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The Ambassador 

Extraordinary and the 
Formidable Public Servant: 
Sir James Plimsoll and Sir 

Arthur Tange, 1963–69
Peter Edwards

In a discussion of Australian diplomatic representation in India, it is 
entirely appropriate to discuss both Sir James Plimsoll and Sir Arthur 
Tange together. Not only did the two men serve consecutive terms as 
high commissioner in Delhi, but their careers also had much in common, 
as well as some striking contrasts.1

To start with the similarities, both men had been trained as economists, in 
the days when an arts degree with a major in economics was seen as good 
training in public policy. After graduation, both men joined what was 
perhaps the first important think tank in Australia. Known officially as the 
Economics Department of the Bank of New South Wales and colloquially 
as ‘Davidson’s kindergarten’, this was the brainchild of Alfred Davidson, 
the general manager of the bank, who was also Tange’s brother-in-law.

1  This chapter is based predominantly on Peter Edwards, Arthur Tange: Last of the Mandarins 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2006), especially Ch. 9; Jeremy Hearder, Jim Plim: Ambassador Extraordinary: 
A Biography of Sir James Plimsoll (Ballarat: Connor Court, 2015), especially Ch. 6; Meg Gurry, Australia 
and India: Mapping the Journey 1944–2014 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2015). References 
to the primary sources cited will be found in these books.
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Both Tange and Plimsoll were among the cohort of bright young diplomats 
recruited to the Department of External Affairs in the late 1940s, the 
best and brightest of whom advanced very quickly to senior positions 
as Australia’s foreign office and diplomatic service expanded rapidly in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Others of their generation included Peter Heydon, 
Keith Waller, Patrick Shaw, Keith ‘Mick’ Shann and Laurence ‘Jim’ 
McIntyre, all of whom, like Tange and Plimsoll, received the ultimate 
accolade for a public servant in the Menzies era, a knighthood. Plimsoll 
and Tange exchanged the positions of high commissioner in Delhi and 
secretary of the department. In short, they were seen as two of the most 
highly regarded officers of their day.

Within that cohort, they also made a sharp contrast. Plimsoll achieved 
almost legendary status for his abilities as a diplomat. In the words of 
Alexander Downer, Australia’s longest serving foreign minister who had 
served under Plimsoll as a junior diplomat: ‘There never was a greater 
Australian diplomat than Sir James Plimsoll’.2 On the other hand, he was 
far less successful as an administrator. The stories of his brilliance in overseas 
posts are matched by numerous anecdotes of his quirks as departmental 
head, with unattended files piling up in his office. His long career was 
spent in a succession of nearly all the most important missions open to an 
Australian of his time. Much of his later career was frustrating as he was 
not treated wisely or well by successive prime ministers. The most notable 
occasion was when Gough Whitlam pulled Plimsoll out of Washington 
just as he was helping to rescue the Australian–American relationship 
from its greatest crisis.

Arthur Tange, by contrast, has generally been seen as a powerful 
and effective departmental head, but not a great diplomat. The high 
commission in India was his only head of mission appointment. He had 
previously served 11 years as departmental secretary, before which his 
only two diplomatic posts had been as first secretary to the mission 
to the United Nations in New York, in the formative years of the new 
international organisation, and as deputy head of mission in Washington, 
trying with little success to persuade the ambassador, Sir Percy Spender, 
that he was no longer the all-powerful minister. After his term in India, 
Tange served for a decade as the secretary of the Department of Defence, 
playing a leading role in major administrative and policy reforms.

2  A Downer, ‘Foreword’ in Hearder, Jim Plim, viii.
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It is for his managerial roles as head of External Affairs and later of 
Defence that he is principally remembered today. This, however, should 
not lead us to underestimate his impact on foreign policy, not least the 
relationship with India. Meg Gurry’s recent history refers to a ‘Tange 
era’ in the bilateral relationship, including not only his five years as high 
commissioner, but also the preceding decade as secretary.3

James Plimsoll
James Plimsoll was appointed to Delhi from his position as Australia’s 
permanent representative (as the ambassador was then styled) at the 
United Nations Mission in New York. His biographer regards this post as 
the high point of his long and distinguished diplomatic career.4 Plimsoll’s 
ability to understand the individual concerns of the numerous players 
involved in United Nations negotiations, and thus to create a favourable 
atmosphere in which to advance Australian interests, was quite remarkable. 
Before New York, his only posting was, as a young but highly influential 
diplomat, on the United Nations Commission for the Unification and 
Reconstruction of Korea during the Korean War.

India was Plimsoll’s first bilateral appointment (1963–65). He was 
removed from New York and dispatched to Delhi in some haste, because it 
was thought that he could bring a new degree of confidence to Australian–
Indian relations after India’s 1962 border war with China. Garfield 
Barwick, who had been external affairs minister since late 1961, believed 
a groundswell of interest in Australia had arisen in India since the war.5 
In addition, Plimsoll, it was thought, was uniquely suited to the task of 
using the shock of the war to bring the Indians towards greater sympathy 
for the West and the anti-communist, and therefore anti-Chinese, nations 
of South-East Asia.6

3  Gurry, Australia and India, 74–75.
4  Hearder, Jim Plim, Ch. 5.
5  See: a briefing for the minister, undated but probably in 1963, ‘Australia-India Relations’, 
National Archives of Australia (NAA): A1838, 169/10/1 Part 9.
6  Gurry, Australia and India, 87.
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Figure 4.1. High Commissioner James Plimsoll, after presenting his 
credentials, with Indian President Dr Radhakrishnan, 10 March 1963.
Source: Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade: HIS 0274, D237t.

Plimsoll was helped in this task, early in his posting, by the visit to 
Australia of the Indian minister for economic and defence co-ordination, 
T.T.  Krishnamachari, whose aim was to discuss long-term defence 
assistance as well as political cooperation between the two countries.7 
Nehru had written to Menzies to suggest that India and Australia 
could work together in South-East Asia to prevent Chinese expansion.8 
Krishnamachari returned to India with a positive view of the potential for 
this cooperation, even suggesting a regional defence alliance, although the 
Department of External Affairs was cautious about this, noting it would 
require a considerable shift in Indian policy.9

The success of the Krishnamachari visit continued to pay dividends. 
He suggested to the Indian Ministry of External Affairs that Indian and 
Australian posts in South-East Asia should cooperate more closely.10 

7  See: the brief for the visit to Australia of TT Krishnamachari, 22–27 April, 1963, NAA: A1838, 
169/10/1 Part 6.
8  Letter of 23 March 1963, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 Part 1.
9  See: Cable 245, 30 April 1963, and Memo, 19 July 1963, Department to Australian High 
Commission New Delhi, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 Part 6 and Part 7.
10  Savingram 22, 5 June 1963, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 Part 7.
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There was even a request from India that Australia should undertake the 
sensitive task of representing Indian interests in South Africa, as India had 
withdrawn its mission. Plimsoll recommended that Australia agree but 
South Africa thought it would damage its relations with Australia and the 
proposal lapsed.11

If these hopes were not achieved, it was not for lack of effort or skill 
on Plimsoll’s part. The moment when Indians lost their self-confidence, 
and might have been receptive to Western overtures, passed quickly. Both 
Britain and the United States sent special representatives with a similar 
mission, but their efforts also gained little, and may even have been 
counterproductive.

Plimsoll’s term also coincided with Australia being torn between the 
contrasting attitudes of the allies that Menzies called its ‘great and 
powerful friends’, Britain and the United States, towards two developing 
crises in South-East Asia. Britain was seeking help in supporting another 
member of the Commonwealth, the new Federation of Malaysia, against 
the ‘Confrontation’ announced by Indonesia’s President Sukarno. At the 
same time, the United States was pointing to the deteriorating political 
and military situation in South Vietnam as the crucial theatre in South-
East Asia’s Cold War. After the 1962 shock, India returned to its customary 
anti-imperialist sympathies, although it is worth noting that Indian 
Army officers told Plimsoll that they wanted the United States to remain 
engaged in Vietnam, provided a stable government in Saigon could be 
achieved, as this kept the Chinese preoccupied.12 In short, while Australia 
was trying to keep both its great Western allies engaged in South-East 
Asia, India was returning to proclaiming its role as leader of the non-
aligned movement. A substantial meeting of minds was never likely.

Within these constraints, Plimsoll did achieve considerable success 
in establishing strong relationships with a number of leading Indians in 
his own characteristic way. He travelled widely across the country, with 
minimal pomp or ceremony, forming links with professionals in a wide 
variety of fields. His technique was to work from a shared interest in 
cultural  matters towards political links. Plimsoll’s interest in Indian 
culture was deep and genuine. He enjoyed discussions with intellectuals, 

11  Cables, Department of External Affairs to Capetown, 6 February 1964 and 24 March 1964, 
NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 Part 7.
12  Hearder, Jim Plim, 172.
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he frequently visited galleries and museums on his travels, and he 
displayed many of his personal acquisitions for the rest of his career. 
He promoted reciprocal interest between those interested in Australian 
and Indian literature, even giving lectures on Australian writers, and 
similarly encouraged scientific and technological exchanges.

During Plimsoll’s term, Australia was drawn into the counsels of the 
Indian Ministry of External Affairs on matters of some sensitivity, in 
particular foreign involvement with the northern border countries. 
British India had regarded the border countries as buffer states between 
India and China, and Tibet had been seen as the primary buffer. Now 
that the Chinese army was on the border with India, since the annexation 
of Tibet, the security of the remaining buffer states, the Himalayan 
tier—Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan—was of great concern. Plimsoll visited 
Bhutan in October 1963 at the suggestion of the Indian foreign secretary 
who thought it wise for Bhutan to have contacts with friends of India 
who would not do anything inimical to India. Plimsoll was clear that 
Australia’s interest in the Himalayan tier ‘lay solely in the security and 
welfare of India and in countering Chinese expansion’.13

 
He kept India 

fully informed about his contacts with Bhutanese officials and proposed 
a small aid program, of which India approved. Plimsoll was more than a 
foreign observer in Bhutan; his opinion was sought on the number 
of visitors to the Kingdom as well as the diplomatic contacts it might 
have. Australia also had a small aid program in Nepal and Plimsoll was 
sympathetic to India’s problems in dealing with this landlocked country, 
which wanted to expand its relationship with China.14

If he had been allowed to stay longer than just two years, as he himself 
wanted, Plimsoll might well have been able to develop these political, 
cultural and scientific links into a broader relationship. As it was, 
the Indians, like many from other nations in his long career, clearly 
distinguished between the individual, whose abilities and insights 
commanded great respect, and the representative of an Australian 
Government, and especially an Australian prime minister, whose outlook 
on many issues was antithetical to those of Jawaharlal Nehru and his 
government. A remarkable tribute to his ability to see other nations’ 
problems from their own point of view, and to give them sound advice 

13  ‘Bhutan’, attachment to memo 851 of 1 June 1964, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 Part 7.
14  ‘Nepal’, Despatch 3/63 of 2 July 1963, NAA: A4231, New Delhi/1963.
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on that basis, came in 1977 when Plimsoll was ambassador in Moscow. 
After the unexpected electoral defeat of Indira Gandhi, the Russians asked 
him for advice on how to handle their relations with India.15

Plimsoll achieved as much as could have been expected, or more. 
In hindsight, it was probably a mistake to pluck him out of New York 
and send him at some speed to Delhi. Having sent him, it was a mistake 
to pull him out too soon. These were the first in a long series of examples 
of the Australian Government failing to make the best use of one of its 
greatest diplomatic assets.

Arthur Tange
As noted above, when Gurry spoke of the ‘Tange era’ in Australian–Indian 
relations, she is referring not only to the five years when Tange was high 
commissioner in India (1965–70), but also the preceding 11 years when 
he was secretary of the Department of External Affairs (1954–65). It is 
therefore appropriate to look briefly at that earlier period.16

Arthur Tange was appointed secretary of External Affairs in 1954, at the 
age of 39. There is some evidence that Menzies, and perhaps some of his 
ministerial colleagues, intended to rotate this post, at roughly three-year 
intervals, with head of mission appointments among other members of his 
cohort, such as Plimsoll, Waller, Shaw and McIntyre. Apparently, no-one 
conveyed this message to Tange, at least in terms that he felt compelled to 
acknowledge, and he chose to disregard the increasingly blunt hints from 
Menzies that he should move on. Eventually, after 10 years as secretary, 
he agreed to depart, and even then, the transfer did not take place for 
another year.

It was apparently his choice to accept India as his next posting. This made 
it easy for the government, as Menzies and his Cabinet wanted Plimsoll to 
succeed him; but it also delayed the transfer, as Plimsoll had only arrived 
in early 1963 and argued that it would be discourteous to his hosts to 
move in less than two years. Whether Tange had in mind this implication 
of the exchange of posts is a matter for speculation.

15  Hearder, Jim Plim, 278–79.
16  Gurry, Australia and India, 74–75.
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Tange’s long term as secretary witnessed major reforms of the department, 
which did much to turn a disparate collection of talented individuals 
into an effective foreign office and diplomatic service. But while his 
career at both External Affairs and Defence is generally associated with 
administrative reform, he clearly saw himself as an important adviser on 
policy. Soon after becoming secretary he wrote not only a major paper 
on administration, but also another on policy—a sort of one-man white 
paper. It heavily emphasised the importance of relations with Asia, 
while giving less salience to the alliances, notably the Australia, New 
Zealand and United States (known as ANZUS) Treaty and the Southeast 
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), to which Menzies, with evident 
support from the electorate, attached great significance. From the mid-
1950s onwards, Tange argued that the price of Australia’s relationship 
with Western allies, especially the United States, was suspicion towards 
Australia in many Asian countries. In his view, ministers such as R.G. 
Casey and Sir Garfield Barwick took the point, but Menzies did not.17 
This marked the start of the tradition that has lasted to the present day of 
debate on Australian foreign policy revolving around the poles of global 
alliances and regional relationships. Most practitioners have argued that 
these are not polar opposites but mutually beneficial, provided Australia 
can find the appropriate means to balance and reconcile them. Tange, like 
many foreign policy professionals then and since, always acknowledged 
the value of the United States alliance, but also sought to give primacy to 
relations with major Asian powers, not least India.

This, then, was the mental baggage that accompanied Tange when he 
arrived in Delhi in 1965. Soon afterwards he reported to his minister, 
Paul Hasluck, that there was fertile ground for the bilateral relationship, 
but no-one knew what seeds to plant. He blamed both sides for the failure 
to establish a good relationship, but attributed more fault to Australia 
than to India. Senior Australian policymakers, in his view, simply did not 
understand the impact of Australia’s racially based immigration policies on 
the Australian image in India. Comparisons with the policies and attitudes 
of the apartheid regime in South Africa—the country in which Mahatma 
Gandhi, the revered leader of the independence movement, had grown 
up—were far too prevalent. Tange thought that Australia needed a much 
greater understanding of Asian issues and views, but he did not see any 
signs of this emerging from Menzies or those around him. He wrote in 

17  Gurry, Australia and India, 76–77.
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his diary that: ‘The “lesson of Munich” underlies pacts, commitments 
and responses to the civil wars of Asia because we have no other inherited 
principles of action’.18

The contrast was all the more severe because Tange’s term in Delhi 
coincided with the escalation and turning point of the American and 
Australian commitments to the Vietnam War. Menzies’s last pre-departure 
instruction to Tange was to try to gain Indian support and understanding 
for Australian policy towards both the Indonesian Confrontation of 
Malaysia and the Vietnam War. In the event, the Confrontation ended 
before there was any need to discuss that conflict, but there was never 
much chance of bridging the gap between the Australian and Indian 
perspectives on Vietnam. As Tange told Menzies, the best that could be 
achieved was to encourage India to keep its hostility towards the American 
and Australian commitments as restrained as possible. While Australia 
was seen as a leading ‘hawk’ on Vietnam, India, along with communist 
Poland and western Canada, was the third member of the International 
Control Commission established by the 1954 Geneva Agreement. India 
was supposedly neutral and non-aligned, but many in high places in Delhi 
clearly had more sympathy for Hanoi than for Washington.

It is worth noting also that Australia linked its Vietnam commitment to 
SEATO, of which Pakistan was a member. In fact Pakistan contributed 
nothing to the anti-communist cause in Vietnam, and very little to 
SEATO as a multilateral alliance, but the connection was hardly an aid 
to relations with India. Even if only symbolic, SEATO meant more to 
Canberra than the relative importance of India and Pakistan.

The Australian focus on South-East Asia led many Australians at the time, 
and historians since, to overlook the fact that Tange’s arrival coincided with 
the 1965 India–Pakistan War. Before the war, both countries had been armed 
by Western countries; both were then disappointed that they were driven 
to a ceasefire by the cut-off of arms supplies from the West. Consequently, 
during the late 1960s, both turned away from the West, India towards the 
Soviet Union and Pakistan towards China. Tange urged Canberra not to 
‘tilt’ towards Pakistan, or even to regard India and Pakistan as ‘Siamese 
twins’, to be treated identically, as if they were of equal importance in the 
world. There is little evidence that he had much influence.19

18  Ibid., 2, 75–76.
19  Ibid., 85, 90.
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While Plimsoll had used his personal contacts and cultural interests to 
develop relationships, Tange’s efforts centred on traditional institutional 
tools, including visits by ministers and if possible prime ministers; annual 
consultations at official or ministerial level; and intelligence exchanges. 
He had contributed even earlier. During Plimsoll’s term in Delhi, Tange 
had visited in order to give advice on policymaking structures, which led 
to the Indian Government establishing a Prime Minister’s Secretariat, 
now known as the Prime Minister’s Office. There is no little irony here, 
given Tange’s deprecation of efforts by the Prime Minister’s Department 
in Canberra to shape foreign policy.

In March 1966 Hasluck made a successful visit to India. The two 
governments then accepted Tange’s proposal for annual ministerial 
consultations, alternating between capitals, which have continued to the 
present day. Exchanges at the prime ministerial level were more difficult 
to establish. Tange accompanied Indira Gandhi on a visit to Australia in 
1968. This was, he felt, less successful. Although Menzies had departed 
in early 1966, and John Gorton was now prime minister, Tange felt that 
too many senior Australians still idealised British experience and deftness 
in international affairs and American power and generosity, and displayed 
little understanding of the attitudes of India and other Asian nations that 
had recently gained their independence from Western empires.

Tange endorsed an Indian proposal to establish an exchange of intelligence, 
but this seems never to have been taken up. It was a regrettable failure, 
as Australia could have provided valuable intelligence about South-East 
Asia in return for Indian insights on China and South Asia. A broader 
concept of a triangular relationship between Australia, India and Japan 
was occasionally floated, essentially as a means of containing China, but 
the differences in outlook between the three nations were too great to 
allow it to come into effect.

By his own account, Tange did not enjoy ‘the fatuous ideological 
pronouncements of the foreign affairs community’, although his then 
deputy, and later successor, Rob Laurie recalled that he relished vigorous 
discussions with Tikka Kaul, the formidable Indian diplomat. Tange was 
particularly dismayed by his encounters with the anti-American éminence 
grise of Indian diplomacy, Krishna Menon, who habitually greeted Tange 
by asking ‘What has Australia done for the Americans today?’ and once 
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introduced him to a public audience as a spokesman for the Americans. 
Tange was deeply frustrated by this deliberate misrepresentation of his 
own views and advice to his political masters.20

By contrast, Tange did enjoy discussions with Indian military and defence 
officials, often outside Delhi. Tange always said that he had no idea that 
his next posting would be as secretary of the Defence Department, where 
he spent the last 10 years of his official career as the focus of a revolution in 
defence organisation and strategic policy. Nevertheless, Tange’s discussions 
with the Indian defence establishment would have a major influence on 
the reorientation of Australia’s defence in the 1970s. One example was 
the idea of a tri-service academy, in which officer cadets of all three armed 
services would undertake university-level studies together, rather than in 
single-service institutions, and thus develop greater mutual understanding 
and ability to cooperate. Senior Indian officers said that such tri-service 
education had proved valuable during the 1965 war with Pakistan. Their 
testimony contributed to Tange’s significant role in helping to create, 
against considerable opposition, the Australian Defence Force Academy.21

In directing the high commission’s political reporting, Tange made a point 
of ensuring that the Australian diplomats covered the Lok Sabha closely. 
He believed, with some justification, that this ensured that Australia was 
ahead of the pack in two respects. First, Australia was among the first to 
realise that Indira Gandhi was not merely Nehru’s daughter who was being 
manipulated by the Congress hierarchs, but was an able and substantial 
political leader in her own right. Indeed she was: she would lead India for 
15 of the next 18 years. Secondly, the high commission, and consequently 
policymakers in Canberra, foresaw the split in the Congress Party before 
most other observers.

As a trained economist, Tange was well prepared for the pressure applied 
by a number of Indians, who argued that, because India suffered from 
a shortage of wheat, while Australia had a surplus, Australia should donate 
tonnes of wheat to its poorer neighbour. Tange retorted that Australia 
had a surplus of wheat in the same way that Switzerland had a surplus 
of watches or Germany had a surplus of Mercedes Benz cars: that is, it 
was a commodity produced to gain export income. The real answer to 
India’s shortage of wheat and similar products was, as Tange surmised, 
the green revolution.

20  Edwards, Arthur Tange, 159.
21  Ibid., 247.
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Tange shared Plimsoll’s enjoyment of extensive travel outside Delhi, but 
in a decidedly different style. He unashamedly enjoyed the trappings of 
travel as His Excellency the High Commissioner. He would travel in a 
convoy of vehicles, complete with the ambassadorial silverware. He 
travelled with his wife, Marjorie, and sometimes their son and daughter, 
who long remembered their rides on elephants and the ventures into 
hunting, shooting and fishing. On one occasion when the British minister 
Lord Carrington visited India, he stayed with Tange rather than the 
British high commissioner: they had become friends in Canberra in the 
1950s when both men had been in senior positions when remarkably 
young, Carrington as British high commissioner and Tange as secretary 
of external affairs. In India the two men went on a hunting expedition 
together, where Carrington proved a decidedly better shot. Nonetheless, 
Tange prized a photograph of himself with a brace of game birds he had 
shot. Tange also combined two of his favourite recreations, writing and 
fishing, by penning as essay ‘On Trout Fishing in Kashmir’. When he left 
India, he passed on his shotgun and his fishing waders to Rob Laurie.

Tange thoroughly enjoyed his five years as high commissioner in Delhi. 
He oversaw the building of a new chancery and improvements to the 
residence. He drove his staff hard. Communication between the high 
commissioner and his staff was by a telephone with a buzzer. The staff 
discovered that no-one was better than Tange at communicating his 
personality and management style by means of a buzzer. His driving, 
dominating style was long remembered: after he took off at the end of 
his term, the entire staff had a party to celebrate. At the same time, they 
respected his work ethic and his firm but fair assessments of their abilities 
and output.

Tange’s final dispatches from Delhi repay reading even today, and not only 
for diplomats posted to India. They recommended a realistic approach to 
India and its relations with Australia. India should not be romanticised 
as the democratic alternative to communist China, nor condemned for 
taking a different stance in the Cold War.22

22  Ibid., 162.
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