it essential to enclose at night in a thorn enclosure. 
He thought 3 0 0  sheep would provide a living for one man 
and one man to help.

This is how the sheep problem appears to me now. It 
seems that there is considerable area of fairly open land 
that is not used for cultivation, presumably not because 
it is government land or because it is too steep (which 
does not seem to be a barrier) but because it is too poor 
a soil. On this land a poor quality perennial pasture 
without a legume is growing. The problem is how to 
improve it. I assume it needs a legume to make it better. 
Surely phosphate will be necessary for this and surely it 
is impossible to put phosphate on, if it has first to be got 
to Katmandu and then carried on someone’s back from 
there at a cost of 28 Nepalese rupees per 70  pounds, then 
spread.

Even assuming that the pasture could be improved 
without phosphate, what about the cost of fencing? 
Would not this make it too dear? Either stone walls, 
wooden posts and wire?

To an Australian the answer would be a positive ‘N o ’. 
Yet remember any Australian, if asked whether the land 
could be profitably farmed in tiny parcels of land perched 
on precipitous hillsides, where the produce when grown 
has to be carted by back for 60  miles, he would certainly 
say it was impossible— would not pay working
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expenses— not pay interest on capital, and so on. Yet it 
is being done by millions of people here who seem healthy 
and happy. So how can you say that sheep raising is 
impossible?

W hat is ‘profit’ in a situation like this? Does our usual 
measuring stick usually apply? I remember mulling 
through the Northern Territory figures, working out 
interest on capital and so on. It all seemed important 
then. But here, well, I don’t know. I find myself in a 
country about 5 0 0  miles long by 100  miles wide with 
about nine million people nearly all living on the land 
with Communist China on one side and hated India on 
the other and the anxious paw of America stirring the 
pot. And I am asked to say whether Australia should put 
money into what seems to be an obviously unprofitable 
enterprise.

I suppose the first answer would be that someone 
should first find out whether the pasture can be improved. 
This sounds easy, this is what one would recommend in 
another environment. But here, well, I don’t know. If it 
is done as a joint effort by the Nepalese Government and 
ourselves I think it is doomed before it even takes the 
vow. You have only to live in Katmandu to realize that 
the dead hand of an immature, corrupt and lazy 
government would paralyze it from the outset. Maybe we 
could run it as an Australian effort alone. But if we did 
so, we would have to find another Monsch. It would be 
no good sending here a man with a good degree and a fine 
sense of his ability and importance. He would walk out 
the next day.

There is no doubt that the Swiss have a lot to offer this 
country, not only in money, but in ability and guts. I 
suppose their familiarity with the hills makes them feel 
at home. There is not only Monsch. There are the Swiss 
who are working the cheese factories which are about 4 
days further out. The money for this is put up by New 
Zealand but the work is done by the Swiss. Then there
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is the almost legendary figure of M r Schultess, a Swiss 
F.A.O. man who is based here but who is away on leave. 
N ot only have they plenty to offer, but they are offering 
it.

Perhaps if we cannot find a man in Australia to run a 
farm, we could find a Swiss to do it for us. But it would 
be better not to start unless we can find the right man.

Let us leave the problem for a moment. Here are a few 
figures. It costs about 3 Nepalese rupees to make a yard 
of stone wall on the flat, and considerably more on the 
hills. It depends on how far you have to cart the stone. 
M ost Nepalese can only afford to eat meat a few times 
a year. I was always told that large steaks were essential 
for hard manual labour. The Nepalese evidently have not 
been told this.

I think this is all that I have time to write about the Jiri 
visit. On Thursday M arch 23rd we climbed to the air field 
with some difficulty and found the plane and two Aust
ralian Colombo Plan people from Katmandu there. They 
had come out for the ride with the Director of Agricul
ture. However, the pilot wisely would not take us all off, 
the strip being very soft. So the two Australians had to 
stay behind. This was probably awkward for the 
Monschs but very lucky for them (the Australians)—  
Chisnall had been in Katmandu for two years but had not 
been outside the valley once. They came back this a.m. 
(24th) goggle eyed.

When I got back here I found the letters waiting. I 
cannot help referring to my father’s letter about the 
decline in our London funds. It all seems strange from 
here. I remember how the shepherds in England used to 
refer to enter-toxemia as “protein poisoning” and how 
the best lambs died because they were “ doing too well” . 
Well, Australia seems to be suffering from that disease, 
or that is how it appears from here.
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Friday, March 25 :

Writing until 11 a.m., and then the agricultural head of 
the U.S. Overseas Mission called round and we had an 
interesting talk. He gave us an outline of what the U.S. 
Mission is doing in this country and the great difficulties 
in actually getting anything done. Evidently they are 
trying to import, test, and then get adapted, improved 
varieties of seed of crops now grown here. They are also 
trying to train extension officers, but the difficulties of 
doing anything through the Nepalese Government are 
overwhelming.

He agreed with my view that if we are to have an 
experimental farm, then it is essential to have a Monsch 
to run it. It will not be enough to give money to the 
Nepalese Government and expect anything to happen. 
He agreed with my assessment of the Director of Agri
culture but both of us could not help wondering how long 
he would last.

He told of how they were trying to help through ‘village 
development’ idea and of how India was actively trying 
to do something the same and according to him, in rather 
an unwise way. It was strange to hear the comment of an 
American that the Indians were tending to spoil the 
people by offering wages a good deal higher than those 
operating locally. This criticism is continually being 
made against the U.S. here and elsewhere. He told us that 
he had some hopes that President Kennedy’s new idea of 
a ‘Peace Corps’ may be successful and agreed with me 
that it is the individual approach rather than the broad 
national one that will bring the best results. But when it 
comes to a country so backward and with so many 
natural as well as human obstacles as Nepal, then it seems 
impossible to do anything big enough, soon enough, by 
individuals.

I must admit that, at the moment, I will be tempted 
when our plane reaches Australia, to slam the door of the
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East shut behind me and get down to solving a few simple 
problems of our own, like developing the Northern 
Territory. It is not that there is nothing to be done here, 
but that anything we can do will be too little too late, and 
that nothing can turn aside this teeming antbed of 
humanity from their inevitable, self-inflicted doom.

Later:
Having just dictated this gloomy conclusion I went to the 
U.S. Embassy and had a talk with M r. Foreman, the 
Economic Secretary, whom I had heard was a sound 
person, as I found him to be.

I told him of what I had written. He would not accept 
my conclusion about India. He was stationed in India in 
1951 , and said he was pleasantly surprised in the progress 
made in the economic sphere when he returned a year 
ago. T h at’s good.

Then I asked him if he thought Nepal had any hope for 
economic development. In the short term, he admitted 
it was difficult. But in the long term he thought, when the 
immense hydro-electric potential of the country was 
developed, then India would buy it. He said that there 
would be a valuable timber industry in the future when 
transport was improved. And, here again, India would 
be a willing purchaser of timber. I raised my eyebrow at 
the suggestion that there were large timber resources, but 
I gather that these were more in the Terai. He also said 
that there was a considerable untapped agricultural 
potential in the Terai.

He admitted that the difficulties of administration are 
there and did not try to minimise them. But he also rather 
admonished me for my gloom. ‘W hat else do you 
expect?’ he said. ‘An undeveloped country not just 
undeveloped in physical resources, it is also underdeve
loped socially. If that were not so, it would not be 
underdeveloped physically’. W orth remembering that.

It has been interesting listening to the Yanks. They are
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trying to do good and they certainly have ceased trying 
to make people grateful for their efforts. But they just 
don’t seem to have the touch somehow. N ot like the 
British. There is something about them that infuriates not 
only the other aid giving powers, but also the country 
being aided. This is in spite of their supreme generosity, 
and in spite of their earnest desire to be liked, and in spite 
of the obvious effort they are making not to continue to 
be ‘ugly Americans’.

Monday, March 27 :
Left for Pokhara about 9 a.m., and flew for about 70  
miles west. We were accompanied on this trip by a 
27-year-old agricultural graduate of Poona University in 
India. He was stationed at Jiri with M onsch for whom 
he has a great admiration.

When we got to Pokhara we sat around for a couple 
of hours and eventually a jeep was produced for us. Then 
we came up to the ‘Yellow House’ the quarters of the 
U .S.O .M . There was no one except ourselves staying at 
the Yellow House but it provided us with a clean bed and 
somewhere to cook our food.

Pokhara is in a big broad valley which appears to be 
a glacial deposit, and it is cut through with a river. On 
our way out to the experimental farm we crossed over a 
rickety bridge across the river, just an ordinary weak old 
bridge with not much to spare. It was only when we were 
half way over that I looked over the edge and realized that 
the bottom of the river was hundreds of feet below. We 
stopped then and had a look, but I did not get too close 
to the side of the old bridge.

Then we saw the site of where they hope the future 
sheep experimental station is to be. A New Zealand 
officer made a report on the sheep industry in Nepal, and 
evidently one of his recommendations was that an 
experimental station be set up in the Pokhara valley. I 
can’t see much sense in it. Certainly the soil is almost
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useless for agriculture, consisting as it does of gravel, 
stone and a little sand, for hundreds of feet down. But if 
it was established that the present poor pasture could be 
improved and sheep could be profitably kept here, then 
I do not think the same lessons and methods could be 
applied to the hill country. In any case I do not think that 
the present pasture could be improved without phosp
hate (at least).

Then we went on to the present experimental farm, 
which again is on this poor gravel, and on which they are 
doing some experiments to try to find out what are the 
soil deficiencies, and also are trying out improved 
varieties of seed. Unfortunately, the soil is so uneven that 
it is hard to be specific as to what are the results of the 
experiment. All you could say for certain is that the soil 
seems to lack phosphate, potash, nitrogen and structure, 
and at this time of the year water. There didn’t seem much 
that could be done about supplying any of these except 
nitrogen.

Wherever there was any irrigation water available, 
there you find paddy fields. The soil was quite without 
structure, and no attempt is made to grow a legume, just 
paddy, year after year, in a soil that will not hold 
moisture, so that they have to irrigate all through the 
monsoon.

I saw some pasture plots but there were only about 6 
square yards of them, and even these were irrigated. 
Lucerne, red and white clover were there, but no tropical 
legumes.

We met, at the aerodrome, a Captain Hogan, who is 
attached to a Gurkha regiment in Burma, and who was 
sent to Nepal to see what instruction the troops should 
receive in agriculture before they were discharged. Sound 
idea. There is no doubt that these British boys know 
where their duty lies.

In the evening we visited a mansion on the banks of a 
lovely lake. This is the King’s house and Queen Elizabeth

53



One M ore Nail

visited it during her recent visit to Nepal. An Indian 
group is building a big hydro-electric scheme at its outlet. 
It is not a big lake but pleasant.

I am afraid that the Queen’s route was as clear in 
Pokhara as in Katmandu. There the road has been done 
but nowhere else. There is a big steam roller sitting on a 
bit of made road here— how it got there is a mystery, and 
what it will do now, even more. I guess it will still be here 
for another ten years.

Tuesday, March 2 8 :
Got up at 5 .3 0  and saw the sun come up on the snowy 
mountains that dominate the valley. A magnificent sight. 
We set off at 6 .45  and our first call was on the District 
Officer. He is a very pleasant, capable young man. He was 
previously in the Nepal bank. I noticed ‘Rogets T he
saurus’ and a book of economics by his bed side. We had 
a good talk. His job would be similar to that which I 
imagine would have been the duties of a District Officer 
in India under the British. He is distinctly envious of 
India, having had British rule to build up their adminis
tration. Again the dislike of India came out, although he 
was quite willing to say that the economic future of both 
countries were tied together, yet he recognized that the 
Nepalese would always dislike the Indians. The basic 
reason is that one is a hill people and the other a people 
of the plains.

Then we set out to see the sheep country, we had a very 
interesting walk. It is a wonderful way to get to know the 
people in the country, but it is hard on the feet. We only 
climbed 1000  feet according to the altimeter I carried, but 
there is much argument about the distance covered. We 
are forced to admit it would not be much more than 7 
miles there and 7 miles back, but towards the end of the 
day, we could have confidently doubled it. But whenever 
we felt sorry for ourselves, a coolie laden with a great load 
on his back would come choofing past.
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But what did we see? The truth is that we did not see 
any country that could be improved for sheep. Whenever 
there was any good soil, or any water for irrigation, the 
land would be farmed. And you can take it as axiomatic 
that if the land is not cropped, it is no good, especially 
in the Pokhara district. The unfarmed hills are very rocky 
and covered with trees, and certainly they ought not clear 
the trees from these hillsides. There are land slides 
everywhere, even with the trees left. Nepal will have to 
tackle this problem of erosion caused by tree cutting.

We walked north towards the mountains, and 
although we could not cover much ground, yet it was 
obvious that conditions were getting worse rather than 
better as we got closer to the mountains. Whether they 
would change much as we went further west I do not 
know, though I do not think so.

It was an intensely disappointing day, which feeling is 
not altogether related to the state of my feet, though I am 
willing to admit that these do not, at the moment, make 
for a mood of easy optimism. It is not so much that I am 
not hopeful that we can help much in this sheep business. 
It goes far deeper than that. The whole population 
depends on farming, and, as the population expands, 
then the pressure on the farms will be greater. But even 
now, the farming seems to be fundamentally unsound. 
Everywhere we went today the soil structure was bad, and 
I should think getting worse. In most other countries the 
problem can be tackled by adding artificial manures, 
particularly phosphate— but how you add phosphate 
when it has to be carried in, I do not know. Perhaps this 
is the place for the organic farming people to really let 
their hair down. But then you have the problem of the 
quick break up and leaching of organics in this tropical 
environment.

N ot only did my feet and thoughts on farming make 
me miserable. Our guide and interpreter didn’t make it 
any better. He is such a decent lad, desperately aware of
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the shortcomings of the administration, the tendency to 
talk of what they would do rather than setting to and 
doing it. And he was so keen to do what he could.

He talked good English and thought well. He kept on 
hopefully asking me what I would do about such and 
such. All I could do was shake my head and say ‘I don’t 
know’. I feel so desperately sorry for these good young 
graduates, who are really trying. This feeling is 
emphasised because most of them aren’t trying.

The few sheep we saw were about as good as the 
environment would carry, I thought. This is the end of 
the dry season and the pasture, and the stock, is at its 
worst. But this will remain the position unless the pasture 
can be changed, and I doubt if it can be.

Wednesday, March 2 9 :

The feeling of black depression was not alleviated by a 
good night’s sleep, and the magnificence of this view this 
a.m. Really, the best thing to do with the country would 
be to sell it to the Americans as a tourist resort. At least 
the view would not wash away. M t Machapuchhri (or 
Fishtail) dominates the landscape in the foreground with 
the unutterable majesty of the Annapurna range behind. 
I hope the photos we took bring them out, but unfortu
nately you cannot eat the view. Apart from the moun
tains, Pokhara is a sad place. It has hardly any roads and 
no civic pride. All it has is a large number of hopeless 
people sitting on their tails waiting to be helped, on the 
main street along which you can walk with great diffi
culty. This is 3 miles long but seems further on the 
homeward walk. The tail end of the poem entitled ‘The 
M an W ho Tried to Hurry the East’ kept recurring to my 
mind—

‘The end of the fight is a tom bstone white 
And the name of the late deceased  
W ith the epitaph drear, “ A fool lies here 
W ho tried to hurry the E ast” .’
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Then we went to the aerodrome in one of the two jeeps 
in the district. We were booked to go out at 4 p.m. but 
the bitter experience of the locals warned us to go to the 
drome, sit there until a plane came and then get in and 
strap yourself in, because although the same plane was 
due to come back in this p.m., it probably wouldn’t. 
Depends on the pilot, and whether the King wanted to 
quell a revolution somewhere.

So we sat around from 10 till 11 .3 0  and watched the 
people who were quite happy. They seemed unaware of 
how I was worrying about them. There were some very 
hefty Tibetian refugees, much bigger than the Nepalese.

It is queer how people carry umbrellas. It was quite hot 
today as we sat in the aerodrome, they put up their 
umbrellas for shade. But what was more impressive was 
the way they carried them when not in use, hooked in the 
collar of the shirt and dangling down the back. I can 
rather see myself creating a sensation in King William 
Street when I return.

We got back to Katmandu at 12 .2 0  flying over truly 
awful country, all terraced to the tops of the hills, lying 
there baking in the sun. After a sleep in the p.m., went 
round to the U.K. Embassy and had a talk with Colonel 
Proud. He has been in Nepal for 12 years and really 
knows it. He was very interested in my mission and 
reluctantly agreed with my tentative conclusions. I asked 
him what Australia could do. He hoped that we could 
maybe do something about staffing an Institute of Agri
culture. But I told him we knew little about tropical 
agriculture to start with and what little we did know was 
built around labour saving rather than labour using. I 
said I could perhaps whip up some interest in financial 
help, but he said that wouldn’t help much. Interest 
dripped from the trees in Katmandu, also money if it was 
really wanted. W hat was wanted was someone who knew 
what to do, and then went away and did it.

So back to the pub to write and brood. If there was such
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a thing in Katmandu, I would go in and have a drink. But 
there isn’t so I will sit here nursing my feet. Lorna has just 
come in to show me her blisters which are bigger than 
mine.

Friday, March 3 1 : (Good Friday)

We left the hotel at 5 a.m. today with Steve Dowell, a 
young U .S.O .M . officer who was very keen to see the 
sheep at Chitlang. We had to wait 20  minutes for our 
guide George, of whom more later. W e travelled for 35 
miles along the Rajpath which is the recently constructed 
road connecting Nepal with India. Then we were to walk 
6 miles to the experimental station at Chitlang, and then 
come back in the afternoon. Sounds simple. Well, it 
wasn’t.

The 35 miles along the Rajpath took us almost three 
hours of very hard driving. I have never been on a worse 
road. It literally clings to the side of quite impossible 
mountains, twisting and turning all the time. It is bitumen 
for about 12 miles, then the rest is just rough metal. And 
there are small landslides every now and again, and as it 
is the main link with India, the road is used by trucks that 
are driven by mad Nepalese or Indians, and we were 
always meeting them in quite impossible situations.

But this wasn’t what really gave me the horrors, not the 
road, but the country through which it ran. W e have got 
used to flying over these terraced hillsides, and walking 
up and down quite a few, but here for 3 hours we were 
driving among them. It was a horrible feeling looking 
2 0 0 0  feet up and 2 0 0 0  feet down a bare mountainside 
and seeing right to the top and right to the bottom an 
endless series of steps with the hungry soil exposed. N ot 
a tree on it, nothing except the terraces to hold it, and to 
know that their agriculture is such that the fertility of 
their soil is gradually running down. And that the 
population is increasing gradually and the pressure on 
land increasing. It seems inevitable to me that the whole
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hillside will one day slide 4 0 0 0  feet into the valley. For 
as long as I live, I will be haunted by today’s drive. 
Horrible!

We left the jeep at a little after 8 a.m. on the side of the 
road, and started to walk. It was the usual kind of walk, 
except that fortunately we had a lot of down hill on the 
way down which meant, of course, a lot of up hill on the 
way back. And George could speak no English and was 
high caste, so could not help us carry our little loads. And 
more than that, the fool got lost.

We eventually got to the station at about 11 .30 . About 
two years ago a U.S.A. grant sent some Rambouillets, 
Romney M arsh, Dorset Horns and Corriedale sheep to 
Nepal, both rams and ewes. M ost of these died for one 
reason or another, but the remainder were taken out to 
Chitlang where they are being kept to find out what ones 
do best and then to distribute the rams to local breeders 
of sheep in order to try to improve their sheep. There is 
no doubt which is the best breed, the Rambouillets stand 
out. Big bold sheep with fine wool. It makes one realize 
how stupid our M erino embargo is. The poor old Dorsets 
were terrible, but the Romneys were worse. The Corrie- 
dales had died.

But it didn’t mean much really as they were feeding the 
sheep with concentrates to keep them alive, and shedding 
them almost all the time. I could have told them that 
sheep would live under these conditions but what I don’t 
know is what would happen if they had to depend on 
grass or grass hay. It is futile to think that sheep have a 
place in the economy if they have to be fed on concen
trates. It would be much better to feed the concentrates 
direct to the people. O f course to feed these ‘stud’ sheep 
with concentrates is different, but unless sheep can use 
the rough ground which cannot be farmed, without being 
fed by crops on the farming land, then sheep have no 
place here.

Then they showed us a flock of local sheep which had
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very coarse wool. I know they could be improved if they 
were crossed with a Rambouillet, but probably they 
would be better if they got a bit more feed also.

The man in charge of the station was also of very high 
caste so could not bring himself to actually catch any 
sheep, but stood helplessly in the middle of the yard 
directing operations and getting in the way. There is 
nothing worse than these graduates who have exalted 
opinions of their own status, and a stern resolve not to 
dirty their hands.

Then we saw some pasture plots and these were 
hopeful. They were New Zealand type pastures sown on 
the hillside, without irrigation and without artificial 
fertilisers. But they had some (I don’t know how much) 
animal manure. They looked quite promising at the end 
of the dry season. There was also some lucerne looking 
quite well.

I wonder if they would do better with tropical legumes, 
though maybe the altitude makes a greater difference 
than I had allowed for. The question of frost must be 
watched. Evidently, over 4 0 0 0  feet they get some frost. 
I am getting more and more depressed about being able 
to help this sheep project, but I think I might be able to 
do something about tropical legumes— particularly pas
ture legumes. I think I will put this up in the report.

Then we set to walk out. Steve had had an operation 
to his knee and was carrying a heavy load including a 
cinecamera. George (the high caste guide) walked 
carelessly ahead and when I suggested he helped carry he 
explained he was of very high caste and could not do so. 
I should have skun him, but foolishly didn’t. It was a hard 
grind getting out— 3 Vi hours, then another 3 hours down 
the wretched road. W e kicked George out two miles from 
home, explaining that we weren’t good enough for the 
likes of him and he would be better off walking. Then we 
called in at Steve’s and had the best beer in history. Lorna
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had some rather nasty blisters on her feet but did another 
excellent day today.

The Director of Agriculture came to see us at breakfast, 
and we had a long talk about sheep and other things. I 
can’t help feeling sorry for him and his Australian wife. 
N ot so much for the fact that my report on sheep will 
certainly be unfavourable, but chiefly because of the 
much more serious problems they face in agriculture, and 
the totally insufficient knowledge they have about their 
problems. And the poor quality of the people they have 
to improve their knowledge. But I don’t think there is 
much Australia can do to help. It is not money they 
need— though they want that too, but they need first, 
knowledge and technical know-how.

I will be leaving Nepal today with a feeling of 
hopelessness. They have almost every handicap that the 
Almighty and themselves can give them. The awful 
mountainous nature of the terrain, the physical and 
mental isolation of the capital from the rest of the 
country, the size of the population and its rate of increase, 
the lack of minerals, their religious handicap (like having 
sacred cows they can’t kill), their total inept adminis
tration, their being tied to India which they hate, the state 
of their agriculture, the shortness of the season, and so 
on, all these things and many others seem to put them in 
a hopeless position. The only advantage they have is the 
quality and courage of the common people.

N O T E S  O N  C O L O M B O  PLAN E Q U IP M E N T  F O R
NEPAL

Australia is helping with the provision of road making 
equipment, and has promised to help with providing 
equipment for a Nepal radio, a pipe line, hospital 
equipment for chest clinic and infectious disease hospital. 
IT IS N O T  W ELL D O N E : If goods are being given to
Nepal, it is important that the goods are ordered by a 
person who is technically competent to order them, not

To U.K., Nepal and Ceylon

61



One M ore Nail

to ask a Nepali who thinks something would look nice. 
And the person giving technical advice should be in the 
country long enough to know the conditions and the 
people.

For instance in the case of road building equipment, 
an officer of External Affairs rightly felt convinced that 
aid to Nepal was a good exercise of Colombo Plan. So 
he sounded out the Nepal government and they looked 
through catalogues and selected nice equipment. Then 
Australia sent a good engineer to Katmandu. He was here 
for a few days, passed the list and it was then ordered. It 
has come in dribs and drabs. There was £ 1 0 0 0  of damage 
and demurrage done to 4 trucks in Calcutta alone. There 
is a big scraper at Raxaul (the Indian railhead) which is 
too long to be hauled in over the Rajpath, it just won’t 
go round the corners. There is a rock crushing plant 
which will have to be pulled to pieces also. There is a 
bitumen spraying plant which is not at Calcutta yet.
IT IS N O T  EN O U G H  T O  M EA N  W ELL: You must
do well also. A person who knows road building should 
have come to Katmandu, lived there for a few months, 
found out there was no work shop and made them build 
one, found out that they did not know how to acquire 
land to enable roads to be built, found out that a large 
cement mixer (such as the one they have) is too large to 
be loaded and too big to be towed. And, that for anything 
to run the gauntlet of Indian customs is a m ajor 
achievement. He should have ordered all the equipment 
to come on one ship, gone to Calcutta to see it through 
the Customs in one movement, brought it up to Raxaul 
in one convoy, and then in over the Rajpath. And he 
would have known that it would have not been too big 
to go along the Rajpath.

The moral of all this is, that it isn’t easy to do good with 
Colombo Plan Aid. It is easy to spend money and sit back 
and rub the hands and say what good fellows we are. But 
is is a lot harder to take the trouble to see what good is
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done by the money spent. That is true in Nepal. How true 
it is in other places, I don’t know, but I would like to find 
out.

I find myself getting more and more sceptical about 
large organisations who do good in the grand manner.

We left Katmandu at 4  p.m. and flew back to Delhi. 
It was an interesting flight. For over half the trip we flew 
over the mountains of Nepal and we saw again the awful 
nature of the country. Then across the flat Gangetic plain, 
where there is a good deal of irrigation done, and which 
is very intensively farmed. I would like to see it at close 
quarters.

Jim and M arion (my sister) met us at the Delhi airport 
and it was nice to get inside a home again, where the lights 
and water worked and the servants knew what you 
wanted and so on.

I am sorry if my reactions to Nepal have been so 
gloomy, but I am afraid my assessment of its agricultural 
future is not far wrong. M y judgement on its political 
future is not worth much. All I know is that it is hopeless 
country in which to try to get anybody to do anything, 
there is only one person on which to rely and that is 
yourself. A chap has got to be a bit queer in the nut or 
filled with missionary zeal, or have very thick feet, to take 
on a job in Nepal.

But it is just as well I went on a mundane mission. If 
I had gone as a V.I.P., as a member of a Parliamentary 
mission or something, I would have got a completely false 
picture of the country, or at least of its political 
disadvantages.

Sunday, April 2 :

Spent the morning writing and then in the afternoon the 
Allen family and we set out by car to Agra, 120  miles to 
the south. It was interesting travelling through rural 
India. When we were here before, before our Nepal visit,
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we thought how primitive their farming was. But after 
going to Nepal, it seemed quite advanced.

When we got to Agra we found that we could not get 
accommodation in the dak bungalow so we all stayed 
together (7 of us) in one big room in an Indian hotel. It 
was quite an experience. We took our own bedding and 
most of our food, and we also supplied the food for 
several million mosquitoes.

About 9 p.m. we went out to see the Taj M ahal by 
moonlight and this is one of the few occasions I have not 
been disappointed when visiting a famous beauty spot. 
It was lovely.

Monday, April 3:

We saw the Taj again in daylight and again was not 
disappointed. Then the Red Fort at Agra, which was 
duller. Both Lorna and I must be most disappointing 
people to take visiting historic places.

I will not describe our visit to the T a j.  It has been 
written about so many times and there is nothing useful 
for me to say. We got back here at 3 .3 0  p.m., very hot 
and tired. But it was an excellent trip. And Jim knows 
Indian life so very well that he makes any trip through 
India usually interesting.

Friday, April 7:
Were roused at 4 .3 0  a.m. by the bearer and eventually 
got away at 5 from Allens. We left the aerodrome at Delhi 
at about 6 .15  and flew down across India to Hyderabad 
and Madras. It was an interesting trip, particularly before 
we got to Madras where we saw the effort they had made 
to conserve the monsoon rainfall and to use it during the 
dry season. This time of the year is towards the end of 
their dry season and they are dependent on stored water 
for any irrigation in this area. We had the usual custom 
formalities again at Madras and then embarked on 
another Viscount and flew to Ceylon.
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Saturday, April 8:

We got up at 4 .45  a.m. and went out to the airfield and 
flew to Gal Oya which is about 2 0 0  miles east of 
Colombo. It was an interesting flight because we went 
across these mountain areas with tea and rubber growing 
and which looks so very different from the Nepal 
mountains because the rainfall is much greater and better 
distributed. Then we came down at the Gal Oya airstrip 
and were met by Professor Hardy who is the head of the 
Technical Training Institute and by M r Gisberger, a 
Swiss, who is the engineer in charge of the workshop. We 
had a cup of tea with Professor Hardy and had a general 
talk to try to find out what is the farming system. I don’t 
pretend yet to have got a clear conception of who is doing 
what, so will not go into it in any detail but will do so at 
the end of the visit.

After this I went round with M r Gisberger to see the 
workshop which services the equipment which is used by 
the Gal Oya Development Board. This is a tremendous 
workshop and I don’t think I have ever seen so much 
equipment on any agricultural project anywhere in the 
world. I am not quite sure what the machinery is engaged 
in doing, except that I have a rough idea it is clearing land 
and cutting irrigation channels for the Gal Oya 
development board, but I haven’t yet seen the equipment 
in operation in the field. But I have seen it standing round 
in the remarkably well equipped workshop and I don’t 
think I have ever seen so much. There were D8 tractors 
as far as I could see, they just haven’t got room to put 
them in the workshop. There were Euclid scrapers, there 
were Massey Harris half track rice combines which have 
never been used and which have been standing out in the 
weather for about 5 years.

Just about everything is there, it is quite impressive. 
Gisberger says that the people he has working for him in 
this workshop can certainly be trained to be technically
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competent at their work, but the trouble is there is no 
discipline because he can’t sack anyone. He hasn’t got 
any engineers to help him when he should have at least 
5 competent engineers in the workshop of this size. And 
everywhere we went at about 10 this morning there were 
people hurriedly getting up from the shade in which they 
had been squatting, waiting for the morning to pass. The 
whole business was quite depressing. Here was this 
tremendous array of workshop equipment and as far as 
I could see, a lot of it was being wasted.

Afterwards Gisberger took me to his home and we had 
a good talk about the frustrations of working in an 
Eastern country. He himself has worked for some time 
in Indonesia where he said things were even worse than 
they are here. It seems to me that all the aid that Western 
countries are prepared to give to these underdeveloped 
East Asian countries is being largely wasted. As long as 
the Ceylon Government know that if they sit on their tails 
for long enough, someone is going to give them money 
and equipment to stop them being Communists, they will 
be content to sit on their tails. This they are doing with 
considerable effect at this moment, and in many cases 
with considerable profit to themselves, as far as an odd 
bribe or two is concerned. But as far as getting the 
country developed in the way that we envisage the 
Colombo Plan and F.A.O. were set up to do, then there 
is very little indeed to show for the effort. Perhaps this is 
an unkind comment. Perhaps later on today when we go 
out and see what the Gal Oya Development Board is 
doing, I may change my opinion. But this is the opinion 
of the man who is running the workshop. He is going 
home to Switzerland in a few months time in disgust and 
will settle down where people are prepared to do an 
honest days work and get on with the job. It is not a 
pleasant state of affairs.
Later that day: I have just returned from accompanying
a public relations officer round portion of the Gal Oya
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project and I think I can now say what it is all about. The 
idea was to do three things. One, to control the flooding 
on the Gal Oya further down towards the sea: secondly 
to make it possible to irrigate a considerable area of land: 
and third to use the hydro-electric potential of the dam.

For this reason a dam was constructed by the Ameri
cans, but paid for by the Gal Oya Development Board. 
This Board then took over the preparation of the land for 
farming and it also controls the farming on the land when 
it has been cleared and allocated to settlers.

The water that runs out on the left hand bank of the 
river is mainly used to irrigate rice, although some 
tobacco is also grown. But as far as I could see, there was 
no attempt to grow any legumes, and indeed I saw 
nothing but rice for the whole afternoon. With this 
irrigation, two crops a year are grown and at this time of 
the year they are just harvesting their crop of long grain 
rice. Evidently the Singhalese prefer short grained rice for 
some reason or other, and this is their main crop. 
However, the long grained rice is used for manufacturing 
purposes and also for the preparation of various alco
holic beverages.

It is very hard to assess what kind of a job was being 
done. The public relations officer took me to the selected 
areas, and also gave me figures which I am not able to 
check. He says that on the left hand bank 70  0 0 0  acres 
have been developed for rice, including a certain amount 
of land which he didn’t specify— which was in production 
before the Board took over.

The Board evidently subsidises the price of the rice 
because they pay H V 2 rupees a bushel for unmilled 
paddy which is a good deal in excess of world parity. And 
they supply the land to the settlers at an annual rent of 
about 185 rupees per block and each block is about 3 
acres of irrigated rice land and about 2 more acres of dry 
land on which the house is built and which of course is
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not nearly so valuable. The rent then, is more in the form 
of a water rate than a rent per acre.

Anyhow, the settlers seem to get very favourable 
treatment what with a very reasonable price for their 
water and land and, together with this, a subsidised price 
for their product.

We saw the various methods of harvesting the rice. The 
areas are too small for any mechanical methods of 
harvesting although there were some Ferguson tractors 
that were either collectively owned or were owned by 
various co-operatives, which were used for the cultiva
tion of the rice. The only method of mechanical har
vesting is a Ferguson running over the rice straw that has 
been gathered by hand labour. Instead of putting buf
faloes over it as they do in India, they use the tractor to 
do the same thing.

Some fertilizer is necessary and increasing amounts 
will be required in the future as the land is of poor quality. 
However there is an experimental station that I didn’t see 
today that is trying to give a lead to what methods of 
production and improvements should be adopted. There 
is one agricultural officer for each village so obviously 
they are pretty well catered for with technical advice.

On the right hand bank of the river a different method 
of land use is being employed. The land is cleared by the 
Board and then farmed by the Board mainly for the 
production of sugar cane, although in the future they 
expect to use rice in rotation with the sugar cane. But in 
this case they would expect to do the farming themselves. 
We saw several areas of what looked to my inexpert eye 
to be quite decent crops of sugar cane. I was told that 
some pests and insects of various kinds were showing up 
and they were drawing on Australian experience to see 
what they could do about them. Also we saw one elephant 
who was bound for the sugar cane plantations and 
evidently others are usually headed that way each night 
also.
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However it is not for me in a brief visit such as this to 
try to assess the merits of the business. Obviously it is an 
attempt to do things on a big scale and, as I have learnt 
only too well, doing things on a big scale in the East is 
not usually successful. However, in this case you must 
give these people the benefit of having the right idea of 
how to tackle a big problem. Whether they are tackling 
it in the right way, I am not in the position to give a clear 
answer.

I know that comments I have heard both in Colombo 
and from M r Gisberger today, seem to indicate that 
everything is not going well. And my guide this afternoon 
went as far as to admit that progress had been disap
pointingly slow and put it down to lack of experience and 
definite leadership. However, I would be more inclined 
to put it down to the fundamental inability of people who 
live in a hot climate to tackle anything with any sustained 
vigour. I continually recalled Kipling’s story of the 
Bandar-log in the Jungle Books who were continually on 
the verge of doing remarkable things and never really 
getting down to doing anything except talk. This may be 
an unkind criticism because there has been obviously 
something done besides talking but how well it is done 
is impossible to assess in a brief visit like this afternoon.

Later at dinner at night the Chairman of the Board and 
his wife, M r &  Mrs De Silva came as two of the luncheon 
guests and we had an interesting talk. It appears that the 
amount paid in subsidies is about half the total value of 
the rice, i.e. 5 0 %  is subsidy and 5 0 %  is true export parity 
for rice. Also 3 0 %  of their fertilizer is subsidised and also 
a considerable subsidy component is involved in the 
supplying of land and water at the prices at which they 
are sold.

I asked M r. De Silva how long they thought they could 
continue subsidizing rice in this way and he said rather 
cynically that he thought any Government that removed 
the rice subsidy would go out of power.
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He admitted that Ceylon was left with an excellent 
Civil Service after the British left and it is not nearly as 
good now as it was then, and that Ceylon would have 
been better to have waited for another five years before 
she became independent. De Silva also told me that the 
amount of aid that the Board had received for the project 
only amounted to about 2 %  of the budget. T hat was 
excluding the technical advice received from experts 
from other countries. However this figure is open to a 
great deal of argument and he admits that their books 
and system of auditing are not good enough to say this 
with any sureness. The other members of the party were 
mostly F.A.O. people who thought that the figure would 
be a good deal higher than this.

He admitted that there was a tendency to look upon 
the Board as a cow to be milked, rather than a worthwhile 
enterprise of which the people of the district and indeed 
of Ceylon could be proud. I think they could be proud 
of the conception of the idea, although they haven’t got 
nearly such a right to be proud of its execution.

Sunday, April 9 :
Lorna unfortunately has been stricken down again with 
stomach trouble and has spent a miserable day in her 
room.

I went to church this morning at a tiny little church 
conducted by a Singhalese preacher. But there were only 
five of us in the congregation and had no organ and as 
he persisted in having hard and long hymns it was not a 
pleasant service.

After church Professor Hardy took me around to see 
some more of the Gal Oya Development area. The only 
thing that was different from yesterday was to see the land 
before it was cropped and after it was cleared and it 
became clear how very poor the quality of the soil really 
was. It is only the fact that there is a large amount of water 
available that makes it worth while considering for
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agriculture at all. Evidently one of the disappointments 
of the scheme so far is the fact that they have got to put 
in a large number of rather expensive supplementary 
storage reservoirs in order to prevent the flooding which 
has occurred in spite of the erection of this large main 
dam.

The only thing that came out of the trip this morning 
was the Professor’s continued plea that although things 
were not being very well run at present, they were 
certainly being run a lot better now than they were when 
he came ten years ago. And he kept urging me not to be 
too impatient and said people can’t be expected to change 
rapidly. I suppose that’s a reasonable attitude, but the 
disturbing thing is that the political thinking of the 
country seems to be going downhill rather than uphill 
because they are being almost taught to expect overseas 
aid to be given whether they work for it or deserve it or 
not.

Monday, April 10:
Lorna seems to be better this morning which is a great 
relief, because it would be a great pity to get ill now just 
when we are heading for home.

Left the rest house at 7 .3 0  and went round to the 
Technical Training Institute to have a few last words with 
Professor Hardy. He wants to get the Northern Territory 
report and if I can get one I am to send it to Professor A. 
Hardy, Technical Training Institute, Amparai, Ceylon. 
The fact that he is an F.A.O. officer may enable me to get 
one given from the Government.

Then he told me how his institution works and gave 
me a great deal of literature on it, some of which I will 
bring home. He also gave me the last Annual Report of 
the Board which may be more interesting. Both of us 
think that if Australia has any travelling scholarships for 
Ceylon as I know they have for India, it might be a 
valuable exercise to send the Chairman of the Board, M r
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I. M . De Silva to Australia where he could study rice 
growing in the Northern Territory and the Murrum- 
bidgee, and sugar cane production in Queensland; and 
also the Snowy Hydro Electric scheme. I think this would 
be worthwhile and I shall take it up with the High 
Commissioner for Ceylon.

Then we flew back across the island and arrived at the 
Ceylon airport round about 10 a.m. and came back to 
the Galle Face Hotel. During that afternoon I am afraid 
I didn’t do very much. We have been away from home 
long enough and I find that I am getting stale. At 7 p.m. 
we went around to have a talk with M r and Mrs 
Thompson, the Director of the Colombo Plan Secre
tariat. They are a charming couple. We had quite a 
discussion as to who was going to follow him when he 
retires later this year. It should be an Australian but the 
difficulty is to get someone who can, and has the ability 
to do the job. He suggested a chap called Vaudrey. He 
said he would be of the required calibre. (The man finally 
selected was my brother-in-law, Jim Allen.)

And then we had a discussion on Colom bo Plan 
matters generally. He said that although he was well 
aware of the criticisms that could be made about the 
Colombo Plan, the difficulty was to get them accepted by 
the Colombo Plan Council at which all discussions are 
of necessity, unanimous. The difficulty was to get anyone 
to face up to any real criticism of the shortcomings of the 
Plan. However, he said he thought it was the proper 
function of visiting Parliamentarians to voice these crit
icisms and he was far more aware than anyone else of the 
shortcomings of the scheme and of the very real diffi
culties in getting it to operate as well as everyone hoped. 
This is refreshing coming from a chap of the calibre of 
Thompson.

He mentioned that some American Senators came 
around the world looking at the work of the various 
United Nations Missions, but he says in most cases they
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do not get away from the capital city nor do they escape 
the red carpet treatment. He agreed that it would be a 
very useful exercise if members of our Foreign Affairs 
Committee could be encouraged to come, that they 
should travel tourist class and arrive almost unheralded 
and without the red carpet treatment. Then they would 
see the difficulties that the Colombo Plan faces in the 
implementation of the policy.

He mentioned also that the United Kingdom sends two 
people around whose main job is in theory to assess the 
practicability of requests for future Colombo Plan aid. 
But their main job, in fact is to examine with critical eye 
what work has been done with the money that has been 
voted in the past.

Tuesday, April 11:
Left Colombo at 11 .3 0  after a long delay at the airport 
and arrived at Singapore around 5 .3 0  or 6 p.m., although 
the flying time was only four hours, but of course we were 
flying east and so were losing time. Arrived in Adelaide 
on April 13 and was surprised to see how well the country 
had managed without me.

It is important to realize that the foregoing was written 
in 1961 and there have been many changes in the 
Colombo Plan administration since then. The Nepal 
diary helped a little to that end. But doing well is always 
harder than meaning well, particularly in underdeve
loped countries. And it is worth remembering that most 
poor countries are that way not because they lack 
physical resources, but simply because they lack human 
resources. And, as far as development is concerned, one 
important human resource is administrative ability. A 
glowing example of this is Japan.
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Tariffs Introduced

I r e t u r n e d  to Australia in April, 19 6 1 ,  having been a 
Member of Parliament since November 1958 without 
having struck a real blow for tariff reform as my father 
was quick to point out. I pleaded that the other things I 
was doing were useful as well as more exciting, and much 
more in keeping with my past experience. After all, I 
knew a lot about farming and all too little about tariffs, 
and I also had an uneasy feeling that learning about tariffs 
was not only going to be hard work but it was going to 
be dull too.

In 1961 only a few odd people worried about tariffs. 
Although the farmers would not admit it, there was a lot 
of fat in farming so we were able to carry the extra burden 
that the tariff imposed on us as exporters. And secondary 
industry had had the protection of import licencing 
which had been necessary to protect our currency posi
tion which had been so serious. And secondary industry 
people were usually confident that, if they could make it, 
there wouldn’t really be much difficulty in selling it. So 
with competition so limited and the domestic opportu
nities so easy, it is not surprising that there was not much 
interest in the cause of tariff reform. ‘Why worry?’ was 
the natural reaction— ‘Things are going along O .K ., and 
there is nothing to worry about. If any industry is in 
trouble we can afford to give it some more protection, so 
what are these theorists worrying about with their 
moaning about the cost of protection? If there is a cost, 
which we deny, the export industries can afford to carry 
it’.
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So it is not surprising that there were only a few 
academics who were interested in having a lower tariff 
system. The most authoritative of these was Dr M ax  
Corden of the A.N.U. And most of the journalists had 
long ago put tariffs into the too hard or the too unin
teresting baskets. A shining exception was Alan Wood 
who wrote for the Financial Review, and to a lesser extent 
M ax  Newton, who was for a time a power in the 
newspaper world.

And there was then almost no political interest in tariff 
reform. I had expected that the Country Party would 
have been interested but they were completely under the 
domination of the Minister for Trade, M r M cEwen who 
had been and still was, the main architect of our policy 
of protection at almost any price. And if the Liberals, the 
other part of the coalition government, had any ideas of 
their own, they were careful not to speak about them. 
And the Labor Party had not had a thought about tariffs 
for years, except to think that if fairly high tariffs were 
helpful, even higher tariffs would, no doubt, be even more 
helpful. In short, there was no political interest in lower 
tariffs.

It was into this pleasant pool of apathy, that the new 
M ember for Wakefield, with the clover burrs still in his 
hair, was about to launch himself, pushed from behind 
by his father and the ghost of Charles Hawker. It is true 
that I had a somewhat hazy idea that the tariff was 
hurting my farmers and as farming was the only aspect 
of the economy I really understood, I had an uneasy 
feeling that something should be done about reducing 
tariffs. But I must admit now that I didn’t really under
stand the problem, nor was I quite certain why I was as 
worried as I appeared to be.

But one thing I did know and that was it wasn’t sensible 
to get into the tariff battle unless I knew far more about 
the subject than I did, so for the next few years I immersed 
myself in the wretched subject. Now, when we have the
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services of a research assistant as well as a secretary, and 
when Members are also serviced by the research section 
of the Parliamentary Library, the work we then got 
through would have been creditable. But to do it as we 
did, almost alone, seems almost impossible. I was very 
fortunate in having a wonderful secretary, Mrs Heley 
who was not only hard working and competent, but she 
had also been reared as a single taxer, so had a fanatical 
belief in the rightness of our cause.

It is true that my understanding of the damage done 
by high tariffs was rather limited. I understood, of course, 
that the farmers had to pay the price for a tariff on 
headers or weedicides or something that the farmer used. 
And I had taken the next step in understanding the 
problems; I knew that the farmer, if he was an exporter, 
eventually paid the price for a tariff on something he 
didn’t use. For instance, the farmer would eventually 
have to pay the cost of a tariff imposed on brassieres, even 
though neither he or his wife used brassieres. The 
increased cost of these garments would eventually get 
built into the cost of living and then into wages. Other 
sections of the economy could pass on the increased costs 
to other sections until the burden came to the chap at the 
end of the line, the exporter who had no one on whom 
he could unload his burden. He could, of course, rightly 
claim that his costs too had been increased, but his 
overseas client who was buying his wheat would be 
unmoved by this plea. ‘How very sad’, he would say, ‘but 
I can get my wheat at the old price from Canada’.

Although the fact that the exporter pays the price for 
tariff protection in the end is recognised by economists, 
farmers and their organisations seem to have more 
difficulty in understanding that they are being raped. This 
must be the explanation for their apathy, which, in turn, 
would explain the indifference of their representatives in 
Parliament about the weight of the tariff burden. The fact 
that I, at least, understood this simple economic fact, set
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me to some extent apart from my colleagues, and made 
me more impatient with them than I should have been.

Still, I admit my knowing that the exporter paid the 
price for tariff protection was a very narrow view of the 
problem. But my horizons widened gradually. The first 
change came when I began to get a reputation for being 
interested in the subject and manufacturers whose posi
tion had been damaged by high duties imposed on their 
raw materials began coming to me asking for help in 
getting these duties reduced. Mostly they were careful to 
ring me up rather than write because they didn’t want to 
get into trouble with their industry organisations or with 
their fellow manufacturers. It would have been more 
helpful if they had been prepared to say in public what 
they said in private. But at least I began to learn what 
every student of economics knew, that tariff duties 
impose burdens on user industries as well as exporters, 
though in most cases these user industries can pass their 
burden along to some other sector in the end.

However, the way the tariff issue developed must wait 
awhile. In 1961 -2  I was first trying to understand the 
problem and then trying to get Parliament to take some 
interest, and this wasn’t easy. To say that my message was 
received with indifference would be an understatement 
of immense proportions. I used to be able to empty the 
House quicker than any other M em ber, and believe me, 
the competition was not negligible. Lorna, bless her 
heart, used to be so sorry for me that she used to come 
over to Canberra if she knew that I had a series of tariff 
speeches looming. She would then sit doggedly in the 
Speaker’s Gallery (there was never a great demand for 
seats while I was speaking) and it was some comfort to 
know that she was there. On one such occasion she was 
sitting there alone when the then Member for Lawson, 
M r Fades, a member of the Country Party, came wan
dering into the House accompanied by one of his con
stituents who was a real bushie of the old school who had
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been brought up to know that tariffs really mattered. 
They sat down by Lorna and M r Failes immediately 
lapsed into his usual somnulent state. But his constituent, 
sitting next to Lorna, started to listen to what I was 
saying. I was quite excited to have someone besides Lorna 
actually listening to my message so I put a bit of beef into 
it. Suddenly the bushie could stand it no longer so he dug 
Failes in the ribs and said ‘Listen to this bloke, Laurie, 
he’s actually talking sense’. But Laurie Failes, unhappy 
at being woken in this way, grunted and then said so that 
Lorna could hear all too clearly ‘Perhaps he is but we do 
get awful sick of him’.

So it wasn’t easy to get the House interested in tariffs. 
One of the reasons for this was that I was, and am, a dull 
speaker about any subject, but on a dull subject like 
tariffs I am unsurpassed. I used to try desperately to 
improve my performance and here again, Lorna used to 
help as well as she could. On one of her visits to Canberra, 
after I had performed particularly badly, she suggested 
that it would be a good idea if we put in a bit of time 
practising. So that night, in our modest room at the 
Kurrajong Hotel, we arranged that I would read over a 
speech that I had to make the next day and she would 
listen to it, time me and criticise me. So she got in to her 
cot and I read my speech through with more than usual 
feeling. When I had finished I asked ‘How long, dear?’ 
There was no answer, she was fast asleep already!

But I did have some lucky breaks. One was that the 
Minister for Trade, M r McEwen couldn’t help losing his 
temper with me. I could understand this because he had 
been getting his own way about tariffs for years and it 
must have been irritating to have this almost incoherent 
farmer taking him on in rather an irreverent way. He used 
to get very cross with me in the Party Meetings but this 
was in private. But on one occasion he lost his temper 
with me in the House, and this helped me no end. In 
November 1962  I asked him a loaded but innocent
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looking question about the independence of the Tariff 
Board which I thought was under challenge by the way 
the Government was treating it. The Hansard record only 
gives the text of M r M cEw en’s reply, but there was no 
mistaking the venom of his tone when he almost lost 
control of himself towards the end of the answer. I tried 
to look greatly hurt but I was well content because I knew 
that M r McEwen had drawn attention to my cause in a 
way I could not have done.

I followed this question with another. It again dealt 
with the vital question of the independence of the Tariff 
Board. But, remembering M r M cEw en’s bitter attack on 
me the last time, I began by saying that this question was 
asked without notice but with trepidation. As M r 
McEwen stood up to answer, Charlie Adermann sitting 
alongside him, pulled him by the coat tails, and whis
pered ‘Steady, Jack , steady’. This did not pass unnoticed 
in the press gallery, so I found that tariffs were gradually 
getting into the public eye.

Then M r Anderson, the secretary of the Associated 
Chamber of Manufactures, which then as now was the 
leader of the protection at any price lobby, used to attack 
me and this was a great help, particularly as there was 
sometimes a personal bite to what he said. I was very 
grateful for this assistance because he was keeping my 
cause and me before the public eye in a way I could not 
have done on my own. I rang him up on his retirement 
and thanked him for all his help. I still don’t know if he 
thought I was in earnest.

But shortly an event occurred that put tariffs on the 
front page of every paper of the country. The Chairman 
of the Tariff Board at that time was Sir Leslie Melville, 
a very distinguished economist. I have mentioned previ
ously that I had been concerned because I felt that the true 
independence of the Board was under threat by the 
treatment meted out to it by the Government. Evidently 
Sir Leslie Melville was concerned also.
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We must pause here and see why it was important that 
the Tariff Board of those days, and the Industries Assis
tance Commission (I.A.C.) of today should not only be, 
but also should appear to be, truly independent. I have 
the same anxiety about the independence of the I.A.C. 
now as I had about the Tariff Board then. Both bodies 
should be seen to be independent because, once tariffs are 
thought to be a pawn in the political process, once 
factories located in particular electorates can be seen to 
be getting particular tariff advantages by leaning on 
particular politicans, particularly Ministers, then all 
objectivity in tariff making would be lost. This was the 
reason that M r Bruce appointed the Tariff Board in the 
1 9 2 0 ’s. If it were expertise only that was required, the 
Government could have built up the Department of 
Trade to supply it. But then the tariff making process 
would be clearly seen to be under the direction of the 
Minister, with endless opportunities for ‘pork barrelling’. 
This is why I was so concerned when M r McEwen said 
that the Tariff Board was expected to keep within its 
sights statements as made from time to time by Ministers. 
W hat kind of independence would they have then?

In November 1962  Sir Leslie Melville announced that 
he was resigning but he did not say why though some of 
us had a pretty good idea. I raised the matter briefly in 
the Party meeting on November 7th but there was not 
enough time to discuss the matter properly but I was told 
by Sir Robert Menzies that I could continue the discus
sion at the Party meeting the next week. I knew then that 
I had a real battle on my hands and that it would be wise 
if I stayed in Canberra for the weekend and did some 
homework, knowing as I did that bearding M r M cEwen 
in his den was likely to be rather a messy business, with 
a lot of blood splattered on the walls.

So I stayed in Canberra and on Friday I rang Alan 
Carmody, later the head of the Prime M inister’s 
Department, but then one of the top men in Trade. The
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matter we were discussing was not related to the Melville 
affair but after we had disposed of the first subject 
Carmody volunteered the information that Sir Leslie 
Melville was going to make a statement over the weekend 
saying why he was resigning. When I asked what was the 
reason Carmody replied that Sir Leslie evidently felt that 
the independence of the Board was in jeopardy so he must 
resign. I thanked Carmody for his information and 
retired to my sister’s home in Canberra to gird my loins 
for battle and to be handy to a radio so that I could catch 
the full text of Sir Leslie’s press statement.

However, there was no such statement so on M onday 
I rang Carmody and expressed my disappointment that 
Sir Leslie’s statement had not appeared. He said that he 
too was surprised and he could not understand why. But 
he knew, and I knew that he knew, that very strong 
pressure had been brought to bear on Sir Leslie to prevent 
him saying what I had been told was in his press release. 
I then told Carmody that at least I had the satisfaction 
of knowing why Sir Leslie had resigned. Then I added the 
rider that when the matter was resumed in the Party 
meeting on Wednesday and when M r M cEwen said that 
no one knew why Sir Leslie resigned I would be able to 
pipe up from the back of the room ‘I know and I can tell 
you who told me’. ‘You wouldn’t do it, Bert, you would 
not be such a sod surely’. I replied that I feared I would 
find the temptation to get McEwen and him with the one 
barrel was almost irresistible. Then I left him to sweat it 
out.

On the Tuesday I showed the then Member for Deakin, 
Frank Davis, what I had prepared for Wednesday’s Party 
meeting. Frank was a wise old bird who had come 
through the mangle with Menzies in the days of the 
U.A.P. I do not usually write out what I was going to say 
at Party meetings but in this case I felt that the occasion 
was so important that extra preparation was justified. 
Frank read what I had written with obvious distaste and
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then advised me not to go on with it. ‘Now look here, 
Frank’ I protested, ‘I didn’t show it to you to find out 
whether I should go on with it or not. I showed it to you 
seeking your help to strengthen it, not cutting its plurry 
throat’. ‘Well, I still say, don’t go on with it, not when we 
only have a majority of one as we have now’. But I insisted 
on my right to continue and we parted on that basis.

The Party meeting the next day was a queer mixed up 
affair. I opened up and then was getting a surprising 
amount of support from all around the room when 
Menzies got to his feet and fell on me from his Olympian 
height. This was quite unusual, because he always used 
to let the Ministers fight their own battles, particularly 
those as good with their fists as McEwen. Having 
demolished me he invited McEwen to finish me off. 
McEwen started off by saying in a challenging way that 
no one knew why Sir Leslie Melville resigned, and I bit 
back my answer. Perhaps I was wrong, perhaps I should 
have been more ruthless and not so much of a gentleman.

As we went out of the Party meeting that day I said to 
Frank Davis that I thought that Menzies had been a bit 
rough intervening as and when he did. ‘I reckon I had 
enough support in the room to really worry McEwen 
until the Old M an got into the act. I wonder why he did 
it?’ I said. ‘Ask me that question in six months time’ Davis 
muttered out of the side of his mouth (He mostly spoke 
out of the side of his mouth. I think it was a relic of his 
stockbuying days).

So six months to the day I bailed Davis up and he told 
me the story. Because of their past close associations and 
because he was a wise old bird, there was a very close 
relationship between Davis and Menzies, so Davis always 
had easy access to the Old M an. So when he had read 
what I had prepared for the Party meeting and when I had 
declined to accept his advice to withdraw from the fray, 
he had gone to see the Prime Minister, told him what I 
was up to and what I was going to say and advised the
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P.M. to get me early. I suppose he was justified in 
behaving that way because we then only had a majority 
of one and the great big rock I was about to give the boat 
would have been a bit awkward. I guess it was a case of 
the game being more than the player of the game and the 
ship being more than the crew.

Learning from experience, the next time I had an 
awkward problem such as this to handle, I took it round 
to Menzies to get his advice. I had in my possession a 
newspaper cutting which was a report of an election 
meeting at Wangaratta which fair city contains the textile 
factory of Bruck Mills. M r McEwen was supporting M r 
Holten, the Country Party candidate and in the course 
of his remarks he was reported as saying ‘As long as I am 
Minister for Trade, Brucks will be all right’. This was an 
example of how tariff matters should not be handled and 
why it was so important to have a truly independent 
Tariff Board. I left this quotation with the Prime Minister, 
making sure that I had a spare copy for myself. You can 
see that I was learning. The P.M. read it, grunted and then 
told me to leave it with him. Three weeks later I was 
summoned into the presence. He was seated at his big 
desk, looking very grumpy. He handed the cutting back 
and said ‘Use it when and how you like, my boy, I am sick 
of the sod’.

I did not wait to find out how McEwen had got under 
his skin. I just grabbed the cutting and left before he 
changed his mind. Then we had a debate on the subject 
and everyone thought I was awful rocking the boat by 
quoting the paragraph, and I couldn’t tell that I had the 
P .M .’s blessing, but I did tell Davis.

Some people say that Menzies was intolerant and 
impatient of lesser people who disagreed with him. I 
certainly did not find him so; I found him both helpful 
and understanding though of course he would clobber 
you properly if it was necessary. And the Leader of the 
Opposition, Arthur Caldwell was helpful also. During
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one tariff debate, after almost every one on both sides of 
the House had had a piece of me, Arthur called me over 
and said ‘I don’t agree with what you are saying, Bert, but 
I will defend your right to say it. D on’t let them frighten 
you’.

There were other people who were helpful. Ministers 
would pass me in the corridors and after a quick look 
around to see that no one was watching, they would urge 
me to keep going even if it killed me because I was doing 
more good than I knew. And on one occasion after I was 
extra sorry for myself because I felt that I was getting 
nowhere, a Minister called me into his office and showed 
me two Cabinet papers, one written before and one after 
a Party room debate on tariffs. There was certainly a great 
difference between the two documents. So perhaps it was 
worth while but it was awful hard work, kicking uphill 
and against the wind all the time.

84



C H A P T E R  EIG H T

More About Tariffs

I h a v e  t o l d  the beginning of my tariff battles in Par
liament and of how hard was the going then. But a 
gradual change was coming over the tariff scene. The 
most important influence to this end was the publishing 
of the Vernon Committee report. It is true that the 
Government brushed the report aside but it was clearly 
a document of great substance written by important and 
responsible leaders in the Australian scene. So when they 
said the kind of things that I had been saying for so long 
and so alone, then I started to become almost respectable.

Another reason for the change in attitude was that we 
were no longer plagued by a balance of payments prob
lem. Before it was comparatively easy to justify almost 
any degree of protection for almost anything on the 
grounds that it was stopping the drain on our currency. 
But with the increase in mineral exports and with fair 
prices and mostly good seasons to help the farmers, the 
balance of payments problem was receding somewhat.

But I suppose the chief reason for the changed attitude 
to tariffs was the greatly improved standard of work done 
by the Tariff Board. They were gradually disciplining 
themselves to measure the effect of their recommend
ations. This also made my task much easier because I 
used to try to do this myself. In short, the Tariff Board 
was becoming a powerful influence in the Tariff war and 
they were on my side or I was on theirs, and this helped 
in no mean manner.

During this period, the new chairman of the Board, M r 
Alf Rattigan, was finding his feet. When I heard that the
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government had appointed Rattigan from the Customs 
Department which is notoriously high protectionist, I 
was full of forboding. I rang my father to give him the sad 
news. ‘Who is it?’ he asked. ‘Rattigan’ I replied. ‘He will 
be all right’ he said comfortingly ‘he takes a long while 
to catch on but when he does he does not easily let go.’ 
M y father knew this because Rattigan had worked in the 
Tariff Board when my father was a member. Time was 
to show how spot on was my father’s assessment.

But the battle still went on but on a somewhat higher 
plane. I knew more what I was talking about and this was 
a help. It may be true that ignorance is no barrier to 
eloquence in Parliament, but on a technical subject like 
tariffs and with so many manufacturers waiting hopefully 
for you to stumble, it was a great comfort to know that 
I knew more about the subject than others in Parliament. 
And the academics began coming out of their ivory 
towers to help. And because people began to know of me 
and that I was interested in tariffs and would respect what 
they told me in confidence, I used to be increasingly fed 
with information which, in the past, I had to dig out for 
myself. In general then, the going was easier than it used 
to be.

There was however plenty of ground to cover. I 
suppose the biggest mistake that we made in those days 
was to so cosset the motor car and component industries 
as to encourage its fragmentation into small units of 
production so that there was no hope of the industry ever 
being economic. Indeed, it is now hung like a great 
albatross around the neck of the economy, and forcing 
the community to pay excessive prices for the kind of cars 
they don’t want, with a subsidy component measured in 
hundreds of millions of dollars paid in the end by 
exporters. I take some pride from the fact that in 1966  
I pointed out the inevitable result of handing around 
protection so carelessly. Now everyone knows, even our 
high protectionist government, that the industry will
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remain in a mess until it restructures itself. And the 
industry knows that too, because they are not fools. But 
as soon as the industry appears about to take the neces
sary but painful steps towards reconstruction, they 
complain to the government which foolishly steps in and 
gives the industry some more help, so the necessary 
reconstruction is put off yet again. And, while this process 
is going on and in spite of the cost of such foolishness to 
the community, employment in the car industry con
tinues to fall.

There are many foolish people who advocate that the 
government should have more influence in the way 
industry is arranged, which industries should be 
encouraged to expand and which should contract. To 
such people I give the Australian car industry as a glaring 
example of government intervention. One day the ine
vitable and painful reconstruction steps will have to be 
taken, and the longer they are left the more painful will 
they be.

There is another aspect of industry’s view of tariff 
protection that should be mentioned here. Whenever I 
attend a meeting of secondary industry leaders they 
spend most of the first part of the programme extolling 
the virtues of free enterprise and how they hate govern
ment intervention. Then they fill in the rest of the time 
growling at the government because it isn’t giving them 
enough tariff protection. Yet isn’t the awarding of tariff 
protection a government intervention of a most definite 
kind? And even secondary industry leaders now admit 
that tariff protection is not costless and has to be paid for 
by other sectors. Yet some of them still polish their free 
enterprise halos as they sit in the government waiting 
room to get another helping of protection.

And if there is a big Liberal Party rally the Prime 
Minister will probably open proceedings by worshipping 
for a while at the private enterprise shrine and there will 
be a few rousing paragraphs about how the cargo cult has
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now been abolished and from now on people must not 
expect something for nothing and so on. But later on in 
his stirring address he will proudly proclaim that so long 
as he is Prime Minister every secondary industry is going 
to get the amount of protection it needs. This is a queer 
kind of logic.

There is another most unfortunate result of the way we 
have protected our secondary industries. The rural sector 
now knows, or if it doesn’t know, it is suspicious, that it 
has been and is still being, clobbered by the cost of tariff 
protection. So they feel that they too are justified at lining 
up at the government hand-out trough. And when you 
also have about 3 0 %  of the work force employed by the 
government you realize that we have turned ourselves 
into the greatest mob of leaners on the government 
imaginable. Yet all the time we are spouting lies about 
our belief in free enterprise. A queer mob indeed.

There is a general comment about the tariff debates in 
Parliament that should be made here. Although I was a 
constant and sometimes a somewhat testy critic of the 
government’s tariff policy, there was never any attempt 
to gag me and this says a good deal for the traditions of 
the Liberal Party. The fact that many of the Ministers 
agreed with me in private may have been some help in this 
regard though I doubt it. The pressure to conform would 
have been far stronger if I had been a member of the 
Country Party and irresistible had I been a member of the 
Labor Party. So I was lucky in that regard.
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Tripping Around

D u r i n g  1964 , two events occurred that disturbed the 
even tenor of my tariff war. First, I was one of a 
parliamentary delegation to go to East and West Pakis
tan, India and Ceylon. Some people may think that these 
kinds of trips are jaunts but they certainly aren’t. We were 
three weeks on the road, in the hottest part of the 
unbelievably hot Indian summer. And there wasn’t time 
to think— we were organised every minute of the time.

I will only mention a few things about the trip. In 
Bombay we were shown a factory, equipped with Aust
ralian machinery under the Colombo Plan, which was 
reprocessing Australian milk powder, mixing it with 
Indian buffalo milk, and selling the resultant product to 
the people of Bombay. When I asked them if there were 
any particular problems they faced, I was told that their 
chief problem was to get enough foreign exchange so they 
could buy our milk powder. In the afternoon I visited the 
textile factory of the Bombay Dyeing Company. After 
inspecting their excellent outfit I asked them if there were 
any problems they had with Australia with which I could 
help. They replied that there was only one, could I help 
them get their sheets into Australia over our high tariff 
wall? So here was yet another example of the damage 
done to both countries by the barriers we place in the way 
of trade between countries. At that time we had skim milk 
powder running out our ears but we could not sell it 
because we insisted in making very expensive sheets in 
Australia. The employment gained on the swings was lost 
on the roundabout.
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When we were in Delhi we were taken on one Sunday 
afternoon to see and admire the President’s palace which 
is one of the grand group of buildings built while the 
British ruled India. One of the delegation was a Senator, 
and so had particular deference paid to him. And he was, 
before becoming a Senator, the secretary of the plasterers 
union. When we were shown into one splendid room our 
very exalted guide said to the Senator, ‘W hat do you 
think of the ceiling, Senator?’ Jim , being an expert on 
ceilings, examined it with a practiced eye and then said 
with a proper Australian nasal accent, ‘Yes, that’s nice, 
real nice. All done with local labour, I suppose?’

But I dropped the biggest clanger of all. We eventually 
arrived in Colombo, and by this time we were really tired. 
And there wasn’t one platitude that we hadn’t heard a 
hundred times. M y sister and brother-in-law were then 
living in Colombo, he then being the head of the Col
ombo Plan Bureau. So I was able to get some inside 
information on the good and great we were to visit the 
next day. One of these was a minister who was closely 
related to their Prime Minister and who had a shady 
reputation with the ladies. N ext day, when we were 
ushered into his presence, he sat at the head of a big long 
table with Doug Anthony who was our leader sitting 
alongside of him, with me as far away as possible. Then 
out came all the platitudes yet again, and then the 
minister gave us a quick pen picture of his meteoric 
political career. ‘Indeed, indeed, I have been very fortu
nate in politics. Indeed, I have been a minister all the time 
I have been in Parliament, except for four weeks when I 
fell from grace’, he informed us proudly. Unable to resist 
the temptation I asked in a puzzled tone ‘W hat was the 
girl’s name?’. A snigger went up both sides of the table, 
getting weaker as it got nearer the top of the table. Then 
we were ushered out and I tried to feel ashamed.

The other thing thathappended to me was that in 1964  
when Menzies retired and Holt took over I was appointed
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to the exalted position of Deputy Government Whip, 
under Bill Aston as Chief Whip. It was good fun in a way 
though it distracted me somewhat from my tariff crusade. 
But the W hip’s office is a good place to learn about the 
strengths and weaknesses of your colleagues. And it gives 
you a chance to look behind the facade of parliament so 
that you can understand it better.

Let me give an example. Bill Aston was away on an 
overseas assignment and I was whipping alone. There was 
a big waterfront debate in progress with Labor making 
a great show of opposition. And there was also a dinner 
party at Government House to which many of the good 
and great had been invited. So a deal was done between 
the labor Whip, Gil Duthie, and me that the division 
would be taken in time for the important people to get 
into their glad rags. I forget now what time we agreed on 
but let’s say it was 5 .3 0  p.m. I hopefully suggested to Gil 
that, as agreement had been reached between us about 
the time for the conclusion of the debate, it surely should 
not be necessary for us to gag the debate. But he smartly 
told me not to be a nit and that, to keep up appearances, 
the debate would have to be gagged even if it finished at 
5 .3 0  in the morning. I accepted this. At about 5 .2 0  my 
last speaker was on his feet when Gil came across the 
chamber to me. ‘Now you know what to do, Bert,’ he 
said, ‘when your chap sits down I am going to jump up 
and if you don’t gag me I am like a shag on a rock because 
I’ve got nothing to say’. I was able to reassure him that 
though I was not overloaded with brains, gagging was the 
kind of simple process that a modest man like I could 
manage. When my chap sat down, Gil leapt to his feet, 
shouting to catch the Speaker’s eye, so I moved that the 
question be put, to be greeted with cries of simulated 
rage. ‘You rotten Fascist’ Gil shouted across the chamber 
and everybody put on a great display of anger. Then Gil 
and I went out to act as tellers during the division and I 
couldn’t stop laughing which rather spoilt the effect.
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On another occasion when Bill M cM ahon was 
Treasurer, one of his staff came round to the W hip’s 
office, again while Bill Aston was away. She wanted leave 
for her boss but things were a bit tight as far as leave was 
concerned so I had to say no. An hour later two others 
from the Treasurer’s staff joined the first lass. ‘You must 
let him go’, they pleaded, ‘we think that tonight’s the 
night. If you let him go we are sure he will pop the 
question, and he will come back properly engaged. And 
you know what this means to his office, this Parliament 
and the nation. You must let him go, we cannot stand the 
suspense any longer’. So I let him go and he, that fateful 
night, became engaged to Sonia and I have always taken 
some of the credit for this.

Soon after I was appointed Deputy Whip, I received a 
queer telephone call from someone in the P .M .’s 
department to ask if I would be prepared to go to 
America. When Harold Holt took over as P.M. they 
found right at the bottom of the pile of correspondence 
that was awaiting attention, a letter from Pan Am asking 
the P.M. or his representative to go to America as the 
guests of Pan Am on the inaugural flight of a new service 
between Australia, New Zealand, Hawaii and Los 
Angeles. The P .M .’s department had gone right down the 
list of the good and great but all the Ministers were 
putting their best feet forward in the new posts so no one 
was prepared to go. Eventually they got to the bloke at 
the bottom of the hierarchy list, which was me. They 
asked me whether I could go, and when I said ‘Yes, 
when?’ they replied ‘Tom orrow ’. Fortunately my inocu
lations were in order. I then rang Lorna and anxiously 
asked how I was off for shirts. She was curious so I told 
her that I had to go to America tomorrow. She was 
naturally surprised and wanted to know what I had done 
wrong, so I explained that I had been asked to represent 
the P.M. on the flight. She then wanted to know what a 
representative of the P.M. did on such occasion so I gave
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a poignant picture of all the important things I would 
have to do, the pretty speeches I would have to make, and 
statesmen that I would meet. She listened to this catal
ogue of my important duties for a while— then said, 
‘Couldn’t they have sent a younger m an?’

The next day the inaugural flight party assembled in 
Sydney and I was startled to find that, as the represen
tative of the P .M . I was supposed to lead a group 
comprising Sir Henry Bolte, Premier of Victoria, Tom 
Lewis, a Minister in New South Wales, a Minister from 
Western Australia, the Lord Mayors of Sydney and of 
Perth, and sundry other notables. W e picked up the 
Minister for Civil Aviation in New Zealand. O f course, 
no one took any notice of me except to make me make 
any speeches they didn’t want to make. But it was great 
fun, particularly listening to the earthy wisdom of Henry 
Bolte.

Another interesting task that fell to my lot while 
Deputy Whip was to lead the Australian delegation to the 
International Parliamentary Union (I.P.U.) Conference 
in Teheran in 1966 . Lorna and I left in August and did 
a few interesting, if touristy, things in Indonesia, Sin
gapore and Thailand, and then we went to India to try 
to understand that country better. I had been there in 
1961 and 1 9 6 4  but in both cases I was under too much 
pressure to be able to understand what I saw.

One of my main objects on this occasion was to see 
the way our drought relief shipments of wheat were 
handled. India was at that time in the grip of a famine and 
we were sending her gift wheat as well as selling it to her. 
But I had been told by people who knew India well, about 
the expensive, cumbersome and restricted pipeline 
through which the wheat was supposed to reach the 
Indian villages where most of the Indian people live. So 
expensive was this process, with so much wheat leaking 
out on the way, that many experts said that, even if the 
wheat was given to India in Australia, by the time it
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reached the villager for whom it was given it would cost 
about twice as much as growing it in the village.

So I wanted to look at the distribution system. There 
were many problems. One was the lack of proper bulk 
discharging facilities at the ports, then the lack of bulk 
trucks which means that all the wheat had to be bagged 
at the ports. Then the Indian railways could not handle 
the task, and then the wheat had to finally go in bullock 
carts from the railway to the village. And then it had to 
be distributed to those in most need. So it was not 
surprising to find that a lot of wheat leaked from the 
system and that it was expensive also. Here again was 
another example of the fact that countries are poor not 
because they lack physical resources so much as admi
nistrative ability.

I do not pretend that we followed the wheat along very 
closely but we saw enough to see how difficult was the 
task and also what a titantic effort the Indians were 
making. But not very successfully, I fear.

We started at Calcutta, eventually flew to Delhi, did 
some official duties there, and saw some farming in the 
Punjab, then went by car through Jaipur, the capital of 
Rajasthan to Jodhpur to see the Arid Zone Research 
Station there. I had some interest in this because of my 
N .T . work and also as a member of the C .S .I.R .O . 
Advisory Council. Rajasthan is really a tough area, very 
dry and harsh. I didn’t learn much except about com 
passion and what a lucky country we are. We saw some 
fine Russian Merinos and American Rambouillets which 
made me realize yet again how fundamentally foolish is 
our Merino ram embargo. Then to Bombay to again see 
the milk and textile factories, both still suffering from the 
foolishness of Australian action in placing tariffs on 
sheets and so preventing the milk factory buying Aust
ralian skim milk powder. Then to Nagpur, right in the 
middle of India to see some scrub land being cleared 
which, if it had been in Australia would have been cleared
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years ago. Then to Karachi with Lorna getting sicker all 
the while. Being dragged about India in the August heat 
at her husband’s chariot wheel must have been bad 
enough, but to do it getting sicker all the time must have 
been awful.

I then left Lorna in Karachi and did a hurried diversion 
to Lahore to see some salt reclamation work. I was told 
that in the lower reaches of the Indus, they are losing 
more land through salination than they are gaining 
through additions of land through irrigation works into 
which they (and the world) are pouring treasure almost 
without end. This is a desperately serious situation with 
the pressure on land in Pakistan so strong.

Then back to Karachi and picked up Lorna who was 
feeling lousy, and flew on September 8 to Tel Aviv. We 
had had three weeks in India and Pakistan going flat out 
all the time.

When we got to Tel Aviv, Lorna immediately went into 
hospital with hepatitis. She received excellent and 
expensive medical treatment. W e had intended to go to 
Athens for a bit of a rest but this was now impossible. So 
I had an unrivalled opportunity to see Israel. This was, 
in 1966 , a tiny little country, much smaller than my own 
electorate. As usual, I spent most of my time looking at 
the farming in which I was rather disappointed. It was 
clear that they were more interested in getting maximum 
production from their land than in getting economic 
production, and that it was being left to world Jewry to 
make up the difference. But this comment did not apply 
to their use of irrigation water. In this they have a lot to 
teach the world in general, and Australia in particular.

This was in 196 6 ,  before the 1 9 6 7  war had greatly 
increased the size of the country. Everywhere I went I 
could see not only the preparation for war, but also how 
threateningly the Arab world was looming over them. For 
instance, the waist of Israel, just north of Tel Aviv, was 
only a few miles wide which explains why the Israelis have
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always known that they must get in the first punch, before 
the enemy’s superior numbers could cut the country in 
two. Everywhere we went in 1966  there were obvious 
preparations for war and we always travelled with ser
vicemen and women in our car. They were vibrant and 
exciting passengers.

But it is worth recording how wrong I was in my 
assessment of Israel in general. On my return to Australia 
I wrote some newspaper articles and in one I said that I 
thought there were too many Israelis in Israel like me, too 
many fat cats used to the easy life. I guess this came from 
seeing too many fat people in their bathers on the beach 
at Tel Aviv. So I said then that I was fearful that the Israeli 
of 1966  had lost the determination to die on the barri
cades that was evident in the late 1 9 4 0 ’s. The 1 9 6 7  war 
was soon to show how wrong I was.

Lorna spent the twelve days we were in Israel in her 
hospital bed, gradually getting better, and crosser. I used 
to call and see her when I could which was fairly often 
as Israel was such a tiny place that you really had a job 
to turn round in it. So I was almost always within a stone’s 
throw of Tel Aviv.

On September 22  Lorna was well enough to travel so 
we flew to Teheran to allow me to prepare for the 
International Parliamentary Union Conference there. I 
was leading the most lack-lustre delegation ever to leave 
our shores so I thought that I ought to do my share of 
work. It was the usual kind of I.P.U. Conference with the 
Arabs angry with the Israelis and the Russians angry with 
the Americans and us about Vietnam and almost every
thing else. You knew what everyone was going to say 
before he got up to speak. I don’t think the Conference 
did any good but we did the best we could which wasn’t 
very well.

The best things about Teheran are the climate which 
was nice, and the taxi drivers who were magnificent. No
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country which has people with such courage and zest for 
life (and death) can fear the future.

We got back to Australia on October 8. D on ’t you ever 
believe that these trips are holidays. Each time I need a 
month’s rest to recover. And in 1966  we had an election 
to make certain I didn’t get any rest at all.

97



C H A P T ER  T EN

Works and Navy

T h e  n e x t  thing that happened was that I became a 
Minister. This was a bit of a shock to me as well as 
everyone else. Harold Holt had won the 1966  election 
rather handsomely and South Australia had done parti
cularly well. Perhaps as a queer kind of reward for this, 
or perhaps to keep me quiet about tariffs, Holt felt that 
he would simply have to make me a Minister. The trouble 
was there was nothing much left over so he made me 
Minister for Works. Now the W orks portfolio had, up 
to this time, always been combined with some other 
ministry, it being rightly recognised that there wasn’t 
enough work being Minister for Works to keep a minister 
fully occupied. But it was all Harold Holt had left when 
he got down to me. I rang Lorna to tell her the glad 
tidings. ‘I am a Minister, dear’, I said. ‘W hat of?’ she 
replied. ‘W orks’, I said. There was a long pause and then 
she said ‘Goocf works, I trust’.

Being Minister for W orks was great fun and the easiest 
job I have ever had. The Department does a great deal 
of important work. I held them then, and hold them now, 
in very high regard. But they are essentially a service 
department which constructs things, mainly by letting 
contracts. So other departments make the decisions what 
should be built and then Works arranges the building of 
it. And clearly the way a building is constructed is not 
usually a political matter, it is a technical question. I tried 
to get the Department to let me put a sign outside my 
door saying ‘I will do anything for money’. That was 
really the position— W orks would do what other
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The Swiss group at Jiri, Nepal.

Rambouillet Merinos in Nepal, 1961.



NAVAL BO A RD  M EM BERS 1968 
3rd N M  and Chief o f Technical Services, Rear Admiral F. W . Purves, O BE, 

Retired as 3rd N M  in 1969.
2nd N M  and Chief o f Personnel, Rear Admiral H. D. Stevenson, Retired as 

Vice-Admiral, CN S, 1976.
CN S, Vice-Admiral Sir A. W . R. McNicoll, K BE, CB, GM, Retired as CNS

in 1968.
The Hon. C. R. Kelly, Minister.

Secretary, Department o f Navy, S. Landau, CBE, Retired 1975 as Minister 
(Politico-Military) and Head, Australian Defence Staff, Australian Embassy,

Washington, D .C.
4th N M  and Chief o f Supply, Rear Admiral W . D. H. Graham, CBE, Retired 

as Flag Officer Commanding the East Australia Area in 1973.
D CN S, Rear Admiral Sir V. A. T . Smith, CBE, D SC, Retired as Admiral, 

Chairman, Chiefs o f  Staff Committee in 1975.

Captain A. N. Cooper R.A.N . and Lieutenant D. E. Oner R.A.N . on board
HMAS Stalwart.



Jackstay transfer H M A S  Vampire to H M A S  Duchess, July 1968.
(Photo courtesy Australian War Memorial, Canberra, A .C .T .)

Looking inside U .S. Helicopter Gunship with a U .S. officer M ajor E. Maddison, 
Vietnam—August 1968.

(Photo courtesy Australian War Memorial, Canberra, A .C .T .)



Talking to
Australian Servicemen— 
Petty Officer R. Muscio 
o f Falls Creek
and Petty Officer B . Ryan o 
Largs North, S.A.,
Vietnam—August 1968.
(Photo courtesy o f  Australian War 
Memorial, Canberra, A .C .T .)

Helicopter winching to dec) 
o f  H M A S  Hobart 
off coast o f Vietnam— 
August 1968.
(Photo courtesy o f  Australian War 
M emorial, Canberra, A .C .T .)

Inspecting a torpedo with 
Commander N. L. Owen 
R.A.N . at H M A S  Platypus 
— the R.A.N . submarine bas 
in Sydney.





Commander W . L. Owen R.A.N . (now Capt.), H M A S  Platypus, Sydney,
April 1968.

Meeting Reservists, H M A S  Watson, June 1969.



Mansion House, York—with 
The Lord Mayor o f York, 
Alderman W . W ard JP  and 
The Mayor o f  Wakefield, 
Alderman L. Boston JP.

The Hon. Fred Chaney, previous 
Minister for Navy, on board 
H M A S  Melbourne, June 1966, 
for whom Bert Kelly was said 
to resemble.



A surprise meeting at Australia House with their son Kim who was in England 
as a winner o f the P. & O. ‘Canberra Award’ for Australian Young Farmers. 
Mr. and Mrs. Kelly had been attending the Oxford Farming Conference 1961.

Garden Island Dockyard Apprentices Prize Giving, 1978. Commodore W . J. 
Rourke, Andrew See (Manager Production), Norman Liddell 

(Supervisor Apprentices).



Works and Navy

departments would pay for and the M inister’s job was to 
see that they did it well. But there was alm ost no politics 
in it. But W orks were delighted to have a M inister of their 
very own instead of having to share their M inister with 
another Departm ent which took up m ost of his time. 
W hen I asked the M inister I was succeeding, Senator 
G orton, whether he would be good enough to introduce 
me to the Head Office of W orks he said he would be glad 
to but he hadn’t been there himself yet. So clearly it 
wasn’t going to be a very im portant post, but it was fun 
because they were so pleased to have someone taking an 
intimate interest in them.

So Lorna and I had a very pleasant time, visiting all the 
States and New Guinea, and occasionally looking rather 
wistfully over my shoulder to see how the tariff battle was 
progressing w ithout me. But I was not altogether out of 
it because I had asked Harold H olt that I have the right 
to attend any Cabinet meeting when there was a disag
reement between the departments on tariff matters. O f 
course as a junior M inister who was outside the inner 
Cabinet, I would have usually been excluded from any 
serious Cabinet discussion on tariffs if I had not made this 
arrangement. And the Treasurer, Bill M cM ahon, who 
was not M r M cEw en’s greatest admirer, was not adverse 
to having me close to hand, particularly if he thought that 
Black Jack  was in one of his nasty moods. So sometimes 
I used to get pushed into the front line where I drew to 
myself the full fury of the M cEwen displeasure. Still, I was 
used to this by now and it didn’t worry me as much as 
it used to.

W hen I became a M inister I had enough sense to have 
a look at the new M em bers to see if I could find someone 
prepared to pick up the tariff torch which for a while at 
least, I had to let fall. There were three who I was hopeful 
might be interested enough to take up the task. They were 
Don D obie, Andrew Peacock and Tony Street. So I had 
a talk with them all separately and asked them to come
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back in a week’s time. I warned them that I could only 
promise blood, sweat and tears and that no one would 
love them when it was all over, but if they stuck to their 
task, Australia might be better governed as a result. Their 
reactions were interesting. It was clear that the prospect 
of hard work scared the daylights out of D on D obie. 
Andrew Peacock’s reaction was different. He had come 
to us as an ex Chairm an of the Liberal Party in V ictoria 
and so he had some first hand experience of the balance 
of power in the Liberal Party, particularly in M elbourne. 
Peacock did not know that one day he would be our 
M inister for Foreign Affairs and would be greatly 
interested in the way our foreign relations were adversely 
affected by our tariff policy. Tony Street’s reaction was 
typical of the m an; he had a good hard look at the 
problem , took it away and worked at it for six months 
before he opened his mouth in Parliam ent, but when he 
did, it was clear that he had mastered the subject. He has 
been a great ally in the tariff battle until recently.

I was M inister for W orks for less than a year, and 
though it was very enjoyable, there wasn’t really enough 
to do to keep a fellow occupied. I used to read every 
docket twice over to make it last. I suppose I could have 
rushed around interfering with technical people making 
technical decisions, but though this may have helped my 
political image it would have done the D epartm ent more 
harm than good.

W hen Harold H olt was drowned and G orton became 
Prime M inister, he asked me which M inistry I wanted. 
I replied that I would rather like to be M inister for Trade, 
but he quickly said that there wasn’t much choice and 
that he was going to make me M inister for one of the 
services. Then he later rang up to say that I was to be 
M inister for the Army. Then M alcolm  Fraser, who was 
then M inister for Army, rang to ask me to come to 
Canberra so that we could go through some of the knotty 
problems together, before he shifted on to his next
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ministerial post. I said I would but suggested that it would 
perhaps be wise to wait for the official statem ent about 
who was going to be what. It is just as well we did because 
it wasn’t long before we heard over the radio that I was 
M inister for Navy, not Army. Joh n  G orton certainly did 
things his way. I had two very interesting years as Navy 
minister. Again, there were not many policy decisions for 
me to m ake, as the M inister for Defence made these. I 
acted, m ost of the time, as a shoulder for the Navy to cry 
on. Jim  Forbes, who had had an army upbringing, had 
warned me that I should not try to make my political 
reputation at the expense of the service. This would be 
easy to do because the populace is always suspicious of 
servicemen except when there is a war on, so a M inister 
who makes admirals jump through hoops is soon very 
popular. But he is likely to be doing his service much 
harm.

The R .A .N . had been having a very rough time at this 
stage. It has many fine traditions, and one of these is that 
after each collision they have to have a new M inister. 
W hen I took over we were just doing the final clearing up 
after the disastrous Voyager collision, following which 
the Navy had lost two M inisters, Fred Chaney first and 
then D on Chipp. The M inister before Chaney was G or
ton, so he clearly knew all about running the Navy.

I very much enjoyed being Navy. And we had a great 
deal of fun. For instance, when I had only been in the job 
about a week, I had to go to Sydney to inspect a training 
ship, H .M .A .S. Culgoa. I used then to get into a panic lest 
I was doing the wrong thing. And the various ranks and 
uniforms used to confuse me and I was likely to jump a 
foot if the Coxsw ain suddenly blew his whistle. So it was 
a rather nervous M inister who was inspecting Culgoa this 
day. The Navy have a passion on having their M inister 
inspect the heads and bathroom s. On this occasion, when 
they opened the door shouting ‘Heads and bathroom s for 
your inspection, Sir’, there was a sailor sitting on the
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toilet with his strides around his ankles, reading the paper 
and smoking a cigarette. And, judging by the number of 
butts around him, he must have been lurking there for 
some time.

There was another frequently recurring em barrass
ment, and that was that alm ost everyone used to get Fred 
Chaney and I mixed up because evidently we look very 
much alike. Mind you, because I have a great regard for 
Fred, there is no one I would rather get mixed up with, 
but it did produce some em barrassing moments. One 
night there was a Naval cocktail party in Canberra and 
I suggested to Fred that he come along too and meet some 
of his friends who I knew would be glad to see him again. 
Later that evening, when he was in one room , and I in 
another, a C aptain’s wife came gushing up to the group 
in which I was standing and said ‘How wonderful to see 
you again, M r Chaney’, then, dropping her voice to a 
loud whisper she added ‘and, if you don’t mind my saying 
so, the Navy has never been quite the same since you left 
it’ . I can imagine her husband, the Captain, digging his 
wife in the ribs in the middle of the night saying ‘Now, 
tell me again dear, exactly what you said to that 
M inister’.

All the time I was Navy the ghost of Fred Chaney used 
to haunt me. All through a Navy ball, with me all done 
up in my tails, the lovely wife of the Chief of the Naval 
Staff would be saying ‘Yes, Fred, no Fred,’. Once I 
travelled with Sir John W ilton, Chief of the General Staff, 
to M ackay in Queensland to a combined exercise. All the 
way and back he kept calling me Fred and then hurriedly 
correcting himself. W hen I got back to Canberra Lorna 
asked me how the trip went. ‘All right,’ I said, ‘but this 
Fred business still lingers on ’. Then she came and kissed 
me goodnight and whispered tenderly ‘G oodnight Fred !’.

In 1968 H .M .A .S. H obart was serving her turn on the 
gunline in Vietnam , and she had been clobbered by 
mistake by an American air to air missile. The am ount
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of damage done was startling, and the way the ship’s 
com pany had reacted made us all proud. The damage had 
been repaired in the U.S. naval shipyard in the Philip
pines, and here again, the behaviour of the ship’s com 
pany had done Australia proud and a bond of friendship 
and respect had sprung up between the ship and the 
shore. I felt that I should pay the ship a visit now that she 
was back on the job . I was flown out to the ship from  Da 
N ang by helicopter and was with her for two nights when 
she was firing at shore targets. Then I was lifted off again 
by helicopter to an American aircraft carrier that was 
busily engaged in flying off planes on com bat missions. 
I was in the control room as they were coming back. As 
one was coming in we got the message ‘Hung arm am ent’ 
and as the trip wire caught the aircraft a bom b which had 
got caught in its rack on the outside of the plane was 
released by inertia and went skimming out to sea, much 
to everyone’s relief. As another plane landed its nose 
wheel collapsed, and you should have seen them get that 
plane downstairs so that the other planes that were 
circling and running short of fuel, could land.

Then they flew me off the flight deck with other 
passengers who were going to the Philippines. It is a queer 
feeling, being flung off the flight deck of an aircraft 
carrier.

Then I went to the naval shipyard in the Philippines 
where H obart had been repaired and I was able to thank 
them for the friendship as well as the efficiency with which 
they had treated the ship.

Then back to Sydney. I had sent word ahead that I had, 
for once, a story to tell the press so I was gratified when 
I disembarked to see large numbers of pressmen on the 
job , and at about 6 .3 0  in the m orning too. But I soon 
discovered that they were not interested in what I had to 
tell them, but were only interested in my reactions to what 
one of my admirals was reported to have said the 
previous day. Evidently the admiral had been out on
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some naval exercise with some politicians, and, at the end 
of the exercise, and over a few drinks, the admiral had 
opened his mouth unnecessarily wide and had been very 
critical of the state of the fleet, particularly the number 
of patrol boats we had. He may well have been right, of 
course, but he should have made these criticism s to the 
Naval Board, not the press. W hen the press hounds 
questioned me for my reaction I couldn’t think of any
thing to say except that I had never met an admiral who 
didn’t want more ships. It was pretty feeble, I suppose, 
but I felt that I couldn’t get stuck into the adm iral, 
because he was a decent old boy.

Then one m orning in 1969  there was a ring on the 
phone about 5 and the civilian head of the Navy, a top 
class man called Sam Landau, told me that there had been 
a collision between H .M .A .S. M elbourne and an 
American destroyer called Evans. I then asked Sam 
whether it looked as if we were in the clear and he 
comforted me by saying that, at first glance, the fault did 
not appear to be ours. Then he added rather ominously 
that it wouldn’t m atter if it was our fault or not, I would 
have to carry some of the blame. ‘After every collision we 
seem to get a new M inister’ he said com fortingly.

One thing I was determined to avoid and that was 
another Royal Com m ission such as dogged the Navy 
after the Voyager affair so we set the service enquiry 
wheels running. The upshot of the final court-m artial was 
that the Captain of M elbourne was absolved of all blame. 
I know that he resented our action in having a court 
m artial, but it was the best way to handle the affair.

At the end of 1969 we had another election and this 
time South Australia did not do nearly so well so I felt that 
I was marked down for the axe and that is what hap
pened. I left the Navy with regret because I found them 
a first class lot of people with which to work. Seeing their 
supply and logistic problems from up close has made me 
sympathetic to their planning problem s. The com plexity
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and cost, and the long lead time for the equipment they 
need is quite frightening. And they have another problem 
about which you hear little, and that is how to retain in 
the service, officers and sailors on whom you have spent 
a fortune in training, yet when they are trained, are just 
the people eagerly sought after in civilian life. I suppose 
it must cost at least $ 2 5 0  0 0 0  to train a fleet air arm pilot, 
yet how do you induce him to stay in the service in 
peacetime with the civilian world looking for such well 
trained people?
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Journalism

B e f o r e  I w e n t  to bed on the night that I was not 
reappointed by John  G orton as a M inister, I wrote four 
M odest M em ber articles. As far as writing was concerned 
I had had about three years with my mind in fallow. There 
was plenty of P .R . work to do in both W orks and Navy 
but there wasn’t much room for ministerial writing. And 
though the panoplies of power were all very nice, and the 
help that I got from my staff could not be faulted, the 
plain fact remained th-it I had not been working half as 
hard as when I was a backbencher, slogging through 
Tariff Board reports on my own. I had plenty of pent up 
ideas waiting to be aired, so I proceeded to put them 
down on paper.

W riting newspaper articles was not strange to me. 
Away back in 1944  and 1945 I had been writing an article 
for one of the South Australian farming papers, the Stock 
Journal. It was called ‘Dave’s D iary’ and it recounted the 
sad experiences of a rather simple, well meaning farmer 
called Dave who had a plump and domineering wife 
called M ary, a banker who ruled Dave with a rod of iron, 
and a know-all neighbour called Clarkson who was 
always telling everyone how to farm and how to behave. 
At that time I was closely linked with the farming 
extension service and the departmental offices and I used 
to put in time working out what message we should try 
next to get into the farm ers’ understanding. I learnt then 
that the people you m ost want to contact are not the top 
10%  who will read the serious articles in the farming 
papers, but those that don’t read solid articles. But these
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will read alm ost anything as long as it is personalised, if 
there are people in the articles who these readers can 
relate to, can visualize as people they know, or even 
sometimes as themselves. W e used to have some very 
funny illustrations of this personal involvement when 
people used to ask Lorna, who was even less like M ary 
in D ave’s Diary than she is like that awful M avis in the 
M odest M em ber articles, all kinds of personal questions 
such as whether she was actually wearing to bed the red 
flannel nighty which had been described in D ave’s Diary 
the previous week.

The second secret for winning the readership of people 
who won’t read serious articles is not to attem pt too 
much in one article. It is far better to take two bites at a 
cherry than to try to get too much in one. If would-be 
authors would stick to these two simple rules, they would 
find that people will read alm ost anything.

But I found that it was difficult to farm well and write 
well regularly, so I stopped writing D ave’s Diary until I 
found myself a M em ber of Parliam ent. Then I discovered 
that I had a marvellous secretary who regarded typing as 
a natural way to behave. So I bought myself a dictaphone 
and I wrote Dave’s Diaries till I became M inister for the 
Navy. I even did it as M inister for W orks because, well, 
dash it all, I had to do something to fill in the time. Dave 
and Clarkson used to be able to explain tariffs to my 
electors better in the Stock Journal than I could do from 
parliament. And if I wrote serious articles the people I 
wanted to reach wouldn’t read them. And I must admit, 
with a small sense of shame, that I enjoyed writing them.

So on the afternoon I got kicked out of the M inistry 
and while the public service people were packing up the 
pictures and the spare blotting paper in the ministerial 
office, I was writing the first M odest M em bers on the 
kitchen table. Poor Lorna again found herself cast as a 
nasty bitch of a woman, dedicated to pushing the M odest 
M em ber up the political ladder, when she had been for
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years trying to get me out of politics. Farm er Fred and 
econom ist Eccles seemed to come naturally on the scene 
and before we knew what was happening the whole cast 
was there, waiting to be used. There was some discussion 
about the title, and it was Lorna’s idea to use the title ‘The 
M odest M em ber’. The next day they were typed and sent 
to the Financial Review and this paper took them without 
argument and, after the first one, without alteration. 
They are now appearing in the Financial Review, Ade
laide Stock Journal, the Victorian Stock and Land, N SW  
Land and the W estern Farm er. The only States that hold 
the column at bay are Queensland and Tasm ania where 
they seem to speak a different language from the rest of 
Australia. I have no doubt about the influence that the 
articles have had, and I hope their standard will not suffer 
now I am not in Parliam ent. There will now be no need 
for me to pussy-foot around as I sometimes had to do 
because I didn’t want to rock the Party political boat. But 
I must get the best of them together in a book one day. 
There are now well over 4 0 0  from which to choose, and 
though this may not sound as m odest as I pretend to be, 
some of them are too good to be buried forever. In 1974  
arrangements had alm ost been finalised with ANU Press 
and with Larry Pickering to do the cartoons. It is a pity 
this fell through because Larry could make a silk purse 
out of a sow’s ear.

Towards the end of 1975  the New South W ales 
farming paper, the NSW  Country Life, changed owner
ship and is now at least partly owned by the Fairfax 
interests who also own the Financial Review. So when the 
N SW  Country Life asked me if they also could print the 
M odest M em ber articles I naturally said yes. But M ax 
W alsh, the editor of the Financial Review said N O  to that 
as he thought that the M odest M em ber was getting too 
widely spread. I protested but was smartly told that, if I 
wanted to write for the other paper, then I would have 
to write another article. W hen I told my secretary this and
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said it would be too hard to have to meet two deadlines 
a week as well as all the other parliam entary chores, she 
brushed my protests aside by saying ‘O f course we can 
do it’. So I got out the old D ave’s Diary file, dusted it off 
and refreshed my memory as to how Dave wrote. Then 
I wrote a weekly article called ‘Clarkson Says’ with 
Clarkson again in Parliam ent, and again trying to tell 
Dave about tariffs and the superior qualities of Clarkson.

This column ran in the N SW  Country Life until I left 
politics when I knew the tedium of meeting two deadlines 
without my secretary would be too much for me. Then 
M ax W alsh, of the Financial Review, relented and now 
the NSW  The Land takes the M odest Farmer colum n, but 
a week later.

In all the years I have been writing D ave’s Diary, 
M odest M em ber, M odest Farm er and Clarkson Says, I 
have never been late with copy though sometimes we 
have had postal problem s. And the discipline of having 
to clarify my thinking by doing the necessary research is 
of great benefit to a person as indolent as I am. And I have 
found too that having put a good deal of time on an 
article has frequently m eant that I have had, at least, 
some facts and figures that might suddenly be needed in 
a debate in Parliam ent. I used to keep a fully indexed set 
of articles in my Canberra office as well as in Adelaide, 
and both lots have often been called on.

I have long since lost the feeling of panic that som e
times used to sweep over me, that I would not be able to 
think of something to say when I sat down to write next 
week’s article. But I admit that leaving enough behind 
when I went overseas was sometimes a problem . W hen 
I went in September 1977  I left fourteen M odest M em 
bers behind.

The identity of the M odest M em ber was soon fairly 
common knowledge in Canberra and it wasn’t long 
before M cEwen gave me a push from behind by saying, 
in answer to a Question from one of his Country Party
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members, that he had read some of the M odest M em ber 
articles and he couldn’t help remarking that he could 
think of no one who had more to be m odest about. And 
of course my appearance at W hitlam ’s press conference 
when trying to obtain inform ation as a journalist which 
was not available to me as a member of Parliam ent blew 
my cover completely in Canberra and in other parts of 
Australia to a somewhat lesser extent.

But there a great many people who did not know who 
wrote the articles and this led to some heart warming 
experiences. In 1975  Lorna and I went to New Zealand 
for a holiday. Don Chipp wrote to Sir Owen W oodhouse 
who was a member of the Appeal Court in New Zealand, 
asking him to look us up when we reached W ellington. 
Chipp had got to know Sir Owen when he was in 
Australia composing his m onumental report on com 
pensation for injury and sickness. Sir Owen rang us up 
one Sunday afternoon in W ellington to say that he had 
received Chipp’s letter and he would shortly come to our 
motel. I thought that I could detect in the tone of his voice 
that he was a little perplexed as to the reason for our 
meeting. W hen later he arrived at the m otel, I noticed that 
he had a copy of the Financial Review in his car and when 
I remarked on this he admitted, in rather a shamed-face 
way, that he always read Friday’s Financial Review 
because it contained a rather plebeian article written by 
a M odest M em ber which he presumed that probably I 
had never read. W hen I admitted to being the author his 
face fairly lit up. ‘And soon we will be seeing M avis, w on’t 
we?’ he asked anxiously and when Lorna appeared we 
were taken back to his house, with him calling excitedly 
to his wife, ‘I’ve got Mavis here.’ W e were treated with 
great kindness.

It was the kind of episode that made the writing of the 
column so rewarding. And when the letters came in after 
I had lost pre-selection for W akefield, the com m on plea 
in m ost of them was ‘Please don’t stop writing the
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colum n’. I will gladly keep going so long as I can keep up 
the required quality.

One of the unintended side effects of writing the 
column was that Lorna came to hate being called M avis. 
And I cannot say I blame her either because M avis really 
is a bitch of a woman. But of later years Lorna used to 
refuse to go to C anberra, saying that she was sick of 
everyone coming up to her to urge her ‘to get off his back ’ 
and so on. As she has been more interested in getting me 
out of Parliam ent than of pushing me up the ministerial 
ladder in the M avis m anner, I can understand her 
resentment.

But she is well able to look after herself in these 
matters. Last year she went to Brisbane to get on the 
grandmother nest there. She left here on a Wednesday, 
after I had gone to Canberra. I returned to Adelaide the 
next week-end, to an empty house. But when I went into 
the kitchen there was a little note saying ‘W e are alone 
at last, your M avis’. Then by the T V  set was another 
message ‘Come to bed, dear,’ so into the bedroom I went 
to find that Lorna had got the dressmaker dummy, 
complete with wig, arranged in the m ost alluring and 
provocative pose in our conjugal cot. It was so lifelike 
that I have to admit that I touched it furtively to make 
sure that it wasn’t really alive. W hen I was younger I 
could have handled the situation but to a man of my 
advanced years it was a real shock.

One day, as I was typing away at this book Lorna came 
into the office and watched me balefully for a while. Then 
she said sourly ‘I suppose you will dedicate the wretched 
thing to that bitch M avis.’ She really has had a lot to put 
up with.
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Public Works Committee

T h e  g e n e r a l  elections were held on O ctober 25th , 1 9 6 9 , 
and South Australia did not do nearly as well this time 
so I had a suspicion that my ministerial days might be 
numbered. But the government lost ground everywhere 
and there was a widespread dissatisfaction with G orton ’s 
leadership. On O ctober 31st I had to go to Canberra to 
a Naval Board meeting, as I was still M inister for the 
Navy. Then I received a message from M alcolm  Fraser 
that he wanted to see me urgently, so I went across to 
Parliam ent House to find him and Dudley Erwin busily 
mustering support for John G orton. David Fairbairn had 
just made a typically forthright attack on G orton and had 
announced that he would not serve under him again. And 
I was told that Bill M cM ahon would be a contender for 
the leadership of the Liberal Party when we m et in 
Canberra, after all the election results were finalised. 
Then David Fairbairn also announced that he too would 
be a candidate for the leadership.

So when I arrived at Parliam ent House on O ctober 31 
Fraser and Irwin were busy indeed. They started pres
suring me, telling me that I ought to vote for G orton. This 
rather got under my skin as I always resent being told how 
I ought to vote. So I turned on them and told them that, 
as far as I was concerned, they would serve G orton better 
if they kept quiet and that I certainly did not need their 
advice on how to behave, and, if I did, I would ask for 
it. John G orton came into the room  in time to catch the 
tail-end of this tirade so asked me to come into his office 
because he wanted to have a talk with me. Then he told
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me that because South Australia had done particularly 
badly at the elections, he felt that I may not be in his 
ministry if he won the contest for leadership.

I was very impressed with the honesty of the man. He 
knew that there was going to be a leadership battle and 
he did not have to tell me that he was alm ost certainly 
going to sack me until after the leadership election. The 
fact that he had been so completely straight forward was 
one of the reasons why I voted for him when the vote took 
place on Novem ber 7th.

There is, however, a postscript to the story. Years later, 
when Fraser and G orton had quarrelled and were bitter 
enemies, Fraser told me that G orton behaved as he did 
with me because he thought, by treating me as one whose 
vote was not for sale, I would be so impressed by his 
honesty that I would be likely to vote for him anyway. 
Indeed, Fraser told me that, after I had gone, G orton 
joined the other two and confidently announced that he 
was certain that my vote was in the bag. Politics is a funny 
business.

In 1 9 7 0 , after the new Parliam ent assembled, I was 
elected to the Public W orks Com m ittee (P.W .C.) and I 
have been chairm an m ost of the time since then, except 
when I was Vice-Chairm an when Labor was in G overn
ment. The Public W orks Com m ittee has to report on all 
works under the control of the D epartm ent of W orks that 
are estimated to cost more than $2 m illion. The 
experience I had had as M inister for W orks was very 
valuable and I am sure it helped develop the very strong 
bonds of respect between the D epartm ent and the 
Com mittee. Before the Darwin cyclone, much of our 
work was in the N orthern Territory, where we had the 
responsibility of enquiring into the state-like works that 
had to be built there.

The close association between the P .W .C . and the 
Departm ent is illustrated in this letter which I wrote to
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M r Stirling Parker, a m ost com petent officer, on his 
retirement.

‘Dear Stirling,

I am very sorry that neither Keith Johnson (our Vice-C hairm an) 
nor I can attend your farewell function in M elbourne on 6 M ay  
to which we were very courteously invited. Both of us, unfortu
nately, have prior engagements on that night which cannot be 
broken.

W e know that the D epartm ent is losing an excellent officer with 
your retirement. And we know that the Public W orks Com m ittee  
is losing one of its m ost regular and m ost respected witnesses. I 
enclose a list which shows that you have, since July 1 9 6 2 ,  
represented your D epartm ent on 31 occasions before our C om 
m ittee. W e have com e to value in the highest degree your com plete 
professional com petence.

Y ou r long association with our Com m ittee has taught us to also 
value your human qualities; your good fellowship (for instance 
in the Q uarantine hearing), your cheerfulness in adversity (Ten
nant Creek H ospital), your courage when unfairly challenged 
(C asuarina H ospital).

For your professional com petence and integrity then, and for your 
other non-professional attributes, I say on behalf of my C o m 
mittee, a sincere thank you. M ay your days be long in the land 
which you have helped to construct.

I am enclosing a rather irreverent sketch of you made by Keith 
Johnson on the occasion of your last appearance before us on 13  
O ctober 1 9 7 5 . W e do not think it does you full justice, but then  
people of your quality seldom receive their just desserts in this 
world. But wait till you get to the n ext; I am sure you will be 
lavishly rewarded then. I am confident th at you will immediately  
be asked by the m anagem ent to construct some stately pleasure 
dom e, with no financial limitations at all and with the endless 
assistance of lesser angels. M y only uncertainty is whether they 
have Public W orks Com m ittees in H eaven. I doubt it. R um our 
has it th at Public W orks Com m ittee members seldom get th at far 
but its a hearing I would hate to miss, if it can be arranged.

Thank you for being Stirling Parker.

Y ours sincerely,

C . R. Kelly 

C hairm an’
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Politics is a funny business. W hen I was M inister for 
W orks, I approved the letting of a contract to M aunsell 
&C Co. to do a feasibility study into siting a naval support 
facility at Cockburn Sound in W estern Australia. W hen 
I became M inister for the Navy I had to receive and 
evaluate the report. And when I becam e Chairm an of the 
P.W .C . the Com m ittee had to report on the wisdom of 
doing what the M aunsell report had recommended.

People who are always criticising the way M em bers of 
Parliam ent behave should see the way a good committee 
operates. In the seven years with which I was associated 
with the P .W .C . I have never known the com mittee divide 
along party political lines. I guess we were a fairly 
mundane group of m embers, but we really used to take 
a problem to pieces. W e had no expertise of our own but 
we had plenty of expert witnesses giving evidence and the 
Com mittee became very good at putting its finger on the 
things that really m attered. The Com m ittee had a proud 
record before I had anything to do with it, with a 
succession of good chairmen and secretaries, but I like 
to think I leave the committee with its m orale and 
performance as good as when I first knew it. And 
certainly the perform ance of the Labor Party chairm en, 
when Labor were in power, was first class.

I would recommend that students of the Parliam entary 
committee system read the evidence of the two enquiries 
into the Cockburn Sound Naval Facility in W .A ., the Post 
Office tower on Black M ountain in Canberra, the qua
rantine station at Cocos Island, the government offices 
at Parram atta, the Animal Health Laboratory at Geelong 
and the A ntarctic Division headquarters at H obart. I 
think they would show that this com paratively unknown 
committee which is seldom in the public eye, does a lot 
of good w ork in a quiet way. Generally, M em bers of 
Parliament perform much better when they think they are 
not being watched or listened to on the radio.

I have also served on the Public Accounts Com m ittee,
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but only for two years and that was in 1962/3 when we 
had a small m ajority and when our chairm an, Frank 
Davis, was careful that we did not rock the boat. This 
raises an im portant point of principle, namely, should the 
chairm an of such a Standing Com m ittee come from the 
Governm ent or O pposition parties? In Britain he comes 
from the O pposition and I hope as we mature we can do 
this also. There is always the tem ptation for a govern
ment chairm an to dodge awkward issues.

The Public Accounts Com m ittee work was, for me, 
hard and dull and too much of it was looking back over 
the past. But it was a good place to learn how the 
adm inistration machine operates and I know civil ser
vants dread appearing before it, if they have blotted their 
copy books. I remember reminding some Navy people on 
one occasion that it would be they, not me, who would 
have to face the Public Accounts Com m ittee on some 
m atter where they had erred. How this opinion squares 
with the doctrine of ministerial responsibility I am not 
sure.

I served on the Select Com m ittee on the grievances of 
the Yirkalla aborigines near Gove. This was a House of 
Representatives committee with Beasley, Bryant and 
Nelson from the Labor side, and Dean (chairm an), 
Chipp, Barnes, and I from the government side. It was 
interesting work but it really hammered home the fact 
that I have no easy solutions to the aborigine problem . 
This separates me from many of my colleagues.

I also served on the Select Com m ittee on the self- 
government of the N orthern Territory. This again was 
interesting and worthwhile work. W e were asked to 
advise the government what steps they should take on the 
narrow and difficult path to self-government for the 
N orthern Territory. I wish Fraser had taken our advice 
instead of taking the popular but rather too precipitate 
decision for self-government too soon.

I have been reading the adm onitions contained in the
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address given by Professor G. S. Reid at the recent 
Summer School of Political Science held in Canberra in 
January, 1978 . Professor Reid makes some trenchant 
criticisms of the way the House of Representatives does 
its work and compares the Reps unfavourably with the 
Senate. He is very com m endatory about how well the 
Senate committees work. I agree that the House of 
Representatives would perform better, and the Parlia
ment would be better served, if the Reps could do more 
committee work. But now that our electorates are so 
much bigger in population, and the problems of admin
istration so much greater than before, then it is hard to 
spend time on committee work instead of peeing in every 
pocket in the electorate. But further com m ent must await 
until we come to the chapter on Parliam ent.

117



C H A P T ER  T H IR T E E N

Rural Problems

W a k e f i e l d  is a rural electorate, bristling with the usual 
rural problem s, so in my 19 years I had plenty of 
awkward and sometimes unpopular decisions to m ake. 
But I always found that my farmers appreciated my 
telling them honestly what I thought. Early in my political 
experience there was a big meeting in the richest part of 
my electorate, and the farmers had a solid grizzle session 
about the cost of production, the cost of spare parts and 
all the things that farm ers, including this one, had been 
complaining about ever since I could remember. W hen 
they had finished, the chairm an said ‘Now M r Kelly, you 
have heard our com plaints and we want to know what you 
are going to do about it. You are no longer on the 
Advisory Board of Agriculture or the Soil Conservation 
Com m ittee, but you are now our M em ber and we expect 
some sympathy and some helpful suggestion to help us 
weather the storm s’. As I knew that they were doing well 
then and were really making money, I took a big breath, 
had a look behind me to make sure the door into the 
supper room was open, and then told them that the only 
helpful suggestion I had was that they should get on their 
bikes and go home. There was a gasp of surprise and then, 
to my relief, and after a long pause, a loud laugh, and 
eventually they got into their Bentleys and went home. 
But not before I had told them that it was no good talking 
like that to me and that a man didn’t autom atically go 
soft in the head just because he had been elected to 
parliam ent, and then I said that, if they wanted someone
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who always agreed with them, they should look around 
for another M em ber.

One thing I had to learn early was that the farmer 
organisations did not always speak for the m ajority of 
farmers. On one occasion, the wheat growers held a 
meeting in the middle of my electorate and they were 
pressing for an increase in the am ount of export wheat 
covered by the then com paratively high guaranteed price. 
I was sitting in the body of the hall and heard the very 
pugnacious secretary, Tom m y Stott, say that he had 
heard on the grapevine that there was one M .H .R . that 
was not warmly supporting their cause. He knew that this 
was me as I had told him this only a few days before. Then 
he added the open threat that he couldn’t find the 
m em ber’s name but if he could, he would have his guts 
for garters. At that I got to my feet and told him not to 
get in a sweat because the chap he was looking for was 
me. I went on to point out that, if they got what they 
wanted, they would encourage the production of wheat 
in areas that had never grown wheat, such as in the west 
of N .S.W . And then I added the grim warning that then 
they would have to face the problems of limiting pro
duction. ‘Once you blanket the signals that tell farmers 
to curtail production you must have some other method 
of discouraging them from growing more wheat when the 
world needs less wheat. So the next step will be to limit 
production by passing laws to stop farmers growing 
wheat. And if this is what you want, I will not support 
you’. The meeting got very cross with me, and as we left 
the hall some of my supporters warned me that this was 
no way for a member of parliam ent to behave. I again 
told them that if they only wanted a member to agree with 
them, then they should get someone else.

A member should be able to tell his people that he will 
not do things that he knows they want, but which he 
thinks will be bad for them. Having my farm to go home 
to was always a great com fort. And knowing farming as
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I did was also helpful because my farmers knew that I 
knew what I was talking about. But this knowledge makes 
me more respectful to those members who do not have 
another source of income yet who still are prepared to 
stand their people up. On one occasion a colleague of 
mine, Dr Jim  Forbes, was critical in Parliam ent of the 
tariff protection being received by a big com pany in his 
electorate. He received a stern letter from the com pany 
concerned, saying that they were used to statements such 
as that being made by mavericks like M r Kelly, but they 
took a poor view of them being made by the local 
M em ber. Then they said they wanted D r Forbes to know 
that the company had been generous contributors to the 
Liberal Party campaign funds and they hoped that there 
would not be any repetition of this kind of behaviour. 
Forbes, who had no income outside his Parliam entary 
salary and five children under eight years, wrote back to 
say that he was surprised and disappointed at the com 
pany’s attitude and unless he received a written apology 
within a week he would publish the correspondence in the 
paper. The apology was quickly forthcom ing, but such 
behaviour is much easier if you have a farm or a 
profession to which you can retreat. I strongly urge 
would-be politicians to keep their lines of retreat open so 
that they are not beholden to anybody.

A few months after this episode between the Company 
and Dr Forbes, Forbes and I were told that a represen
tative of the com pany accompanied by a Q .C . would 
come to Canberra to discuss matters with us. W e raised 
our parliamentary eyebrows at this legal representation 
business but agreed to see them. W e all met in King’s Hall 
and as we walked to the meeting room the legal eagle 
asked me ‘W hat’s your colleague’s nam e?’ ‘Dr Forbes’ I 
replied. ‘N ot Dr Forbes, M .C .? ’ he asked. ‘Y es’, I said, 
‘that’s him ’. There was a long pause. I had once asked 
Forbes how he won his decoration and according to him, 
his commanding officer had been the worse for drink so
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asked Forbes to write out some com m endations, so that 
was how he got his M .C . So I explained this to the legal 
eagle, who said ‘I knew I had seen him before, and now 
I remember. W e were in a very nasty situation in New 
Guinea and were m aking a rather hasty retreat when we 
met a small body of men going resolutely the other way 
towards the enemy. And they were led by that man 
Forbes. I don’t think I want to go on with this confron
tation’. So the whole business was fixed up in the frien
dliest fashion.

I have continually warned my farmers against their too 
frequent expectation that the government has a large and 
deep well of wisdom into which it only has to drop the 
administrative bucket in order to be able to tell farmers 
what to produce. Governm ents are m ostly on their guard 
against this tem ptation but too many farmers are always 
hoping that the government will be silly enough to do so. 
If it does, the farmers will hold it responsible if the m arket 
does not behave as expected and it seldom does. We 
should always remember that if the government has the 
competence to correctly foretell the supply and demand 
situation for any product for even one year ahead, then 
the government servants from whom it gets its advice 
would not for long be working for the government, they 
would shortly be sitting in the south of France with their 
feet in a bucket of cham pagne! And even if the govern
m ent’s advice is correct, as it must be sometimes, the third 
of farmers who are not good at farm ing and who would 
consequently lose money growing the crop that the 
government told them to grow, would hold the govern
ment responsible and would demand the costs of 
production.

I had an old and wise farm er friend who had noticed 
that I was always inclined to chase after each new idea 
the government or other experts put up. ‘M y advice to 
you, Bert,’ he said wisely, ‘is that when everyone runs you 
walk. And when they walk, you run like blazes’. So now
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if the government were to tell me to grow less or more of 
a crop I would alm ost certainly do the opposite. I am very 
keen that the government give the farmers all the supply 
and demand figures they can assemble but they should 
never go a stage further and tell farmers what they should 
produce.

Secondary industry leaders also ask that either the 
government or the Industries Assistance Com m ission 
should tell them what to make if the government reduces 
the duty on a product, ‘The government must tell us what 
to make instead’ they say pathetically, forgetting all their 
eloquent protestations about their belief in free enterprise 
and their detestation of government intervention.

I fear that farmers are far too tolerant about the 
dangers inherent in government intervention and parti
cularly of government lim itation of production. It is a 
desperately serious step for any government to take when 
it tells particular farmers that they are not allowed to 
grow what other farmers are allowed to grow. W ith the 
best will in the world this must mean that great damage 
will be done to particular people, and though these may 
only be a m inority, one of the prime tasks of a govern
ment is to look after the welfare of m inorities.

Besides the harm done to m inorities by government 
action to limit production, it is rightly regarded as a very 
serious step by our customer countries. These are inclined 
to hear with scepticism our eloquent protestations about 
our burning desire to feed the starving people in the 
world, half of whom go to bed hungry, when in the next 
breath we are asking the government to lim it production.

Farmers should be careful about the way they talk 
about the cost of production for their products. It is true 
that secondary industry is always demanding, and get
ting, extra tariff protection to cover their costs of pro
duction. But in their case, because the product may only 
be produced in a few factories, the cost of production is 
more easily arrived at than with a crop grown across

122



Rural Problems

Australia, with the cost of production varying between 
neighbouring farm s, let alone the variation that occurs 
between districts and States. So though it may be popular 
to worship loudly and with ostentation at the cost of 
production altar, we should recognise that we are mostly 
talking nonsense when we do so. There are a lot of 
farmers who have made a lot of money growing crops and 
selling them below the reputed cost of production. And 
though we may be able to justifiably claim that equity 
demands that if secondary industry can demand, and get, 
subsidies because they are needed to recover their costs 
of production, farmers should be given the same pri
vilege, we should realize that if we do get what we want 
and are assured of our costs of production, it will 
probably do us harm in the end by encouraging us to 
disregard the m arket signals. Rem ember the story of the 
chap being rushed to the hospital after a car accident and 
saying to the am bulance officer through his muffled 
bandages, ‘W ell, I was in the right, anyway’. But he is still 
going to the hospital.

One of the great but hidden dangers in our system of 
tariff protection is that farmers can rightly demand 
com pensation for the damage that the tariff has done to 
them. But in many cases the com pensation which the 
farmers ask would be bad for them in the end.

W hen I was the M em ber for W akefield I used to claim 
that though my farmers were pillars of rectitude, farmers 
in other districts were experts at beating the government. 
Now I no longer represent them , I must admit that even 
Wakefield farmers are not fools in this regard. I 
remember telling one of C anberra’s dedicated civil ser
vants that farmers would do him like a dinner if he tried 
to stop them growing something they wanted to grow. 
There is time to do a lot of thinking when m ooching along 
behind a m ob of sheep or when working a tractor in the 
middle of the night, particularly if you are sowing a crop 
that government has told you you must not sell.
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Because so many farmers becom e such experts at 
beating the government, I am always suspicious about 
marketing schemes that depend on the government 
passing laws forcing farmers to only sell to a Board. And 
this is why I would not now be in favour of an amendment 
to the Constitution that would allow the government to 
prevent the free passage of goods across state boundaries. 
I used to be in favour of this once, but not now, not after 
I have seen so many sorry examples of government 
intervention. M y general advice to farmers would be to 
keep the government as far away as possible from 
decisions about what to grow and how to sell it.

W hen I came back from Britain in 1961 there was 
considerable argument about the dairy industry. W e were 
then subsidising the dairy industry quite heavily and this 
was encouraging the production of increasing amounts 
of dairy products which we were having increasing 
difficulty in selling. And m ost of the subsidy money was 
going to the big and better dairy farmers. So if the bounty 
was being paid on social grounds, so as to equalise 
incomes between dairy farmers and the rest of the 
com munity, then it was clearly the wrong way to tackle 
the problem . The dairy industry com mittee of enquiry, 
under the chairmanship of a previous chairm an of the 
Tariff Board, Sir M ortim er M acC arthy, with typical and 
natural good sense, had pointed out these obvious facts 
and suggested that the dairy subsidy be gradually phased 
out, and the subsidy money used to ease people out of the 
industry instead of encouraging them to stay in to 
produce more dairy products that were increasingly hard 
to sell. But the government would not bite on the bullet, 
so the subsidy was continued, so the necessary adjust
ments were discouraged and delayed, to the great detri
ment of the long term interests of the dairy farmers. But 
poor simple Kelly could see the sense in the Com m ittee’s 
argument, and was foolish enough to say so. So all the 
members who represented dairy constituencies got stuck
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into me and sent copies of their speeches demolishing me 
to all the papers in the constituencies. So I learnt the hard 
way that right did not always triumph, nor did econom ic 
logic. But by doing what we knew to be wrong, though 
popular, we did dairy farmers a lot of harm . I always now 
look with grave suspicion on any popular government 
measure affecting agriculture because it is likely to be 
wrong and bad for farmers in the end.

The fact that m ost of the subsidy money that farmers 
receive goes to the big farmers who need it least is 
illustrated by this true story. A friend who farms a big 
farm in Britain comes out to Australia every few years. 
He keeps an excellent set of farm books and we compare 
our perform ances. One year he had, in one column, 
about £ 2 0  0 0 0  which were the subsidies that he had 
received from the grateful British government. W hen I 
queried him as to how he could justify such generosity 
from the government he replied that, as long as there were 
enough poor struggling farmers around him, he would 
be all right, he would be able to travel around the world 
every other year, putting all his travelling expenses down 
as a deduction from his income. So remember that, if you 
want to equalise income between farmers, or between 
farmers and other sections of the community, if you do 
it by subsidising farmers on the basis of how much they 
produce, most of the money will go to those who need 
it least. There may be many reasons for subsidising 
farmers, but if the ob ject of the exercise is to equalise 
incomes, it is the wrong way to go about it.

Another fallacy that dogs the rural com munity is the 
embargo on M erino rams. This is a measure of how silly 
we can be when the m oon is full. The justification for the 
embargo is that it is supposed to deny overseas countries 
access to Australian fine wool blood lines. But this is 
being done when much of the textile world are changing 
their machines over to synthetics just because they cannot 
obtain enough wool to keep their spindles busy. And all
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the time we have been stopping M erino rams going out 
of Australia, we have been allowing the export of Pol- 
warth rams, and I am prepared to bet that m ost of the 
people so vociferous about preventing the export of 
M erino rams couldn’t tell the difference between a 
M erino and a fine wooled Polwarth. The sordid reason 
why we prevent the export of M erino rams is that, by so 
doing, people hope to prevent the price of M erino flock 
rams rising too much. Y et I can think of nothing that 
would give a bigger shot in the arm to the Australian wool 
industry than a short lived boom  in the price of M erino 
flock rams. And it would only be a short lived boom 
because, if there were a greater demand for M erino flock 
rams, it would be very quickly satisfied. The essential 
difference between a flock ram and a wether is not a 
m atter of great mystery although the stud breeders would 
like you to think it was; it would simply mean leaving 
more well bred wethers as rams. And I think that it is 
disgraceful that we should allow such a m atter to be 
decided by a vote of woolgrowers who are not engaged 
in producing M erino rams. There is no more justification 
for this than having a referendum to ask m eat workers 
if they were in favour of the export of live sheep to the 
Middle East.

There are many other things we do that we know are 
silly. For instance, we will not allow the export of live 
kangaroos though we are allowed to shoot kangaroos in 
large numbers if they are reaching troublesom e propor
tions. W e have more kangaroos in Australia than when 
the white man came because we have been supplying our 
sheep in the arid areas with water which the kangaroos 
have also been drinking and so increasing in numbers. 
And we forbid the export of galahs and budgies though 
we are allowed to destroy them in hundreds if they are 
eating our crops. Some galahs talk quite well. If you were 
to ask such a bird which he would prefer, being shot by 
Fred the farmer because he was eating Fred’s crops, or
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being exported on a padded perch in a gilded cage so that 
he could propagate his kind in ease and luxury, then his 
reply would be worth recording. But because we have 
been making these birds artificially dear by forbidding 
their export, we have encouraged the establishm ent of a 
black m arket in budgies which makes it profitable for 
people to run the risk of carrying them drugged in
suitcases. We really are a queer m ob.

There are other farm ing fallacies we foster. W e are 
continually told that the soils of the inland are fertile, 
because, when it rains in the inland, there is quite an 
exciting response, so it is assumed that the inland soils 
must be wonderfully fertile. But the fact is that the 
response after rain is so good, not because the soils are 
naturally fertile, but because they have m ostly lain fallow 
for so long during the long dry periods that generally 
separate the wet seasons in the arid inland. And one of
the queer results of the rem arkable recent run of wet
seasons that the inland has recently experienced is that 
it has shown up the basic infertility in these soils that m ost 
people would have proudly claimed as wonderfully 
fertile.

There is another example of sloppy thinking in the 
rural scene that must be mentioned. There was a time that 
farmers felt they were entitled to a particular place in 
heaven because we were producing the export income 
that was so urgently required. But now we only produce 
about 4 5 %  of our income. And, even more im portant, 
now that we have a more flexible exchange rate, if we 
produce even more exports, we will encourage the 
exchange rate to move to correct the balance. Fred the 
farmer and I used to kid other people, and even som e
times ourselves, that we were only farming for the 
country’s good, not for our own profit. And after we had 
said this a few times we alm ost believed it ourselves. But 
now, with a flexible exchange rate and rising mineral 
exports, rural exports are not as essential as they once
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were. We can no longer justifiably claim a special place 
in heaven because we are exporters.

One M ore Nail
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Tariffs Again

I t  is  t i m e  we returned to the tariff question. We left it 
with the publication of the Vernon Com mittee report 
when m ost of the things I had been saying so haltingly 
for so many years had suddenly acquired an aura of 
respectability that they lacked before. And this process 
continued. Then there was the Jackson  Report on m an
ufacturing industry which took as a starting point that 
there was something basically wrong with secondary 
industry and the cure was not higher tariffs. On the 
contrary they admitted that in the long term, we needed 
a lower rather than a higher tariff rate.

Following the Jackson Report came the W hite Paper, 
which was supposed to be the governm ent’s decision 
made following the Jackson  Report. T h at it was 
wishy-washy is not surprising considering the M inister 
responsible for its conception and his dom ination by the 
Prime M inister who is a high protectionist. But in spite 
of these basic difficulties, the W hite Paper was quite 
definite in saying that the long term solutions to the 
problems of secondary industry lay, not in ever higher 
tariffs, but by gradually allowing secondary industry to 
meet world com petition w ithout always cowering for 
shelter behind the tariff wall. W hen I had said this kind 
of thing in 1 9 6 0 ,1 was branded as a little Australian ‘who 
did not believe in the development of the great country 
of ours’. Now it was generally admitted that what I was 
saying was basically sound but the time was not quite ripe 
to make the changes that were now admitted to be
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desirable. But at least it was a lot better than when I was 
thought to be mad.

One of my basic problems was that, in July 1 9 7 3 , the 
W hitlam  government had made a 2 5 %  across the board 
tariff cut, and this has been blamed for all the troubles 
that occurred thereafter. But in fact, the tariff cut had less 
influence on the down turn in m anufacturing than had 
the necessary variations in the exchange rate. I quote 
Professor Gruen ‘The 2 0 %  plus revaluation of the 
Australian dollar between Decem ber 1972  and Septem 
ber 1974  has had typically three times as much effect on 
the profitability of the m ajor tariff affected industries as 
the 25%  tariff cut. If the government is not supposed to 
affect industry profitability through across the board 
tariff cuts why should it be allowed to affect it far more 
severely in an equally arbitrary fashion through changes 
in the exchange rate !’

However, it was not even the exchange rate variations 
that gave Australian industry the body blow that has had 
us reeling on the ropes ever since; the real cause of our 
troubles was the wages explosion that occurred at about 
the same time. I again quote Professor Gruen: ‘The effect 
of the tariff cut on the profitability of knitting mills is 
estimated to be equal to wage rises of between 6 and 
1 3 % . Y et between Decem ber 1 9 7 2  and September 1974  
the actual increase in minimal wages in the textile, 
clothing and footw ear industries averaged 6 0 %  (56%  for 
males and 7 3%  for fem ales)’.

So it is clear that the tariff cut had a small effect on 
secondary industry compared to exchange rate varia
tions, and these had far less effect than the too rapid wage 
rises that occurred at the same time. But it is typical of 
the shallowness of the econom ic understanding of pol
iticians in Australia that we have been prepared to accept 
the nonsense dished up to us by some sections of secon
dary industry, that it was the tariff cut which was the root 
of their problems. But it would be unpopular to pin the
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blame on to the real cause, the wage rises, and the 
exchange rate is hard to understand. So when we were in 
Opposition we saw the tariff cuts as a handy and heavy 
stick with which to beat the Labor Governm ent. And 
from then on we have come to believe our own propa
ganda. And during the recent election campaign the stick 
was wielded with great enthusiasm and little regard for 
the truth. There is som ething frighteningly cynical about 
a leader who can speak with such conviction when he 
must know that he is talking econom ic nonsense. This is 
even worse than not knowing he is talking nonsense.

Through a m ixture of cunning and stupidity we have 
come to believe the propaganda of the high protectionists 
and we may be approaching a period of more protection 
at any price. And this movement is being led by a Prime 
M inister who used to believe in a minimum of govern
m ent intervention. And it is happening at a time when the 
rural sector, who produce about half our exports and so 
carries about half of the cost of the tariff, is clearly unable 
to carry any further cost increases. So the rural sector will 
now have to have tariff com pensation, so we will all live 
by taking in one another’s washing, with the government 
standing at street crossings, directing the business to one 
laundry or the other. And, to m ake us feel better, our 
statesmen will make eloquent statements about their 
belief in free enterprise and the evils of the cargo cult. We 
are indeed a queer mob.

The most tragic part of the whole sorry business is that, 
though we are doing all these silly things in order to 
increase employment in the tariff affected industries, yet 
in the m ost highly protected ones employment is drop
ping. I mentioned the car industry in an earlier chapter 
as a glaring exam ple of handing protection out with a 
long handled shovel. I used to be a member of the 
Automotive Industry Panel which met in Canberra about 
three or four times a year. At each meeting the industry 
leaders would wail for a while at the wall, saying how sick
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the industry was and how the Governm ent would have 
to give them some more protection in one form or 
another. One solution was to try to switch the demand 
away from the light com m ercial vehicles which were 
becoming increasingly popular because they were 
cheaper than the conventional passenger cars. And they 
were cheaper because they were not held in the straight 
jackets of the government’s com ponent plans. So the 
industry’s solution was to put the light com mercials in 
the straight jacket also. Then people would not have any 
alternative but to buy dear vehicles. ‘Let’s get them into 
the same mess as the rest of us’, they were in effect saying. 
But what they don’t realise is that this would not be a 
solution unless the government were to take the next step 
and pass a law to make people buy cars. The fundamental 
problem is that, with the car industry structured as it is, 
it can only produce dear cars and the Australian com 
munity would rather spend its money some other way. 
Because cars are now so dear the demand for cars is 
falling at the rate of 5%  a year, with a corresponding fall 
in employment.

The same kind of picture emerges with the textile, 
garment and footwear industries. W e are subsidising 
them at the rate of about two hundred dollars for each 
household and the total burden is estimated to be over 
$ 1 0 0 0  million dollars a year, with about half of this being 
carried by the exporting farmers. But in spite of the heroic 
and expensive efforts to m aintain employment in these 
industries, they have been gradually losing employment. 
Clothes are simply getting too dear to buy, so people wear 
less clothes, or make up their own clothes. There are 
plenty of examples of this these days. O r they make their 
old clothes last longer. The m ost popular further edu
cation class in the bush is dressmaking. If a couple are 
expensive dressers, it would pay them to travel light to 
Singapore on a package tour and buy their clothes there. 
The only way the Governm ent can m aintain employment
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in these industries is to pass a law m aking women wear 
uniforms so that we could get long production runs and 
so cheaper clothes. But probably even this would not be 
enough, the Governm ent would alm ost certainly have to 
take the next step and force people to buy a certain 
amount of clothing each year because there probably 
would not be a great demand for uniforms. The Indus
tries Assistance Com m ission has recently pointed out in 
its report on these industries, that the only way to 
maintain employment in these industries is for the tax
payer to pay a direct subsidy for every person employed. 
This would mean that the burden of supporting these 
industries is carried by the community as a whole and not 
by the exporters in particular. As things are now, our 
m ost efficient producers, those who can, or hope to 
export, are weakened by having to carry the weak ones 
on their backs, and this is the main reason why our 
productivity perform ance is so poor when compared to 
other developed countries. W e would do far better if we 
concentrated on doing what we were good at doing.

There is a com m on delusion that tariffs are necessary 
to maintain employment in Australia. Y et if you look at 
the figures you will see that the percentage of our people 
employed in secondary industry has continued to fall 
since 1921 .
P ER C E N T A G E  O F W O R K F O R C E  E M P L O Y E D  IN SEC TO R S IN

AUSTRALIA

Census Prim ary M an ufa cturing Service Industries
Year P roduction Industry inc. civil servant

1911 2 9 .9 2 8 .7 4 0 .3
1921 2 5 .8 3 1 .2 4 2 .0
1 9 3 3 2 2 .2 2 3 .2 4 2 .2
1 9 4 7 1 7 .3 2 6 .0 4 9 .5
1 9 5 4 1 5 .0 2 7 .8 5 5 .1
1961 12 .1 2 7 .0 5 5 .4
1 9 6 6 10 .6 2 7 .0 6 2 .4
1971 8 .8 2 3 .2 6 7 .1
1 9 7 5 6 .7 2 1 .4 6 9 .8
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Australia is doing what every other developed country 
is doing, employing a smaller proportion of our people 
in m anufacturing as well as farming. And of those 
employed in secondary industry, only about half are 
assisted by the tariff, the others are damaged by it. For 
instance, if B .H .P. did not have to operate under a cost 
structure so adversely affected by the tariff they could be 
exporting iron and steel products far more than they are 
doing now. So their employment giving opportunities are 
being decreased, not increased, by the tariff.

There are hundreds of similar exam ples. Last year 
there was an A .B.C . 4  Corners programme in which John 
Temple was interviewing a boat builder. I quote from the 
text of the interview:

Boat Builder: ‘The main problem really is the duty on the 
imported m aterial against the m aterial on the imported  
boats. For exam ple, we are paying an average rate of about 
4 0 %  on our raw m aterials, yet you can im port a completely  
built-up boat for about 15%  duty. So this makes it alm ost 
impossible to com pete’.

Jo h n  Tem ple: ‘W hy do you use im ported m aterial?’
Boat Builder: ‘The Australian m aterial is still m ore expensive. 

For exam ple, fibreglass. W e are paying an average of 2 0 %  
more for Australian material so it is cheaper to im port than  
to use A ustralian.’

Jo h n  Tem ple: ‘It sounds as though you are telling me that the 
Australian structure is going to be the end of the Australian  
boat-building industry’.

Boat Builder: ‘Exactly . They changed the Tariff Board to the 
Industries Assistance Com m ission and I d on ’t know what 
industry they are assisting. They are certainly not assisting 
us. W e would have an advantage over im ports if they 
abolished all tariffs. If there was no tariff on boats or on  
imported material we would have an advantage over the 
im porter. So something has got to happen or we will just have 
to give it aw ay’.

T hat example could be multiplied alm ost without end 
but unfortunately many m anufacturers appear so fearful 
of their industry organisations that they are frightened
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to speak out. Sometimes, after I have spoken to a meeting 
of secondary industry leaders, some will come to me 
afterwards and agree with the general drift of my remarks 
and admit that their production has been hindered, and 
not helped, by tariff protection. But then they usually ask 
me to treat their statements as confidential because they 
do not want to get into trouble with their suppliers. So 
the argument that we have to have protection to m aintain 
employment is shaky indeed. N ot only does the tariff 
impose burdens on other secondary industries, such as 
boatbuilding, but about half of our secondary industries 
are not protected at all.

In its 1977  Annual Report, the Industries Assistance 
Com mission drew attention to the fact that the industries 
with the highest rates of protection were losing employ
ment faster than those with low rates. And this is natu
rally so because the latter group are naturally more suited 
to Australian conditions, that being the reason they only 
need low rates.

One of the traditional reasons frequently given to 
justify industries getting tariff protection is the infant 
industry argument. The Australian iron and steel 
industry is usually held up as the shining exam ple. It is 
claimed that the industry would never have started 
without protection in the early stages, and I guess this 
may well be true. The trouble is that B .H .P. is a pretty big 
infant now but it still demands its mothers milk as it did 
50  years ago and we are beginning to wonder if it will ever 
be weaned.

Visitors to Royal Shows are impressed with the sleek
ness and size of the young beef bulls and wonder at how 
fast they have grown. But if you are in the stud beef 
breeding business you will know that the young bulls 
have alm ost certainly been foster m othered. If you go 
unexpectedly to a stud beef herd that is preparing bulls 
for showing and if you get there about feeding time, you 
will probably see the herdsman putting a small skinny
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jersey cow into the bail. Then he will open a gate and a 
very big, very fat and very excited young bull will come 
lumbering into the cowyard. But instead of doing what 
you expected him to do, he will back in alongside the cow, 
get down on his knees and suck away greedily from the 
cow half his size. The result is bad for everyone in the end. 
It is bad for the Jersey but it is also bad for the bull, who, 
when he is put to work, finds that he has to lose a lot of 
fat before he is able to do his job properly. And it is bad 
for the beef herd because this practice masks any decline 
in the milking ability of the real mother.

The cow analogy can be taken even further. City 
people will be surprised to know that occasionally you 
find a cow that sucks herself. This she does by bending 
herself alm ost double and bending her neck until it must 
really ache and then she sucks greedily at herself. This 
habit is bad for the dairyman and also bad for the cow. 
But when B.H .P. ask for, and get, tariff protection, it 
always reminds me of the cow that sucks herself. B .H .P. 
is so big and im portant in the Australian scene, that if it 
is getting a subsidy it must inevitably end up paying for 
much of it itself. It is like a farm er giving himself a 
holiday.

And the argument that we have to protect industries 
in order to encourage the establishm ent of an indus
trialised econom y looks a bit shaky when you realise that 
we have a greater percentage of our w orkforce engaged 
in secondary industry than has the U.S.A.

Another reason frequently given to justify high rates 
of protection is that this protects the employment in 
country towns. This argument is frequently invoked to 
claim protection for the textile and garm ent industry. Y et 
when you look at the figures you see that if these 
industries are subsidised for reasons of decentralisation, 
m ost of the money will be paid to city factory owners and 
factory workers. For instance, the I.A .C . estimated that 
if the effective rate of protection for the textile industry

136



Tariffs Again

was raised by 10%  this would represent an increase in the 
tariff subsidy by about $ 3 0  m illion, of which $25 million 
would go to the city and $5 million to the country 
factories. If decentralisation is desired then there are 
better ways of getting there than using the tariff.

Our Federal structure places barriers in the way of 
operating a sensible protective system. The Premier of a 
State is likely to go on an overseas jaunt and the justifi
cation is frequently to encourage some overseas industry 
to become established in his State. And this will be so even 
though he is a Labor Premier who has been loud in the 
condem nation of the evils of overseas capital. And when 
the Premier parades down the aircraft steps on his return, 
he is likely to announce that, with infinite effort and 
perseverance, he has been successful in persuading, say, 
another car assembly factory to be established in his 
State. So before we know where we are we are lumbered 
with yet another car plant, having already twice as many 
as can be econom ically operated. But when the I.A .C. 
makes the very sensible recom m endation that we have 
too many plants and some will have to be closed, there 
is a howl of rage if the Prem ier’s new factory is to be the 
one that has to go. So it continues in existence, making 
it more difficult for the other factories to get the 
through-put that the econom ic operation of such a plant 
demands, and m aking it harder to remove the burden of 
the car industry from the backs of the export industries.

The existence of the State boundaries have some other 
queer side effects. The less industrialised States were 
always acutely conscious of the fact that, though their 
citizens had to pay extra for the goods produced in the 
factories that produced their heavily protected goods in 
other States, they themselves reaped no benefits unless 
they had some such factories within their own borders. 
This table shows the distribution of costs and benefits 
incurred by the protection of the textile, garm ent and 
footwear industries. For instance the Territories do not
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have any such factories, they reap no benefit, they only 
pay the price.

Benefit B urden Gain o r Loss

New South W ales $18 7 m $19 8 m — S l im
Victoria $ 3 1 2 m $ 1 5 1 m +  $1 6 1 m
Queensland $25m $86m — $61m
South Australia $22m $ 51m — $29m
W estern Australia $7m $ 47m — $40m
Tasm ania $8m $16m — $8m
Territories 0 $12m — $12m

Some foolish people say that, if an industry is protected 
by the im position of im port quotas, then not as much 
damage is done to the econom y than if tariffs are used as 
the protective method. But this is nonsense. Once an 
importer knows that he cannot sell any more imported 
goods because he only has a quota for a limited am ount, 
then he stops actively com peting with the local m anu
facturers. So the price of imports quickly settles down 
alongside the Australian price so effective com petition 
disappears. And the quotas are usually allocated on the 
basis of the imports of a particular im porter during a 
selected base period. So the man already in the game can 
continue to make easy, if limited, profits out of quota 
limitations while the up and com ing young chap with new 
ideas is kept out. W e did the same with wheat quotas 
when we gave a preferred position to the traditional 
wheat grower. And giving particular advantages to par
ticular people through administrative action is a very 
dangerous way to behave because it places very grave 
temptations in the way of civil servants. And finally, if 
tariffs are used to protect an industry, any imports that 
do come in over the tariff wall incur duty and so som e
thing goes into consolidated revenue to off-set the 
increased cost of the imported goods. But with quotas, 
there is no extra duty collection and the windfall gain 
goes to the quota holder. So quotas are bad, they are bad 
administratively as well as econom ically. But the people
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who have them are very attached to them , for reasons I 
can well understand.

One of the greatest handicaps that a low tariff advocate 
has to suffer is that it is very easy to concentrate attention 
on the sufferings of a particular industry whose future 
may be threatened by a reduction in tariff rates. Any 
M em ber of Parliam ent representing an area which con
tains such a factory has a very easy task in m obilising a 
rush of sympathy for the affected factory. All he has to 
do is to arrange to get the local T .V . station down at the 
closed factory gates and he is regarded as the local hero. 
And if he is really cunning he will have a wife of one of 
the displaced workm en there, with her apron on and a 
couple of bare-footed kids in hand. But you can imagine 
how difficult it would be to show on the screen the 
benefits that follow  a low protection policy, with more 
people finding employment in a more efficient econom y. 
It is yet another case of the influence of T .V . that is going 
to make the operation of the dem ocratic system much 
more difficult, with falsehood getting a start of half way 
round the world before truth even gets its boots on. This 
is yet another reason why we must nurture a truly 
independent I.A .C . because, having such a body would 
take some of the heat off a M inister who was prepared 
to face up to such a situation for the good of the country.

Tariffs have been the general method of protection in 
Australian secondary industries, but the same result can 
be achieved by using bounties. For instance, if it was 
found that the Australian tractor industry needed 
protection at the rate of one hundred dollars for each 
tractor, this rate of assistance could be given by imposing 
a tariff which would allow the Australian tractor m anu
facturer to increase his price by $ 1 0 0 . This would mean 
that the farm er would have to pay $ 1 0 0  extra for his 
tractor. But the same degree of assistance could be 
obtained by giving the tractor m aker $ 1 0 0  for every 
tractor he makes. But by assisting the industry in this way
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the cost of protection would fall on the taxpayer and not 
on the man who bought the tractor. So using the bounty 
method would mean that the export industries would not 
have to carry the main part of the burden of protecting 
industry as they do now, and so resources would not be 
deliberately encouraged to leave export or low tariff 
industries as they are at present. The money to pay the 
subsidy would have to be found but at least it would not 
have to be found by our m ost efficient producers as it is 
now. W hy then is not the bounty method used more 
often? W e use it now for protecting the tractor industry 
and a few others. W hy not for all?

There are two main reasons why bounties are not as 
popular as they should be. One is the natural reluctance 
of the government to have to raise the large am ount of 
money that would be needed. But the real reason why 
secondary industry prefers tariffs to bounties is that with 
tariffs the cost of protection is hidden from the public 
view, but with bounties, the cost would be there for all 
to see. And in some cases, the size of the required bounty 
would be shocking and it would m ake the taxpayer rather 
querulous. So the secondary industry would much prefer 
its assistance to be by tariffs than by bounties. But it is 
likely that bounties will have to be used more in the future 
than they have been because the rural sector is now 
getting so sick that they will no longer be able to carry 
their share of the tariff burden.

Australia is one of the m ost urbanised countries in the 
world. Is it not queer then that we should be deliberately 
encouraging, by tariff protection, the establishm ent of 
more secondary industry mostly located in the cities at 
the expense of the rural and mining sections, mainly 
located in the country? Y et we are always paying lip 
service to decentralisation. Really, we are a queer m ob.

There have been some quaint justifications lately of our 
high tariff structure but none quite so startling as put 
forward by the Prime M inister. On one occasion he said
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that we needed a high tariff because we were a long way 
from overseas markets. So our industries would have to 
incur high shipping costs if they were to compete in 
export m arkets. Y et a m om ent’s reflection would show 
that high shipping freight rates would also protect 
Australian industry against overseas com petition. How 
then can our high shipping costs be used to justify high 
tariffs?

The Prime M inister has also justified our high tariff 
because we are a com paratively small econom y and so 
a small m arket. Because of this we are said to need a 
higher tariff wall around us. But we are already an 
industrialised country and much of our industrialisation 
has been hindered, not helped, by the tariff, e.g. the boat 
builder and B.H .P. But even if a high tariff is justified by 
our being a small m arket (and it isn’t), the way that 
fragm entation of our industries which has been encour
aged by lavish protection, is working in the opposite 
direction. But fragm entation apart, it really is queer 
econom ic logic to claim that the smaller you are, the 
higher should be the tariff wall around you. If that 
argument was sound, then Fiji would have an even higher 
wall than us, and the Solom ons higher still.

But the m ost startling display of primitive econom ic 
ignorance by the Prime M inister occurred on February 
21st, 1 9 7 7 , when addressing the M elbourne State C ol
lege. I quote the question that I asked the P .M . the next 
day:

‘I refer to the Prime M inister’s statem ent to the M elbourne State 
College on February 2 1 , in which he said th at because of rising 
labour costs, employers were tending to use machines rather than  
people in the production process, and if tariff protection were 
reduced this trend would worsen.

Does not the Prime M inister realise th at replacing m anual labor 
with machines has been a continuing process since Adam started  
farm ing and Eve spinning?

Does the Prime M inister w ant us to go back to farm ing with 
horses rather than tractors because, by so doing, we would
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employ m ore labor? Should we not use hand loom s instead of 
power loom s for the same reason and wheelbarrows instead of 
trucks? Does not the main hope for increasing our standard of 
living rest on increasing productivity? Is not the replacem ent of 
men by machines an integral and im portant p art of th at process ?’

But I left out the last question either because I thought 
that the Speaker would pull me up because my question 
was already rather too long, or because I didn’t want to 
rock the party political boat too much. But as the P .M . 
walked past me after question tim e, I read out to him the 
missing finale: ‘W ill the Prime M inister assure me that 
this display of primitive Ludditism is only a tem porary 
aberration?’ The P.M . when answering the question 
blamed everything on to the Labor Governm ent and then 
complained that changes must not occur too rapidly.

This reminds me to tell again the story that was 
running around Canberra last year. In 1828  M artin  van 
Buren, G overnor of New Y ork , wrote to President 
Jackson:

‘D ear President Jackson,

The canal system of this country is being threatened by the spread 
of a new form of transportation known as “ railroads” .

The Federal Governm ent m ust preserve the canals for the fol
lowing reasons:

(1) If canal boats are supplanted by “ railroads” , serious unem 
ploym ent will result.

Captains, cooks, drivers, hostlers, repairm en, and lock  
tenders will be left w ithout means of livelihood, not to 
m ention the num erous farm ers now employed in growing hay  
for horses.

(2) Boatbuilders would suffer, and towline, whip and harness 
makers would be left destitute.

(3) Canal boats are absolutely essential to the defence of the 
United States. In event of the expected trouble with England, 
the Erie Canal would be the only means by which we could  
ever m ove the supplies so vital to waging m odern w ar.

For the abovementioned reasons the G overnm ent should create  
an Interstate Com m erce Com m ission to p rotect the Am erican
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people from the evils of “ railroads” and to preserve the canals for 
posterity.

As you may well know , M r President, “ railroad ” carriages are 
pulled at the enorm ous speed of 15 miles per hour by “ engines” , 
which in addition to endangering life and limb of passengers, roar 
and snort their way through the countryside, setting fire to the 
crops, scaring the livestock and frightening wom en and children.

The Almighty certainly never intended th at people should travel 
at such breakneck speed.’

Change is usually feared but always necessary. And the 
queer thing is that it occurs constantly in the rural and 
mining sectors and no one cares. But if change worries 
secondary industry, people get upset and Prime M inisters 
try to steady it down. Y et an econom y is like a bucket of 
worms, it is changing and turning all the tim e, and if it 
isn’t changing it dies and the smell is awful. The rural 
sector made up about 2 0 %  of the econom y at the end of 
the war but it only comprises about 7%  now. But no one 
worried about that. N or should they, it is part of the 
inevitable changes going on in any healthy bucket of 
worms. But when secondary industry is faced with the 
trauma of change, you find the P .M . trying, like Canute, 
to stop the tide com ing in.

Let’s go back to the car industry again. Everybody who 
knows anything about the industry knows that it is in an 
awful mess. W e know that we have too many car plants 
for too small a m arket and that we are paying about 
$ 4 0 0 0  extra for every person employed in making cars. 
So when early in 1976  the government announced its 
latest car plan, the M inister added that the plan would 
remain in force for many years. W hen we heard this we 
took some com fort that at last the industry would have 
to face up to the inevitable structural changes that they 
know are, in the long term , desirable and inevitable. But 
when the patient was about to take some of the necessary, 
if unpleasant medicine, along came the government with 
an amended plan ten weeks later. So the necessary
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changes were not made, so we have to even more 
generously protect the car industry, so cars get even 
dearer, so the demand drops off and even less people are 
employed in m aking cars.

The moral of this is that you cannot stop change taking 
place nor should you try. There is a place for govern
ments in enabling people, both m anagem ent and men, to 
see the inevitability of change, and to ease the traumas 
of change. But governments should never try to stop 
change occurring. But this is what our government has 
been doing consistently and, by so doing, they have 
harmed the industries they were trying to help. Govern
ments should never try to stop a bucket of worms from 
turning.

So far, in our discussion on tariffs, there has been a 
good deal of criticism because it is the exporters who have 
to pay the price for protection. But so far there has been 
little said about the size of the burden this imposes on 
exporters. Even the high protection lobby now admits 
that there is indeed no such thing as a free feed and that 
some other sector has to pay for the particular advantage 
given to the protected section. And it is now generally 
admitted that it is exporters who pay for tariffs, but there 
has not been much discussion about the size of the tariff 
burden. The main reason for this is that, up till now, it 
has been very hard to do the measuring. But recently, the 
I.A .C. has been measuring the cost of tariff assistance 
given to particular industries. And others have taken the 
next step and have made some rough approxim ations of 
the total tariff burden involved in protecting all indus
tries. The last figure I have seen is that there is available, 
though not necessarily all used, about $ 4 1 9 0  m illion and 
about 9 0 %  of this am ount is paid by exporters. And the 
Australian W oolgrowers and Graziers Council has taken 
the figures a stage further and has estimated that tariff 
protection is costing about $ 2 .6 0  per sheep, $8 per beast,
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and $ 3 1 .2 0  per tonne of grain, or about $11 6 0 0  per 
sheep, cattle and grain producer.

It would be foolish to claim any high degree of accu
racy for these figures but at least they give some idea of 
the size of the burden that the exporters are carrying. And 
I guess that it is because the exporters in particular, and 
the community in general, is now able to get an 
approxim ate picture of the size of the tariff burden, that 
high protection lobby has come to hate the I.A .C . as it 
does. And it would explain at least some of the mean and 
petty personal criticisms directed at the retired I.A .C . 
chairm an, M r Alf Rattigan. But if the I.A .C . figures are 
wrong, and the I.A .C. has never claimed that they were 
any more than approxim ations, then surely the high 
protectionists should come up with some figures of their 
own. Until they do so I will continue to use the figures I 
have. And these have a certain sanctity because at least 
M r W . Henderson, the executive D irector of A .C .M .A ., 
accepts the validity of the figures. I quote him once again 
with approbation: ‘I fully accept the I.A .C . argument that 
the consumer must pay for tariff protection. There is no 
question about this. I will also accept the arithm etic that 
the cost is around $ 4 3 0 0  million annually’.

One of the criticisms that I find irritating when 
measurements of the size of the tariff burden are being 
discussed, is that it is all only econom ic theory anyway. 
It may be theory to econom ists but to the farm er, 
squeezed between rapidly rising costs at home and con
tracting markets abroad, the size of the tariff burden is 
far from an academic argument. He recalls, all too 
clearly, the verse:

The toad beneath the harrow  knows 
E xactly  where each tooth point goes,
The butterfly upon the rose 
Preaches contentm ent to the toad.

And it is not really of great m om ent to the farm er to
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know that there is some difficulty in exactly measuring 
the weight of the tariff burden. It would also not be of 
great interest to a man whose foot was being crushed 
under a wagon wheel to be told that it is hard to measure 
the exact weight of the wheel.

Now that the farmer can understand the size of the 
tariff burden he bears, perhaps he will cease being like the 
sheep which before its shearer is dumb. Perhaps now he 
will start to lean heavily on the politicians who represent 
him so that they do something soon to take some of the 
burden off his bent back. If the farm er doesn’t do 
something about it soon, he w on’t be around to worry.
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Tariffs and Foreign 
Relations

So f a r  w e  h a v e  been discussing the effect of our tariff 
policy on our own econom y, how the barriers we erect 
to protect some of our own industries impose burdens on 
others of our industries. But we have not said anything 
about the danger that our barriers to imports may 
encourage retaliation from other countries, so that they 
in turn place barriers in the way of our exports to them.

But first, how do our trade barriers com pare with those 
of other countries ? O f the ‘big league’ countries our tariff 
is the highest with the exception of New Zealand. Other 
countries use other kinds of trade barriers more than 
tariffs but we have been using quota restrictions to an 
increasing degree. It is true that the E .E .C . fiercely protect 
their agriculture but so do we. Summing it all up, we are 
rightly regarded as a highly protectionist country. It is 
true that M r Fraser castigates other countries for the 
height of their trade barriers by saying that ‘they are 
adopting policies inimical to the freer flow of world trade’ 
but this is very much the pot calling the kettle black.

Let us first look at what we are trying to do with our 
policies of trading or not trading with the underdeve
loped countries. Rem em ber what happened when I was 
in Bom bay in 1 9 6 4 , when the milk factory said it would 
import more of our skim m ilk powder if they could get 
the foreign exchange to enable them to buy it, yet the 
same day I was told that the biggest problem the sheet 
factory had was that they couldn’t get their sheets into
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Australia over our high tariff wall. T hat true story 
illustrates better than a long lecture the damage done to 
both countries by placing trade barriers in the way of 
mutual trade. But placing trade barriers in the way of our 
trade with the poor and underdeveloped countries is even 
more serious. Those of us who have seen the wastage and 
the enormous administrative difficulties of helping the 
poor countries by giving them money or gifts, recognise 
very clearly that trade is more im portant than aid. This 
is now a principle to which everyone subscribes, in 
theory.

Indeed, A ustralia’s perform ance in eloquently urging 
that the rich world trades freely with the poor world is 
good, we have made some perfectly splendid speeches on 
the subject. And none have been better than those made 
by Andrew Peacock, our M inister for Foreign Affairs. For 
instance, it would be difficult to fault the sentiments 
embodied in this quotation: ‘Developm ent assistance and 
aid programmes alone aren’t good enough. Y o u ’ve got 
to generate the capacity within countries to be able to 
improve their own standard of living and this involves 
not only hand-outs and project aid but also more liber
alised trade’. And when you look at the successful 
examples of countries that have pulled themselves out of 
poverty by industrialising such as Jap an , Taiw an, South 
Korea and H ong Kong, you see that not only did they 
help themselves by so doing, but they have also helped 
us. Trade between countries is always beneficial but it is 
particularly so when a poor country is doing what we are 
always urging it to do and that is pulling itself out of its 
mess by its bootstraps.

So we know where our duty lies and some of us know 
that doing our duty would benefit Australia as much as 
the poor country. The question is, how does our per
form ance square with our protestations? W e are always 
bragging about the trade preferences that we give to 
underdeveloped countries and indeed it looks good until
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you learn that we openly admit we do not allow imports 
under this scheme if they threaten our own m anufac
turers. In other words, we give preferential treatm ent to 
the imports from underdeveloped countries at the 
expense of imports from other developed countries. We 
are making good fellows of ourselves at their expense. 
You can always tell a man who is dining out on an 
expense account by the enthusiasm with which he sum
mons the waiter. It is easy to be generous with someone 
else’s trade.

How does our trade perform ance with our Asian 
neighbours compare with that of other countries? W ell, 
the figures are not easy to understand when you do get 
them, and then you do not know whether to believe them 
or not, as this rather sordid exam ple will show. At the end 
of M ay 1 9 7 7 , the M inister for Industry and Com m erce, 
Senator C otton, at an airport interview said, and I quote 
from a press release which I obtained from the M inister’s 
office: ‘Australia has a very, very small m arket for 
clothing and textiles with a population of only 14 million 
people. Per head of population we are the biggest 
importers of clothing and textiles in the world’.

Before this, on M ay 17 , Senator C otton has made a 
prepared statem ent at a gathering in Sydney in which he 
used this table:
SH A R E O F E X P O R T S  O F T E X T IL E S  AN D C L O T H IN G  FR O M  
D EV ELO PIN G  C O U N T R IES— EX PR ESSED  IN U.S. D O LLA R S

per capita Australia im ported $ 2 0 .3
the E .E .C . im ported $ 1 8 .9
C anada im ported $ 1 5 .9
U.S.A. im ported $ 1 2 .2
Jap an  im ported $ 6 .1

So, according to those figures, A ustralia’s perform ance 
was indeed the best in the world.

Then I happened to obtain the table from which the 
above figures were taken which shows that the M inister 
was either deceiving us or was being deceived by his
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departmental officers. The complete table from  which the 
M inister selectively quoted is:

V A LU E O F T E X T IL E , C LO T H IN G  IM PO R TS  
($US per capita)

Im ports fro m
Im ports D eveloping A ll
into countries countries
E .E .C . 1 8 .9 2 8 .7
Finland 1 3 .4 8 8 .5
N orw ay 2 3 .7 1 5 1 .4
Sweden 4 2 .4 1 5 9 .9
Austria 1 4 .2 1 1 6 .1
Switzerland 2 8 .3 1 6 7 .2
Canada 1 5 .9 5 8 .9
U.S. 1 2 .2 1 7 .7
Japan 6.1 1 1 .9
Australia 2 0 .3 5 6 .6

So Australia clearly was not importing more clothing and 
textiles per head than any country in the world, and the 
M inister knew it. As I said at the time, catching the 
M inister out like that was rather like catching the bishop 
in bed with the housemaid.

Then the P.M . got into the act and on July 4 , 1977  he 
said that Australia imported more total m anufactures per 
head from ASEAN countries than many other countries, 
that Australia imported $6 .55  per head, Jap an  $ 2 .2 7 , 
and Canada $ 1 .9 7 . By this time my sources of inform a
tion were drying up, so I was unable to get the complete 
table but I found out, in a round-about way, that New 
Zealand imported in the same period $ 1 3 .9  per head.

Then the Liberal Party Secretariat felt the urge to enter 
the fray so they prepared a statem ent from which I quote: 
‘Exports from Australia to ASEAN countries have grown 
from $182  m illion in 1 9 6 6 -7  to $ 6 5 9  m illion in 1 975 -6 . 
Imports from ASEAN to Australia have risen from $98 
million in 1 9 6 6 -7  to $ 3 1 7  m illion in 1 9 7 5 -6 , an annual 
increase of 2 9 % . ’ Now my arithm etic is weak so I asked 
the statistician in the library to check the figures. He did
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so and said that they were all correct except the im portant 
one, namely the annual rate of increase of our imports. 
The correct figure was 1 2 .4 8 %  not 2 9 %  as given by the 
Liberal Party. Then the statistician volunteered the 
inform ation that the rate of increase of our exports to 
ASEAN was 1 3 .5 % , so our exports to them were 
increasing at a faster rate than were our imports from 
them.

By this stage I was becom ing cynical about the figures 
that were being bandied about so I had prepared another 
table which is not selective and shows the total picture:

All figures are in millions of Australian dollars and in every case 
the trade balance is in our favour.
Colum n A is the trade balance for mainland China, Jap an , K orea, 
Taiw an, H ong Kong, Singapore, M alaysia, Thailand, Indonesia 
and Philippines.
Colum n B is all of these w ithout China
Colum n C is all of these w ithout China and Japan
Colum n D is the A SEAN  countries which are the last five
mentioned in A.
All columns show a general widening of the trade gap between our 
Asian neighbours and ourselves.

AUSTRALIA N  T R A D E B A L A N C E  W IT H  EAST ASIAN  
C O U N TR IES

A B C D
1 9 6 6 -6 7 5 1 7 .6 4 1 5 .3 1 2 4 .8 8 3 .9
1 9 6 7 -6 8 5 3 8 .8 4 3 5 .9 1 3 7 .1 9 5 .3
1 9 6 8 -6 9 6 0 9 .4 5 7 1 .8 1 6 4 .4 1 0 8 .9
1 9 6 9 -7 0 8 7 5 .2 7 8 1 .5 2 3 7 .4 1 8 2 .5
1 9 7 0 -7 1 9 0 9 .1 8 7 7 .4 2 6 0 .1 2 0 9 .8
1 9 7 1 -7 2 1 0 4 4 .1 1 0 4 8 .1 3 1 6 .6 2 3 2 .1
1 9 7 2 -7 3 1 5 6 1 .3 1 5 4 8 .4 3 5 5 .1 2 8 2 .3
1 9 7 3 -7 4 1 4 1 1 .5 1 3 2 0 .8 2 4 7 .7 3 0 7 .2
1 9 7 4 -7 5 1 5 9 7 .3 1 4 3 0 .9 4 5 5 .5 4 8 0 .6
1 9 7 5 -7 6 1 9 5 7 .4 1 8 0 6 .6 3 0 3 .2 3 4 2 .4

The tragedy of the whole sorry business is that it is in this 
area that we will, or should, see the greatest expansion 
of our exports. W e have only to see how our exports to 
Japan first, and later to Taiw an and South Korea have
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blossomed as these countries have becom e more indus
trialised, to see the benefits we would gain if we encour
aged this area to develop. And we can only do that by 
buying what they produce. And we know we should do 
this because our statesmen are alway telling us that trade 
is more im portant than aid.

But instead we take desperate efforts to save labor 
intensive industries that everyone knows are doomed in 
the near future unless their structure is radically altered. 
This is happening, of course, but it would happen far 
faster if governments did not continually interfere.

W e really have behaved badly in putting barriers in the 
way of trade with Asia and the country which has suffered 
most by our short-sighted and selfish actions is Australia. 
By acting in the way we have, we have delayed and 
hindered the development of an area where we have 
natural trading links. There are all kinds of problem s in 
expanding our trade with Europe because we both pro
duce the same kind of products. But not so with Asia. 
They need, or will need as they industrialise, our m eat, 
wool, wheat, and other primary products. And strangely 
enough, it is this area that already takes more of our 
manufactured exports than does Europe. By discourag
ing the development of this area by continually putting 
barriers in the way of their trade with us we are indeed 
sitting on our own well, as well as theirs.

Each time we place barriers in the way of imports 
coming in from other countries, we autom atically lay 
ourselves open to retaliation on the part of the affected 
country. Already angry mutterings of active retaliation 
have been heard in the Philippines and M alaysia and 
because they buy so much more from us than we do from 
them, we are running a grave risk by behaving as we do. 
And the lectures we give Japan about their bad behaviour 
in putting quotas on our beef must sound rather hollow 
when we put quotas on their cars. And we do the same 
with the U.S.A. Really, we are a queer m ob.
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There is, however, another and very im portant reason 
why we should encourage trade with all countries and 
that is that every barrier we place in the way of imports 
coming in is an autom atic barrier to our exports going 
out. This is more easily seen since now our exchange rate 
responds more easily to changes in our trade figures. 
There is only one way of being paid for exports and this 
by imports. So it must follow, as night follows day, that 
making it harder to im port must also make it harder to 
export. If only the farmers and miners could get this 
simple econom ic fact into their heads, the government’s 
recent actions in continually erecting more and higher 
trade barriers would be more bitterly contested.

I must record my disappointment with the perfor
mance of Andrew Peacock, our Foreign M inister. Judg
ing by his public statem ents, it is clear that he is aware 
of the damage done to our relationship with Asian 
countries by our protection policies. And he now has 
more departmental back-up so that he is better equipped 
to take on the high protectionists in cabinet. But nothing 
seems to happen. I used to figuratively keep my ear pretty 
close to the cabinet key hole when I knew that they were 
discussing the effect of our protection policies on our 
Asian neighbours, but I could never catch any sounds of 
battle. Andrew Peacock has all the attributes I envy m ost, 
grace, charm , intelligence and eloquence. But he gives the 
impression that he is waiting in the wings for the call to 
be Prime M inister one day, and doesn’t want to get mixed 
up in the rough and tumble of the sordid political world. 
I would like to see him come out of the cabinet room more 
often with blood on his boots, and a frown instead of that 
contagious smile on his dial.

I will try to leave the tariff question here though I know 
that it may bob up later in this book. The position has 
certainly changed since I first came into Parliam ent in 
1958 . Then anyone who took an interest in the subject 
was likely to be branded as a little Australian ‘who didn’t
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believe in the development of this great country of ours’ 
to use the kind of political cant I am sick of hearing. But 
things are different now. The Vernon and the Jackson 
reports, and finally, the W hite Paper on m anufacturing 
industry, all agree that in the long term and for the 
ultimate good of the econom y, we must gradually move 
towards a lower tariff level. T h at at least is som ething; 
at least we now know to where we ought to be going. It 
is true that there is a general reluctance to get there as fast 
as I would wish, and it is also true that there is more 
emphasis on the difficulties of getting there than there is 
of the damage done by leaving things as they are. From 
now on, however, as we become better educated and 
more industrialised, we will inevitably move towards a 
lower tariff. Indeed, I think that it is only M alcolm  Fraser 
who is standing in the way of this happening more 
quickly now. And, even as King Canute could not stop 
the tide coming in, so will Fraser be unable to stop the 
long term move to lower tariffs. He may sometimes 
exhibit quite startling traits of econom ic Ludditism but 
he is not a fool. He knows better than m ost that a leader 
can afford to make an odd m istake, but he can not afford 
to look ridiculous. And he is beginning to look this way 
in his attitude towards tariffs.

Looking back with the wisdom of hindsight on my 
tariff battles in Parliam ent, I certainly would have done 
better if I had not been so one-eyed. But you have to be 
like that if you are going to try to master a rather dull 
subject and, much harder, be prepared to oppose the 
powerful lobby groups who directly benefit from tariffs. 
The bitterness and power of these groups was described 
by old Adam Smith years ago when he said ‘The member 
of Parliament who supports every proposal for streng
thening tariff protection is sure to acquire not only the 
reputation for understanding trade, but will also acquire 
great popularity and influence with an order of men 
whose number and wealth render them of great im por
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tance. If he opposes them, on the contrary, and still more, 
if he has authority enough to be able to thwart them, 
neither the m ost acknowledged probity, nor the highest 
rank, nor the greatest public service, can protect him 
from the insolent outrage of furious and disappointed 
m onopolists.’

So it should have been of no surprise to me to find that 
my endeavours to expose the damage done by our high 
tariff system did not endear me to the high protectionists. 
But there were some com pensations and one was that I 
think I gained the respect, if not the agreement, of my 
colleagues in Parliam ent. Perhaps the m ost gratifying 
expression of this was made by W hitlam  when he was 
Prime M inister. On M arch 4 ,1 9 7 4 ,  he said in the House 
in answer to a question from me about the way a 
proposed committee on tariffs would operate. ‘The 
honourable gentleman will realise that the proposal 
envisages the full participation of members of Parliam ent 
in the discussion of matters on which the Parliam ent will 
later have to vote. I should imagine that such a proposal 
would have his support because, as I have acknowledged 
before, no member of this Parliam ent has done more to 
enlighten members of the public and to arouse their 
interest in m atters of assistance to prim ary and secondary 
industry than the honourable gentleman. I acknowledge 
my debt to him. I believe we all should.’
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Some Sacred Cows

M e m b e r s  o f  P a r l i a m e n t  soon learn that there are some 
solid, reliable subjects about which the electorate loves 
to hear their M em ber give tongue. I will parade a few of 
these.

In a rural electorate such as Wakefield people always 
want their member to be eloquent about decentralisation. 
South Australia has a greater percentage of its population 
living in its capital city than alm ost any State or country 
in the world, with the exceptions of city States such as 
Singapore or Hong Kong. So you would expect the 
comparatively small proportion of people living in the 
country to want to hear what could be done to stop the 
continual drift to the city. And because the provision of 
services for country people become more expensive as the 
country population becomes thinner spread, so my 
electors became increasingly anxious about 
decentralisation.

The trouble is that I found it much easier to spell out 
the problem than to find the cure. For instance at one 
R .S.L . meeting, where the audience was not as respectful 
as at a Liberal Party branch meeting, I was asked a very 
direct question— ‘Do you know that there were every 
year fewer farmers in this district, that the farms were 
becoming larger and the small towns were becom ing 
smaller? And if you do know this, what are you going to 
do about it? ’ Then the questioner added sourly that he 
didn’t want any examples of sm art political footw ork, 
what he wanted was a straight answer to a straight 
question. So, taking my courage in both hands and
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making sure again that the door into the supper room  was 
open, I replied that I had certain but painful solutions to 
both problems. First, dealing with the increasing size of 
the farm s, I pointed out that the farms in our district were 
originally worked by horse team s, and were generally 
about the size that a 8 to 10 horse team could handle. And 
when tractors replaced horses the farms became bigger 
also. And as our tractors grew in size our farms grew even 
bigger. ‘So if you want this stopped the solution is 
comparatively easy’ I explained a little nervously, ‘we 
could pass a law m aking it illegal to farm with tractors’. 
This answer saddened my audience, it wasn’t what they 
wanted to hear.

And in that district there were many very small 
townships, much more so than in V ictoria or N .S.W . Our 
towns are spaced along the railway lines about ten miles 
apart because if the towns were more widely spaced, 
getting the mail and groceries in the horse and trap 
became too difficult, and it also made wheat carting 
distances too great. ‘So again I can solve the problem  of 
the small country towns becom ing sm aller’, I said 
brightly, ‘all we need is a law m aking the use of m otor 
cars illegal’.

There is another aspect of the decentralisation problem 
that only country dwellers can understand and that is the 
bitter rivalry that exists between neighbouring country 
towns. W hile my electorate were enthusiastically in 
favour of the general concept of decentralisation, this 
enthusiasm would disappear like a mist on a summer 
m orning if they thought that another town, particularly 
a neighbouring town, was getting better treatm ent than 
it was getting. Y et we know that the only way we can 
make decentralisation successful, is to select a growth 
centre and to concentrate our limited resources on this 
one area. But this means leaving unassisted all the other 
towns who will hate you till you die. It is rather like 
selecting the belle of the country ball, the one you
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eventually select, after giving them all as careful 
exam ination as your wife will allow, probably lives 
outside the electorate, while the thousands of relatives 
and friends of the ones that were passed over will spend 
the rest of their lives getting even with you.

So country politicians soon learn that, though their 
electors love hearing resounding statements about 
decentralisation, they are not nearly so keen when 
something starts to happen. The real driving force for 
decentralisation will com e, strangely enough, from the 
big cities, when their inhabitants becom e so nauseated 
with the frightening effects that occur when too many 
people are crowded together. Then you will find that big 
city dwellers will be prepared to pay good money to stop 
other people joining them there.

Another sacred cow that a politician soon learns to 
treat with great respect is the idea that he is only 
interested in the well-being of people— ‘I am not bound 
by the dictates of econom ists’, he soon learns to say in 
ringing tones, ‘it is people and people only that I care 
about’. The electorate love this, all except the econom ists 
and there were never many of these in W akefield. And 
economists are always unpopular, as indeed are all 
bearers of the bad tidings that you cannot have every
thing you want. But all the time you are m aking yourself 
popular castigating econom ists, you should be feeling 
slightly ashamed because you know in your heart that the 
econom y’s ability to help the poorer people depends in 
the end on how well the econom y is running. So the next 
time you hear some smart politician, or indeed any other 
sod, proclaim ing the depth of his feeling for people and 
how indifferent he is to econom ic advice, I suggest you 
regard him with a jaundiced eye because he is likely to 
be either a fool or a charlatan.

Expenditure on health is another sacred cow which, 
like m otherhood, is universally admired, but she takes a 
lot more to keep than she used to. The health costs go up
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in leaps and bounds each year. O n our side of politics we 
usually now blame M edibank for this escalation and as 
far as increased hospital costs this criticism may well be 
justified. But I notice in 1 9 7 2 , before M edibank, that 
medical costs were increasing in an alarm ing way. I used 
to blame everybody and everything until I got ill myself 
and then I realised that some of the fault was mine.

In 1972  I decided that I was going to be ill. There were 
no definite symptoms but close and urgent attention to 
my heart-beats seem to point to a severe cardiac problem 
and from there it was only a few steps to imagining that 
I was trembling on the brink. I began drawing poignant 
pictures of me dropping in my tracks in the course of my 
duty and the word “ dedicated” frequently appeared in 
the epitaph that I fondled in my mind. I used to imagine 
the scene in Parliam ent when they mourned my passing, 
with the House standing in hushed silence after the party 
leaders had, with broken voices, extolled my many 
virtues. I sometimes wished I could be there to hear it all.

After extracting the m aximum pathos from my con
dition, I went with faltering steps to see my G.P. I steeled 
myself to hear the sentence I knew would com e, that I had 
a very bad heart caused by my devoted dedication to my 
constituents. I knew that the doctor would tell me that 
my only hope was to take things easy for what was left 
of my life.

M y doctor was very thorough; he kneaded me all over, 
listened to me in a m ost intim ate way through his 
stethoscope and then questioned me closely about the life 
I lived. I seized the opportunity to tell him how hard I 
worked, how I had to sit up all night reading Tariff Board 
reports and so on. I was just about in tears by the time 
I had finished the saga of my suffering.

Then he took a long breath and I felt that he was 
preparing me for the worst. Then he informed me that 
my trouble resulted from not taking enough exercise, and 
eating too much and drinking too often. I received this
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inform ation with such obvious incredulity that he said 
that, I being so im portant to the nation, should go to see 
some specialists.

He then took some blood from me by jabbing me with 
a great big needle. I was surprised to see that my blood 
looked quite ordinary. I don’t know what I expected, 
perhaps very blue blood or white blood caused by 
devotion to my people. The doctor sent the stuff away to 
a big firm of blood pathologists who were very busy 
exam ining blood and building a great palace to do it in 
so that paying income tax wouldn’t break them. After a 
decent interval their report came back to the G .P. to the 
effect that there was nothing wrong with my blood that 
a little abstinence wouldn’t cure. The G.P. told me in 
confidence that there was not one word in the report 
about dedication.

The G.P. then sent me off to a heart specialist clinic. 
This was an exciting experience. I was wired into a weird 
and wonderful battery of machines that pulsated away 
as if my heart was really belting itself to bits, and they 
plugged their electrodes in to the m ost intim ate places. 
And one of the specialists sat on the side of my couch 
com plaining about his income tax.

After an hour of this, I implored the specialist for a 
report because I could stand the strain no longer. He tried 
to avoid doing this which only made me more certain that 
the prognosis was serious. Then he told me that he 
thought my main trouble was drinking too much red 
wine. There was no m ention of dedication, no warnings 
about too much work, only this silly emphasis on red 
wine.

Then I went back to see the G .P. who informed me 
cheerfully that his original diagnosis had been confirmed 
and there was really nothing wrong with me that a little 
exercise and abstinence would not cure. W hen I asked 
him whether he would have sent me to these specialists 
if he had not known that m ost of the expense would be
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met by my medical insurance. ‘O f course not, B ert,’ he 
replied ‘and I know you well enough to know that you 
wouldn’t have gone either if you had to pay for both 
services. But you have paid your insurance, so you might 
as well be absolutely certain.’

I know that specialists are necessary. But I now know 
from my own experience, that many visits to specialists 
are only made because their direct cost to the patient is 
minimal. So the specialists have an expanded clientele, 
with an assurance of being paid such as they never had 
before. The system suits them fine. It also gives, in some 
cases, good medical results, I admit. But supplying 
services at a good deal less than cost is a certain way of 
leading to their overuse. The things you get for nothing 
you value as such.

So every time the taxpayer, represented by the 
government, supplies something for nothing or next to 
nothing, the cost goes up and up. The sad thing is that 
we think we are milking the government, but we are really 
milking each other and there really is not much profit in 
that exercise except for the specialists who get the cream.

Education used to be a sacred cow which the smart 
politician soon learnt to worship. But she is not what she 
was, she has gone off her milk, as it were. I told a group 
of ardent educationists the other day that if I now wanted 
to make myself really popular in W akefield I would 
advocate spending less, rather than m ore, money on 
education. This was a shock to them but there have been 
so many glaring examples of extravagance in education 
spending that people are sick of it. Particularly is this so 
in the country where examples of waste, though not more 
com m on, are known to a greater proportion of the 
population. And we now know that the lion’s share of any 
increase in the education vote has gone, in the past, to the 
teachers.

It is also becom ing too com m on in the country to want 
to see a big cut in University expenditure. I do not go
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along with this but I would very much like to see the 
tenure position altered. There are far too many people 
on university staffs who are only there because they 
cannot be sacked.

One of thie silliest things we do in the education field 
is to force unwilling students, particularly boys, to stay 
at school until they have reached the com paratively high 
legal leaving age. M any such students becom e a grave 
disciplinary problem , particularly for young girl teach
ers. Trying to hold the heads of unwilling students 
forcibly in the trough of learning is not a good way to 
behave. It would be better to let them out into the world 
if they hate being made to stop at school; they may then 
be more willing to return later in life to some form of 
adult education.

I wish that we had never given free university education 
to all students. N othing in life is really free, and the freer 
it appears to be, the less it is valued and the more it is 
wasted.

Another sacred cow the politician quickly learns to pat 
is the idea that we are lucky because we have plenty of 
great empty spaces. W hen you hear anybody, particu
larly M em bers of Parliam ent, talking that way you know 
that they do not know what they are talking about. Those 
of us who know how inhospitable and tough are these 
great open spaces which look so flat and inviting on the 
map, also know that they present one of the greatest 
handicaps to our development. Australia spends a greater 
proportion of her national product in transporting goods 
and people across these great open spaces than any other 
country spends on transport. One of the reasons for this 
is the iron grip that the maritime unions have on the 
country, so that it costs more to transport goods by sea 
from Sydney to Perth than from Sydney to London, going 
past Perth on the way. But even if we did not have tied 
around our necks the Navigation Act, which enforces the 
carriage of our interstate sea cargoes in Australian ships,
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we would still have to face the heavy transport costs in 
crossing the deserts which occasionally become inland 
seas. ‘The Tyranny of D istance’ by Geoffrey Blainey, 
should be required reading by all politicians.

We have developed for farm ing, country which no 
other nation would have farmed. If land is left unfarmed 
in Australia, you can bet your last dollar that it is useless.

Another sacred cow that it pays a Liberal politician to 
pat every time he walks past is the States Rights cow. This 
is particularly so if you come from one of the smaller 
States as I do. M ost of my electors had a very lively 
suspicion that V ictoria and New South W ales were 
grinding our faces in the dirt. If you really want to be 
loved it pays to beat the State’s drum. But it gets a bit 
embarrassing sometimes. I will give three examples.

Soon after I became a M em ber of Parliam ent, M r (later 
Sir Thom as) Playford was our State’s distinguished Pre
mier. Every now and again he used to give tongue about 
the shoddy deal South Australia was getting from the 
Commonwealth and he would proclaim  that what he 
wanted above everything was for South Austalia to get 
our income taxing powers back so that we could have a 
fair go again, as we used to before the evil Com m on
wealth took away our right to levy our own income tax. 
Being rather dewy-eyed, I sidled up to the great man and 
volunteered the inform ation that, from now on, he could 
count on me as an active ally in his struggle to get back 
his taxing powers so that the State could progress once 
again. M r Playford was rather startled to hear these glad 
tidings and asked me to repeat my statem ent to make sure 
that he had heard right. Then he took me into the privacy 
of his office and, carefully closing the door, admitted that, 
though this was the song he sang in public, he didn’t 
really want his taxing powers back, ‘The present system 
rather suits me, B ert’, he explained, ‘the Com monwealth 
gets the odium for raising the money and I get the credit 
for spending it. And if I think I am not getting enough,
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I go round to see the Adelaide Advertiser, and they twist 
the Com m onwealth’s tail till I get some m ore. The 
sympathies of the citizens of South Australia are always 
on my side. So if you don’t mind, Bert, don’t try too hard 
to get me my income taxing powers back ’.

Soon after that I read a verse of poetry that was made 
up by some Com monwealth officials who had been 
taking part in a conference between the States and the 
Commonwealth with the objective of returning to the 
States the income taxing powers they had lost during the 
war. You are to imagine that one of the State officials is 
speaking. The verse runs:

W e thank you for the offer of the cow,
But we can ’t milk so we answer now,
W e answer with a loud em phatic chorus,
Y ou  keep the cow and do the milking for us.

On another occasion at a South Australian Liberal 
function, we spent most of our time blaming the Com 
monwealth because South Australia was not getting a fair 
go and because we were such a poor State as far as 
resources went, we deserved more from the Com m on
wealth. They then asked for questions so I asked ‘I have 
a son who wants to start out on his own, farming. W hat 
should I do, encourage him to go to W estern Australia 
where they have cheaper farming land, or to stop in South 
Australia and practise with his begging bow l?’ They 
hated me for that, but I was trying to make them face up 
to the problem that if you are in the wrong location, it 
is usually better to shift rather than sit around com 
plaining. But this was not the right way to make myself 
popular.

The third occasion was when I became a M inister. One 
of the big and powerful groups turned on a splendid 
lunch in my honour, and after lunch some nice speeches 
were made, and the general theme was gratitude that the 
State now had a representative who would fight the
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State’s battles in Canberra. ‘There are all kinds of things 
you can do for us, Bert’, they explained. ‘W e must have 
the Chowilla Dam and more money for m ost things. You 
will fight for us, w on’t you?’. ‘I will do what I can ’, I said 
lamely, ‘But any time you want me to do something for 
the benefit of my State to the detriment of Australia, 
would you please put your request in writing?’ I know 
that they were disappointed in this answer but m ost of 
the particular advantages given to a particular State are 
at the expense of the nation. N ot always, but mostly.

The Fraser government is trying to bring some sense 
into the field of State-Com m onw ealth financial affairs, 
with its Federalism policy. But it will not get very far 
along that road while it continues to give grants to 
particular States for particular purposes. W hen the new 
Federalism policy was unveiled when we were in oppos
ition, I told the Party meeting then that it would be 
necessary to stop m aking special grants to the States 
because, once you started to give grants for any purpose, 
all states would want special consideration. ‘You gave 
special grants for such-and-such a project to a certain 
State, why don’t you give us something also?’ they say, 
or, ‘D on’t you love us as you love the others?’ will be their 
complaint.

So the Federalism policy will gradually become more 
and more blurred each time we are unable to resist the 
tem ptation to make good fellows of ourselves by giving 
away your money to popular causes. And that reminds 
me of a peculiar trait in politicians; we like to give the 
impression that, if the Com monwealth gives its money, 
say, to an aged persons’ hom e, that it is our money we 
are giving away, not yours. W e like to hear eloquent 
tributes to our generosity, but it is your money, after all. 
But our anger is unbounded if the Com monwealth has 
supplied m ost of the money, but State M em bers of 
Parliament turn up at the opening function and are given 
a more prom inent position on the dais than we are. If the
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Federal m ember has been a lot of help with a project, as 
he often has been, it is proper that he get a little credit. 
But people should never credit him with generosity. It is 
your money that he is giving away.

Another sacred cow that your electorate loves you to 
pat is the idea of everyone being equal. By so doing you 
appear as a man of sympathy and understanding. But 
m ost times we have to make a choice between cutting the 
econom ic cake into equal but smaller slices, or having 
unequal slices cut from a bigger cake. This is a very great 
pity because I find the flaunting of unequal wealth 
irritating and demeaning. But the awful truth is that there 
are too many people around like me. If I find that 
taxation is taking too much of what I produce, then I stop 
working hard and taking risks, so the econom ic cake is 
not as big as it would have been if taxation had been 
lower. But m ost of our taxation goes to m ake people 
more equal.

Everyone knows this, of course, but I have never seen 
it so clearly expressed as by Professor H ayek in his great 
book ‘The Constitution of L iberty’: ‘The range of what 
will be tried and later developed, the fund of experience 
that will become available to all, is greatly extended by 
the unequal distribution of present benefits; and the rate 
of advance will be greatly increased if the first steps are 
taken long before the m ajority can profit from them. 
M any of the improvements would indeed never become 
a possibility for all if they had not long before been 
available to some. If all had to wait for better things until 
they could be provided for all, that day would in many 
instances never come. Even the poorest today owe their 
relative m aterial well-being to the results of past ine
quality’. Hayek then gives point to his thesis with this 
powerful statem ent on page 4 8 : ‘At any given m oment 
we could improve the position of the poorest by giving 
them what we took from the wealthy. But, while such an 
equalizing of the positions in the column of progress
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would tem porarily quicken the closing-up of the ranks, 
it would, before long, slow down the movement of the 
whole and in the long run hold back those in the rear. 
Recent European experience strongly confirms this. The 
rapidity with which rich societies here have become 
static, if not stagnant, societies through egalitarian pol
itics, while impoverished but highly com petitive coun
tries have become very dynamic and progressive, has 
been one of the m ost conspicuous features of the postwar 
period’.
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Experiences in the 
Electorate

B e f o r e  t h e  1 9 7 7  redistribution, W akefield was a very 
safe Liberal constituency. And it had the additional 
advantage that it has been settled for many years and so 
was not bristling with development problems such as 
soldier settlement schemes, large numbers of telephone 
problems and so on. But more im portant still, the country 
was well held by com petent and self reliant farmers who 
were not always asking for help from  the government or 
their M em ber.

So the experiences that I had in my electorate would 
certainly not be typical of the general run of electorates, 
even in the country. I have always counted myself as 
particularly fortunate in this regard, particularly as the 
undemanding nature of the electorate gave me time to 
concentrate on tariffs and other knotty problem s. M ost 
Members have to spend too much of their time acting as 
social workers for their constituents. This is rewarding 
in two ways; if you win a knotty case you get a feeling of 
satisfaction because you have helped som eone, and doing 
so makes you popular and this is im portant in swinging 
seats. But I had less demands made on me in this way 
which left more time for study.

I cannot speak for other members of Parliam ent but 
I have to confess that the com m only drawn picture of a 
member being overwhelmed with a great spate of letters 
telling how his constituents want him to behave, was 
certainly not true of W akefield. I can only remember two
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issues that stirred my electorate enough to make them put 
pen to paper in large numbers. These were, increases in 
Parliam entary salaries and abortion. There were some 
tired attempts to whip up a campaign of rage and concern 
about education but a experienced politician soon gets 
to know when these campaigns are artificial. One 
symptom of this is when a lot of roneoed letters come in, 
these are easily picked. But then there are those written 
in the author’s handwriting but are word for word the 
same as many similar letters. You know then that the 
campaign is being organised and, though there is nothing 
wrong with this, it is not so effective as the letters that 
come welling out of people.

I have frequently told my people that if they do not feel 
deeply enough about a subject to go to the trouble to 
write to their m em ber, then they should not be critical if 
he doesn’t do anything about it. So if you do feel deeply 
about a subject, you should go to the trouble of writing 
a careful letter to your m em ber. And it is no good 
insulting him just to make yourself feel better. M em bers 
of Parliam ent are used to being insulted by the best 
people in the land, by experts, so you should not delude 
yourselves that your poor efforts will make any great 
impression. But a wise member will cherish the few 
people in his electorate who will go to the trouble of 
writing careful and considerate letters, particularly if 
these are not written to get som ething for the signatory, 
but because the person is really concerned about some 
issue that does not affect him financially. So before people 
go round grizzling that their member is not doing what 
they want him to do, they should ask themselves whether 
they have gone to the trouble of writing to tell him what 
they want.

Other m em bers’ experience may not have been the 
same as m ine, they being more dynamic or better known, 
may have attracted streams of correspondence. But I 
didn’t.

169



One M ore Nail

And if my electoral life was different to that of m ost 
of my colleagues, my election campaigns were also. 
M em bers of Parliam ent always want to describe their 
election campaigns in the same way as a patient is always 
eager to describe his operations. But I always kept very 
quiet while these postm ortem s were in progress, because 
I soon learnt that, if I were to adm it that my last election 
campaign cost $ 5 0 0 , no one would believe me, so I might 
as well save my breath. The awful truth is that I ran the 
most amateurish campaigns imaginable. In my first 
election I had a meeting every week night for three weeks 
but hardly anyone came and I wouldn’t blame people for 
stopping away. The only people who attended my 
meetings were those who intended to vote for me before 
they had heard me and I just hoped that they were 
doggedly determined to go through with it even after they 
had done so.

W hen my second campaign loomed up, I did a 
desperate whip around to get some districts to volunteer 
to have meetings but this suggestion was m et with a 
noticeable lack of enthusiasm. ‘Fair go, Bert,’ was a 
com mon reply, ‘you came here last tim e!’ One of my 
troubles was that elections usually coincided with harvest 
and if my supporters had to make a choice between 
another hour on the header or listening to me for an hour 
at a poorly attended meeting, they never had any diffi
culty in getting their priorities right. And neither did 1 
before I became a M em ber of Parliam ent, nor will I now 
that I have stopped being one.

But I did bludgeon a few Liberal Party branches to have 
meetings on my second campaign. At one such meeting, 
I made a stirring statem ent explaining why I was offering 
my services to the nation. There were a few tired ques
tions and then the chairm an made a nice little speech 
thanking me and concluded by saying that, as a result of 
my attendance at that meeting that night, he was sure that
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Sir Thom as Playford would be returned at the next 
election. It seemed a long drive home!

On another occasion, I had a meeting programmed 
away out in the bush. W hen I got there about 8 p.m. there 
was no one present which was not surprising. By 8 .30  
there were two people present, so, being young and keen, 
I started the meeting. After I had been going for about 
ten minutes, one of the two turned to the other and said 
in a startled tone, ‘Cripes, Bill, bloody politics!’ and he 
disappeared hurriedly into the night. I found out after
wards that he thought it was a football meeting.

Because elections usually used to mesh with harvest, 
I used to find that the only people who had the time to 
listen to me were the truck drivers on the grain silo 
queues. These queues were sometimes about half a mile 
long so the drivers, who were mainly farm ers, had plenty 
of time to hear me, all they lacked was the inclination. 
Sometimes, to liven things up a bit, I used to go to the 
bottom  of the queue and start a rumour, and then belt 
down to the other end and watch it come out, very much 
changed.

O f recent years I have only had election meetings if 
people actually asked for them. I do not know whether 
this was regarded as a threat or a prom ise, but, in any 
case, I used to have about one meeting per campaign. The 
rest of the time I would spend m aking whistle stops at 
various towns. I would put an advertisement in the local 
paper advising the good people of a certain town that I 
would be in front of the Post Office at, say, 9 a.m. and 
I would be happy to meet my supporters there and also 
any other interested citizens. And I would indeed be there 
at 9 a.m. but there was seldom anyone else there. Then 
I would hang about for about ten minutes, in case people 
came late. All the time I would be wearing the bright 
artificial smile that politicians wear at election time. You 
would be surprised how it makes your face ache towards 
the end of a three weeks campaign. Then, no one having
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turned up, I would go up and down the m ain street, 
smiling inanely at everyone, and it wasn’t long before 
people were ducking into the back rooms of their shops, 
thinking there was someone queer around.

Then I would notice the time and that I would have to 
drive like a fiend to get to the next town at the 
programmed time. So away I would speed and arrive at 
the next town five minutes late, stop with a squeal of 
brakes in front of the Post Office, and find that again 
there was no one there. But my visits never passed 
unnoticed because the dogs of each town used to greet 
me, or rather my car tyres, with great enthusiasm because 
my tyres bore fresh and pungent challenges from the dogs 
of the previous town.

As far as I know, there is only one vote I am sure I got 
during my eight elections. I was opposed on one occasion 
by a very decent Labor man called Penrose. W ith what 
I now regard as excessive zeal, I was door-knocking in 
one street about four o ’clock on the Thursday afternoon 
before the election day. At one house, I braved the rather 
Labor looking dog and knocked on the door. There was 
no answer so after a decent interval, I knocked again. 
This time a very grumpy voice announced that he would 
be out in a minute. Ten minutes later a large, red, angry 
man came blinking out into the sunlight. ‘W hat do you 
want, anyway?’ he said crossly. ‘I’m here about the 
election on Saturday’ I said brightly. ‘Ju st my bloody 
luck’ he said sourly, ‘a man gets to sleep after being on 
shift work and bloody fools come pounding on his door 
talking about an election on Saturday. W ho are you 
working for, anyway?’ ‘I ’m out helping M r Penrose’, I 
said, and raised my hat and left him. I spent m ost of 
Saturday thinking about him beetling off to the polling 
place, trying to get two votes to try to get even with that 
fellow Penrose.

On another election I was opposed by another Labor 
man called Phelan. This gentleman had many attributes,
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not the least being that he was a very good shearer. I let 
it be known per medium of the column that I was then 
writing in a farming paper that had a very wide circula
tion in the electorate, that good shearers were far too 
valuable to be wasted in Parliam ent!

Once an election was over, the electorate quickly 
settled down to work out its own problems and their 
M em ber never loomed very large with them. I remember 
when I had been the M em ber of Wakefield for about four 
years, a friend of mine m et me in the street one day and 
after we had complained about the weather, the crops 
and the government, he asked ‘Bert, there is something 
I am always meaning to ask you, who succeeded Sir Philip 
M cBride as our M em ber?’ It was an em barrassing pause 
and I did not know what to say. Then I said rather lamely 
that I didn’t know either, but if I did find out I would let 
him know. I bet he went really red when he did find out, 
that is, of course, if he has now done so.

The country Shows were always a busy time for me. M y 
electorate had a great many of them and it was a good 
place to meet people. But I never felt really com fortable 
about opening shows. I know that is the kind of oppor
tunity a satisfactory M em ber would grasp with both 
hands but I had had an unfortunate experience long 
before I became a M em ber of Parliam ent. I was judging 
the sheep at a show one day and the loud speaker started 
to suddenly give tongue, so I asked the steward what was 
going on. ‘O h, I suppose it is some old goat opening the 
show’, he replied. So every time I found myself out in the 
middle of the arena, opening a show, I can’t help thinking 
about that silly old goat.

And opening shows is bad enough without this 
unfortunate memory. You file out into the middle of the 
oval accompanied by all the local good and great. You 
must never wear your hat on such occasions but it should 
be borne reverently across the stom ach. Then the Pre
sident of the show introduces you and there you are, with
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microphone eagerly awaiting your message. But with all 
the excitem ent you have mislaid your notes, and then you 
remember that you have given the Editor of the local 
paper a stirring account of what you are about to say, and 
now you can’t remember a word of it. Then you com fort 
yourself by recalling that no one ever listens to what 
people say when opening shows so there is no need to 
worry. Then perhaps you do a very foolish thing and try 
to crack a joke. There are only a few embarrassed officials 
in the centre of the ring with you and they probably feel 
too lonely to laugh, even if they had the inclination. So 
your poor joke leaves you in a tired fashion, and returns 
limping lamely after being reflected off the poultry shed. 
It was bad enough when it left you but now you try not 
to recognise it.

Then you go to the official lunch and eat the same cold 
serve which comes to you wrapped in the same cello
phane. O r I think it is the same cellophane, I always fold 
mine up so that it can be re-used. Then the official party 
mooches off to see the exhibits in the hall, so you spend 
the next hour trying to give the impression that your keen 
and interested eye can tell the fine points of difference 
between one exhibit of eggs and the next, or between the 
sponge cake that was awarded first prize and the one that 
came second. And as you move around people chew your 
ear in either a friendly or an angry fashion. And all the 
time your wife, bless her, is battling her way around with 
the President’s wife, trying to remember the names of the 
wives of the officials from neighbouring shows who she 
alm ost certainly met at the previous Saturday’s show. 
And this is harder for her than for me because her ladies 
are more likely to change their gear than my men.

One of my parliam entary colleagues had the show 
game sewn up in a way I have sometimes secretly envied. 
He began by making a donation to the show which he 
reckoned that he would have to do anyway.Then he 
would make an arrangement with the show secretary that
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every half hour he would announce over the public 
address system “W ould M r Bates, our M em ber
of Parliam ent, please come to the secretary’s office” . T hat 
having been all arranged over the telephone, he would 
stop home.

The old W akefield, before the last redistribution 
altered its shape and character, was one of the bigger 
ones, not really big like Kalgoorlie and Grey, but big 
enough to be interesting, stretching as it did from just 
north of Adelaide to the N orthern Territory, Queens
land, and the New South W ales border, m aking up over 
4 0 0  0 0 0  square kilom etres. It was a great com fort to have 
the Flinders Ranges in it because it gave me a good excuse 
for going there. But the best trip of all Lorna and a friend 
and I made in Ju ly  1 9 7 6 , when we went up the Birdsville 
T rack  from M aree to Birdsville, and then down the 
Strzelecki T rack  through Innam incka, then down the 
eastern side of the Flinders, back to Hawker. The Inland 
had had a succession of very wet years and Lake Eyre was 
full and C ooper’s Creek was running strongly. W e had 
to take a four wheel drive vehicle because the Birdsville 
T rack  was out for ordinary cars. The Centre was fairly 
crawling with wild life of all kinds, particularly birds. I 
will not attem pt to describe the trip which was pretty 
mundane really, but we really had a lot of fun. Someone 
asked Lorna, when they heard that we were disappearing 
for two weeks, where we were going and why we were 
going there. Hers was a typical laconic reply ‘I don’t 
really know why he is going there, but I know that we 
have to sleep alongside the vehicle and it is the middle of 
winter, so I can tell you what he will be wearing’. ‘W h at’s 
that?’ they wanted to know. ‘His halo and his thick 
pyjam as’ was her reply.

It was on this trip, while I was lying alongside the land 
rover, wearing my halo and my thick pyjam as, watching 
the stars and the clouds scoot across the m oon, that I 
made up my mind to endow the Stan Kelly M em orial
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Lecture. And thereby hangs a tail. M y father died in 
1 9 6 9 , just about the time Evans and M elbourne collided, 
when I was M inister for Navy. Sir Joh n  Craw ford, who 
was a great friend of my father, took me aside shortly 
afterwards and told me that I should endow a lecture in 
my father’s memory. I wish I had taken his advice then 
but there were some com mitments that I had to meet 
following my father’s death so I put it off. Then, when I 
could afford to do it I didn’t. But as I was lying in my swag 
that night, watching the stars and thinking about the 
transient nature of human life, and how long I would be 
dead, I suddenly decided that time was running out for 
me and if I wanted the struggle for more sensible tariff 
systems to continue, then I had better do something 
about the m atter before it was too late. So there and then 
I decided to endow the Stan Kelly lecture, to be given 
every other year in C anberra, the general theme to be 
‘The advantages that follow a freer flow of world trade’.

W hen I returned to Canberra I put it to Sir Joh n  that 
he should be the first lecturer and this he graciously 
agreed to do. But for one reason and another we could 
not arrange the first lecture before September 6 , 1977 . 
This date had to be finalised some m onths ahead, both 
because of Sir Joh n  Craw ford’s arrangements and my 
own. I had been asked by the Prime M inister to lead the 
Commonwealth Parliam entary delegation to the C om 
monwealth Parliam entary A ssociation conference in 
Ottawa, so we had to have the lecture then to enable me 
to reach Ottawa in time for the conference. But just then 
the Prime M inister was m aking what I thought to be some 
very foolish tariff statements and I was seriously con
sidering telling him that I felt I would have to stay in 
Australia so as to be able to contest some rather dan
gerous legislation which he was said to be contem plating. 
In fact, Lorna and I were booked to fly to Canada on the 
Wednesday evening but it was not until W ednesday
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morning that I was able to ring her up to tell her that we 
were definitely going.

And it was just at this time too that Sir Joh n  had been 
asked by the Prime M inister to head a committee to work 
out better ways of re-adjustm ent of industry if the tariff 
medicine was felt to be too strong or too nasty. So 
Canberra was buzzing with interest about tariffs on the 
night of September 6 and you would have been justified 
in thinking that I had cooked up the date. There was a 
good crowd to hear a good lecture so the idea got away 
to a good start, and I hope that we can do as well in the 
future, but for different reasons.

The two incidents which I will now relate may perhaps 
seem a bit childish, but after all, m ost M em bers of 
Parliam ent are a bit queer or they wouldn’t be there. 
Lorna was coming back to Adelaide from  Brisbane by 
train via Broken Hill. W hen the train reached the Hill, 
the station master was parading up and down the plat
form with a telegram for M rs C. R. Kelly. It read ‘You 
are about to enter W akefield stop It would be appreciated 
if you would wave to all constituents’. At Yunta there was 
a similar telegram and again at Peterborough, Burra and 
Tarlee. Sometimes the message was a com plaint that she 
was not doing her duty. By the time the last telegram was 
received at Gawler the whole train was in a state of acute 
anxiety as to whether the patient would live or not. It was 
fortunate that I was away in Canberra at the time.

W hen the Australian Post Office ran the telephone 
service they used to ask the Federal M em ber for the 
district to m ake the speech that always seems to be 
needed when a large telephone exchange changed over 
from manual to S .T .D . operation. As Kadina was in my 
electorate and such a change was taking place there, they 
asked me whether I would come and give tongue for the 
occasion. W hen I asked what form the ceremony would 
take they told me that, after some generous hospitality 
on their part, they would introduce me at a fixed time,
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about 2 p.m ., if I remember correctly, and I was then to 
make a nice little speech and having done so, I was to 
make an interstate S .T .D . call, and the phone conversa
tion would be broadcast to everyone in the hall. ‘W ho will 
I ring?’ I asked rather foolishly. ‘Surely you must know 
someone living interstate’ they said rather testily. So I 
said that I would ring my daughter-in-law M rs. Roger 
Kelly, who lives in Brisbane. ‘But what will I say with 
everyone listening?’ I asked, rather hopelessly. ‘Spend the 
time talking about how wonderful and how dedicated are 
the officials in the telephone system’, they modestly 
suggested. So I rang my daughter-in-law to warn her to 
have her rather precocious kids handy at the appointed 
time and I then lapsed back into my usual state of bucolic 
calm. But on the day of the ceremony I suddenly had the 
feeling that the P .M .G . were getting things too easily so 
I rang my secretary and told her that, instead of ringing 
my daughter-in-law in Brisbane, I would, w ithout telling 
anyone, ring her in Adelaide. The telephone technicians 
would know that I was up to something but not so the 
good people crowding the Kadina Tow n Hall. ‘And you 
can really go to town on m e’ I suggested helpfully and she 
said that she would do that gladly as I had been rather 
inconsiderate lately.

So at the appointed time I was asked to make my 
speech, and I suppose I got off on the wrong leg by saying 
that I personally was not in favour of the change to 
autom atic because I felt that we would not get the same 
personal service from an autom atic system as we got from 
the old manual system. I pointed out how, in time of fire, 
a good girl on the exchange could be of immense value, 
telling people where the fire was and telling gabbling fools 
to get off the line. Then I recounted how I had been helped 
in a personal way. I had been speaking to my girl friend 
and we had a bit of a tiff, so I, full of righteous indigna
tion, had hung up. The girl, realising that she had been 
in the wrong, rang the exchange and told the m otherly
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old soul that we had been cut off. ‘Y es,’ was the reply, 
‘and I don’t blame him either’.

‘You w on’t get that kind of personal service from this 
new-fangled outfit’, I explained helpfully, ‘and w hat’s 
m ore, it is a red phone so it will alm ost certainly give me 
a wrong number. Now I am going to ring my daugh- 
ter-in-law, M rs Kelly, in Brisbane and I only hope the 
wretched thing w orks’. Then I put the m icrophone down 
and, instead of ringing Brisbane, I rang my secretary in 
Adelaide. She let the phone ring for a while and, when she 
answered, I asked to speak to M rs Kelly. ‘There is no one 
called M rs Kelly here’, she said quite nastily. ‘You must 
have made a m istake’, I com plained, ‘there must be a M rs 
Kelly there. I am speaking from the Kadina Tow n Hall 
and everything you and I say is being broadcast over the 
whole hall so please go away and see if you can find M rs 
Kelly’. This was too much for my secretary who said very 
crossly, ‘I’m sick of talking to you. I tell you there is no 
M rs Kelly here. And I have just got out of the shower and 
I am standing here with nothing on, and I am going to 
hang up’. This she did and then I rather lamely admitted 
that I must have dialled the wrong number. I then dialled 
Brisbane and the P .M .G . people were a little mollified, 
but only a little. I have never been asked to officiate at 
such a ceremony since.

In the last few years, the Liberal Party in South 
Australia has revised its constitution, and now the 
emphasis is very much centred around grass-roots 
involvement. This is splendid in theory but it makes 
annual meetings quite an endurance test. The meetings 
are usually programmed to start at 8 p.m. butfew people 
turn up before 8 .3 0  and then there are so many official 
positions that have to be filled that the annual meeting 
part of the proceedings is seldom finished before 10 p.m. 
Then there usually is more than one M em ber of Parlia
ment dying to say a few well chosen words just when most 
of the audience wants to get home to the cot. M y feelings
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about meetings are well summed up in this M odest 
M em ber article that appeared on Decem ber 2 4 , 1976  in 
the Financial Review and other papers:

‘One of the occupational hazards of being a M em ber 
of Parliam ent is going to meetings. I am always about to 
go to a meeting, or to be at one, or on my way home from 
one. I keep having a nightmare— when I die and go to 
hell, I will have to attend meetings without end.

M y nightmare runs something like this. The next 
morning after my arrival, a chap came around and 
announced that the annual meeting of such and such a 
society was to be held in the Tow n H all, and as part of 
my punishment, my presence was obligatory.

So after a breakfast of bread and water, I went to the 
institute to find four tired souls waiting there with 
apathetic indifference. The meeting was scheduled for 9 
a.m. but at 9 .45  we wandered inside. It was hot, hell being 
what it is, but we had been told that we must wear our 
dark suits plus tie.

There were five of us and a large florid person in the 
chair. He gave tongue for about half an hour and it was 
hard to discover what he was talking about. Then he sat 
down and we tried to clap wearily.

Then he stood up again and announced that our first 
task was to elect a secretary. Everyone looked either 
imploringly or accusingly at each other, but, hell being 
what it is, no one volunteered. The rest of the group, 
having been through this experience before, was resol
utely determined to do absolutely nothing.

They then all stared at me, but though I may have been 
a new boy in hell, I am a very old boy at meetings, so with 
my customary cool and sm ooth footw ork, I sidestepped 
the issue.

We broke for luncheon and headed for the pub, but the 
refrigerator had broken down, so the beer was warm and 
the flies were as bad as you would expect in hell. W hen 
we got into gear again after lunch, we still couldn’t get
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a secretary, so we eventually broke up at 6 p.m. with the 
grim warning that we would re-assemble again the next 
day.

The situation was saved the next morning by the 
unexpected arrival of an ex M inister of State, who 
everyone expected would end up in heaven. But to his 
surprise, he was drafted to hell. The poor sod was so 
bemused by his fate that he was made secretary before 
he knew what had happened to him.

N ext we drew up a constitution. Long and bitter 
experience has taught me that m ost committees and 
organisations put much more effort into spelling out their 
task than doing it.

W e put endless effort into arguing whether we should 
have two vice-presidents or one, or whether we should 
add the prefix ‘royal’ to our title. This hardly seemed 
proper to a hellish organisation.

For two more days we slogged away at such im portant 
questions, all the time wearing our dark suits and ties.

O n Thursday afternoon, we were still hard to it, trying 
to decide whether our constitution should make it com 
pulsory to have a meeting every week, when there was a 
com m otion outside and a message was sent in. The 
chairm an said in a hushed tone that the Lord and M aster 
would like to pay us a visit.

So He came in and we all stood respectfully to atten
tion. He gave us a thin smile, and an hour’s talk about 
the esprit de corps of the place and then inquired from 
the chairm an how we were getting on with our meeting. 
The chairm an then told a lot of lies about how keen 
everybody was and so on.

Then we were introduced to his lordship. W hen he 
came to me, he said ‘O h, yes, I ’ve heard of you. You write 
a bit, in a m odest way, I understand. I want you to write 
a little piece each week in the Hell M agazine, extolling 
the virtues of high tariffs. Y o u ’ll be happy to do this, 
won’t you!’
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I protested that my inclination was in the opposite 
direction, but his reply was quick: ‘It’s part of your 
punishment, my dear fellow. Anyway, m ost of the people 
down here are high tariff advocates, and I’m sure they’ll 
be interested in what you have to say.’

Then He swept out, holding his tail nonchalantly over 
his arm and we settled down to our meeting again, and 
by Friday night we had just about fixed the names of the 
delegates to the annual general meeting of the central 
council and resolved that we would take up our high 
duties again on M onday.

I spent the weekend working away at my article. This 
is the first time I had really missed Eccles. He, of course, 
wasn’t in Hell. Econom ists alm ost always go to Heaven, 
where they quarrel incessantly around the Throne.

So I wrote doggedly all the weekend, on my own, 
extolling the virtues of high tariffs. It was hellish!.’

The way the Liberal party annual meetings are now 
conducted has tended to keep m ost young people from 
attending them as few will put up with the boredom of 
it all. And another consequence was that the filling of the 
places on the electoral colleges that are now responsible 
for the selection of the Liberal candidates for State and 
Federal seats comes right at the end of the annual meeting 
agendas, and as m ost people either want to get home or 
hear the guest speaker, the appointm ent of members to 
these colleges receives scant consideration in many cases. 
Especially was this so in W akefield, the college never 
having met.

Although the new seat of Wakefield was greatly altered 
from the old, nevertheless it contained more Liberal 
members that came from the old Wakefield than came 
from Angas, G iles’ old seat which was abolished. T hat 
being so, I was expected to win the electoral college vote 
when about 3 0 0  members met to decide between Giles 
and I. But the college voted for Giles. There were many 
reasons for this, and certainly my age (65) counted
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against me. But an im portant reason was that Giles 
encouraged the idea that there should be a pre-selection 
contest preceding each Federal election. This was an 
enticing prospect to many of the college members who 
suddenly found themselves being waited on by both Giles 
and I, and who naturally thought that pre-selections were 
a good thing.

On the other hand, I had tried to discourage the 
holding of too many pre-selection contests and for one 
reason only. If a Federal member is to do his task as it 
should be done, m ost of his time should be spent at his 
desk grinding through the reports and documents that he 
must understand if he is to do his job  properly. But if he 
feels under continual challenge for pre-selection, then he 
will spend too much of his time peeing in every pocket 
in the electorate.

I supported the new pre-selection system when it was 
introduced in South Australia because I felt that a college 
system would make it easier for a really outstanding 
candidate, perhaps from outside the electorate, to win 
pre-selection because he would not have to face the 
daunting prospect of trying to get his message across to 
the thousands of Liberal members in Wakefield as was 
necessary under the plebiscite system. Under the college 
system he would only have to contact the college mem
bers. But this reason loses its attraction if such a top 
quality member has to spend m ost of his time trotting 
around the electorate so that he can withstand pre
selection challenges. I know that contact with the elec
torate is valuable and there must be some of it, but there 
shouldn’t be too much if doing so diminishes the effec
tiveness of the member in doing the job  he was elected 
to do, namely, guiding the government along the road it 
ought to go.

The biggest challenge to the dem ocratic system is 
getting people of the required quality to volunteer to 
stand for election. This becomes increasingly difficult
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each year with the influence of T .V . looming ever larger, 
making the attributes of slickness and shallowness more 
attractive to the populace. So the encouragem ent of 
frequent pre-selection contests will be even more serious 
in the future than it is now.

One M ore Nail
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Experiences in Parliament

I h a v e  b e e n  in Parliam ent for 19 years, so you would 
think that I would have little difficulty in giving many 
examples of my decisive interventions or the brilliantly 
witty things I said. But being more of a plodder than a 
high stepper, I have to admit that my parliam entary 
performance was rather dull. It wasn’t that I lacked 
example. In my first parliam ent I sat alongside Roy 
W heeler, the member for M itchell. Arthur Calwell, the 
deputy Leader of the Opposition, was one day giving 
tongue about his dislike of the imperial honours system. 
‘I don’t believe in these Georgian traditions, in these 
Victorian customs, in these Edwardian ways’, he com 
plained. ‘O h, leave Eddie out of this’, the bored voice of 
Roy W heeler came drawling across the Cham ber. He 
was, of course, referring to the notorious M em ber for 
N orth Sydney, Eddie W ard. T h at is the kind of rem ark 
that I think of two weeks later, when I alm ost kick out 
the end of the bath with excitem ent at my cleverness.

Fred Daly was witty in a boring kind of way, but I 
thought that Clyde Cam eron could be more devastating 
than Daly, probably because Daly was at it all the time. 
Menzies stood out above everybody— no one else was in 
the same class. Jim  Cope had a fine wit and a fine 
drawling voice to frame it. W hitlam  was brilliantly clever 
but cruel, he just couldn’t keep his claws unsheathed. 
People will be surprised to hear that Paul H asluck had 
a well honed, m ordant sense of humour. I used to sit near 
him on the front bench and he often made up irreverent 
verses of poetry that were brilliantly funny. I wish I had
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kept some of these, they would have been a wonderful 
source of blackm ail when Paul was Governor-General. 
Jim  Killen has a great reputation for wit but he uses such 
long words that I have to spend too much time puzzling 
over his meaning. M alcolm  Fraser is not notable for his 
sense of hum our; if you see him smile you know that it 
is either wind or he has been working on a joke for a week. 
But a sense of humour is a great handicap to a leader. It 
is true that it would make him live longer but he generally 
would go further w ithout it.

M y m ost notable achievement was at a typically low 
level. W hen the M elbourne Cup was to be run in 19 7 5 , 
tempers were very frayed because we in the Opposition 
were holding up Supply and no one knew what the 
outcome was going to be. It is a tradition of Parliam ent 
that it is the G overnm ent’s responsibility to ‘keep the 
H ouse’ which means that if a M em ber calls attention to 
the state of the House and there are not the required 
numbers to form a quorum when the bells are rung to 
summons M em bers to the Cham ber, it is the responsi
bility of the Governm ent M em bers to obey the bells so 
that the House is not counted out. Drawing attention to 
the state of the House is alm ost always done by a M em ber 
of the O pposition and again alm ost always when a 
Governm ent M em ber is speaking.

W hen the 1975  M elbourne Cup was about to be run 
we in the O pposition planned to call a quorum at exactly 
the critical time when government m embers, who we 
knew would be watching the race on T .V . in their party 
room , would be obliged to go into the House and would 
not be able to rush back to their party room  in time to 
see the finish of the Cup. And we had Andrew Peacock 
to advise us as to the exact time to call the quorum, 
Andrew being an expert on these matters as his horse 
Leilani had come in second the year before. So we knew 
that we would get advice on timing which was alm ost 
straight from the horses m outh. But unfortunately, as the
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critical m om ent loomed close, our Whip noticed that the 
Labor man who was speaking was slowing down, and 
that it seemed likely that it would be one of our side who 
was speaking when the critical m om ent arrived. As it was 
a tariff debate it was no surprise that I was to be the next 
speaker. So the Whip came to me and asked rather 
tentatively whether I would mind very much if he called 
a quorum while I was speaking. I said that it would be far 
better if I myself called the quorum but I asked that I be 
told when the critical m om ent arrived. So when the Labor 
man sat down and went into his party room  to see the 
Cup run, I got to my feet and started to address an alm ost 
empty House which was, I admit, no novel experience. 
Then I heard an urgent whisper from behind me ‘N ow !’ 
so I told the Speaker that I was so impressed with what 
I was saying that I thought that there should be more 
people to hear me so I drew his attention to the state of 
the House. So the quorum bells began ringing, and the 
Governm ent members had to leave their T .V . set just 
when the race was getting interesting while our side 
wandered in after the race was over.

I suppose it all seems rather childish now but it seemed 
a good lark then, when everyone was sitting on the edge 
of their seats, as it were, with us only a week or so away 
from the Governm ent’s dismissal by Sir Joh n  Kerr.

M ost of my m ost effective interventions in Parliam ent 
have been made at Q uestion Tim e. I have recounted the 
more im portant tariff questions but there were a few 
others that may bear telling. One was again about the 
M elbourne Cup which is an event I have not yet seen, nor 
indeed do I wish to see. But in 1976  the Cup was won by 
a New Zealand horse and as we filed into the House after 
the race (they had the good sense this time not to try to 

run the Cup and Parliam ent together) I thought up a 
question which I did not have time to give to the M inister 
for Business and Consumer Affairs, Joh n  Howard, but 
I was not greatly concerned because Howard had previ
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ously demonstrated that he was fast on his feet. The 
question was: ‘Because of the consistently strong com 
petition from New Zealand, will the M inister see what 
can be done to put a tariff on New Zealand horses in 
order to prevent them running faster than our home- 
produced horses?’ This brought the House down, and 
Howard floundered around so much that the Speaker, 
Billy Snedden, accused him of weighing in light!

The m ost effective question I ever asked was put to the 
Labor Treasurer, Jim  Cairns, while we were in O pposi
tion. There had been some criticism in our Party Room  
because the Leader and the Deputy Leader of the 
Opposition were getting all the questions, it being a 
convention that, if either of these stood, the Speaker 
would call them before any of us. And as the two leaders 
were hot on the scent of all kinds of scandals, they 
naturally had to hog question time more than some of us 
liked. I defended their right to do this, saying that we had 
elected them as leaders and we should let them get on with 
it, but I added that I was pregnant with the best question 
ever conceived and that I was jum ping up and down 
trying to catch the Speaker’s eye in a way that was 
positively dangerous to a man in my condition. So when 
I did at last get the call, everyone listened intently.

M y question to the Treasurer was: ‘Last week the 
Treasurer told us about his policy of using deficit 
financing to lower the present level of unemployment. 
How is this solution of burying the unemployment 
problem under a m ountain of money actually working 
out? If printing money is a good solution for the unem
ployment problem , why not print more of the stuff and 
get rid of the unemployment problem altogether?’ And 
Jim  Cairns, with his kind heart brimming over with love 
and affection, just could not resist agreeing with me and 
replied that that was just what the government had in 
mind. M any keen political observers pinpoint the 
beginning of C airns’ decline from that reply.
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In September, 1 9 6 4 , the Governm ent was contem 
plating imposing a levy on hens so as to discourage the 
production of more eggs than were necessary to supply 
the local m arket. The changeover from small flocks to the 
large intensive poultry houses had not yet taken place in 
South Australia as it had in the Eastern States. I asked the 
M inister for Primary Industry, Charlie Adermann, who 
was not noted for his sense of hum our, this question: ‘Is 
the M inister aware that m ost of the eggs produced in 
South Australia are produced from flocks containing less 
than 50  birds? W ill this mean that each flock will have 
to be counted by an inspector? W ill the M inister tell me 
how this will be done in my case as m ost of my fowls live 
either in the header or in trees?’ I though that Menzies 
would fall off the Prime M inisterial chair. The poultry 
levy scheme was delayed for about six months while they 
found the answer to that one.

In Septem ber, 1 9 7 0 , when Joh n  G orton was Prime 
M inister, I got to hear that the executive officers (they 
used to be known as secretaries) of the high protection 
lobby groups that operate in Canberra had asked the 
Prime M inister to a lunch which I feared may have been 
intended to soften him up a bit. So I asked him this 
question on the previous day: ‘I understand that the 
lobbyists that work for secondary industry interests are 
wining and dining the Prime M inister tom orrow . W ill the 
Prime M inister assure me that, as he tackles the oysters, 
he will not forget the parlous position of the rural sector 
of the econom y whose development has been inhibited 
by carrying on their bent backs at least some of the 
interests at the feast? As he em barks on the roast duck, 
will he remember that the sound development of Aust
ralia depends on the ability of both prim ary and secon
dary industry to supply the exports that a developing 
economy demands and so depends on our having a cost 
structure low enough to enable us to compete with our 
overseas com petitors? As the hot-house strawberries are
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ushered in, will he realize that a lot of other interests 
would love to give him a luscious meal and our only 
regret is that we cannot afford it? ’ This question and the 
P .M .’s cautious answer got a good run in the press the 
next m orning and I understand were a dampening 
influence at the feast.

The same group had been kind enough to ask me to 
a similar lunch on another occasion. W ith a few excep
tions, m ost of them behaved with im peccable good taste 
and tried not to make me feel too uncom fortable. But 
there was one who could not resist having a piece of me 
during the meal. But they spent more time arguing among 
themselves than with me.

A M em ber of Parliam ent always has to be careful that 
he is not duchessed on social occasions. It did not happen 
to me often, but on one occasion I was asked to inspect 
a large and im portant factory which was engaged in 
making some highly protected products and about which 
I had been critical in Parliam ent. I think that it was quite 
proper to ask me to make such a visit, and I went 
willingly, hoping that I could better understand the 
industry when next I spoke about it. After the factory 
inspection, they gave me a smashing lunch in the board 
room , with all the top brass present. T h at was nice of 
them too. But what wasn’t nice was the enthusiastic way 
they hoed into me both during and after the meal. I stood 
this for some time and then said that if I had a disag
reement with my shearers I didn’t ask them into the 
drawing room to air it, and I thought their behaviour was 
in poor taste. And I added rather crudely that if they 
could tell me in which corner of the room  they wanted 
their lunch left, I would do what I could to oblige. I guess 
that my reaction was unnecessarily sharp but I am not as 
refined as I should be. One of the directors was kind 
enough to offer to drive me home after the dust had 
settled, and when I said that I was sorry for getting so 
cross, he said he thought the behaviour of his group had
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been inexcusable. Shortly after this, I received by phone 
an invitation to visit the factory of another com pany in 
the same industry, again accompanied with an invitation 
to lunch. W hen I hesitated over the lunch invitation I was 
told that there was nothing to worry about and that they 
had heard about what had happened on the other occa
sion and we would eat in their canteen. So I gladly went.

But a M em ber of Parliam ent has to be more careful 
than other people because there are usually many groups 
or persons hoping to catch him out. But in the last resort 
a M em ber does have some kind of protection because of 
the laws and conventions associated with the privileges 
of Parliam ent. I never invoked these but went very close 
to doing so on one occasion. In Novem ber, 1 9 6 4 , a friend 
of mine in the firm of Horwood Bagshaw Ltd. tipped me 
off that an officer of the Customs departm ent was con
ducting a search to find what shareholdings, if any, I had 
in that com pany. I had been conducting an exam ination 
of the effect of the customs tariff on self propelled 
headers. W hy the Customs people should have connected 
this activity with any shareholding of mine in the com 
pany was, and still is, a mystery to me but I think that 
Customs officials are given a special course in how to be 
suspicious when they join the Departm ent and from then 
on they spend a lot of time practising. I considered the 
departmental action inexcusable so I wrote to tell the 
newly appointed M inister for Custom s, Senator Ken 
Anderson. W hen I took the letter to the M inister’s office 
in Parliam ent H ouse, his private secretary read it through 
quickly and then said in horrified tones: ‘O h, no, they 
couldn’t have been as silly as that, and particularly to 
you, of all people. W e will certainly have the m atter 
investigated immediately’. An hour later I was asked 
whether I would go round to the M inister’s office where, 
besides the M inister, were the departmental heads, all 
looking very sad. They then admitted that they had 
indeed made such an enquiry and that it was the action
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of an enthusiastic and newly appointed officer and they 
were very sorry and could assure me that nothing like this 
would ever happen again. I considered this reply for a 
while and then gave them a lecture about the Privileges 
Committee of Parliam ent and how, only a few years 
before, a journalist had been imprisoned for violating 
Parliam entary privilege. I wasn’t quite sure what I was 
talking about but it had a fine threatening ring about it. 
Then they all apologised again, particularly the officer 
who was m ost likely to end up in prison. I then said that 
I would retire and consult my advisers which sounded 
pretty impressive. So I stalked out and found Frank 
Davis, my general mentor. He agreed that I was right to 
be cross but thought there was no need to take the m atter 
much further. ‘Just a few more turns of the thumb-screw, 
Bert, and then let the beggars go’. So I went back to the 
M inister’s office, gave them another lecture about the 
proper way to behave and then graciously announced 
that, provided I received a proper written apology, then 
I would let the m atter drop, out of the goodness of my 
heart. W hen the letter of apology arrived, I sent it back 
as not being sufficiently subservient. Q uickly another 
entirely satisfactory letter came along, so I let the m atter 
rest, though I used to contrive to let each new incoming 
M inister for Customs know how magnanimous I had 
BEEN .

Apart from this incident, the Customs Departm ent 
always treated me with great courtesy, probably more 
than I deserved. I remember, when I was Deputy W hip, 
and so was responsible for the sm ooth running of the 
House which I wasn’t doing very well, I had kept a group 
of Customs officials hanging around for what must have 
seemed to them an inordinate length of time. So they 
came to me and complained in mild and polite manner. 
I replied that as long as they were in the precincts of 
Parliament House waiting for their item of business to be 
dealt with, at least I knew that they were not back in their
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offices raising duties even higher. This was a m ean rem ark 
which certainly the general consideration I had received 
from the Departm ent did not deserve.

W hen Labor were in government I conducted a run
ning campaign with the Prime M inister, trying to per
suade him to cease the practice of telling the press what 
was decided in Cabinet before he told Parliam ent. 
W hitlam  knew that this was wrong as he had often 
complained when our governments behaved in this way. 
So, on M ay 15, 1 9 7 3 , I asked him this question: ‘Does 
the Prime M inister realise that his practice of m aking 
announcements of policy and personnel changes to press 
conferences rather than to Parliam ent denies members 
the opportunity of hearing of these changes at first hand 
and effectively prevents discussion of them? Does he 
recall his criticism s of other Prime M inisters at other 
times when they departed to any small extent from  the 
cardinal principle that, when the Parliam ent is in session, 
Parliam ent should be told of these matters directly and 
not second-hand? Does not the Prime M inister recognise 
that a continuation of this practice must denigrate the 
position of Parliam ent in the dem ocratic system? For 
these good reasons would he please cease this practice?’ 
W hitlam  replied ‘The H onourable Gentlem an has quite 
rightly caught me out on this. I do not suppose that 
anyone used to so consistently quote Sir R obert Menzies 
on the principle that matters of government policy should 
be announced in Parliam ent when the Parliam ent is 
sitting. There are many instances where I have said that 
in Sir R obert’s time and in the time of his three successors. 
I must admit that I have departed from it. I can only plead 
that, before the election, I undertook that I would have 
a press conference every Tuesday when I was in C an
berra’. W hitlam  then went on to explain the reasons why 
he felt he had to continue a practice which he knew was 
wrong.

I followed the m atter up in the budget session by
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attending one of these press conferences in my position 
as a newspaper correspondent. I asked W hitlam  there 
why he made it necessary for me to come to the press 
conference to obtain inform ation which I ought to be 
given in Parliament? And on September 17 I asked 
another question in Parliam ent along the same lines, and 
again the answer was unsatisfactory and W hitlam  knew 
it. But unfortunately he had started riding this television 
tiger and he just didn’t know how to get off it. And it 
pretty well ate him in the end.

I can imagine how heady must have been the wine of 
adulation that was W hitlam ’s lot when he was newly 
elected as Prime M inister. Even before then, when we 
were running up to the 1 9 7 2  election with M r M cM ahon 
as our leader, W hitlam  was doing poor Billy like a dinner, 
both in the House and on T .V . It was not surprising then 
that W hitlam  seemed unable to resist the lure of the box. 
I am sure I wouldn’t either if I had been able to perform 
even half as well as he did. So he had these press 
conferences every week and it was wonderful when he 
was kicking with the wind, when everything was going 
his way. But when things started to go sour as they 
inevitably do, no m atter how well the Governm ent is 
performing, then the practice of having the conferences 
became an awful cross to carry. You can imagine the 
trouble that M oses would have had if he had had to face 
a press conference every night as he led the Israelites out 
of Egypt. M oses would perhaps look a bit bedraggled 
after a hard day on the hoof and that would not pass 
unnoticed. Then some bright young reporter would want 
to know how far they had come today, and how far did 
he expect to go tom orrow , and was he sure that there 
wasn’t a short cut somewhere? And then the quality and 
quantity of the manna would be criticised and so on. The 
task of leading a dem ocratic country is made immeasu
rably more difficult now that T .V . rules us as it does. I am 
sure that Fraser is right not to make himself too readily
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accessible to the media. Menzies didn’t either and ran the 
country all the better as a result.

I do not think the House of Representatives operates 
nearly as well as it should. There are many reasons for 
this but the chief one is the large numbers of M inisters 
compared to back benchers. The Governm ent really rules 
the roost, when it should be Parliam ent which is in 
control. The Senate seems to manage much better. And 
the Parliam ent sits for only about 7 0  days in a year, which 
is only about half the time that they do in Ottaw a and 
W estminster. And certainly we do not use House of Reps 
Committees as well as they do in the Senate. And the Reps 
would operate far better when discussing the Com mittee 
stages of a detailed and controversial Bill, if we debated 
it in a truly com mittee m anner, with departm ental offi
cials present to give technical answers to technical 
queries. As in Parliam entary Com m ittee work generally, 
members of Parliam ent behave in a surprisingly sensible 
way if they think no one is watching them.

Now that I am not in Parliam ent I am more aware than 
ever of the low regard with which Parliam ent is regarded 
by the populace. Perhaps this is because of the effect of 
the broadcasting of Parliam ent. Y et in Canada they are 
going to televise it as well. I am afraid if we did this 
pre-selection for a safe seat would depend on looks, not 
brains.

M em bers of Parliam ent are by nature egotists; you 
have to be that way to go around asking people to vote 
for you. So we are always inclined to see ourselves in the 
centre of the world stage, and with our electorate in 
particular hanging on every word we utter. I remember 
how, after a week in Parliam ent, we used to have great 
discussions in the aircraft as to whether we had won or 
lost the w eek’s argument. If we had done well it was 
always somewhat of a let down for me to m eet a friend 
in the street the next day and to have him ask ‘Have you 
been sitting this week in C anberra?’ when I thought he
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would have been taking it all in with breathless interest. 
But before I became a member I never knew if Parliam ent 
was meeting and since I am no longer a m em ber, I have 
been startled to find how indifferent I have becom e to the 
broadcast proceedings of Parliam ent. The main reason 
for this is that there is such a lot of rather infantile abuse 
bandied about. It used to give me some satisfaction while 
I was watching or participating in these verbal squabbles 
but now, listening to them from  the outside, I just find 
them boring.

Your should not be too surprised at the rather queer 
behaviour of your member of Parliam ent. If we weren’t 
queer before we became m em bers, we would be soon 
after. The very life we lead, shuttling across the face of 
the continent each weekend, going to meetings without 
end, being continually in the public eye or trying to be 
if we aren’t, and frequently with family strains building 
up, all these things make us worse. So you should always 
expect your member to be a bit odd. But that is no reason 
why he should behave as badly as he does. Perhaps it is 
just that the atmosphere of the House upsets him. It did 
me. But I am afraid that we are getting worse and some 
of the blame for this must be laid at M r Fraser’s door. 
W hen he is broadcasting to the nation he behaves with 
exemplary decorum and good taste. If he is reading a set 
speech he is hard to fault except that he is inclined to be 
dull. But in Parliam ent, particularly at question tim e, he 
behaves quite differently. He seems to see Parliam ent as 
the setting for a gladiatorial contest which he is deter
mined to win by fair means or foul, instead of a place 
where reasoned argument should take place. In parlia
ment he does not behave as well as he should. Others 
don’t either, but the Prime M inister should set a standard 
in these m atters, particularly one as well bred as M alcolm  
Fraser. There is a surprising larrikin streak in him 
sometimes, particularly in Parliam ent.

But my m ost lasting feeling about Parliam ent was
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boredom. I unfortunately found m ost of the happenings 
in the House unutterably dull, except, of course, when 
I was speaking.

I kept a diary m ost of the time I was a m ember of 
Parliam ent, but not while I was a m inister. It is very easy 
to do with these portable dictaphones and particularly 
with a secretary to type it all out. I used to dictate it m ost 
days in Canberra and frequently when working in Ade
laide. I seldom read it and when I do, I am appalled at the 
trivia that I have recorded. I guess that, if I had had to 
write it all out in longhand, I would not have been so 
verbose. But having things written down is often handy 
and sometimes revealing. Some of my m ost confident 
assertions have been proved to be utterly wrong.

But dull and plebian though my diary certainly is, I 
gather that it has some virtue in some people’s eyes. A 
historian who I have known and respected for many 
years, challenged me that I had not done something that 
she thought I should have done. I protested that I had 
done it and I would find the entry in my diary to convince 
her. But when I returned to Adelaide and started to go 
through the diary, I became so sick of the job , that I 
decided to let the historian do the hard work. So I took 
the several volumes over to Canberra and let her loose 
on them, with stern injunctions that they were to be 
regarded as strictly confidential. But when she brought 
them back to me two weeks later she thanked me and then 
added wistfully that she couldn’t wait for me to die! 
Evidently she felt that they would be of considerable help 
to researchers in 50  years time when they are writing the 
history of these times. I must adm it that I get a certain 
sadistic pleasure out of the picture of some poor student 
winnowing his way through that great heap of cocky 
chaff to get a few grains of interest right at the bottom  
of the heap.

But the diaries of the younger, more brilliant members, 
particularly those who take more interest in political
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manoeuvring, would be of interest to themselves as well 
as to posterity. And even dull people like me can get some 
quiet satisfaction from the thought that we can get even 
with a few sods long after we are dead.

One M ore Nail
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Relationships with the 
Liberal Party

I h a v e  p r e v i o u s l y  paid a tribute to the way the Liberal 
Party made no attem pt to bring me to heel when I was 
belting the Liberal-Country Party government about its 
tariff policy. Certainly I used to run into criticism from 
my colleagues that I was rocking the boat but never from 
the Prime M inisters of the tim e, and certainly never from 
the Liberal Party hierarchy. This independence is som e
thing that we should cherish. I know, of course, that there 
are subtle ways that pressure could be brought to bear 
on a Liberal to make him toe the line, such as threatening 
to bring pressure to see that he doesn’t get Liberal 
endorsement next time. But this kind of pressure is 
infrequent.

I was mostly left alone when the leadership struggles 
took place in the Party. All the other Party members seem 
to spend m ost of their time of the phone, being rung up 
by the good and great. I used to sometimes sit in the office 
hoping that this day one of the contestants or their 
helpers, would ring me to ask for my support. But very 
few did. I guess that this is a grave reflection on my ability 
as a politician. I have never becom e really interested in 
the party political processes in the way other members 
do, so there was clearly something lacking in my political 
make-up. I guess that this is another reason why I was 
beaten by Giles for pre-selection. W hen the newspapers 
were buzzing with rumours as to who was going to 
support who, I used to have to read the papers to find out
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what was going on, and who my colleagues were going 
to support. But I didn’t have to read the paper to find out 
how I was going to vote; I could make up my own mind.

M y relationships with the Liberal branches in the 
Wakefield electorate were always good. There was some 
criticism that I spent too much time in the N orthern 
Territory on Public W orks business, but nothing to worry 
about. And the State organisations were always helpful. 
In the last years there was a painful split with the Liberal 
M ovem ent party and this made people hate one another 
and was very unpleasant for a great many people. But not 
for me who didn’t seem to get caught up in it.

Again, as far as the Federal side of the Liberal Party was 
concerned, my relationships were close and cordial. I 
have been a member of the Federal Rural Com mittee 
since 1959  and some of my m ost rewarding and valuable 
work has been on that com m ittee. It is composed of the 
chairmen of each State Rural Com m ittee together with 
‘observers’ from the Federal Parliam ent. It has always 
had good chairmen. I served under D on M cK innon, 
Senator Peter Sim, M alcolm  Fraser, Tony Street and Bill 
W eatherly. They were all good and they all believed in 
the virtue of m aking decisions that were soundly based. 
And we have always been prepared to em bark on an 
argument with the Liberal Party M anufacturing C om 
mittee which used to have some rather ultra-protectionist 
ideas. But when the two committees m et together reason 
usually prevailed. I have usually found that m ost secon
dary industry spokemen behave quite sensibly when 
cornered or when held firmly to the facts of the case. 
Certainly the Federal Rural Com m ittee has had, and will, 
I hope, continue to have a responsible attitude to the tariff 
question. I am sure that this will be so while our present 
chairm an, Bill W eatherly, is driving the com mittee.

But the heart and soul of the party is found in the party 
room . W hen I first became a m ember I was startled and 
impressed by the vigour of the party room discussions.

m
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These were alm ost always jo int meetings of both the 
Country Party and the Liberals. In these meetings no 
proper holds were barred and there was a great deal of 
frank and uninhibited com m ent which impressed me very 
much at the beginning. If a M inister was introducing 
some new legislation to the party room , he alm ost always 
took the precaution of clearing it with the government 
m em bers’ committee that was covering that area. If there 
was an overwhelming m ajority of the committee against 
it, then the M inister would usually take it back to 
Cabinet. If Cabinet insisted that the legislation was 
necessary then there would usually be a series of meetings 
with the com m ittee, while the rough spots were rubbed 
off. Then the revised draft would come back to the party 
room again and agreement usually obtained. But if a 
member still objected, he was expected to state his 
disagreement to the party room  and to warn the Prime 
M inister that he did not find it possible to support the 
government. O r if he had not yet finally made up his mind 
how he intended to vote he would say that he reserved 
his position on this m atter. There were very few form al 
votes taken at party meetings, mostly the Prime M inister 
weighed up the feelings of the meeting as best he could, 
or as best suited him. This procedure was quite different 
to the way the Labor Party went about their business. 
They always had votes, and were much more form al than 
we were.

There was another great difference between the two 
Party room s. The Labor Party always had a separate 
chairm an who was not the leader of the Parliam entary 
Party as was our practice. Our practice can give an alm ost 
unfair advantage to the leader of our party because he can 
call for members to speak in the order that suits him. For 
instance, if the argument appeared to be running against 
the leader, it is easy for him to select as the next speaker 
either a good speaker for his side or a bad speaker from 
the other side. I have seen this done by all the party
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leaders under whom I served and I adm it that the Labor 
practice is purer in the dem ocratic sense. All the same, 
although I have suffered under the present system, I 
would still prefer it to the other. You can worship at the 
altar of dem ocracy, but you have to be prepared to cut 
a few corners to make it work.

W e always had the problem  of party room  leaks. I 
know that good political reporters of both sexes are 
experts at wheedling inform ation out of members as to 
what transpired at party meetings. They would usually 
begin by saying that they already had a pretty clear 
picture as to what had transpired but they were anxious 
to check up on one or two things. For instance, if tariffs 
had been on the party room agenda, they would be pretty 
safe in com ing to me and telling me that they had heard 
I had got badly rolled, but they didn’t want to write this 
without giving me the chance to rebut this allegation. 
And if I were foolish or innocent enough to fall for this 
ploy, I would tell them what I had said and then they were 
well away. They then would go to a man who had been 
mentioned by me and tell him the same story, adding a 
few tit-bits that they had got from me, and soon the 
second person would be adding his small contribution to 
mine. Soon it wouldn’t be long before the bucket held 
quite a lot of m ilk, perhaps with some froth on top. So 
it is true that all the inform ation appearing in the papers 
the day after a party meeting was not given to the 
journalists as leaks but there is no doubt that a lot of it 
was.

W e were always trying to catch the villains who were 
doing the leaking. W e used to watch for chaps taking 
notes or we would pay particular attention to someone 
who we thought was getting particularly favourable 
treatm ent for a newspaper. This we thought m ight be a 
reward for service rendered. But our detective work was 
complicated by the fact that we knew the Prime M inisters 
were not above doing a little leaking on their own account
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if they thought it was worthwhile to fly a kite to see which 
way the political winds were blowing. Because of the 
danger of being mis-reported some of my colleagues 
refused to attend party meetings but I was never quite 
certain whether this was the real reason or whether they 
were just bored with the whole business. Party meetings 
did become boring after a few years. There were always 
a few members who were always on their feet and it didn’t 
take long to memorise their speeches. At the beginning 
of each session we used to get pep talks from the Leader 
about the virtues of loyalty and earnest endeavour and 
that kind of thing. One of the best things about not being 
in Parliam ent is not going to party meetings.

W hen we went into Opposition we had a rush of blood 
to the head and decided to have an elected front bench. 
Here again an elected front bench, either in O pposition 
or in Governm ent, may be in accordance with the finest 
dem ocratic ideals and the only trouble with the system 
is that it doesn’t work well; otherwise it is splendid. Up 
till then the responsibility of selecting the ministry was 
always the responsibility of the Prime M inister who had 
the awful task of balancing one man against another and 
whether a particular State needed particular treatm ent, 
and so on. There had always been murmurs that this 
system gave too much power to the P .M . and also 
encouraged members to fawn on the leader too much.

So when we went into O pposition then we decided to 
jettison the old system and opted for an elected front 
bench. So we spent one awful day going through an 
exhaustive and exhausting ballot. The final result was, 
m ost of us thought, very much the same as would have 
followed the leader doing the job . But as we watched the 
labor ministry deteriorate because of the perform ance of 
ministers who the Prime M inister could not sack, we 
realised that we had made a m istake so we went back to 
the old system before we were elected to government 
again. I moved the m otion in the party room  that we
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change back again and I am certain that I was right, 
though I admit that it gives a great deal of power to a 
Prime M inister. But the elected ministry idea, though it 
may indeed be dem ocratic, just doesn’t work well.

The Labor Party gave themselves an additional han
dicap by having all their ministers in the Cabinet. W e, on 
the other hand, have always favoured having a first and 
second eleven, the first eleven being the Cabinet and the 
rest m aking up the full M inistry. W hitlam  tried to get our 
system adopted by the Labor Party because only those 
who have listened to a group of 27  M inisters arguing over 
everything could realise what an awful handicap this 
would impose on any government. But the Labor Party 
would not accept this, dedicated as they are to the ideals 
of dem ocracy, at least when it suits them. I am well aware 
that the position of a M inister in the second eleven is an 
invidious one, as he has to support government decisions 
with which he may not only disagree but even worse, he 
may not have had the opportunity to oppose. But, as I 
said before, you have to cut a few corners to make 
democracy work.

W e only had three years in Opposition and it didn’t 
take us long to find out that it was a lot harder than being 
in government. W e had had so long being serviced by a 
com petent civil service whose duty it was to back up their 
M inisters, that it was quite a shock to us to find that 
am ount of work that was required of us in O pposition. 
The Labor Party had been telling us this for years but we 
were not impressed until we had a dose of O pposition 
medicine ourselves. No one works harder than a good 
O pposition front bencher.

I am afraid that we found it hard, when we were in 
Opposition, not to oppose everything that the govern
ment brought forward. W e were always being told that 
it was our task to oppose the government but I think that 
we sometimes opposed them even when we thought they 
were right. This made us look a bit ridiculous in the eyes
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of the populace, but, even worse, in our own eyes also. 
I remember our criticism of the first Labor devaluation 
which was, goodness knows, well overdue. And reaction 
to their 2 5 %  tariff cut falls into the same category.

We were always likely to behave in a somewhat 
childish way in Opposition. I guess the main reason for 
this is that we had spent m ost of our recent years in 
government so we have not really learnt how to behave 
in opposition as this incident illustrates. W hen Labor 
took over in Decem ber 1 9 7 2 , the Prime M inister’s suite 
and the Cabinet room were being rebuilt, so in the interim 
another Cabinet room was found which was about as far 
as possible from the House of Representatives Cham ber. 
So W hitlam  asked us to agree to extend the time required 
to answer the Quorum bells so as to give M inisters, 
closeted in the far-away C abinet room , time to reach the 
Cham ber. But we decided that we were in Opposition so 
our task was to oppose everything and to make it as 
difficult as possible for the government to operate. This 
was a measure of our political immaturity.

Both when we were in O pposition and in government, 
we set great store on the work of the various party 
committees which were always composed of Country 
Party as well as Liberals. Some of these com mittees were 
good, some fair and some awful. The chairm en and 
secretaries were usually bright and am bitious young men 
who were always regarded as spokesmen on any subject 
related to their com mittee work. I never tried for any of 
these official positions which again was a reflection of my 
lack of political am bition of which I had none. Also, I 
guess I felt that such activities may interfere with my main 
ob ject in life, namely getting tariffs down. But I served on 
many such Liberal and Country Party com m ittees. But 
it is im portant to remember that these were not com 
mittees of the Parliam ent which had official standing and 
which were alm ost always composed of members from
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both sides of the Parliam ent. These Parliam entary com 
mittees were usually excellent.

I suppose the m ost interesting and influential unofficial 
committee on which I served was the Rail Gauge C om 
mittee which Bill W entworth drove with great enthu
siasm. But its big breakthrough, the standardisation of 
the line between Albury and M elbourne, was achieved 
before I entered Parliam ent. Our greatest achievement in 
our time was to get the government to agree to the 
standardisation of the line between Broken Hill and Port 
Pirie which is now operating efficiently. The standardi
sation of the line between Port Pirie and Adelaide has 
been agreed to by everyone, but the com m encem ent of 
work has been delayed. The com mittee did not have a big 
influence on the decision to build the new line between 
Tarcoola and Alice Springs. The succession of excep
tionally wet years which made the old line via M arree 
inoperable for months on end made political pressure 
alm ost unnecessary. But the success of the rail gauge 
committee rested on Bill W entw orth the chairm an, and 
David Fairbairn the secretary. M ost of the rest of us 
didn’t do much except take the credit for things.

I served on the N ational Developm ent Com m ittee and 
it was a bad com m ittee. W e used to go on highly 
publicised safaris every winter recess and we mostly 
travelled with our mouths open and our eyes and ears 
shut. W e would issue press statements at the drop of a 
hat and think we measured the value of our contribution 
in column inches. One of the fruits of our endeavour was 
the Ord dam. We took all the credit for this white 
elephant while it was popular, but we haven’t heard much 
about it lately.

The Trade Com mittee ran under different names and 
it generally performed poorly. I used to doggedly attend 
to make sure that they were not up to anything bad. 
Sometimes I used to attend the m anufacturing industry 
committee meetings which were held when we were in
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Opposition. I used to sit there like a ghost at a feast and 
they hated me for reasons which I can well understand.

W hen our leaders started to sniff the political breezes 
and could smell an election com ing on, the various party 
committees would be driven into a frenzy of activity so 
that each could have its policies ready to unveil to the 
disinterested populace at election time. I have said before 
that at each election I used to feel a dam com ing on and 
this was typical of the silly half baked promises we used 
to make when the election fever hit us. This is how we got 
lumbered with the abolition of the means test, with our 
com mitment to continuing wage indexation and so on. 
Socialism has not been fostered so much by the Labor 
Party as by the Liberal Party encouragement of policies 
which are thought to be attractive to the people at 
election time. Once we have propounded them these then 
become part of our doctrine even if we know that they 
are in direct conflict with principles of self help and self 
reliance in which we always say we believe. The main 
plank in our platform  is that it is essential to keep Labor 
out of government which is a nicer way of saying of 
keeping us in. This may be an understandable and 
pragm atic way to behave but no one could call it a 
philosophy for which one dies on the barricades. So we 
continue to wander down the welfare state road, 
eloquently protesting our belief in free enterprise as we 
go. Our opponents have known for years that we do not 
believe in our own protestations, but now we also are 
beginning to be sceptical of our own eloquence and this 
is the beginning of the end of any political party. I repeat, 
the main principle in which we believe is the utter 
necessity of keeping Labor out of government and in the 
pursuit of this end we are prepared to compete bitterly 
with the Labor Party in propounding socialist policies. 
Australia would be far better governed if we didn’t have 
these sudden rushes of blood to the head at election time.

W hen we were in a rather stunned state after our defeat
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in 1972 , both the Liberals and the Country Party decided 
to have separate shadow spokesmen and separate com 
mittees to service them. How the Country Party managed 
during this uneasy interval I cannot remember but we 
Liberals stuck manfully to our task of servicing our 
committees. There is one duty a true Liberal never shirks 
and that is serving on a com mittee. D on Chipp had been 
M inister for Customs when we were in government so he 
was the natural choice to head up the Liberal committee 
on Tariffs and Trade. W hen he was Customs M inister he 
was always approachable and open to argument but his 
departmental head, Alan Carm ody, was the high priest 
of protection and Chipp was only a junior minister and 
not in cabinet. So while he was M inister of Customs, 
things went along much as usual.

But when Chipp became Liberal spokesm an for tariffs 
and trade, and was away from Carm ody’s influence, the 
logic of the low tariff argument began to alter his 
thinking. And our committee used to get some very 
competent and persuasive econom ists to talk to us and 
it wasn’t long before Chipp was being influenced by their 
logic and com m on sense. I kept very quiet while this 
conversion was in progress because it would never have 
done for it to be thought that I was behind it all.

But this refreshing change of attitude must have filtered 
back to Bill Sneddon who was then Leader of the 
Opposition. So when the decision was made to join with 
our colleagues in the Country Party and have jo in t 
spokesmen and jo int com m ittees, the opportunity was 
taken to make Chipp spokesman for Social Security. The 
Trade Committee was made into an abortion of an affair 
with two leaders, Bob Cotton and H arry Edwards. Both 
of these were inclined to waffle when on their own, but 
when there was a degree of com petition in waffling, the 
result was like a couple of magpies warbling; it was nice 
to listen to but it was hard to understand what they were 
really saying. I remember saying rather sourly to Harry
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Edwards, who used to be a professor of econom ics before 
he entered politics, that I could see that he and I were 
likely to publicly disagree about tariffs but I thought he 
ought to know that he didn’t really look very form idable 
after Jack  M cEw en!

One of the reasons for having so many of these 
unofficial committees and for painting them in such 
glowing colours is that they give back-benchers som e
thing useful to do and so prevent them getting into 
mischief. If the devil finds work for idle hands to do, you 
ought to see him employing idle politicians. But a good 
committee is an unrivalled place in which to acquire 
inform ation because experts in every field are anxious to 
come to talk to such com mittees so that there is a lot of 
predigesting of inform ation done for you. But I am 
always sceptical of policies evolved by com mittees. I 
remember all too clearly the proverb that a camel is a 
horse designed by a com mittee.

Some M inisters are past masters at kidding committees 
that they are m aking a powerful contribution to the 
government of the country. The M inister usually begins 
by telling the com mittee how much he values their past 
contributions and how confident he is that this high 
standard will continue in the future. I was present at one 
such performance and I wrote this cynical note to the man 
alongside me which he has been kind enough to keep and 
give to me:

‘Y ou  should be watching and learning from  this perform ance. 
W hen the M inister feels that he is likely to have to face some 
unpleasant facts he gets some p oor tired unrelated hare out of its 
squat and off we tro t after it. W hen it disappears over the horizon  
we com e back panting to the subject which, in the m eantim e, has 
wandered aw ay’.

I regret to have to tell you that this note was headed ‘Pure 
Kelly’.

Political leaders often treat these party committees 
with some cynicism. For instance, when we were in
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Opposition I attended every meeting of the Trade and 
Commerce Com mittee which was under the chairm an
ship of Senator C otton. I did so because I wanted to make 
sure they did not propound high protection policies. So 
I fought every policy statem ent with which I disagreed 
and there were many such. The policy, when finalised, 
met with my approval. But when M r Fraser made his 
election policy speech in Novem ber 1 9 7 5 , he made 
commitments to high protection that were quite at 
variance with the com m ittee’s agreed policy. I was elec
tioneering in the bush when the election speech was made 
and I immediately sent M r Fraser a telegram expressing 
my concern and disagreement, and followed this with a 
letter which eventually brought forth the usual cynical 
reply. But I guess Fraser knew that it would be very 
difficult for me to rock the boat by disagreeing publicly 
with my political leader in the middle of an election 
campaign.

Summing up my relationship with the Liberal Party, 
both in the State and the Federal areas, I thought that I 
received very fair and friendly treatm ent, even when I was 
clobbering some of their leaders and policies. And cer
tainly the Party machine made no attem pt to gag me.

210



C H A P T ER  T W E N T Y

The Final Flutter

T h e  l a s t  o v e r s e a s  parliam entary trip I had had was in 
1966 . I had been careful not to put my name down 
because I was waiting for one I really wanted. So when 
nom inations were called for a Liberal House of 
Representatives member to go to the Com monwealth 
Parliam entary Association (C.P.A.) Conference to be 
held in Ottawa in September 1 9 7 7 ,1 reckoned that this 
was the one I wanted, mainly because I wanted to see 
Canada. W hen I won the ballot, the P .M . asked me to 
lead the Federal Parliam ent delegation of two Senators 
and four from the Reps, made up of three Governm ent 
and three Labor members. The State Parliaments also 
send a representative to C.P.A. Conferences, as do all 
dem ocratically elected Parliaments in the British 
Commonwealth.

I was unable to leave Australia earlier then September 
7 because of the Stan Kelly Lecture which Sir Joh n  
Crawford was to give on September 6. Then Lorna and 
I flew to Vancouver and then went by Canadian Pacific 
Railway (C.P.R .) to M ontreal. I had always wanted to 
make the rom antic sounding trip since I was a lad. But, 
as usual, the reality was not up to expectations. The train 
was very ordinary indeed, not nearly as com fortable as 
the top Australian trains. And they must have given the 
train staff careful instruction in how to make passengers 
feel unwanted. W e soon discovered that the C .P .R . loses 
a lot of money on carrying passengers.

But there were many impressive things about the trip. 
The first was the enormous size of the C .P .R . work trains
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as they call their goods trains. W e saw many made up of 
over 100  large wagons, sometimes with a locom otive in 
the middle as well as two up in front.

The trip across the Rockies was fascinating from  the 
scenic as well as an engineering point of view. But it had 
a particular interest for us because our eldest son, Tony, 
had ridden a horse in 1959  from Calgary to Vancouver, 
sometimes following poorly marked trails, and carrying 
some crushed oats which he shared with his horse. It was 
a 6 0 0  mile journey, something of an achievement for a 
21 year old.

The rest of the journey across the plains of Canada was 
not very interesting scenically but it did give me a greater 
appreciation of what a tough land Canada must be. 
Australia looks inviting on the map with its inland lakes 
all coloured blue and its big rivers snaking all over the 
place. It is a great pity that it isn’t like that when you get 
there. So with Canada. I had heard of the ‘Canadian 
Shield’ which is a great rocky covering of an immense 
area in Canada. The rainfall must be good because there 
are hundreds of lakes full of water but even an Australian 
farmer would have to admit that the Shield was 
unfarmable. So there it sits, right in the middle of 
Canada, making it much more costly to run the country 
as do the great open spaces in Australia.

W hen all the delegates assembled in M ontreal we were 
divided into four groups. O ur group D flew back along 
our tracks somewhat, to Edm onton, where we saw the 
State Parliam ent in action and the wheat farming. They 
were still reaping their crops in the middle of September, 
which corresponds to M arch in the Southern hemisphere. 
They windrow nearly everything they reap, using great 
self propelled swathing machines.

One interesting aspect of the trip was the immense 
effort that had been made to build their Houses of 
Parliament. For instance, Saskatchewan is far from  a 
wealthy province, yet the capital, Regina, contains a
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beautiful, dignified and large Parliam ent House that was 
built in 1912  when there was hardly a paved road in the 
Province. D em ocracy must have been precious indeed to 
these people. I do not think that you would have found 
Australia behaving like that.

It didn’t take me long to realize that our group 
contained a lot of sensible and com petent people. It has 
always been somewhat of a shock to me, brought up as 
I was to despise M em bers of Parliam ent, to find that any 
group of parliam entarians will contain a surprising 
number of people with a lot of sense. W e must have 
looked a motley crew, all colours and creeds, many 
countries, many languages and many different kinds of 
clothes. But once you sat them down to chew the rag with, 
say, a Provincial Parliam ent or a Cham ber of Com m erce, 
you quickly found that they were well able to hold their 
own.

Being M em bers of Parliam ent we used to give tongue 
at the drop of a hat but again the speeches were surpri
singly short and sensible, I suppose because they were not 
being recorded. So Group D shook down, mostly in 
buses, into a happy cohesive band and so no doubt did 
the other groups. These pre-conference tours are not only 
interesting, but, if they are well arranged, they pretty well 
guarantee the success of the following conference.

Then we all came back to Ottawa and the Conference 
began. I am not one who is addicted to conferences and 
I admit that there were rather too many platitudes 
paraded. But I thought that it was very much worth while, 
particularly for the delegates from the really undeveloped 
countries, who were eager to learn how to operate the 
dem ocratic system which is so new to them.

As far as our delegation was concerned, the main 
interest came in the clobbering the M alaysians gave us 
because of the way our Prime M inister had behaved at 
the recently held ASEAN trade discussions. I have dealt 
with the question in the last tariff chapter so will not go
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over it all again. I was careful to leave A ustralia’s defence 
to those in the delegation who believed we were justified 
in acting as we did. But our case was weak indeed, 
particularly as it was even then becom ing clear that we 
were not solving our own unemployment problem s by 
acting as we did, all we were doing was to increase our 
neighbours’ unemployment. So we deserved to be 
castigated.

After the C.P.A. Conference broke up, Lorna and I 
went to London for two days and then to Hampshire to 
stay with our great friends, the Rowsells, for a week. Then 
to Paris, to be briefed by our O .E .C .D . embassy there 
about the forthcom ing Council of Europe debate which 
was due to take place on O ctober 9. The M em ber for 
Perth, Ross M cLean, and I had been asked to represent 
the Australian Parliam ent (not the Australian Govern
ment) at this debate. Japan and New Zealand were also 
invited to be participants.

Lorna and I had a Eurorail pass so we went by train 
to Strasbourg. Certainly France is a fat and fertile land 
and I couldn’t help wondering why the French farmer 
needed the lavish protection he receives. The only pos
sible reason could be that the land was held in so many 
small farms. It reminded me yet again of my English 
farmer friend’s com m ent that he would continue to be 
generously treated by subsidies so long as there were 
enough poor struggling little farmers around him.

The new Council of Europe building was startling in 
its modern architecture but it seems to work well enough. 
The chief contributor to the O .E .C .D . debate was the 
Secretary General, M r V an Lennip, and an im portant 
part of his message was his obvious concern about the 
rising clouds of protectionism  that were gathering on the 
world horizon and which were threatening to overwhelm 
us all. This concern was expressed by many other 
speakers, particularly from Europe. Europeans had been 
forced to eat the bitter fruit of previous attempts to solve
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unemployment by erecting trade barriers, so it was not 
surprising to find Europeans so concerned. It is true also 
that Europeans, particularly the E .E .C . countries, have 
protected their agriculture savagely. But there seems little 
benefit in grading the various countries to find which is 
the best or worst, what is desperately im portant is to 
realize that trade barriers are likely to turn into trade 
wars, and trade wars into real wars. So we must make a 
desperate effort to check this frightening tendency to try 
to solve our own unemployment problem s by adding to 
our neighbours’.

W hen I addressed the Council of Europe I told them 
the story about Dave and M abel and the man sitting on 
the wall. I suppose this august assembly were rather 
startled to hear such an earthy illustration of the damage 
done by protectionism . And it is a sad com mentary on 
my sense of the dignity of such occasions that I should 
have told the same rather low level story when addressing 
such distinguished gatherings at the Council of Europe 
in 1977  and the O xford Farm ing Conference in 1961 . I 
was not really cut out to be a politician.

So the two form al functions I had to attend on this trip, 
the C.P.A. Conference and the Council of Europe debate, 
both ended up at the same place, the damage done by 
erecting barriers to world trade. This was what I had been 
saying, in rather faltering tones perhaps, since I became 
a M em ber of Parliam ent 19 years earlier. So hearing this 
message yet again and from  such an authoritative source 
strengthened my resolve to continue in Parliam ent if I 
could, not because I wanted to because I was sick of the 
life, but because I felt I ought to volunteer to go another 
round in the tariff battle.

So after a brief excursion to Sweden, D enm ark, G er
many and Switzerland, I hurried home to face a pre
selection contest with my friend, G eoff Giles whose seat 
of Angas had been obliterated. I had heard, while I was
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in Europe, that he was very much on the pre-selection 
trail. The electoral met on Novem ber 15, and Giles won.

Geoff Giles has many attributes, he is a kind hearted, 
honourable and hard working man, but I have no illu
sions that he will take up the tariff torch that I have now 
laid down in Parliament. Geoff does not see econom ic 
questions clearly enough to fight them effectively. But 
there are others in Parliam ent who can and will carry on 
the fight that must be won if Australia is to reach her full 
development.

Finishing the book here feels rather like sitting right 
through a matinee picture, you say to yourself ‘This is 
where I came in’. And it is too. The necessity for less 
protectionism  rather than more is becom ing more self 
evident every week and even M r Fraser seems now to 
recognise this. Though low protection advocates will lose 
plenty more battles in the tariff war, we know now that 
we will win the war in the end. There are now too many 
educated people in the world for us to continue to do 
things that can easily be exposed as econom ic foolish
ness. And, above all, the knowledge that trade wars 
mostly end up as real wars imposes stern discipline on the 
unthinking or selfish element among the high protec
tionists. The vested interests who think that they have 
gained from high protection will continue to fight with 
tooth and claw but we will win in the end. N ot in my 
lifetime perhaps, but I hope we will be far enough along 
the road to make my State funeral something to really 
look forward to. And I hope this book is indeed another 
nail in the coffin of trade barriers. As I said at the 
beginning, I have too many grandchildren to be indif
ferent of the outcom e.
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