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The seemingly never-ending public fascination with spies and espionage has 
produced two books that could not be more different. One is a family drama that 
verges on soap opera, the other, a scholarly study that points an accusatory finger. 
The subtitle of Sandra Hogan’s book, With My Little Eye, gives an accurate flavour of 
what is to come: ‘The Incredible True Story of a Family of Spies in the Suburbs’. It is 
over the top and yet true. Also over the top and more polemical and controversial 
is John Fahey’s Traitors and Spies.

With My Little Eye is the story of a family in which the parents, Dudley and Joan 
Doherty, were officers of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) 
during the Cold War. Their children, Mark, Sue-Ellen and Amanda, were told the 
truth from an early age about where their parents worked, but if outsiders asked, 
they were to say ‘in the public service’, and if pressed, ‘in the Attorney General’s 
Department’. Family outings involved games like memorising number plates of 
cars parked outside the Trades Hall or the homes of leaders of Communist Party 
of Australia.

Two of the children were born during an ongoing operation that involved their 
parents bugging the Kings Cross apartment of a Soviet journalist who lived in the 
apartment below theirs. The journalist, Fedor Nosov, was correctly suspected of 
being part of a Soviet spy network targeting British and American documents shared 
with Australia. When the family moved to Brisbane, the children provided useful 
cover when Dudley and Joan stood on the footpath taking photos of the annual 
Labour Day march. Later the family was part of the protective shield for the Soviet 
diplomatic defectors Vladimir and Evdokia Petrov. They managed a safe house on 
the Gold Coast to which the Petrovs retreated fearing assassination during the 1956 
Olympic Games in Melbourne.
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Hogan’s book centres on the life story of daughter Sue-Ellen, who idolises her father 
to the extent that she refuses to accept his sudden death from a heart attack at home. 
She believes it is another ‘disappearing act’ like so many previous times when he has 
been absent from home; his shadowy presence haunts her for much of her life.

The book makes some astounding claims about life in Brisbane with the Doherty 
family. Mother Joan arranges for her daughter to be ‘deflowered’. Father Dudley 
interrupts a family drive in the car with what turns out to be a visit to a Brisbane 
brothel. Most astounding of all is the claim that during the 1950s and 1960s 
Dudley Doherty was a personal friend of Sydney’s organised crime boss Abe Saffron. 
Moreover, that each year ‘he went down for a few days and helped Abe do his 
stocktake. It was hard work and he always came back exhausted’ (p. 80). I’ll bet 
he was. It is perfectly credible that ASIO would agree to one of its officers having 
an organised crime figure as a source of information. But turning a blind eye to an 
ASIO officer visiting brothels and having a long-term social relationship with 
a mobster like Saffron strains credibility, for me at least.

With My Little Eye occupies an unusual niche in the literature on espionage: it shines 
a light into the psychological shadows that fall on a family whose parents live a life 
of deception and duplicity.

John Fahey’s book is quite different. It is a scholarly study of the various security 
agencies and their targets in the 50 years before the 1949 establishment of ASIO. 
As such it recounts the rivalry and prejudices with which pre-war security agencies 
were riven.

One of Fahey’s aims is to combat the assumption that the main victims of these 
security bodies were socialists and left-wing political dissenters. Also victims, he 
argues, were the ‘devout and the odd’ (p. 2) such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, non-British 
Europeans, non-white migrants, right-wing nationalists like the Australia First 
group and sympathisers with the fascist regimes in Italy and Germany.

Fahey rightly identifies the degree of involvement of the military in domestic security 
issues as the key issue facing governments that tried to fashion and refashion security 
agencies in this period. Keeping the military out of civilian affairs really only ended 
when ASIO was formed in 1949.

Traitors and Spies both describes genuine instances of espionage as well as makes 
highly dubious claims. In the first category is the leaking of top secret documents 
by several undercover members of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) who 
had joined the newly formed Department of External Affairs during World War II. 
This is familiar ground. In the second category are Fahey’s claims that a group of 
Melbourne businessmen constituted a hitherto unknown espionage cell. This would 
indeed be a scoop, if true, but the evidence that such a cell ever existed is weak 
and unconvincing.
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Fahey’s spy-centric world view reinterprets the CPA’s history such that instead of 
being a political party mainly exerting influence in the trade unions and elsewhere, 
the CPA becomes an organisation wholly devoted to espionage. In this vein Fahey 
reads back espionage into the CPA’s formation as early as the 1920s. As part of this, 
Fahey observes that the National Archives of Australia contains plenty of evidence 
of the CPA’s public political work in the 1920s and 1930s but none of espionage. 
This lack of archival material is explained by the dangerously circular argument that 
because espionage is clandestine, one would not expect to find it. At several points 
Fahey simply asserts that ‘there is no doubt that clandestine operations on behalf 
of the [Russian Intelligence Services] were being carried out’ in the decades before 
1950 (p. 238).

Unnamed critics of ASIO are curtly dismissed: ‘The allegations against ASIO, 
once past its initial teething period, are no more than poorly researched partisan 
mythology’ (p. 2). Yet Fahey provides no names of the historians to whom he refers 
nor to details of their allegations nor to the extensive debates that have taken place 
in this field for many years.

In his Preface, Fahey defines ‘bad history’ as ‘history that strays from what can be 
derived from the available evidence’ (p. xi). Fahey has a legitimate point of view in 
this book but too often he allows it to dominate his argument and judgements.
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