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New Delhi and Canberra 

in the 1950s
Eric Meadows

By the time of Walter Crocker’s appointment as Australian high 
commissioner to India in 1952, a widening gap was discernible on almost 
all issues that mattered in New Delhi and in Canberra. India might have 
been thought of as ‘the most important power in Asia’1 but both countries 
had fundamentally different views of international communism and its 
relationship to the nationalist movements in Asia. Any similarity on these 
matters that might have existed in the heady days following independence 
in 1947 had entirely gone. By 1952, with a  different government in 
Canberra, attitudes in both India and Australia had hardened and, as Indian 
foreign policy spokesman Krishna Menon put it, they had ‘somewhat 
drifted apart’.2 They were to drift further apart with their different views 
of the utility of military alliances, and as non-alignment developed into 
an international movement. In addition, Australia’s immigration policy 
became an issue of public controversy during Crocker’s posting and the 
limits of his influence on policy became clear in this matter, as well as 
on the larger issue of Australia’s relations with non-aligned Asia. This 
chapter explores these points of difference and the dynamic between the 
high commission under Crocker’s leadership and foreign policymakers 
in Canberra.

1  Despatch No. 33, 6 July 1950, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A4231, 1950/New Delhi.
2  Krishna Menon quoted by the India Information Service, welcoming Crocker’s appointment, 
21 June 1952, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 2.
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Policy towards India
A useful note by the Department of External Affairs in August 1952 
succinctly summarised Australian policy in Asia. On India, its intent 
was blunt:

To ensure that India does not become aligned with the U.S.S.R. 
but continues to adopt an independent policy (short range) and 
is attracted towards active alignment with the Western world 
(long range).3

It added that, to be successful in this objective, there would have to 
be a  settlement of the Kashmir dispute and an improvement in India’s 
relations with Pakistan. Although Pakistan was more ready to cooperate 
with the West, in the long run India was the more important power, 
and it was thus important not to cause Indian hostility or to isolate it in 
the United Nations. While economic assistance should be given in the 
Colombo Plan, the main effort to keep India on side had to be political.4

The Menzies Government was in no doubt that South-East Asia and 
Australia were in danger from penetration by ‘Communist imperialism’.5 
External Affairs Minister Percy Spender, in his important speech in the 
House of Representatives of 9 March 1950, noted that the objective of 
the Soviet Union was to achieve world communism by infiltration in 
all democratic governments. Australia was opposed to any attempt by 
one country to impose its will on another. As the ‘hydraulic’ Cold War 
language of the time put it, the success of the Western democracies in 
holding a firm front in Europe against communism was partly responsible 
for the flow of interest shown by the Soviet Union in fostering the spread 
of communism in Asia. The victory of communism in China had played 
into the hands of the Soviets and, although it was uncertain how the 
Sino–Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance6 would work in practice, 
the existence of a widespread Chinese diaspora in South-East Asia would 
provide a ready-made instrument for infiltration should China choose 

3  ‘Note on Australian Political Objectives and Methods in India’, undated [August 1952?], cited in 
David Lowe and Daniel Oakman, Australia and the Colombo Plan: 1949–1957 (Barton: Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2004), 483.
4  Ibid.
5  Statement on Foreign Policy by the Minister for External Affairs, 9 March 1950, cited in Percy 
Spender, Politics and a Man (Sydney: Collins, 1972), 307–29, 315.
6  Signed in 1945 but only made public in February 1950.
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that path. Vietnam was the present danger point in South-East Asia, 
Spender argued, and should communism prevail there, then the rest 
of the region including Malaya would become the next direct object of 
further communist activities.7 As a result of these concerns, Australia had 
chosen not to recognise the new government of China.

India, by contrast, had recognised the communist People’s Republic 
of China. This was consistent with India’s policy of being aligned with 
neither of the two power blocs, as well as coinciding with Nehru’s view 
that China was like India in that it deserved to take its rightful place in 
the world after a long period of decline and foreign interference. Nehru’s 
policy of non-alignment, as it came to be called, evolved slowly and was 
put succinctly in a letter he wrote in 1947 to KPS Menon and Asaf Ali 
as they prepared to become India’s first ambassadors to China and the 
United States, respectively:

Our general policy is to avoid entanglement in power politics and 
not to join any group of Powers as against any other group. The 
two leading groups today are the Russian bloc and the Anglo-
American bloc. We must be friendly to both and yet not join 
either. Both America and Russia are extraordinarily suspicious of 
each other as well as other countries. This makes our path difficult 
and we may well be suspected by each of leaning towards the 
other. This cannot be helped. Our foreign policy will ultimately 
be governed by our internal policy. That policy is far from being 
Communistic and is certainly opposed to the Communist Party 
of India. Nevertheless, there is a great and growing feeling in 
India in favour of some kind of a vague socialist order of society. 
There is much good will for America and expectation of help 
from her in many fields, especially technical. There is also a 
great deal of sympathy for the work of the Soviet Union and the 
remarkable change this has brought about among the people. The 
Soviet Union being our neighbour, we shall inevitably develop 
closer relations with it. We  cannot afford to antagonize Russia 
merely because we think that this may antagonize someone else. 
Nor indeed can we antagonize the USA.8

7  Spender, Politics and a Man, 313.
8  Cited in KPS Menon, Many Worlds an Autobiography (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), 
229–30.
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At the heart of Nehru’s policy was a determination to avoid foreign 
entanglements. Power blocs aligned against each other, in his view, had 
led to world wars.9 Peace and freedom were indivisible, and this meant 
that India would be opposed to colonialism as well as racialism. To be 
aligned would mean giving up independence of thought, to sink once 
again into a colonial mentality. India’s policy was not ‘middle of the road’, 
hedging bets with one bloc or the other.10 Rather it was a positive and 
constructive policy deliberately designed to avoid hostility to others. 
Although he called his policy at this point, ‘one of neutrality’11 he was 
later to repudiate this in favour of ‘nonalignment’ as a more positive term. 
Stalin did not understand this in 1948 just as the United States secretary 
of state in the Eisenhower administration, John Foster Dulles, failed to 
grasp this later.12

Crocker was Australian high commissioner to India twice, from 1952 until 
1955 and then from 1958 until 1962. Although he was head of mission in 
five other posts,13 he thought of his years observing India as the highlight 
of his career. At the time of his initial appointment he was professor of 
international relations at The Australian National University. He had wide 
experience in international affairs, including in the International Labour 
Organization, the United Nations Secretariat and the British Colonial 
Service in Nigeria.14

Crocker rapidly established a reputation as an excellent reporter on 
India. Sir John Crawford, secretary of the Department of Commerce 
and Agriculture, complimented Arthur Tange on the ‘particularly useful’ 
reporting Crocker had been sending to Canberra.15 Crocker was told that 
the main purpose of his mission was to improve relations with Nehru 

9  Nehru, 7 September 1946, in ibid., 2.
10  Nehru, 22 March 1949, in ibid., 45.
11  Nehru, 8 March 1948, in ibid., 30.
12  Sarvepall Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 2, 1947–56 (London: Johnathan Cape, 1980), 45.
13  Indonesia (1955–57), Canada (1957–58), the Netherlands (1962–65), Kenya (1965–67) and 
Italy (1967–70).
14  Crocker’s new colleagues in the Department of External Affairs welcomed his appointment. 
Keith Waller, for instance, then in the Australian High Commission in London, wrote to him: ‘Your 
predecessors, although men of great ability, have had no interest or understanding in the problem of 
India or the Indian approach. This unawareness has separated us in a tragic fashion from the kind of 
sympathetic contact we could have had with the Indians’. Letter, 18 March 1952, Crocker Papers, 
Barr Smith Library, University of Adelaide (AUL): 10/5/3.
15  Letter, Crocker to Tange, 28 June 1954, NAA: A1838, 169/10/6 PART 1. By 1954, Tange was 
secretary of the Department of External Affairs.
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personally and with the Government of India generally.16 Later he wrote 
that his job was to watch Nehru; he was the focus of Crocker’s working 
life and inevitably he saw a lot of him.17

By the time Crocker took up his post in New Delhi, the views of the 
Menzies Government on the threat of international communism were 
well known in India.

Krishna Menon noted that India and Australia did not see eye to eye 
on issues such as the recognition of China. Nonetheless, both countries, 
he commented, were interested in the peace, stability and freedom of 
South-East Asia, and Menon hoped that Crocker’s appointment would 
lead to greater understanding between the two governments.18 Many in 
the Indian Government thought of Australia as an ‘insignificant power’ 
if divorced from the United States or the United Kingdom. It would take 
30–40 years with an increase in population and the discovery of more 
resources for it to become ‘a strong and solid power’.19

Crocker presented his Letter of Commission to President Rajendra 
Prasad in May 1952, by which time, Australia’s security treaty with the 
United States and New Zealand (the ANZUS Treaty) had come into 
force. Australia was now in a formal sense part of the linked alliances that 
constituted containment. After presenting his letter,20 Crocker commented 
in his diary that ‘I personally and my country were of little importance to 
him’.21 This harsh judgement was to be proven substantially correct over 
Crocker’s first posting.

In reporting on India’s views, Crocker noted there was an awareness and 
apprehension about communism as a factor in international affairs, but 
it ‘does not touch the deeper feelings of Indians’.22 Despite ‘neutralism’, 
communism took second place to issues of colonialism and racial 
discrimination. Indeed, many Indians believed that communism abolished 

16  Despatch, Acting High Commissioner to Canada, New Delhi to Ottawa, 7 July 1959, National 
Archives of Canada (NAC): RG25, vol. 3726, file 5860.40 part 1. This reference was courtesy of 
Associate Professor Chris Waters.
17  Walter Crocker, Nehru: A Contemporary’s Estimate (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966), 
15, 18.
18  Memo, 21 June 1952, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 2.
19  Annual Political Report for 1951, undated [early 1952?], National Archives of India (NAI): 
3(31) – R&I/52.
20  Crocker was the first high commissioner to present a Letter of Commission in a formal ceremony, 
a step in India’s recognition of high commissioners as the equivalent to ambassadors.
21  Crocker Diaries, 12 May 1952, AUL.
22  Memo, 26 October 1952, NAA: A462, 618/2/6.
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racial distinctions and thus, there was some predisposition to see some good 
in communism on this account alone. Nationalism coupled with anti-
colonialism could often be mistaken for a communist attitude. Despite 
this, External Affairs Minister Richard Casey’s published journal23 shows 
his awareness that India would resist communist aggression, although 
Krishna Menon, who gave him this assurance, told Crocker that Casey had 
a phobia about communism.24 In a dispatch written early in 1953, Crocker 
commented that the main barrier to the success of the communists in 
India was Congress, which for the foreseeable future would be dominated 
by Nehru.25 Indians disliked ‘the police-state aspect’ of communism. In 
fact, Nehru, Crocker wrote, was more opposed to Hindu revivalism than 
communism seeing it as a greater threat to the state and to the commitment 
to a secular state. Were there to be a showdown between East and West, 
India would without question be ‘in the western camp’.26 Towards the end 
of his first posting Crocker, in one of his valedictory dispatches, noted that 
Indian foreign policy had become more realistic and self-interested since 
independence and its emotionalism and abstract idealism had lessened. 
Coexistence might still be the central point in Nehru’s international 
outlook, Crocker wrote, but he was placing greater emphasis on national 
security and was thus more wary about international communism.27

Nonetheless, the two countries drifted further apart as the Cold War in Asia 
became more intense. Casey visited India in June 1954 and suggested to 
Nehru that what was needed in the context of the instability in Indochina 
in particular was ‘the mobilisation and firm expression of eastern and 
western public opinion against any further Communist advance in 
South-East Asia’ as well as a ‘collective security arrangement with teeth 
in it to deter the Communists’. Casey noted that both objectives would 
be much more effective were India to participate. After all, a guarantee 
of the collective autonomy of the Indo-Chinese states was ‘essentially 
one for free Asia, although relevant Western countries could not avoid 
responsibilities’.28 Nehru did not disagree with this but he preferred to 
wait until the outcome of the Geneva conference was known.29

23  TB Millar (ed.), Australian Foreign Minister: The Diaries of R. G. Casey, 1951–60 (London: Collins, 
1972), 12 June 1954, 155.
24  Crocker Diaries, 16 December 1954, AUL.
25  Despatch 3, ‘The Long-Term Prospects for Communism in India’, 31 January 1953, NAA: 
A5954, 2271/2.
26  Despatch 4, ‘On Nehru’, 9 February 1953, ibid.
27  Despatch 18, 6 December 1954, NAA: A5954, 2271/3.
28  Millar, Australian Foreign Minister, 10 June 1953, 153.
29  The Geneva Conference (April to July 1954) met to solve the conflicts in Indochina and Korea. 
The outcomes of it were termed ‘the Geneva Accords’.
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The negotiations over the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO)30 
were, for the United States, an answer to this gap. For Australia, SEATO 
also represented another means of involving the United States in the 
region. Unfortunately, like ANZUS, it lacked an explicit trigger to invoke 
a response to armed attack and, much to Casey’s disappointment, its 
reference to joint military planning was vague. Nonetheless, when Casey 
introduced SEATO for ratification in parliament, he noted that although 
it had support from few members from the region, it did at least provide a 
basis to develop a regional security system to deter communist expansion.31

In the Lok Sabha, Nehru outlined his opposition to SEATO, more in 
sorrow than in anger. India had been invited to Manila but attendance 
would have implied a retreat from non-alignment. Moreover, it would 
have compromised India’s position as chairman of the three Indo-Chinese 
commissions set up as part of the Geneva Accords, aimed at resolving 
outstanding issues resulting from the Korean War and the French retreat 
from Indochina. These had provided some hope and peace to the region, 
which SEATO was now putting at risk. While he could ‘understand the 
fears in the Asian countries roundabout, in Australia and in New Zealand’ 
the treaty did not create more security but only added to tension. He 
especially objected that the defensive area of the treaty could be expanded 
by the parties to it as they decided. This seemed to him akin to the colonial 
concept of a sphere of influence. While the motives of the parties might 
be good, the treaty suggested that internal events within the region might 
provoke intervention, thus compromising the independence of ‘this 
area’.32 Eden, according to Crocker, wrote to Nehru about this, which 
partly mollified him.33 This affected the independence of countries in the 
region.34 Nehru was, of course, angered in particular that Pakistan had 
joined the treaty parties.

30  The South-East Asia Collective Defence Treaty, sometimes called the Manila Treaty from the 
city where it was signed in September 1954, brought together Australia, New Zealand, France, 
Britain, Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand and the United States, in an international security 
agreement meant to deter communist aggression in South-East Asia. See Peter Edwards with Gregory 
Pemberton, Crises and Commitments: The Politics and Diplomacy of Australia’s Involvement in Southeast 
Asian Conflicts, 1946–1965 (North Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1992), 153–59.
31  Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 27 October 1954, 2382–89 
‘South-East Asia Collective Defence Treaty Bill 1954’ (RG Casey MP).
32  Cable 218, Australian High Commission in India to Department, 30 September 1954, NAA: 
A5954, 2271/3.
33  Cable 215, 28 September 1954, AUL: MSS 327 C938p, Crocker Papers, Series 10/2/2, Reports 
and Correspondence India, 1954.
34  Cable 218, Australian High Commission in India to Department, 30 September 1954, NAA: 
A5954, 2271/3.
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The Colombo Plan
The SEATO Treaty included a section to encourage economic cooperation 
within the region, but the main focus of the government’s aid effort was 
to remain the Colombo Plan, which was of particular interest to Casey. 
In his briefing discussions with Crocker in Canberra, Casey had asked 
him to review the operation of the Colombo Plan. It had only been in 
place since July 1951, but there had been teething problems and Casey 
had received blunt assessments of it, not least from Gollan. Crocker’s first 
report substantially confirmed the high commission’s view that India 
did not appreciate the work of the plan. His views were not to change 
throughout his first posting.35

In short, after consulting the staff, he thought it was a mess. The hopes 
Australia had for the plan had not been fulfilled. Australia’s efforts were 
not appreciated mainly because they barely rated a mention in the press. 
The Indian minister for finance told Crocker that Australian aid was 
‘marginal’.36 A few projects would be more administratively simple than 
the current scattergun approach, which seemed to be inspired by Australia’s 
trade interests. The Indians wanted wheat and money to lessen its deficit. 
They did not need many experts and Australia should be careful to take 
trainees only in areas really needed by India. Nonetheless, Crocker added 
in a letter to Casey, ‘the only political value which Australia has got out of 
its Colombo Plan efforts has been from the students’.37 In his memoirs he 
commented that Australia’s participation in the plan had been to correct 
the ‘prejudices and phobias behind the White Australia Policy’. It at least 
put Australia on the map for Asia and vice versa and made a sizeable dent 
in Australian provincialism.38

Much of Crocker’s criticism of the plan concerned its implementation. 
Although the reception of students had greatly improved, ‘the ham-
handed proceedings of the Immigration Department’ needed work. 
Apprentices could be trained under the plan, but despite having 
training awards they would not be permitted entry. There was a lack 

35  Crocker Diaries, 20 December 1952, AUL.
36  Letter, Crocker to Plimsoll, 3 February 1954, AUL: MSS 327 C938p, Crocker Papers, Series 
10/2/2.
37  Letter, Crocker to Casey, 11 November 1953, AUL: MSS 327 C938p, Crocker Papers, Series 
10/2/1.
38  Walter Crocker, Travelling Back: The Memoirs of Sir Walter Crocker (South Melbourne: Macmillan, 
1981), 179.
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of coordination—‘Australia’s foreign and immigration policies must be 
integrated lest both be compromised’.39 It was important to ensure that 
training given was actually relevant to India. While in 1950 Australia had 
been strongly associated with the plan, its focus on providing gifts of small 
items meant that by 1952, Canada and New Zealand were more top of 
mind for the Indian public, having chosen to concentrate on only one or 
two projects. Some of Australia’s suggested gifts, such as knitting wool 
or an Australian book on learning English, ‘have covered us with ridicule’. 
While there might be administrative delays in India, there were too many 
administrative steps in Australia to guarantee efficiency.40

By 1959, during his second posting in New Delhi, India had become the 
main recipient of Colombo Plan aid, absorbing over a third of the total 
allocation to the plan by Australia. Crocker thought the plan had become 
inflated and the defects he had pointed to before, with the exception of the 
efficiency of Australian procedures, had not been addressed. In particular, 
he emphasised that the plan was irrelevant in combatting communism 
and had a small impact on economic development compared to the large 
amounts spent on it. There was a lot of waste. India’s attitude was one 
of indifference and Australia’s role not known; the plan thus had only 
a slight effect on increasing goodwill towards Australia. India believed 
that it had a right to aid from the West and such an attitude was not 
conducive to increasing goodwill. Above all, Crocker was concerned 
about the disproportionate amount of time the department’s officers at 
home and abroad spent on administering programs under the plan. It had 
in fact done harm to the department.41

Casey, however, had wider objectives. Increasingly in the 1950s he sought 
to align the work of the plan with the anti-communist objectives of the 
Australian Government.42 India was not a focus of this campaign, which 
instead included encouraging countries such as Malaysia and Thailand 
to send police for training in Australia or supporting the army of the 
Republic of Vietnam. A conscious program of publicity was developed 
that included films and books focusing on the plan’s success stories. In this 

39  Despatch 41, 25 July 1952, NAA: A4231, 1952/New Delhi.
40  Ibid.
41  Memo, Australian High Commission in India to Department, 17 October 1959, NAA: A1838, 
3004/11/36 PART 2.
42  Christopher Waters, ‘A Failure of Imagination: R. G. Casey and Australian Plans for Counter-
subversion in Asia, 1954–1956’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 45, no. 3 (1999): 347–61, 
352, doi.org/10.1111/1467-8497.00069.
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regard, the Colombo Plan was in the end so successful a scheme that it 
swamped the popular imagination in Australia over all other programs of 
training aid and the large number of privately funded students.43

Was Australia a Part of Asia?
The Bandung Conference of April 1955 tested Canberra’s preparedness to 
identify with local geography and with a decolonising world rather than 
with familiar Western allies. From New Delhi, Cocker argued for Australia 
to attend the meeting of Asian and African countries at Bandung in 1955. 
He thought it expedient:

If the signs are that the conference is likely to go in for anti-
colonialism or Racialism, I still feel that consideration should be 
given to the expediency of reminding them at some stage that 
Australia is in the South East Asian region and is vitally interested 
in its well-being and is disappointed that she has not been invited 
to such a regional conference.44

Crocker tried for some months to interest Canberra in attending, 
suggesting that attendance at the conference might prevent discussion on 
questions such as Dutch New Guinea that could run counter to Australian 
interests. He thought a hint to Indonesia that Australia considered itself 
‘sufficiently a part of Asia to be worth inviting’ would be a gesture that 
would gratify and surprise it, even if Australia were not to be invited.45 
It would be a test of whether Asian nations thought of Australia as a part 
of the region. For now, however, Crocker’s advice was put on hold and was 
not to be considered until the agenda became known. Nonetheless, his 
arguments, shared with the New Zealand High Commission in Canberra, 
provoked New Zealand to seek clarification of Australia’s intentions. The 
New Zealand high commissioner was blunt: New Zealand would not 
wish to participate as an ‘Asian country’.46

43  See David Lowe, ‘The Colombo Plan and “Soft” Regionalism in the Asia-Pacific: Australia and 
New Zealand Cultural Diplomacy in the 1950s and 1960s’ (Working Paper No. 1, Alfred Deakin 
Research Institute, 2010).
44  Telegram 286, 15 December 1954, AUL: MSS 327 C938p, Crocker Papers, Series 10/2/2.
45  Minute on the Asia-Africa Conference by WR Crocker, 2 September 1954, NAA: A1838, 3002/1 
PART 1.
46  Letter from the New Zealand High Commissioner, 22 November 1954, ibid.
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In contrast, within the Australian External Affairs Department there was 
considerable debate revolving around the central issue of how Australia 
should relate to Asia: to those who had served in the region, attendance 
seemed a sensible way of flagging Australia’s relevance. Opinion in posts 
overseas was divided, although more were opposed. Significantly, Alan 
Watt, commissioner in Singapore,47 was cautious. Crocker told him 
that although he did not say Australia should necessarily attend or seek 
an invitation, ‘Australia has not less interest in the region than Syria 
or Lebanon’.48 Casey was doubtful about the value of the conference. 
He  thought it would be a propaganda exercise and embarrassing for 
Australia to attend.49 In a personal letter to Crocker he noted:

I don’t much like this Afro-Asian Conference. No doubt you’ll 
be keeping us informed. I can imagine, as you say, that Nehru 
doesn’t like it much. It seems quite clearly to be a product of 
‘colour’ – ganging up of the Asians etc. against the Europeans. 
The  Indonesians seem to have cashed in on it – as the flying 
buttress for their West New Guinea affair.50

Menzies, as might have been anticipated, was also opposed. With both 
Menzies and Casey doubtful of the value of the conference, and both the 
British and United States governments opposed,51 there was little chance 
that Crocker’s views would prevail.52

India’s view on whether Australia should attend seemed confused. 
An  article in The Times53 had suggested Nehru wanted the conference 
to include the South Pacific, meaning Australia and New Zealand, but 
Crocker, following up in New Delhi, reported that this was not Indian 
policy, only an idea that had been floated in the Ministry of External 
Affairs. Pillai explained to Crocker that Australia and New Zealand were 
omitted from the guest list because they were outside the geographic area.54 

47  Formerly Secretary of the Department of External Affairs.
48  Crocker to Watt, 21 October 1954, NAA: A1838, 3002/1 PART 1.
49  Letter, Casey to Pearson, 28 January 1955, NAC: Lester B. Pearson Papers, MG26, vol. 2, file 
pre-1958. This reference was courtesy of Associate Professor Chris Waters.
50  Letter of 31 December 1954, NAA: A1838, 555/10/4 PART 1.
51  See, for instance: British High Commissioner in Canberra, 18 January 1955, The National 
Archives of the United Kingdom (TNA): DO35/6096.
52  Crocker Diaries, 8 February and 3 March 1955, AUL.
53  24 December 1954, ‘The Djakarta Conference’.
54  Cable 10, Australian High Commission in London to Department, 4 January 1955, NAA: A4534, 
46/14/2, PART 1.
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Later, at a press conference, Nehru noted that the Colombo powers would 
not object to the participation of Australia and New Zealand. Indonesia, 
however, seemed more reluctant.

Keith Shann, who was head of the United Nations branch of the 
department, was designated as an observer at the conference and by 
the  time the conference was held, Crocker was ambassador in Jakarta. 
His closeness to Nehru was useful: during the conference Nehru briefed 
him on the proceedings and this added considerably to Shann’s excellent 
reporting as the formally accredited ‘observer’.

In his final speech at the conference Nehru appealed to Australia and 
New Zealand to draw nearer and become a part of Asia; both countries 
were ‘nearly in our area … We don’t consider these matters on any racial 
basis’.55 As the Burmese premier put it, if Australia considered itself to be 
a part of Asia it ought to be represented at Asian/African talks. This was 
the point: did Australia regard itself as a part of Asia or not? Despite the 
warmth towards Australia at Bandung, Krishna Menon, for his part, did 
not think Australia was a part of Asia and thus should not attend future 
meetings.56 Despite this evidence of a difference of opinion in India, it was 
clear that if Australia wanted to attend meetings of this sort in the future, 
it had only to ask; it could not expect Asia to take the initiative. Shann, for 
his part, having observed the conference from the sidelines, now thought 
that Australia would have had considerable influence on the work of the 
conference and gained much while losing little. The rule of unanimity 
under which the conference operated would have meant Australia could 
have vetoed anything it did not like. The great majority of members of the 
conference would have been prepared to have Australia attend.57

Immigration
Despite Crocker’s lack of success in persuading the government to 
participate in Bandung, he remained well regarded. Menzies thought him 
‘an extremely able ambassador and, I think, one of the ablest reporters of 
local conditions that we have had’.58 Of the department’s senior people, 

55  Report on Asian-African Conference – Bandung by KCO Shann, NAA: A5462, 2/1/1A PART 1.
56  Australian High Commission in India to Department, 8 May 1955, ibid.
57  Report on Asian-African Conference—Bandung by KCO Shann, ibid.
58  Heather Henderson (ed.), Letters to my Daughter: Robert Menzies, Letters, 1955–1975 (Millers 
Point: Pier 9, 2011), 10.
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Menzies unreservedly praised only Plimsoll, Macintyre and Crocker. 
Nonetheless, Crocker did not manage to shift the deeply held positions 
about India within the department, still less the government. Writing to 
Tange in May 1955 after discussions with Casey in Australia, Crocker 
noted he had argued for the reassessment of some Australian policies.59 
This was consistent with the ideas he had pushed since taking up the 
posting in India: for all the attempts to take Indian views into account, 
there would be no major shift in the relationship until some basic 
Australian assumptions had changed.

It was during Crocker’s first term in India that Australia’s immigration 
policy became a major issue between the two governments. The tension 
was instigated by the public statements of General Cariappa, India’s high 
commissioner in Australia from 1953 to 1956.60 Cariappa had made a 
series of comments calling for a relaxation of Australia’s immigration 
policy to allow the controlled migration of Indian ex-servicemen into 
the country. Crocker was well equipped to deal with this contretemps, 
having been trained in demography. His reporting to the Department of 
External Affairs had showed how central was the grievance over past racial 
discrimination in India. He thought of it as the ‘primum mobile of emotion 
in India’.61 In his first dispatch from India on the topic, he argued that if 
Australia were to understand India it had to accept that communism did 
not touch the deeper feelings of Indians, whereas colonialism and racial 
issues did. Racial discrimination was a preoccupation and led sometimes 
to unbalanced views, for example, on colonial matters or Nehru’s 
ambivalence on Indochina or Korea. Australia’s immigration policy was 
always in the background in exchanges with Indian officials. The attitude 
to Canada was friendlier because of that country’s introduction of a quota 
for Indian immigration, a face-saving gesture that removed the total bar 
against Indians. Racial questions had the potential to blur traditional 
loyalties to the Commonwealth and, thus, make the Soviet Union a more 
attractive partner to India.62 He put the issue succinctly in a subsequent 
dispatch: ‘no policy dealing with India which does not give a prior place to 
this pre-occupation [with racial issues] can be soundly based’. Geography 
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61  New Delhi Despatch No. 18, 14 July 1953, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 2.
62  ‘Indian Feelings on Race Relations’, 26 October 1952, NAA: A462, 618/2/6.
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could not be denied and the goodwill of Asia must be a ‘cardinal item’ 
in Australia’s foreign relations; the current immigration policy was the 
chief obstacle to this goodwill.63 In his farewell dispatch at the end of 
his first posting, Crocker noted that Australia was beginning to count 
for little more in Nehru’s mind ‘than the country with a disapproved 
immigration policy’.64

Crocker noted that immigration was always raised when he spoke to the 
press or to community groups and, in a country highly sensitised  to 
issues of racial discrimination, was a shadow in his interactions with the 
Government of India. India never lobbied Australia to change the policy 
despite the incautious public statements of General Cariappa. Crocker, 
along with other Australian high commissioners, argued for a  quota 
system. This small gesture would not only diffuse the issue, but also was 
necessary if Australia were to be listened to seriously in Delhi. When 
Canada introduced a quota in 1951, having had a discriminatory policy, 
it had an immediate positive effect on its relations with India. Crocker, 
home on briefing in 1963, stated in a departmental meeting that the White 
Australia policy was ‘resented by all Asians, especially Indians’; although 
it was not possible to point to it having had direct policy consequences, 
it underlay the relationship.65

Casey was aware, from his travels, that there was a great deal of feeling 
against the policy in India in particular, but was unwilling to raise the 
matter in any forceful way. Menzies had made his position clear. In 1955, 
prior to the Bandung meeting, Casey tried to have provisions in both 
federal and state legislation, which ‘could offend Asian susceptibilities’, 
removed: Menzies opposed this on the grounds that to do so would only 
provoke debate and, in any case, ‘Asians’ had not complained.66

Conclusion
By the end of Crocker’s initial posting in New Delhi, Australia’s standing 
in Indian circles had diminished. Issues of race to do with Australia always 
made the headlines, whereas similar issues involving Canada would be 

63  Despatch 1, Crocker to Casey, 5 January 1954, NAA: A4231, 1954/New Delhi.
64  Despatch 18, Crocker to Department, 6 December 1954, NAA: A5954, 2271/3.
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in small print in an obscure part of the newspaper. Few Indians would 
deny the reasonableness of Australia controlling immigration, but ‘the 
implication of inferiority due to skin colour and the total exclusion of 
non-whites’ rankled with politically minded Indians.67

Canberra’s inability to develop policies that might make India interested 
in Australia was in contrast to the sophisticated, nuanced view of India 
that most of the high commissioners developed. Much of this had to do 
with the character of the responsible minister, Casey. By the time of his 
second posting to India, Crocker was frustrated at the lack of direction 
from Casey. He had thought on his first posting that Casey had nothing 
to say when he visited India: Casey ‘notes nothing, sees nothing, listens 
to nothing. He has one concern—publicity’.68 Nonetheless, as Crocker 
wrote later, ‘we were grateful for his hard work, his support, his open mind 
and his spirit which was always honourable, considerate and generous’.69 
There was the wider concern of whether Cabinet was interested in the 
issues that preoccupied Casey, let alone the manner of Casey’s approach 
to Cabinet, which was to bore its members with rambling comments and 
consequently have little influence.70 As Crocker commented, ministers 
‘were disconcerted by changeableness and inconsistency, at times by 
a certain shallowness’.71 He seemed to have no taste for the inevitable fights 
with Treasury and in Cabinet, which he might have won if he had applied 
himself. He was genuinely interested in Asia, as John McEwen, minister 
for trade, told Crocker while on a visit to India, but he was inclined to 
reduce policy to personal relationships, and with India this approach had 
worn thin.72 While he remained minister for external affairs, Crocker 
had direct access to him through long association. This, however, counted 
for little in terms of policy. When they met they discussed administrative 
matters. Not having the confidence of Cabinet meant that foreign policy 
was marginalised, too often seen as secondary to defence or trade policy 
because those ministers were stronger.

By the end of his second posting to India the tone of Crocker’s dispatches 
and letters was weary and cynical. His reaction in cables and dispatches to 
the Indian invasion of Goa in 1961 went far beyond the rather muted 
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statements of the government. ‘Nehru showed a Machiavellianism which 
had nothing to learn from such classical models as Bismarck or Hitler 
or Stalin.’73 In his farewell dispatch he noted that Indian foreign policy 
had moved away from Gandhian values and was now ‘ruthlessly self-
interested’ and would resort to force or fraud if expedient. The ‘Hindu 
mentality’ led to ambivalence in foreign policy and dissimulation was 
‘rarely uncongenial … to the oriental mind’. On the bilateral relationship 
with Australia his damning comment was that it was ‘normal rather 
than cordial’ and that although the main lines of Australian policy were 
sound, Australia must expect resentment over the White Australia policy: 
‘the main feeling is indifference tinged with hostility’. Australia, for its 
part, was too ignorant and complacent about India in particular, but also 
about its foreign relations in general.74

He had, however, notched up some significant achievements, one of 
which was to secure a piece of prime land for the permanent Australian 
High Commission in New Delhi in the new diplomatic enclave, next to 
Britain and Pakistan and opposite the United States and China. He had 
also achieved a status as a diplomat in Delhi far higher than might have 
been expected for a country with such few interests in India. This meant 
he was better informed than most of his colleagues. During Chou’s visit 
to Delhi in 1954, Nehru personally took Crocker up the line of the 
welcoming corps to meet Chou and talk with him.

Crocker set a high standard of representation and diplomatic reporting in 
the High Commission in New Delhi, which his successors maintained. 
Given that one of his major tasks was to watch and report on Nehru, 
we could conclude that he performed very successfully: his dispatches 
were piercingly accurate if occasionally also acerbic, and, as David Lowe 
discusses in Chapter Eleven, his book on Nehru remains one of the most 
lucid and perceptive accounts of one of the key political figures of the 
twentieth century. In his diary, Crocker left an insider’s view of India 
in a crucial period of its formation as a modern state, as well as some 
wonderfully mordant views of Australia’s development of its diplomatic 
profession. He was never posted home to the department and given a key 
policy role. He remains thus the brilliant observer, arguing his points of 
view from afar and he could easily be ignored when it suited.
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Despite Crocker’s talents, he could not bridge the gap between New 
Delhi and Canberra that appeared to widen during the 1950s and early 
1960s. Menzies remained detached and impatient at Nehru’s reluctance 
to ‘commit’ to the anti-communist cause. Casey, while never giving 
up the hope that Nehru could be steered into a more anti-communist 
version of non-alignment, weakened his cause through signing on to 
SEATO—a security treaty that threatened to militarise Asian issues (and 
included Pakistan)—and not managing to interest Cabinet in foreign 
policy matters. Not all the obstacles in Australian–Indian relations were 
of Canberra’s making. While Nehru dominated Indian foreign policy, 
public opinion, mobilised easily on issues of immigration, intruded 
in complicating ways, and at critical times such as Australia’s status in 
relation to the Bandung conference, there were mixed messages from New 
Delhi. The Indian capital was becoming an intensely interesting but also 
testing place for negotiation.
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