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Creating the Diplomatic 

Relationship
Eric Meadows

The creation of the formal relationship between India and Australia in 
1944 broke new ground for both countries. India was not yet independent 
and was learning how to construct its foreign relations. The role of  a 
high commissioner in inter-dominion relations was changing. For 
Australia, India was the first country in Asia with which it exchanged full 
‘ambassadorial’ level representation. But there were no clear expectations 
of what each high commission would do other than increase knowledge of 
their respective countries. India was interested in the operation of the White 
Australia policy; and Kama Maclean’s recent study shows how, up to this 
point, race constantly informed and complicated the triangular Britain–
India–Australia relationship.1 Australia expected a close relationship to 
develop but had few ideas at first as to how that might happen.

Establishment
Australia and colonial India had a long informal relationship throughout 
the nineteenth and early twentieth century.2 The formal relationship 
began in 1939 when trade commissioners were exchanged in Sydney and 

1  Kama Maclean, British India, White Australia: Overseas Indians, Intercolonial Relations and the 
Empire (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2020).
2  See: ibid.; Joyce Westrip and Peggy Holroyde, Colonial Cousins: A Surprising History of Connection 
between India and Australia (Kent Town: Wakefield Press, 2010).
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Calcutta. The initiative for full diplomatic relations came in 1942 from 
the Viceroy of India, Lord Linlithgow, who thought that India should 
establish relations with the other dominions. Having a direct relationship, 
rather than through Great Britain, was to be a sign to Indians of the 
coming of dominion status. The British secretary of state for India, Leo 
Amery, personally raised the matter with ‘Doc’ Evatt, Australian’s minister 
for external affairs, and thought he was eager for an exchange of high 
commissioners.3 Yet it took over a year for Cabinet in Australia to approve 
the exchange and to appoint Lieutenant General Sir Iven Mackay.4 
Mackay had had a distinguished career as a soldier in both world wars 
and as an educator between the wars.

The instruction caused great confusion and much political jockeying 
in New Delhi. Australia was the first country with which India had 
established full diplomatic relations and this caused something of a flap.5 
There was a tussle for influence between the Department of Overseas 
Indians and the Commerce Department through which the trading 
relationship had been conducted. The Department of Overseas Indians 
won this turf war. It mainly concerned itself with Indians in South Africa 
and its head, Dr Khare, had already noted that establishing relations with 
Australia would mean dealing with a country that discriminated against 
Indians. (Mackay was later to note that Khare was never particularly 
interested in Australia ‘nor in Indian relations with members of the British 
Commonwealth other than South Africa’.6) Eventually, with a nod to 
Australia’s susceptibilities, a Department of Commonwealth Relations was 
created out of the Overseas Indians Department, with Khare as its head.

There was confusion in Canberra too, with the Department of External 
Affairs wanting accreditation to take place through the Indian Department 
of External Affairs. This department looked after India’s relations with 
neighbouring countries such as Tibet and was still controlled by British 
Indian Civil Service officers, but Canberra seemed not to understand 
this. The exact diplomatic status of a ‘high commissioner’ was still 
indeterminate, although it is clear that Khare regarded it as equivalent to 
an ambassador. Australia itself had only two full high commissioners other 

3  Letter, Amery to Linlithgow, 29 May 1942, British Library (BL): IOR L/PJ/8/190.
4  Mackay was appointed on 20 October 1943, along with the positions of minister to the Soviet 
Union and high commissioner to New Zealand. See: National Archives of Australia (NAA): A2703, 70.
5  For a full account of these events, see: NB Khare, My Political Memoirs of Autobiography (Nagpur: 
J.R. Joshi, 1959).
6  Despatch 33/46, 8 July 1946, NAA: A4231, 1946/New Delhi.
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than London, the first established in Ottawa in 1938, and the second in 
Wellington, which had just been created in early 1944. Relations between 
India and Canada were not formalised for two years after the relationship 
with Australia was created.

In 1944 India was on a war footing and accommodation in Delhi was 
difficult to find. The Viceroy, Field Marshall Lord Wavell,7 had the Mackays 
stay at the Viceroy’s House until a ramshackle house was found in Old 
Delhi8 to house both the residence and the office of the high commission. 
The staff consisted of the high commissioner and his wife, the official 
secretary, Colin Moodie, an aide-de-camp to the high commissioner, and 
Mackay’s daughter, who acted as his private secretary. They all worked in 
their bedrooms or in the dressing rooms. The mission moved several times 
in Old Delhi,9 gradually improving its accommodation until a  move 
was made to New Delhi, closer to the offices of the government. The 
Residence was established at 34 Ferozshah Road and offices were found 
in Connaught Place.

Mackay had discussions with the Government of India about the creation 
of a city diplomatic zone as early as 1946 and was urging Canberra that 
six or seven acres would be needed to house the Australian Residence, 
the chancery and accommodation for staff. He called on one of the pre-
independence generation of British architects resident in New Delhi, 
Charles George Blomfield who worked closely with the more famous 
Edward Lutyens, to draw up some plans, and then sent these to Canberra. 
He wanted the buildings to have a ‘distinctive Australian character’ using 
Australian materials.10 It was not until 1951 that Canberra approved the 
purchase of the 12-acre block on which the high commission now stands.11

Mackay arrived in India with few instructions from Evatt, except to keep 
him informed about the military situation. There was some criticism in 
parliament that such an able general should be sidelined into diplomacy, 
but the government brushed it off.12 For the remainder of the war, Mackay 
wore his military uniform.

7  Wavell had known Mackay during the North African campaign.
8  Nabha House, 34 Alipore Road.
9  In July 1944, a separate office was found at 7 Metcalfe Road and then in September the Residence 
moved to Gwalior House, 37 Rajpur Road, both in Old Delhi.
10  Despatch 38/46, 23 August 1946, NAA: A4231, 1946/New Delhi.
11  Despatch 13/1952, NAA: A4231, 1946/New Delhi.
12  Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, Senate, 10 February 1944, 58–59, ‘Adjournment’ 
(HS Foll).
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But what else was he to do? Wavell told Amery that Mackay would not 
have a great deal to do in India.13 British officials thought the bulk of 
his work would be commercial.14 Publicity and trade were the two tasks 
mentioned in the Australian press. Not much about Australia was known 
in India. In contrast, Mackay commented in a talk on the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission that his desire was ‘to bring the two countries 
into closer friendship and understanding’. This would ‘be brought about 
not merely by making Australia better known in India, but by finding 
out what India thinks, how she feels, how she looks at others’.15 In some 
notes he wrote for an interview with General Blamey, Mackay said he 
thought the job would be to ‘gather helpful information about trends of 
thought and opinion and perhaps influence good relations between these 
two sisters in the Empire’. He thought his military connections would be 
useful too, as India would soon become the ‘centre of important events’.16

Trade and Education
In his press release at the start of his posting, Mackay noted that:

trade is still the driving force (of relations between countries) and 
we hope to see a renewal and extension of general trade between 
Australia and India on the cessation of hostilities.17

Australia had offered to send wheat to India to help with the growing 
famine in Bengal and other parts of the country, and this had been well 
received in India. Wheat was to be a major part of the trading relationship 
for the next 20 years, despite the fact that in 1944 Australia was mostly 
known as an exporter of tinned fruit. At the start of the Second World 
War, trade had been running heavily in India’s favour, exporting goods 
worth A£5.8 million and importing from Australia A£1.9 million in 
goods. While trade had been an important element in the relationship 
in the early part of the century—the Indian Army used horses bred in 
Australia called ‘Whalers’—the Depression had caused a marked drop 

13  Wavell to Amery, 18 April 1944, BL: IOR L/PJ/8/190.
14  Political Secretary to Secretary of External Department, 20 October 1944, BL: IOR L/PJ/8/190.
15  Reported in The Daily Telegraph, 22 November 1943.
16  Note by Mackay, 9 November 1943, Australian War Memorial: 92, 6850/183.
17  Statement by Lieutenant-General Sir Iven Mackay, 27 March 1944, BL: IOR L/PJ/8/190.



23

1. CREATING THE DIPLOMATIC RELATIONSHIP

in Australian exports. The Second World War saw trade begin to flicker 
back to life, although Australia did not take full advantage of all the 
opportunities the situation presented.

In 1940 the British had set up a central provision office in New Delhi, 
the Eastern Group Supply Council, to purchase, hold stocks and act as a 
clearinghouse for essential procurement, both civil and military. Its region 
was the Middle East, Africa, India and the Far East. It thus had vast power 
potentiality. This power was largely unrealised by Australia. It had signed 
contracts for supply of munitions and other goods but did not live up to 
its commitments.18 A delegation from the council in early 1944 pointed 
out Australia’s failures and the urgent need of India for goods from 
Australia including railway parts. The delegation reported that India was 
the only source of supply for Australia of jute, mica, linseed, shellac and 
strychnine. The Australian Government noted the embarrassment caused 
in official and business circles in India by the failure to meet orders and 
the loss of prestige involved. The irony of this failure was that Australia’s 
first representative on the council had been Sir Bertram Stevens, a former 
premier of NSW who went on to write the first major book calling for 
closer relations with India.19 Stevens contended that India, with some 
assistance from the West, would become one of the world’s great industrial 
powers; that the war had stimulated industrialisation; and that Australia’s 
own future was inextricably linked with the extent to which it encouraged 
trade, especially with India, but also with other Asian countries. Australia’s 
terms of trade had deteriorated and if its standard of living was to improve, 
it needed to seek fresh markets and India promised huge opportunities. 
There was a potential for Australia to export capital goods to a rapidly 
industrialising country as well as consumables and technical skill.20

One of Mackay’s abiding concerns during his posting was the importance 
of Australia developing an educational and cultural relationship with India. 
This was exactly what Nehru wanted, Mackay reported.21 Such linkages 
would give depth to the relationship and provide a stimulus for greater 
engagement. Early in his posting he argued for the exchange of teachers 
and research students between the two countries. Later, in 1946, India 

18  Paul Hasluck, Government and the People, 1942–1945 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 
1970), 441.
19  Bertram Stevens, New Horizons: A Study of Australian–Indian Relationships (Sydney: Peter Huston, 
under the auspices of the Australian Institute of International Affairs, New South Wales Branch, 1946).
20  Ibid.
21  For example, see: Despatch 41/46, 6 September 1946, NAA: A4231, 1946/New Delhi.
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proposed exchanging educational missions to explore facilities for research 
in each country with a view to cooperation. Moreover, the Government 
of India, Mackay reported, was interested in sending research students to 
study in Australia, for which it would pay. It saw such a link as a means 
of establishing cultural ties and good relations with Australia, not just the 
provision of a few places for students.22 No response from Australia was 
made to Mackay’s repeated requests and he was clearly frustrated by the 
lack of action. He understood that there was no administrative machinery 
in Australia to coordinate a response to such a request, but he asked that 
some government authority ‘give these matters full consideration as part 
of an integrated foreign and commercial policy’.23 Mackay began directly 
appealing to universities in an attempt to achieve some progress on this 
front without government help. This proved to be a mildly successful 
endeavour. In 1946 Melbourne University received 14 students to study 
geology and in June of that year, the first Indian student was enrolled at 
Duntroon with a view to a commission in the Indian Army.

Defence Links
Evatt had met Nehru in London in 1938, and was impressed with him. 
Both were socialists and had met at Stafford Cripps’s home along with 
British leaders, Attlee, Bevan and Morrison. Brilliant but erratic as 
minister, Evatt expected that Australia’s future security would be tied to 
a ‘close friendship with India’.24 He believed India and Australia should 
work together to watch over and guard the ‘interests of countries in the 
Pacific and Indian Oceans and in South East Asia generally’. The Curtin 
Government even proposed a formal defence link with India in 1944, 
similar to the one it had signed with New Zealand. The Government 
of India in its reply noted that there was ‘great scope for closer relations 
between Australia and India, especially for security and defence and 
in industrial and agricultural matters, in scientific research, and in the 
expansion of commerce’.25 However, any agreement would have to wait 
until India’s constitutional arrangements were settled.

22  Despatch 20/46, 24 April 1946, ibid.
23  Despatch 22/46, 29 April 1946, ibid.
24  Evatt to Chifley, 24 October 1948, in Pamela Andre (ed.), Documents on Australian Foreign 
Policy (DAFP) 1937–49, vol. 14, The Commonwealth, Asia and the Pacific, 1948–1949 (Canberra: 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 1998), 147.
25  Khare to Mackay in WJ Hudson (ed.), DAFP 1937–49, vol. 7, 1944 (Canberra: Australian 
Government Publishing Service, 1988), 617–18.
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A discussion about linking the armed forces was to continue for some 
years. In 1948, Evatt suggested that India should be represented ‘on the 
Australian defence machinery’ and vice versa. The Indian foreign 
secretary, KPS Menon, agreed in principle, but added the rider that India 
was still preoccupied with its domestic affairs and could not respond to 
the Australian offer. The suggestion seems to have lapsed at this point.26

The theme of a closer regional tie or alliance with India was to continue 
until the end of the Labor Government’s tenure in December 1949, and was 
even mooted in 1951. Evatt’s view was that Australia’s ‘security in the future 
will go hand in hand with close friendship with India’.27 Although it went 
against Evatt’s legal instincts that allegiance to the Crown was the test for 
membership of the Commonwealth, Chifley felt differently. Nevertheless, 
the former’s position eventually prevailed and Australia ultimately agreed 
to the formulation, which allowed India to stay as a republic.28 Much of the 
motivation for this was related to defence and the need to ensure that India 
could be relied on as a strategic partner in any major war with the Soviet 
Union. At one point Chifley noted that ‘Australian–Indian close association 
was vital to peace in South East Asia’29 and that India and Australia had 
a mutual interest in regional security in the Indian Ocean.30 Mountbatten, 
who followed Wavell as viceroy, was influential in the negotiations, which 
developed the formula of the king as head of the Commonwealth. It is 
significant that one of the major reasons why he was so determined to 
be governor-general of both dominions following the transfer of power 
was to ensure that Britain remained influential in defence planning. 
Commonwealth unity was the basis of defence, just as it had been during 
the Second World War. Evatt persisted with this line well into 1949, urging 
the development of a regional pact within the Commonwealth to restore 
peace in South-East Asia.

Another strand in the determination to keep India in the Commonwealth 
at all costs was to ensure that the perception of Britain’s power was retained. 
A unified Commonwealth was seen as a warning to potential aggressors. 

26  Despatch 49/48, 20 August 1948, NAA: A4231, 1948/New Delhi.
27  Evatt to Chifley, 24 October 1948, in Andre, DAFP, vol. 14, 147.
28  See: Frank Bongiorno, ‘Commonwealthmen and Republicans: Dr. H. V. Evatt, the Monarchy 
and India’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 46, no. 1 (2000): 33–50, doi.org/10.1111/1467-
8497.00084.
29  High Commission in London to Holloway and Dedman, 22 April 1949, in Andre, DAFP, vol. 14, 
119.
30  Chifley to Evatt, 13 October 1948, in ibid., 187.
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Evatt saw the Commonwealth as the ‘Third Force’; its contribution to 
the victory over the Axis had been of the same order as that of the Soviet 
Union and the United States. But, even in early 1947 the Joint Intelligence 
Committee was warning that India would be susceptible to Russian 
influence.31 Russia would calculate the importance of India for any move it 
might make in the Middle East and, at this time, the next major war was 
expected to be in that region. Worryingly, Indian neutrality was canvassed 
as a possibility that would facilitate Soviet policy in the event of war.

Immigration and the Asian Relations 
Conference
Immigration was a pressing issue, as it was to be for the next 30 years. 
The Australian high commission asked Canberra, in what became a regular 
request, to institute a quota for Indian migration to Australia. In a well-
argued and moderately toned dispatch in 1946, Mackay commented that 
Australia’s immigration policy was based on racial as well as economic and 
social grounds. There was no other way to explain why Australia would 
refuse to take a small number of Indian Westernised professional people, 
which Australia needed for its economic expansion. He noted the goodwill 
the United States had achieved by its quota of 100 Indians. Australia’s 
stocks stood high in India apart from the White Australia policy. His main 
argument was, however, that this act of goodwill would be in Australia’s 
strategic self-interest given the likely importance of independent India, 
and it would make no appreciable difference to the social make-up of 
Australia.32 Nothing, however, happened. This was a policy that would 
take many years to dismantle.

Mackay’s dispatch had an eye to the then forthcoming Asian Relations 
Conference at which Australia was to be represented.33 Nehru was 
its driving force. His aim was to map out a path for Asian solidarity, 
led by India, ‘the pivot and fulcrum’,34 as colonised countries became 

31  Joint Intelligence Committee Appreciation 1/47, 27 March 1947, in WJ Hudson and Wendy 
Way (eds), DAFP 1937–49, vol. 12, 1947 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 
1995), 282.
32  Dispatch 52/46, 22 December 1946, in WJ Hudson and Wendy Way (eds), DAFP 1937–49, 
vol. 10, July–December 1946 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1993), 534.
33  A full account of the conference can be found in Chapter Two.
34  Despatch 19/46, 12 April 1946, NAA: A4231, 1946/New Delhi.
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independent. The national movement for freedom in Asia was the 
first item on the conference’s agenda. In his opening address, Nehru 
commented that ‘the countries of Asia can no longer be used as pawns by 
others; they are bound to have their own policies in world affairs’.35 What 
came to be called ‘non-alignment’ was fairly clearly stated in his speeches 
during the proceedings.

For too long we of Asia have been petitioners in western courts 
and chancelleries. … We propose to stand on our own feet and to 
co-operate with all others who are prepared to co-operate with us. 
We do not intend to be the playthings of others.36

Nehru specifically welcomed Australians at the conference, ‘because we 
have many problems in common, especially in Pacific and South-East 
regions, and we have to co-operate together to find a solution’.37 Moodie, 
who was one of the Australian representatives, noted in his report of the 
conference that although there were discussions on migration, nothing 
emerged detrimental to Australia’s interests. Moodie’s report highlighted 
the divisions in Asia over migration and internal discrimination. These 
provided a means for Australia to avoid challenge on this matter. The 
right of countries to institute quota systems for migration was recognised. 
Nonetheless, Moodie added:

While principles on which Australian migration policy is based 
must remain, it may be possible to make our rules somewhat more 
flexible and less apparently exclusionist. Certain cultured and 
deserving types of Asiatics who do not fit into present categories 
might usefully be admitted and in such cases, the necessity for 
renewing their permits annually might be waived.38

Mackay was later to say that during his four and a half years in office 
in India, the White Australia policy was scarcely mentioned and never 
raised as an issue.39 This is somewhat disingenuous, given the amount 
of press coverage on the matter and his knowledge of Khare’s interest in 

35  Quoted in Alan Watt, The Evolution of Australian Foreign Policy 1938–1965 (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1967), 226.
36  Nehru’s inaugural address, 23 March 1947, BL: IOR L/I/1/152.
37  Burton to Kuskie, 2 April 1947, in Hudson and Way (eds), DAFP, vol. 12, 799.
38  Report on the Asian Relations Conference in ibid., 802.
39  Speech to the Australian Institute of International Affairs, 22 December 1949, NAA: A1838, 
169/10/1 PART 1.
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the question. As the Australian high commission’s reports highlighted, 
the consciousness of racial slight implied in the policy was acute, and it 
remained one of the few things Indians knew about Australia.

From Mackay to Gollan
Mackay’s appointment was a success. He was an unlikely diplomat but an 
intelligent observer who learnt how to report and advance his country’s 
interests, however limited they might have been. Mackay’s reporting was 
thorough and gave the Department of External Affairs a comprehensive 
overview of developments in India. A great deal of it was based on press 
clippings, but this was a time when the best newspapers were journals 
of record and journalists were experts in what they wrote. Mackay had 
good enough access to the Government of India to see key people when 
he needed to, and his reports were authoritative. But most of his time 
in India was during the transition period from colony to independence. 
As such, he was accredited to a government preoccupied with itself and its 
future, with only visionary rather than practical ideas about what external 
policy it would pursue once independence came. The personnel making 
those decisions would change and the bureaucracy to develop ideas was 
in flux. He had few key officials with whom to develop a dialogue about 
international issues who might challenge his own thinking about the 
relationship. His mission was isolated in New Delhi. There are almost 
no references to the views of other diplomats in his reporting and no 
sense of any community of observers with which he could exchange ideas. 
The Australian high commission was, for the most part, the only full 
mission in New Delhi for much of his time. Notably, however, Mackay 
was independent in his thinking and not captured by British views, 
a considerable achievement given his isolation. He and Moodie were in 
Simla during the conference on the future of India in 1945 and reported 
accurately on the shifts as India moved towards independence; Mackay 
argued that a firm date should be set to concentrate the minds of the 
negotiators. He developed a low opinion of Muslim League leader and 
future governor-general of Pakistan, Muhummad Ali Jinnah, and a high 
opinion of Nehru; he saw Jinnah as obdurate during the Simla talks. 
Mackay was able to see Nehru when it was needed after the latter joined 
the interim government on his release from prison in 1946. Evatt sent him 
to see Nehru, for instance, to urge keeping independent India within the 
Commonwealth. Officials in New Delhi in the middle part of 1947 were 
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overwhelmed with the consequences of Partition, and even among the 
Indian members of the bureaucracy there was instability as people moved 
to Pakistan.40 Commendably, Mackay spent much of that period using his 
considerable organisational skills to ensure the Australian community and 
his own Muslim servants remained safe.

Mackay was fortunate in that Evatt was interested in India. Evatt’s 
thinking on the relationship was exploratory: how could it be otherwise 
when the nature of the independent country to be was inchoate for most 
of Mackay’s time there? He proceeded by presenting ideas, in particular 
his views on a regional pact with India, and seeing what the reaction 
might be. Nehru’s interest in Australia, first seen at the Inter Asian 
Regional Conference, was based on the indications given by Evatt that 
Australian thinking was independent and was creatively trying to think 
through how it might relate to Asia. Australia had started talking in terms 
of being a part of the wider Asia-Pacific region. In addition, the socialism 
of the Curtin/Chifley governments attracted Nehru. India was to take 
the path of a mixed economy, just as Britain was doing at the time. So 
Evatt and Chifley, in Nehru’s mind, were part of the wider network of 
progressively thinking socialist leaders, the kind of people he felt most 
at home with. The auguries for the relationship, at the end of Mackay’s 
posting, were strong.

H. Roy Gollan was announced as the next Australian high commissioner 
in 1948 and took up his post in January 1949. Gollan had been in India 
since 193741 and, given the acute shortage of senior people who could 
undertake senior overseas appointments, it was logical to move him into 
the role of high commissioner. It was not to be a brilliant appointment. 
He had a tense relationship with Mackay, who thought his patronising 
attitudes, among other issues, had hampered the development of bilateral 
trade.42 Gollan carried no weight in Canberra and his grasp of the arts of 
diplomatic reporting was inadequate. He was fortunate in that his two 
deputies as official secretary were, in turn, Charles Kevin and Francis 
Stuart, both of whom were career officers of the Department of External 
Affairs and went on to head of mission positions. Kevin was not happy 
about the appointment. Having been acting high commissioner he was 

40  See: Nayantara Pothen, Glittering Decades: New Delhi in Love and War (New Delhi: Penguin, 
2012).
41  Gollan was posted to Bombay as representative of the Australian National Travel Association in 
1937 and to Calcutta as trade commissioner in 1940, based first in Simla and then in Bombay.
42  Ivan Chapman, Iven G. Mackay: Citizen and Soldier (Melbourne: Melway Publishing, 1975), 296.
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anxious that the practical solution of appointing Gollan from Bombay 
would be seen as a slight to him.43 Secretary of the Department of External 
Affairs John Burton wrote to Gollan noting that his new position would 
solve the problems that had arisen in the high commission ‘as regards 
jurisdiction of the High Commissioner over Trade Commissioners’ and 
that he expected there would be amicable relations with all staff and in 
particular with Kevin.44

Burton’s instructions to Gollan listed four areas on which detailed 
reporting was required. Two of these showed the extent to which the 
department was still thinking through how Australia might work with 
India in developing sound cooperation in South-East Asia. The first 
area related to India’s desire for leadership in Asia and the undercurrent 
of rivalry with China in the area. The second concentrated on the fact 
that while India might accept that Australia had an interest in the region 
and in the Indian Ocean in particular, what would it take to develop 
a coherent policy? Third, Gollan was asked to report on the activities of 
other powers in the region, and fourth on the attitude of India towards 
membership of the Commonwealth.45 In the event, Gollan was active in 
representing and in advancing Australia’s commercial interests in a period 
when there was every expectation that the bilateral relationship would 
flourish. Australia’s ‘stocks’ were on the rise, a combination of wheat 
exports, activity over Indonesia and various expert exchanges as well as 
work in international conferences.46 

As is detailed in the following chapter, the first important international 
conference in independent India was on the developing crisis in Indonesia 
in 1949.47 In Canberra a tussle developed as to who should represent 
Australia. Evatt wanted either Gollan, who was in the process of returning 
to India after briefing, or more junior officials to attend, but Burton had 
already lined up his attendance with Chifley. Moodie was to accompany 
him. Burton thought that Gollan or the others Evatt preferred would only 

43  Cable 405, Australian High Commission: New Delhi to Department of External Affairs, 
28 September 1948, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1.
44  Burton to Gollan, 7 October 1948, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1. A tussle in Canberra 
between the Department of External Affairs and Department of Commerce, which ran the Trade 
Commissioner Service, led to routine trade matters being sent to Commerce but through the External 
Affairs network. Matters of commercial policy were to be referred to the high commissioner. This set 
a pattern but never entirely eliminated tension between the two services.
45  Burton to Gollan, 12 October 1948, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1.
46  Kevin to Burton, 24 March 1948, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1.
47  See Chapter Two for a full account of the 1949 Indian Conference on Indonesia.
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‘lead us into trouble or on the other hand be too negative’.48 He had been 
deeply involved in the Indonesian crisis, and with Evatt so much out of 
the country with his responsibilities in the United Nations, Burton had 
formed a good working relationship with Chifley.

By the time the conference began in late January, Gollan had arrived in 
New Delhi but was not in any sense part of the conference or its reporting. 
Burton and Moodie handled it all. Burton only wrote to Gollan to give 
him direction about what to say as he made his initial calls. He was to use 
it to facilitate his interviews and to emphasise the importance of Indo-
Australian cooperation bearing in mind that Australia expressly wished 
to avoid any impression that it was ‘ganging up’ with Asia against the 
Western powers.49

The Change of Government in Australia
Gollan had not been a participant in any meaningful way in the two most 
important developments in the bilateral relationship in his time as high 
commissioner in 1949—the cooperation with India over Indonesia and 
the incorporation of India into the Commonwealth. He was, however, 
active in touring India, and his reporting on trade and economic issues was 
solid.50 He used his past experience in trade to negotiate the first Australian 
trade ‘arrangement’ with India, which was signed in October 1951. 
In 1949 India introduced the first plank in what was to be colloquially 
called the ‘permit raj’ when it brought in the Indian Open General Licence 
system. This was an attempt to conserve foreign exchange by restricting 
imports. In addition, the growth of centralised planning led to long delays 
in the procurement, for instance, of jute goods and textiles for Australia. 
The Australian trade commissioner in Bombay, David Shubart, caused 
a flap in Indian Government circles when he suggested, while on home 
leave, that Australia had little prospect of increasing trade and that India 
was nearly bankrupt.51 On the contrary, trade had in fact been increasing. 
In 1949–50 Australian exports to India were valued at A£37 million while 
imports were worth A£28 million. That was an increase of A£11 million 

48  Burton to Evatt, 7 January 1949, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1.
49  Ibid.
50  See, for instance, Gollan’s last dispatch on the state of the Indian economy: Despatch 17, 14 March 
1952, NAA: A4231, 1952/New Delhi.
51  Reported in The Age, 25 October 1950.
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over 1947–48 and a thirteenfold increase since before the war. Australian 
imports were static but even they had increased from A£3 million in 
1938–39.52 The Trade Agreement negotiated by Gollan, the first signed 
with India, covered Australian imports of jute, edible oils and cotton and 
piece goods, while exports covered were wheat and other grains, metals 
such as lead and zinc, and some heavy machinery. It helped speed up the 
two-way trade. The permit raj was, however, to continue to be major 
impediment to the development of trade between the two countries.

The change of government in Australia in December 1949 coincided with 
preparations for the Colombo Conference of Commonwealth Foreign 
Ministers held in January 1950. The Colombo Plan, which came from 
this meeting and from the subsequent meetings in Sydney and London 
during 1950, in recent years has been covered in a glow of nostalgia, but 
this has at least rescued it from being a footnote in Australia’s postwar 
history. Percy  Spender, minister for external affairs in the Menzies 
Government, claimed credit for the Colombo Plan. Yet so did Ceylon’s 
Minister for Finance J.R. Jayewardene and the United Kingdom’s Foreign 
Secretary Ernest Bevin, and historian Sarvepalli Gopal claims some of 
it for Nehru.53 Who first proposed it hardly matters, but the need for 
economic cooperation in the region was in active discussion in Australia 
in late 1949 before the change of government. There was agreement in 
Canberra among government departments that a program of ‘political 
and economic action in South-East Asia’ was needed as a response to the 
changes occurring in the region. In particular, the new Liberal minister 
for defence, Eric Harrison, thought that this program of action should be 
directed to ‘arrest the spread of, and ultimately eliminate, Communism’ 
and that Australia and the Western powers should work with the countries 
of the region to do this. India was thought to be especially important. 
This discussion acknowledged that this was a ‘substantial re-orienting of 
Australian thought and practice’. South-East Asia should be a buffer region 
between Australia and the Asian mainland from where threat to Australia’s 

52  Statement issued by HR Gollan, 2 February 1949, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1; Briefing 
for RG Casey, undated [late 1951], NAA: A1838, 169/10/11/3.
53  See: David Lowe, ‘Canberra’s Colombo Plan: Public Images of Australia’s Relations with Post-
Colonial South and Southeast Asia in the 1950s’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, n.s., 25, 
no. 2 (2002): 183–204, doi.org/10.1080/00856400208723481. See also: Sarvepalli Gopal, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, vol. 2, 1947–56 (London: Johnathan Cape, 1980), 65.
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security was likely to come.54 Thinking was, however, concentrated on 
Indonesia, in particular, and on providing aid to the programs run by 
the United Nations. When the brief for the Colombo Conference was 
produced in December 1949, it debated the issue of what was causing 
the changes in the region—the growth of nationalism or the force of 
international communism? It noted that Australia’s interests lay in the 
emergence of stable, moderate and friendly governments in the region, 
and that Australia must act to prevent communism from subverting these 
new states. It added that fostering the economic development of the region 
would be likely to assist Australia’s political influence in the region. But, 
again, Indonesia, rather than India, was the focus.55 Importantly, despite 
what Spender later claimed,56 it was clear that the ideas and the brief that 
he took to Colombo had been developed under the previous government 
and, in particular, by Burton with the assistance of McIntyre and Tange 
who both went with him to the conference.57 As was the case with the 
1949 Indian Conference on Indonesia, there was again little significant 
contribution from the high commissioner.

The Kashmir Question
Despite Nehru’s international reputation and his activity for world peace, 
India’s strained relations with Pakistan continued. Most of the issues 
arising from Partition had been resolved58 but the unsettled status of the 
princely state of Kashmir remained a source of bitter tension. Kashmir 
had a Hindu ruler but a Muslim majority population. The ruler decided 
to accede to India only under the duress of an invasion by tribesmen 
from Pakistan and with the connivance of the new Pakistan Army. India 
and Pakistan then fought a war, which left the state divided along a line 
of control. India had referred the dispute to the Security Council, which 
set up an investigatory commission. When this failed to find a solution, 

54  ‘Australia and South-East Asia’, Paper by the Department of External Affairs, 13 November 
1949, cited in David Lowe and Daniel Oakman, Australia and the Colombo Plan: 1949–1957 
(Barton: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2004), 4.
55  ‘Brief for Cabinet for Commonwealth Conference, Colombo’, December 1949, cited in Lowe 
and Oakman, Australia and the Colombo Plan, 22.
56  Percy Spender, Exercises in Diplomacy: The ANZUS Treaty and the Colombo Plan (Sydney: Sydney 
University Press, 1969).
57  Laurence ‘Jim’ McIntyre was head of the Pacific Division and Arthur Tange was head of the 
United Nations and Economic Relations Division.
58  In particular, sharing the waters of the Indus basin and settling property claims of refugees.
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the council appointed a ‘Representative’ who, in effect, was to act as a 
mediator. That onerous task was given to the Australian High Court 
judge, Sir Owen Dixon.59

The department was not in favour of any Australian or even Commonwealth 
mediation if, as the department thought, it would fail. Australia would be 
likely to ‘incur the odium of failure’ and strained relations with one or 
both parties and Commonwealth relations would be damaged. But this 
opinion wavered as the atmosphere between India and Pakistan improved 
or sank during the early part of 1950. If a solution looked likely then 
Australia would reap the benefit of a successful outcome.60

Evatt had been active in 1948 while the warfare continued, urging India 
to accept his services as a mediator. Nehru politely turned him down. This 
was the start of regular Australian interest in solving the Kashmir dispute. 
The motivation for involvement was the same as that which animated 
the negotiations on Commonwealth membership: to ensure that both 
countries would be available to Western defence should war with the 
Soviet Union break out. A state of war on the subcontinent was inherently 
destabilising and left the region open to communist meddling.61 While 
Dixon did not act as an Australian mediator as such, his participation 
fitted Menzies’s strategic preoccupations with a coming war. It was 
impossible to imagine in 1950 how, in the event of war in the Middle East 
as a result of a Soviet invasion, the West could do without the 20 million 
Indian troops that had been so vital in the war just finished.62 Menzies was 
to offer his services in mediation at the Commonwealth Prime Ministers 
Conference in London in January 1951 and, again in June 1951 when 
Indian troop movements appeared threatening.

Dixon’s mission meant travelling between Karachi and New Delhi, 
putting proposals to both leaders and arranging a conference between 
them.63 He kept in touch to some extent with both Australian high 

59  United Nations Security Council Resolution 80, 14 March 1950, UN Doc S/Res/80(1950) 
[see also: S/1469].
60  Note for the Secretary from United Nations Division, 27 March 1950, NAA: A1838, 
169/11/148/6.
61  See: HW Brands, ‘India and Pakistan in American Strategic Planning, 1947–54: The 
Commonwealth as Collaborator’, The Journal of Commonwealth and Imperial History 15, no. 1 (1986): 
41–54, doi.org/10.1080/03086538608582728.
62  For example, see: Draft cable to the Australian Embassy in Washington, 24 January 1951, NAA: 
TS169/11/148/12, Part 1.
63  A full account of the Dixon mission can be found in William Reid, ‘Sir Owen Dixon’s Mediation 
of the Kashmir Dispute, 1950’ (BA (Hons) thesis, Deakin University, 2000).
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commissions seeking to determine just how far both countries could 
move on the essential issues.64 Despite exhausting work, Dixon’s mission 
failed. He is regarded, nonetheless, as having come closer than anyone to 
securing a lasting solution.65 Dixon’s mission report makes it clear that the 
responsibility for failure lay with India. In personal conversation, it was 
apparent he was furious with Nehru in particular. He distrusted Nehru: 
‘I wish a sense of honour existed here [in India]. I can hardly imagine 
a people with such crooked and dishonourable minds and natures as the 
Hindus possess’.66 His last interview with Nehru was ‘all lies as usual’.67 
Secretary of the Department of External Affairs Alan Watt noted on a file 
in early August, before the breakdown of the mission, that he had discussed 
Kashmir with Spender who thought ‘the Indian attitude unreasonable’ 
but agreed that pressure on India from Australia was of doubtful utility.68

The damage to Australia’s view of India from the mission was considerable. 
As soon as he arrived home Dixon briefed Menzies personally in 
Melbourne. Dixon also briefed Watt and continued to be a sounding 
board for him in the development of foreign policy, especially on the 
large themes of the day, such as whether priority should be given to the 
Middle East or to Asian concerns.69 Later, in 1952, the then minister 
for external affairs, Richard Casey, tried to persuade Dixon to revisit the 
subcontinent. He was, Casey said, the only person in whom Nehru would 
have confidence. Dixon, however, refused. He would only return if the 
American secretary of state, Dean Acheson, or someone of equal status 
asked him. Casey, Dixon thought, had no understanding of Kashmir.70

The distinct turn to Pakistan in Australian policy can be attributed to 
Dixon’s experience of this mediation. If, as Dixon said some years later 
to Crocker, the plebiscite idea was one of Nehru’s major mistakes,71 it 
was also true that by taking the dispute to the United Nations Nehru 

64  Cable 230, Australian High Commission to Department of External Affairs, 31 July 1950, 
NAA: TS169/11/148/12, Part 1.
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68  File note by Watt, 5 August 1950, NAA: A1838, 169/11/148/6.
69  Ayres, Owen Dixon, 228.
70  Ibid., 228–9.
71  Despatch 57, 18 September 1952, NAA: A4231 1952/New Delhi.
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had internationalised a problem that might have stayed internal and 
been resolved by the two countries working together.72 In 1950 and for 
some years later, Pakistan was regarded as the key to maintaining Western 
influence in the northern part of the Middle East. The United States 
wanted an Asian partner once China failed and, disappointed with India’s 
policies, Pakistan was the inevitable choice.

Francis Stuart73 thought that the major diplomatic preoccupation for the 
high commission in the 1950s was ‘watching the Kashmir crisis unfold’.74 
Menzies himself attempted mediation after his visit to India and Pakistan 
in December 1950.75 There was an informal discussion of Kashmir at 
the Commonwealth Prime Ministers meeting in London in January 
1951 in which Menzies took a lead, even suggesting a Commonwealth 
force to supervise a plebiscite of the state, but nothing came of this.76 
Menzies wrote to Acheson that after this discussion he formed the view 
that Nehru did not want to settle the Kashmir dispute, but prolong it in 
order to increase the prospects of the state acceding to India. He found 
Liaquat, Pakistan’s prime minister, cooperative and was sympathetic to 
his situation.77 Later that year Menzies had another tilt at this windmill 
by again offering his services to both prime ministers. Nehru’s reply, while 
polite, was verging on the irritable.78 The high commission’s comment was 
that the ultimate responsibility for the deadlock over Kashmir remained 
with India, but there did not appear to be any Indian policy in place to 
meet the consequences of an inevitable future breakdown in the truce.79

72  Nehru admitted as much himself in a letter to his sister. See: Nehru to Vijaya Lakshmi, 
13 February 1957, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (NMML): Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit Papers, 
subject file, No. 50.
73  Stuart was official secretary to the High Commission in New Delhi at the time of the Dixon 
mission.
74  Stuart, Towards Coming of Age, 157.
75  Menzies observed in a cable to Sid Holland, prime minister of New Zealand, on 28 December 
1950: ‘This Kashmir business dominates all political thinking in Pakistan and a good deal of it in 
India. Unless it is settled, we … will be grievously weakened in the Middle East in the event of a great 
war’. NAA: A1838, 169/11/148/1.
76  Krishna Menon read out Nehru’s account of this meeting in the Security Council debate on 
Kashmir in 1957. See: United Nations, Security Council Official Records, 764th Meeting, 24 January 
1957, UN Doc S/PV.764. Further details can be found in Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 2, 113.
77  Menzies to Acheson, 24 January 1951, NAA: A1838, 169/11/148/1, cited in Meg Gurry, 
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Conclusion
Gollan’s appointment had begun in the last months of the Chifley 
Government. Evatt had been active in moving Australia to greater 
involvement with India and with regional issues, and both he and Chifley, 
however reluctantly, had played a major role in the negotiations to bring 
India into the Commonwealth as a republic. These negotiations had made 
Nehru question the extent to which Australia was locked into patterns of 
thinking dominated by colonial attitudes, just as the critical attitude of 
the Australian press towards the Indonesian conference in New Delhi had 
made him initially suspicious of Australia. Had Labor been returned in 
the 1949 election, developing a ‘close friendship with India’ would not 
have been straightforward.

By the time of Gollan’s recall in 1952, India’s non-alignment had been 
challenged by the progress of the Korean War. Nehru was disliked by all 
sides in the conflict and not trusted by the Chinese. His refusal to sign the 
Japanese Peace Treaty in 1951 on the grounds that an Asian country was 
still occupied by foreign powers had irritated the Americans who saw it as 
an attempt to dislodge Japan from the Western alliance.80 Further, India’s 
attitude to the Kashmir dispute had annoyed the Western powers that saw 
this potential flashpoint as a problem in securing southern Asia against 
communist advances.

The attitude of the Menzies Government towards India was coloured by 
the failure of the Dixon mission and by an impetus to line up with United 
States policies in the Cold War. Similarly, Indian views of Australia began 
to deteriorate. It became focused on its pan-Asian and global roles, and 
became more assertive in its non-alignment policy, leaving little room for 
a friendship with Australia to blossom. The sympathy that had existed 
between the two countries during Mackay’s tenure and at the start of 
Gollan’s term steadily dissipated during the early 1950s, leaving the 
relationship in unstable terrain.

80  Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 2, 137–38.
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