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Mediating Middle Powers: 

Shaw, Grant, Curtis and 
Upton, 1972–83

David Lee

In the years from 1972 to 1983, Australia’s relations with India entered 
a new phase. In this period, Australia adopted a more independent path in 
foreign policy, including a high-profile stance against racial discrimination. 
Particularly from the 1970s, Australia increasingly saw itself as a ‘middle 
power’ because of its regional leadership in the Pacific and its activism in 
multilateral forums such as the United Nations on whose Security Council 
Australia was a non-permanent member in 1973 and 1974. India was also 
a non-permanent member of the Security Council in 1972 and 1973 
and, for somewhat different reasons, also saw itself as a middle power. 
As the dominant power in South Asia, India considered that it had the 
same ‘senior’ status in Asia, including South-East Asia, as did China and 
Japan.1 It pressed its claims for ‘middle power’ status most conspicuously 
by entering the ranks of the nuclear weapon states in 1974.2 In the years 
from 1972 to 1983, four Australian high commissioners to India, Sir 
Patrick Shaw, Bruce Grant, Peter Curtis and Gordon Upton, sought to 

1  Submission from Sir Keith Waller to Minister for Foreign Affairs, ‘India–Regional Cooperation’, 
29 May 1973, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A1838, 169/10/1 PART 23.
2  JD Sethi, ‘India as Middle Power’, India Quarterly: A Journal of International Affairs 25, no. 2 
(1969): 107–21, doi.org/10.1177/097492846902500201; Charalapos Efstathopoulos, ‘Reinterpreting 
India’s Rise through the Middle Power Prism’, Asian Journal of Political Science 19, no. 1 (2011): 74–95, 
doi.org/10.1080/02185377.2011.568246.
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help the Australian Government to strengthen a bilateral relationship 
that  had never managed to live up to its early promise. Although all 
of these high commissioners struggled valiantly and in different ways 
to mediate between the two middle powers, domestic and geopolitical 
factors conspired against the ambitions for the relationship that two 
prime ministers, Gough Whitlam and Malcolm Fraser, shared.

In 1972, in the year of the election of the Whitlam Government, 
Sir Patrick Shaw was the Australian head of mission in New Delhi. Shaw 
was born on 18 September 1913 in Kew, Melbourne, fourth child of 
Patrick Shaw, a physician. He was educated at Scotch College and the 
University of Melbourne. Shaw joined the Commonwealth Public Service 
in 1936 and was posted to Tokyo as a third secretary in 1940. When Japan 
entered the Second World War in December 1941, Shaw was interned 
for some months until exchanged for Japanese diplomats in 1942. From 
1956 to 1959 he was ambassador to the Federal Republic of Germany 
and to Indonesia from 1960 to 1962. As head of mission in Jakarta, he 
recommended accommodation with Indonesia on the issue of West New 
Guinea and the retention of friendly links between the two countries.3 
In  1965 he was appointed permanent representative to the United 
Nations in New York, and after that was appointed to head Australia’s 
mission in New Delhi. Commencing in India in 1970, he was still in 
India when the first federal Labor Government in two decades was elected 
in December 1972. By all accounts, Shaw was expecting to end his long 
and distinguished career with his posting in India. These plans changed 
with the election of the Whitlam Government.

On his first day as prime minister, E.G. Whitlam articulated a new 
thinking on foreign policy that presaged changes in Australia’s relationships 
with all its regional neighbours. ‘Our thinking’, Whitlam declared:

is towards a more independent Australian stance in international 
affairs and towards an Australia, which will be less militarily 
oriented and not open to suggestions of racism; an Australia, 
which will enjoy a growing standing as a distinctive, tolerant, 
co-operative and well-regarded nation not only in the Asian and 
Pacific region but in the world at large.4

3  David Lee, ‘Shaw, Sir Patrick (1913–1975)’ in John Ritchie and Diane Langmore (eds), 
Australian Dictionary of Biography: Volume 16 (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2002), 220–21.
4  Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 24 May 1973, 2643, 
‘International Affairs’ (EG Whitlam, MP).
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Figure 7.1. Photo of the welcome for Sir Patrick and Lady Shaw, Assam, 
March 1973.
Source: Photo by E Meadows.

The Whitlam Government moved quickly to recognise and establish 
diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China and to initiate 
work on a new treaty with Australia’s major trading partner, Japan. In the 
early period of the new government, Whitlam and his ministers also 
announced the removal of the remnants of Australia’s discriminatory 
immigration policy—the White Australia policy—and foreshadowed that 
it would pass the Racial Discrimination Act, a law making discrimination 
on the grounds of race illegal. Whitlam’s ministers further announced that 
they intended to accelerate the timetable for the independence of Papua 
New Guinea—the Australian external territory that would eventually 
achieve its independence in 1975.5

The Indian Government responded positively to the shift in both the 
policy and rhetoric of Australian foreign policy under Whitlam. At that 
time, India was reassessing its role in South-East Asia as a large Asian 
power in its own right. It was conscious of doubts, particularly in Western 
countries, about its historically strong relationship with the Soviet Union 
and was also disappointed by its exclusion from the supervision of the 

5  Meg Gurry, Australia and India: Mapping the Journey 1944–2015 (Carlton: Melbourne University 
Press, 2015), 102–3.
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ceasefire arrangements and from the international conference convened 
to try to end the Vietnam War. The Indians were also aware of the special 
importance that Australia was giving to Indonesia and had noticed that 
India had been replaced by Indonesia as the main foreign recipient of 
Australian aid.

These were part of the reasons why, on Australia Day in 1973, the Indian 
minister for external affairs issued an invitation, through Shaw, for 
Whitlam to visit India.6 Whitlam accepted immediately, later remarking 
that he was ‘horrified’ to learn that no Australian prime minister had 
visited India since 1959. Whitlam himself had visited the country before 
becoming prime minister and was keen to return to India as soon as 
possible in the life of his government. In New Delhi, Shaw helped to lay 
the ground for Whitlam’s visit by making a major speech on Australia 
and Asia at the India International Centre in New Delhi, that placed the 
Whitlam Government’s ‘independent’ foreign policy in historical context.7 
Whitlam’s visit to India from 3 to 6 June 1973 served a concrete objective: 
to demonstrate, notwithstanding the sea change in Australia–China 
relations in 1972, that Australia was not excessively orientated towards 
China at the expense of other major Asian countries, such as India, Japan 
and Indonesia. Whitlam adopted the view that, although Australia was on 
the United Nations Security Council as a member of the ‘Western Europe 
and Others’ grouping, Australia would coordinate its activities in New 
York as far as possible with the Asian members of the council, especially 
India and Indonesia. As Whitlam told the Indian media:

never again [in the United Nations] are we going to be in the 
position of finding ourselves siding with Britain, France, Portugal, 
South Africa and the US, while all our neighbours are on the 
other side.8

Whitlam was accompanied to India by a party of officials, including Sir 
John Crawford, the recently retired vice-chancellor of The Australian 
National University, and Bruce Grant, his unofficial adviser on foreign 
policy. Whitlam’s choice of Crawford, a former secretary of the Department 
of Trade and then Canberra-based academic, as companion was deliberate 

6  Cablegram, Department of Foreign Affairs to Minister for Foreign Affairs and Cablegram, 
Department of Foreign Affairs to Australian High Commissioner in New Delhi, NAA: A1838, 
169/10/11/2/5 PART 1.
7  Shaw, ‘Notes for Talk Given at India International Centre,’ New Delhi, 22 May 1973, NAA: 
A1838, 169/10/1 PART 24.
8  Quoted in Gurry, Australia and India, 102–03.
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and symbolic. After Crawford left the public service to join The Australian 
National University, he took part, in 1964–65, in the World Bank 
economic mission to India. Crawford subsequently made regular visits to 
India to assist in the development of his strategy for Indian agricultural 
development.9 By 1972 Crawford had become a trusted friend of India 
and of Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, who insisted that Crawford 
should never visit India without calling on her.10 The high esteem in which 
Crawford was held in India reflected the priority that India was giving to 
achieving self-sufficiency in food production. However, although in 1971 
India had hoped to achieve both self-sufficiency in food production and 
zero net aid, in 1974 a confidential report by the World Bank indicated 
that India would need at least 10 million tons of imported grain over the 
second half of the 1970s.11

Australia had historically made a significant mark in India during such 
episodes as J.B. Chifley’s support for India to remain in the British 
Commonwealth despite its Republican status, and, as examined in 
Chapter Two, in Australia’s participation in 1949 in a regional conference 
in New Delhi convened to support Indonesia’s independence, positioning 
Australia alongside regional Asian states against European colonial 
powers.12 Whitlam took the opportunity of his first visit to India as 
prime minister to forecast the eventual emergence of a new and widely 
representative association for Asia and the Pacific.13 He made this forecast 
in a prerecorded speech broadcast on an all-India radio network prior 
to his arrival in New Delhi.14 Whitlam remarked that he did not expect 
the concept to come about overnight. ‘Rather’, he said, ‘we believe that 
the concept should be allowed to mature slowly and gradually, by close 
consultation and discussion among all those interested, until a consensus 
in its favour begins to emerge naturally among the nations of the region’. 

9  W David Hopper, ‘An Interlude with Indian Development’, in LT Evans and JDB Miller (eds), 
Policy and Practice: Essays in Honour of Sir John Crawford (Canberra: Australian National University 
Press, 1987), 158–73.
10  JDB Miller, ‘Crawford, Sir John Grenfell (1910–1984)’, in Diane Langmore (ed.), Australian 
Dictionary of Biography, Volume 17 (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2007), 265–68.
11  Bernard Weintruab, ‘India Seeks to Change Her Beggar Image’, The New York Times, 24 March 
1974.
12  Frank Bongiorno, ‘British to the Bootstraps? H. V. Evatt, J. B. Chifley and Australian Policy 
on India’s Membership of the Commonwealth’, Australian Historical Studies 36, no. 125 (2005): 
18–31, doi.org/10.1080/10314610508682909; see also David Lee (ed.), Documents on Australian 
Foreign Policy 1937–49, vol. 15, Australia & Indonesia’s Independence: The Transfer of Sovereignty 1949 
(Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1998).
13  Gurry, Australia and India, 105.
14  John Slee, ‘PM Forecasts New Links for Asia, Pacific’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 4 June 1973.
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In his 1973 speech in New Delhi, however, Whitlam could not help 
noting that there was ‘something missing in recent years in the relationship 
between the two countries’.15 Whitlam speculated that Australia’s focus 
on Indochina in the 1960s and 1970s and the ‘fascinating possibilities 
Australia had before her in her relations with China’ might have meant 
that relations with India did not receive the attention that they deserved. 
He added:

The anomaly I find is this: here are two great democracies—
bordering the Indian Ocean, both members of the Commonwealth, 
both deeply dedicated to world peace, both with Federal systems, 
both holding great institutions in common: and yet we haven’t 
forged the very close relations I believe we should have.16

Notwithstanding Whitlam’s foreshadowing of a regional organisation, 
some of his advisers were sceptical about how quickly the bilateral 
relationship between India and Australia could be developed and about 
how readily India might fit into an Asian regional grouping. Patrick Shaw, 
for example, warned that the Australian Government should be mindful 
that many of India’s policies were not popular with its South-East Asian 
neighbours and that none of the countries of the South-East Asian and 
East Asian region have much interest in encouraging Indian participation 
in their affairs. Shaw also reported that, while Whitlam had established 
excellent relations with top-level Indian policymakers, Australia still had 
to add substance to sentiment:

India … is not simply the ‘pitiful helpless giant’ described 
[elsewhere]. India is one of the great Asian powers and the one 
with which we share perhaps the greatest common background 
although not the greatest economic interest. We share a common 
geographical concern in the Indian Ocean … we [must] strengthen 
our influence here [with] a modest investment of attention.17

The secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, Sir Keith Waller, 
also warned Whitlam that both Indonesia and Malaysia had indicated 
that they did not wish India to be part of any new regional organisation. 
Waller recommended that Gandhi should be informed that ‘decisions will 

15  Speech by Whitlam in New Delhi, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 44 (June 1973): 393–94.
16  Ibid., 395.
17  Shaw to the Department of Foreign Affairs, 10 June 1973, NAA: A1838, 169/10/11/2/5 PART 3.
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be made from within the South-East Asian and East Asian region itself ’.18 
Senior official in the Department of Foreign Affairs Michael Cook agreed 
with Shaw that:

India has always been recognised as of major importance to 
Australia—a recognition often honoured, perhaps more in the 
breach than the observance, but nevertheless a basic constituent of 
Australia’s foreign policy thinking, particularly in respect of Asia. 
At least while our policies on current issues continue to coincide, 
there will be scope for increasing the amount of direct attention 
we pay to India, but this will of course have to compete with 
numerous other major concerns.19

In a significant reshuffle of senior diplomats in the year of his speech, 
Whitlam moved Sir James Plimsoll, a former high commissioner in New 
Delhi and ambassador to the United States, to Moscow; designated Shaw 
from New Delhi to replace Plimsoll in Washington; and then appointed 
Australian journalist Bruce Grant to succeed Shaw in India. Born in 1925 
and educated at the Perth Modern School and then the University of 
Melbourne, Grant joined the staff of The Age in Melbourne in 1949 and 
in 1957–58 was a Nieman Fellow at Harvard University. Author of a 
number of books on Asia, Grant was a strong supporter of the Whitlam 
Government and of greater ‘independence’ in Australian foreign policy. 
Indeed, Grant had been an unofficial foreign policy adviser to Whitlam 
in 1971 and 1972 in the lead-up to the 1972 election. Whitlam had 
considerable regard for Grant’s knowledge of the Asian region and for that 
reason took him with him on his trip to India.20 Chapter Eleven examines 
Grant’s published writing about India.

Before he took up his position in New Delhi, Grant told an Australia–India 
Society Meeting in Melbourne in October 1973 that Australia’s relations 
with India, although friendly and useful, lacked substance.21 Trade 
between the two countries in 1973 was actually declining and general 
economic relations could ‘most courteously be described as minimal’.22 

18  Submission from Waller to Whitlam, 14 May 1973, NAA: 1838, 169/10/11/2/5 PART 2; 
Gurry, Australia and India, 106–7.
19  Letter from MJ Cook to Patrick Shaw, 18 April 1974, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 27.
20  See: Bruce Grant, Subtle Moments: Scenes on a Life’s Journey (Clayton: Monash University 
Publishing, 2017).
21  Cablegram from Department of Foreign Affairs to High Commission in New Delhi, 29 October 
1973, conveying text of remarks of Bruce Grant at the Australia–India Society, Melbourne, on 
26 October, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 25.
22  Ibid.
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Grant remarked that he had been urging Australia to improve its relations 
with India and that the independence of Australia’s new foreign policy 
depended on keeping a balance between the three great Asian states: 
China, Japan and India. ‘It would be a mistake’, Grant concluded, for 
Australia to become economically dependent on Japan and it would be 
a mistake to become uncritical in our relations with China, ‘replacing the 
old myth of the “bad” nation with a new myth of the “good” nation’.23

Don Willesee, who succeeded Whitlam in the portfolio of Foreign Affairs, 
gave strong encouragement to Grant by urging him to:

seek to convince the Indian authorities that Australia is a 
sophisticated and independently minded country with wide 
interests and having a useful network of international contacts … 
that it would be an advantage to India to develop the habit of 
exchanging views with us on major international issues.24

In his first address to the Indian National Press Club on 20 December 
1973, Grant asserted that the Whitlam Government had ‘removed 
forever the psychology of dependence’ and that the government had taken 
away ‘all official sanction of racial discrimination’.25 The government, 
he explained:

has made a conscious effort to show that, officially, racial prejudices 
will not be tolerated. So we have taken clear positions on South 
Africa and Rhodesia. We have signed long-neglected human-
rights conventions. We have removed the racial implications from 
our immigration policy.26

He continued:

[Australia] will look to Asia as the crucible of an independent 
foreign policy. Our relations with the nations of Asia are primary. 
They necessarily underpin the structure of Australian foreign policy 
… we regard India as one of the great nations of Asia, with whom 
we would like a relationship no less essential to an independent 
foreign policy than those we have with China and Japan.27

23  Ibid.
24  Willesee to Grant, 2 January 1974, quoted in Gurry, Australia and India, 109–10.
25  Address by Australian High Commissioner, Mr Bruce Grant, to the Press Club of India, 
20 December 1973, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 26.
26  Ibid.
27  Ibid.
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Not long after taking up the position in New Delhi, Grant reported 
optimistically to Canberra that ‘for a robust middle power’ like Australia, 
‘there is now a region of special application … where we are more deeply 
involved … the three great Asian states of Japan, India and China’.28 
In his first dispatch to the minister for foreign affairs, Don Willesee, in 
February 1974, Grant confirmed that Australia was being more highly 
regarded in India; and that India, as a major regional power, ‘was 
important to Australia because good relations with it can help to underpin 
an independent Australian policy’. In the past, he noted:

Our relations [with India] were determined primarily by broad 
international concerns, such as the Commonwealth, the Cold 
War, containment of China etc. Today we can perhaps begin to 
see India in a new way: as an object of Australian foreign policy. 
If India retains roughly its present importance in international 
affairs, the requirements of Australia’s own foreign policy will 
demand that we seek closer relations.29

However, as Meg Gurry has observed, despite Grant’s optimism, 
progress towards a more developed bilateral relationship were slow. 
Planned ministerial visits were postponed, initiatives in the cultural 
exchange program were not implemented and Australian aid to India, 
at A$1.4  million, remained distinctly modest compared to Canada’s 
C$80 million.30 Then the explosion by India of a nuclear device in the 
Rajasthani desert on 18 May 1974 emerged as the most significant 
challenge to the development of the relationship between middle powers. 
Coming little more than a year after the Whitlam Government ratified the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the Indian explosion highlighted the 
difference in the two countries’ notion of ‘middle power’. For India the 
nuclear test showed India’s transformation into a modern technological 
society, non-aligned in foreign policy and equipped to defend its 
sovereignty against other states such as Pakistan and the People’s Republic 
of China. For Australia, on the other hand, its idea of a middle power 
was the pursuit of a principled foreign policy through adherence to 
international norms such as those in the nuclear nonproliferation regime 
and activist diplomacy in the United Nations. India and Australia were 
both temporary members of the Security Council in 1973, but by the 

28  Ibid.
29  Dispatch from Grant to Willesee, ‘State of Relations between Australia and India’, 11 February 
1974, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 26.
30  Gurry, Australia and India, 110–11.
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second year of Australia’s term, India had also joined the ranks of the 
small number of states that were nuclear powers. According to Grant, 
Whitlam was particularly disappointed by the Indian nuclear test because 
he had placed a great deal of faith in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
and now India, to which Whitlam had ‘made a point of extending the 
hand of friendship, had shown up the Treaty’s limitations in a particularly 
blatant way’.31

The return to power of the Coalition Government under Malcolm Fraser 
in November 1975 brought with it a focus on combatting the extension 
of Soviet power in the Indian Ocean region. In 1976 Fraser reversed a 
policy of the Whitlam Government by welcoming an American military 
presence on the small island of Diego Garcia. The Indian Government, 
which had sided with the Whitlam Government in pressing for the 
demilitarisation of the Indian Ocean, did not welcome this development, 
but other aspects of the Fraser Government’s policies were more congenial. 
Fraser pushed ahead with legislating land rights for Aboriginal people in 
the Northern Territory and adopted as strong a position as Whitlam on 
opposing racially based regimes in southern Africa. These policies were 
well received in India. Fraser played an important role in meetings of the 
Commonwealth in introducing boycotts of South African sporting teams 
and promoting black majority rule in Rhodesia. This stance helped Fraser 
to develop a constructive relationship with Indira Gandhi’s successor as 
prime minister, Morarji Desai. Desai and Fraser agreed on the usefulness 
of regional meetings of the Commonwealth, which had tended, in the 
1960s and early 1970s, to concentrate overwhelmingly on African issues. 
India accepted an invitation to attend a Sydney Commonwealth Heads 
of Government Regional Meeting in Sydney in 1978. After attending it, 
Desai commented that the meeting had ‘helped to inform and educate 
Australians about the nature of our region [and confirm India’s position] 
as a well-intentioned and responsible country in the Asian-Pacific area’.32

By 1976, the career diplomat, Peter Curtis, had succeeded Bruce Grant 
as Australian high commissioner to India. Born in Sydney in 1929 and 
educated at the universities of Sydney and Oxford, Curtis joined the 
Department of External Affairs in 1957 and was ambassador to Laos and 
then to Lebanon before succeeding Grant in New Delhi in 1976. As Meg 
Gurry has written of him in her study of Australia’s relations with India, 

31  Grant quoted in ibid., 111.
32  Ibid., 118.
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Curtis, like Shaw and Grant before him, was concerned about the relative 
lack of priority that Australia accorded to relations with India. As Curtis 
put it:

The desire to boost Australia/India relations has been reaffirmed 
at Prime Ministerial level but there has still been no significant 
commitment to new resources to give substance to that expressed 
intent … India should be accorded a higher place in the Australian 
government’s priorities [but] if we continue to be unable to match 
action to words we will increasingly lose opportunities to improve 
our relationship with an important regional neighbour … It is 
ironic … that as opportunities for expanding the relationship have 
increased … resources have dwindled.33

Curtis was farsighted in recommending in 1979 the establishment of 
an Australia India Foundation along the lines of the pioneer councils 
established with Japan in 1976 and China in 1978. Curtis hoped in 
1978 that Fraser might make the announcement of such a council the 
centrepiece of a prime ministerial visit to India.34 However, he backed 
away from the idea when it failed to attract support in the Department of 
Foreign Affairs.35 It would take another 13 years for such a foundation to 
be established and for Curtis’s suggestion to be realised.

Curtis was high commissioner during Malcolm Fraser’s first visit to India 
as prime minister in 1979. The highlight of the visit was an address to 
the Indian Parliament, the first ever by an Australian prime minister. 
In announcing his visit to India, Fraser replicated the remarks of Whitlam 
in 1973. He declared that: ‘[t]he relationship between India and Australia 
is an important one but over the years I think it has been taken a little too 
much for granted’.36 The reason for the visit, he added:

wasn’t that there were problems between our two nations. It was 
the fact that we wanted to work positively to promote a better, a 
closer and a warmer relationship than had existed in the past.37

33  Curtis quoted in Gurry, Australia and India, 119.
34  Letter, Curtis to Tonia Shand, 14 December 1978, NAA: A1838, 169/10/11/2/7 PART 6.
35  For example, IG Bowden, first assistant secretary responsible for the Public Affairs and Cultural 
Relations Division, commented on 17 January 1979: ‘I am opposed to the idea of an Australia–
India Foundation. Some over-worked section will get lumbered with the secretariat chores and the 
Department will have less influence on the development of cultural relations than now’. NAA: A1838, 
169/10/11/2/7 PART 6.
36  Prime Minister’s Statement for Indian Television, 14 December 1978, NAA: A1838, 169/10/11/2/7 
PART 6.
37  Ibid.
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Curtis greatly contributed to the success of Fraser’s visit. He briefed the 
prime minister extensively on India’s cultural history and suggested that 
Fraser make contact with leading experts in South Asian history before 
coming to India. He advised Fraser:

I cannot stress sufficiently the importance of the Prime Minister 
getting across to the Indians during his visit that he is aware of and 
appreciates India’s considerable cultural heritage and he recognises 
that there is much more to this country than the influence of the 
British Raj and the period since 1947.38

Fraser took Curtis’s advice and pursued many of the same themes as 
Whitlam had done in his speeches in India in 1973. Fraser remarked 
that neither Australia nor India had done enough over the previous 30 
years to fulfil the potential of the relationship. It was an important and 
extremely well-received speech, informed by Peter Curtis’s advice that the 
speech should pay due attention to Indian cultural history. ‘No country 
on earth’, Fraser declared, ‘has such a long cultural continuity as India. 
By comparison, Australia is a very young country, one which has created 
a distinctive cultural identity for itself during the course of the century’.39 
Fraser was at pains to rebut the common perception that Australia was 
a ‘typically western country which happens to be eccentrically located at 
the bottom right-hand corner of Asia’. He elaborated:

We are Western with a difference. A country which originated 
as a colony, whose own physical geography and environment are 
so distinctive, whose outlook and perspectives are profoundly 
affected by its location in the South-East Asian region: whose 
export earnings derive principally from commodities; which is 
a net importer of capital, cannot be regarded as typically western. 
Australia is Australia, not an appendage of Europe.40

Fraser’s visit to India, like Whitlam’s, was well received, as was his major 
theme that India in the non-aligned world and Australia in the Western 
world were two middle powers that could profitably cooperate together to 
help solve significant international problems.41

38  Curtis quoted in Gurry, Australia and India, 120.
39  Text of the Australian Prime Minister’s address to the Indian Parliament on 27 January 1979, 
Australian Foreign Affairs Record 50 (January 1979): 67.
40  Ibid., 68.
41  Record of Meeting, 8 March 1979, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 38.
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In 1979, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, however, the 
realpolitik of the Cold War retarded the closer Australian–Indian relationship 
for which both Whitlam and Fraser had called. Fraser put Australia firmly 
in the US camp against the Soviet intervention. However, India, with Indira 
Gandhi as prime minister again, made it clear that it would not be taking 
such a position against the Soviet Union, on which India was reliant for 
trade and arms and in the United Nations on the Kashmir issue. With the 
United States now recognising the People’s Republic of China, India felt 
that it had more to fear from US relations with Beijing and Islamabad than 
it did with a Soviet-backed regime in Kabul.

Curtis was succeeded in New Delhi after 1980 by Gordon Noel Upton. 
Born in Sydney in 1920, Upton was educated at Canterbury Boys High 
and then the University of Sydney. He joined the Commonwealth Public 
Service in 1937 and after military service in the Royal Australian Air Force, 
was appointed to the Department of External Affairs as a diplomatic cadet. 
He was counsellor in the Australian Embassy, Jakarta, under Patrick Shaw 
and served as high commissioner in Sri Lanka from 1970 to 1973 and 
high commissioner in Suva from 1976 until his appointment to New 
Delhi in 1980. In the year of his appointment, Upton was shaken by 
a leak of one of his confidential dispatches to the minister for foreign 
affairs, Andrew Peacock. Upton reported in the dispatch that, after nearly 
nine months back in office, Prime Minister Gandhi had failed to solve 
any of India’s major domestic problems and that, moreover, the country 
was at risk of being subject to a military coup. The dispatch was leaked 
to journalist, Laurie Oakes, and published in The Age newspaper. Bruce 
Grant, at that time, had returned to The Age and as a journalist had 
ironically reached conclusions about India that were similar to Upton’s.42 
The leak occasioned some Indian parliamentarians to call for Upton’s 
removal. As Upton confided to a colleague on 18 November 1980, the 
following two or three weeks would tell him whether he would he could 
usefully carry on in New Delhi.43 The top echelons of the Department 
of Foreign Affairs were also worried. The secretary of the Department of 
Foreign Affairs, Peter Henderson, at that time was not certain whether 
the Indian Government would be prepared to go on working with Upton 
and was worried that the Opposition in India was using Upton’s leaked 
dispatch to attack Gandhi.44

42  Cablegram from WGT Miller to Upton, 11 November 1980, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 42.
43  Letter from Upton to WGT Miller, 18 November 1980, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 42.
44  Minute from PGF Henderson to WGT Miller, 14 November 1980, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 
PART 42.
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A personal and magnanimous letter from Gandhi to Fraser illustrates the 
degree to which the relationship had been strengthened in the 1970s, 
even if it had not blossomed to the degree that both Whitlam and Fraser 
desired. Gandhi explained frankly to Fraser that India indeed faced vast 
problems, but pleaded:

Can any problem be solved straightaway? At most we can set the 
country on the right direction in a step by step process which takes 
us nearer the objective … The administration is recovering from 
the coma into which it had settled during the last three years. Our 
next five year plan has been finalized in the shortest time, with 
the highest ever allocation of funds and very defined priorities. 
Law and order has been improved but the situation needs to 
improve further. Similarly the performance of our railways has not 
improved as it should have. While a lot remains to be done, we 
are firmly set on a clear direction. We value our friendship with 
Australia and hope that the Australian people will see India in 
perspective.45

The minister for foreign affairs, Andrew Peacock, annotated to the 
secretary of his department: ‘You should see this remarkable letter. We are 
talking to PM&C about making a copy available to Gordon Upton, 
& about intentions in a reply’.46 After Fraser published a press release 
regretting the leak, Upton was allowed to remain in his post and reported 
a year later that there was no reason to feel that the leak had created lasting 
embarrassment.47

Under two prime ministers, Gough Whitlam and Malcolm Fraser, 
the Australian Government sought a substantial improvement and 
development of the bilateral relationship between countries that saw 
themselves, for different reasons, as ‘middle powers’. One of these prime 
ministers, Whitlam, also looked forward to the time when Australia and 
India were both fellow members of an Asian regional organisation. Four 
high commissioners, Patrick Shaw, Bruce Grant, Peter Curtis and Gordon 
Upton, worked hard to try to give more substance to the relationship 
underpinned by two successful prime ministerial visits to India in 1973 
and 1979. The effort put in to developing Australian–Indian relations in 
the period from 1972 to 1983 was partially successful as was demonstrated 

45  Letter from Gandhi to Fraser, 11 November 1980, NAA: A1938, 169/10/1 PART 42.
46  Ibid., annotation by Peacock, 26 November 1980.
47  Upton quoted in Gurry, Australia and India, 128.
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by the magnanimous position adopted by Gandhi after the leak of 
Upton’s dispatch in 1980. However, both domestic and foreign policy 
developments conspired against the fuller realisation of the ambitions 
that Whitlam and Fraser shared for the relationship. In Whitlam’s case, 
his domestic problems distracted from his foreign policy agenda and 
particularly his ability to put in place new regional architecture. In Fraser’s 
case, despite a valiant effort to change Australia’s image in Asia and 
India, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan underlined the wide disparity 
between the fundamental positions of non-aligned India and Western-
aligned Australia. On top of this, was the relative lack of the economic 
‘complementarity’ between Australia and India that there was between 
Australia and Japan and would be between Australia and China. Between 
1975 and 1983, for example, exports from Australia to India decreased as 
a percentage of total exports from 0.74 per cent to 0.57 per cent.48 As Meg 
Gurry has observed, in the Whitlam and Fraser years, ‘a viable multilateral 
and regional framework still eluded the Australia–India relationship’.49

48  Gurry, Australia and India, 127.
49  Ibid., 129.
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