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Arresting the Drift: 

The Graham Feakes Era
Meg Gurry

Graham Feakes was Australia’s high commissioner in India from August 
1984 until October 1990. He requested the posting. Both he and his wife 
Nicky were pleased when asked to stay on for a second term. Feakes later 
said he regarded it ‘as the best period of my whole service’.1

This chapter divides the analysis of Feakes’s time in India into three 
sections: first, the years 1984–87; the second looks at 1987–90; and the 
third tells a story that sheds light on Graham the person. There are many 
declassified files open in the National Archives of Australia for the first 
period, but less after 1988. The second and third sections thus rely on 
more secondary sources and the memories of those who were in India at 
the time.

The research for this paper included interviews with a number of people 
who had served with Graham, either in New Delhi, Canberra or other 
posts around the world. There was little variation on the theme that he 
was one of the best of his generation, a serious man of depth and integrity 
who was a pleasure to work with. It should be noted too that Feakes is 
one of a long line of Australian high commissioners to India whose work 
is remembered with profound respect.

1  Graham Feakes, interviewed by Michael Wilson, 18 October – 24 November 1993, Canberra, 
National Library of Australia (NLA): Australian Diplomacy Oral History Project.
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The First Term: 1984–87
Feakes arrived in New Delhi in August 1984 at a point where the 
relationship between Australia and India was described as ‘good but lacking 
in depth’. It had been ‘a modest year’, the review for the previous year 
stated.2 Elsewhere it was more candidly described as ‘in the doldrums’.3 
These reflections were not new. In 1983, Foreign Affairs Department 
Secretary Peter Henderson lamented that:

the bilateral relationship lacks real depth. Neither side looms large 
in the thinking of the other and we have few illusions about our 
capacity to influence Indian views where we differ.4

Indeed, as outlined in Chapter Seven, in 1979 Prime Minister Malcolm 
Fraser made an official trip to India, working with Australia’s then 
high commissioner to India, Peter Curtis, to strengthen what seemed 
an important but little understood regional relationship. It was a well-
publicised visit, but with few sustainable outcomes.

This time, five years later and under a new Labor Government, it was 
High Commissioner Feakes who set out to raise its profile. The new 
foreign minister, Bill Hayden, was keen to focus on the Indian Ocean 
region. Department Secretary Stuart Harris wrote to Feakes in December 
1984, outlining how Hayden was keen to obtain Cabinet’s endorsement 
to ‘lift bilateral relations with India [and of ] paying India a great deal 
more attention’.5 Feakes knew a lot about India. He had been the senior 
official in the South Asia branch of the Department of Foreign Affairs 
(DFA) from 1980 to 1984, and he enjoyed a personal interest: his wife 
Nicky was born in India and was learning Hindi.6 Just before his term 
began, he wrote a speech for Foreign Minister Hayden to deliver in Perth, 
which outlined a new Australian policy for the Indian Ocean. It referred 
to the ‘drift’ that had affected Australia’s relationship with India. The term 
stuck. Before long the new narrative for Australia–India relations was all 
about ‘arresting the drift’, a task Feakes accepted with zeal.

2  Annual Review, July 1983 – July 1984, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A1838, 169/10/21 
PART 5.
3  Maurice to Feakes, 26 November 1985, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 54.
4  Henderson to Upton, 17 November 1983, NAA: 1838, 169/10/21 PART 5.
5  Harris to Feakes, 28 December 1984, NAA: 1838, 169/10/21 PART 5.
6  Nicky Feakes, interview with author, Sydney, 22 September 2016.
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Hayden declared it was time to ‘become busier diplomatically and culturally 
in the [Indian Ocean] region’. There were now, he said, ‘unassailable 
reasons of national self-interest why it should hold a consistent and 
sensible place in our priorities’.7 The speech was well received in New 
Delhi. Feakes said it nicely oiled the wheels for his arrival.8

By the end of 1984, Hayden was urging Prime Minister Bob Hawke to 
endorse a new India strategy. Relations with India, Hayden wrote, had:

been allowed to drift in recent years … and Australian foreign 
policy has develop[ed] without a full appreciation of India’s present 
and potential importance … [There would be considerable] 
material economic benefits from a closer relationship.9

To a word, the letter reflected the deeply held belief of High Commissioner 
Feakes of how the relationship was, could and should be travelling.

A visit to India by Hayden was planned for May 1985, the first of a foreign 
minister since Nigel Bowen in 1972. Hayden and Feakes wanted to find 
a ‘central core’ to underpin the relationship. They identified closer trade 
and economic links as the path with the most potential.10 But Hawke was 
not yet on board the India train. Initially cautious, he pointed out ‘the 
real difficulties’ in dealing with India, reminding Hayden of the problems 
experienced by previous Australian governments. He listed the perennial 
bilateral roadblocks: India’s vast development challenge, its tradition of 
economic self-sufficiency, its affinity with the Soviet Union and the fact 
that Australia has closer Asian neighbours where ‘the problems are more 
manageable in scale and the results more immediately evident’.11

Hawke changed his mind after meeting Rajiv Gandhi at a Commonwealth 
Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) meeting in Nassau in October 
1985. As Hawke put it, ‘we just clicked … there’s no other leader I have 
met for whom I have developed such an immediate, deep and abiding 
affection’.12 They began cooperating on a Commonwealth campaign of 
ending apartheid in South Africa. With Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 

7  Bill Hayden, ‘Australian Government’s Views on the Indian Ocean’, 20 June 1984, Australian 
Foreign Affairs Record 55, no. 6 (1984): 576–84.
8  Graham Feakes, interview with author, Sydney, 17 December 1992.
9  Hayden to Hawke, 19 December 1984, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 54.
10  Ibid.
11  Hawke to Hayden, date indecipherable but early 1985, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 54.
12  Hamish McDonald, ‘A Testing Time for India—and Australia’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 
3 September 2011.
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of Canada, Hawke and Gandhi formed a three-member team, aiming 
to talk British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher out of her staunch 
opposition to sanctions. A productive and warm working relationship 
was established. Hawke invited Rajiv to visit Australia and he came in 
October 1986, the first Indian prime minister to come to Australia on 
a formal bilateral visit since Indira Gandhi in 1968. (The next would be 
Narendra Modi in 2014.)

By the end of 1985, the Australia–India relationship was attracting both 
prime ministerial and foreign ministerial interest. But the bureaucratic 
response was less enthusiastic. The departments of the Prime Minister, of 
Foreign Affairs and of Trade were scrambling to find an appropriate and 
workable response. Before Gandhi’s visit, the head of the Prime Minister’s 
Department, Geoffrey Yeend, called a meeting of department secretaries. 
The minutes provide a fascinating insight into just how difficult it was to 
‘arrest the drift’ and find the elusive ‘central core’. Yeend was clearly not 
excited by India. He noted, with obvious disapproval, that the invitation 
to Rajiv Gandhi had been issued ‘without prior consultation’. It may 
reflect, he conceded, ‘the excellent personal relations between Mr. Hawke 
and Mr. Gandhi’, but how many bilateral relationships of the kind 
Australia was now seeking—with Japan, China, the Association of South-
East Asian Nations (or ASEAN) countries—‘could be sustained?’ Was it 
even ‘feasible’, he asked, ‘trying to put India on the same footing?’13

He suggested there were limits to Australia’s capacity to manage India. 
And one by one all the department secretaries agreed. John Menadue 
from the Department of Trade noted that trade with India was stagnant 
and it had not proved possible to build a sustained relationship. He 
listed the obstacles of India’s self-sufficiency and its highly regulated 
economy, and questioned whether political direction could overcome 
these problems. The secretary of defence emphasised that India is not 
within Australia’s area  of prime strategic interest, and hence, bilateral 
defence contacts were low key. The secretary for science spoke frankly of 
the difficulties encountered in cooperating with the Indian bureaucracy 
under the Science and Technology Agreement of 1975. The secretary 
of industry and commerce said he saw no sign of Australian industry 

13  Notes of meeting of departmental secretaries, 13 November 1985, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 
PART 54.
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wanting closer contacts with India. The best spin that Yeend could find 
to mitigate the gloomy outlook was to conclude that ‘quick results should 
not be expected’.14

In short, the central core remained out of reach and, to many, out of 
sight. Just as Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser had attempted in 1979 
to add some substance to the bilateral relationship through his warm 
connection with Indian Prime Minister Morarji Desai—they too had met 
at a Commonwealth meeting—so Hayden and Feakes tried to combine 
an encouraging prime ministerial bond with some top-down political 
energy to move the relationship forward. But within the bureaucracy in 
Canberra, it was obvious that officials were desperately searching for some 
‘announceables’ to accompany the prime ministerial visit, but were having 
problems finding what they might be.

Meanwhile, unhappy cables from New Delhi kept arriving. Feakes 
sounded chronically disappointed. He described Hayden’s 1985 visit as 
‘unproductive’. Hayden had come ‘empty-handed’, which meant that 
‘any genuine effort to exploit opportunities for bilateral trade’ could not 
succeed. Contesting the view that India was ‘more difficult to deal with 
than is worth the effort’, he asserted that ‘others manage it and given 
our own economic situation, we can no longer afford to ignore a market 
which others find both attractive and profitable’. He stressed that the 
‘central importance of trade and aid … cannot be over-emphasized’.15

Feakes’s cables questioned the government’s commitment to closer 
engagement. A testy exchange took place between the high commissioner 
and Ray Greet, first assistant secretary for the South Asia Division. Feakes 
agreed there was no real interest in Australia coming from the Indian 
bureaucracy, but he blamed Australian policymakers. He spelt that out, 
lamenting the small size of the South Asia section where ‘there were no 
more than 2 or 3 people working on the whole of the sub-continent’. He 
complained that ‘there is no one in the Department who has a sense of 
what is going on in the relations between Australia and India across the 
board’.16 Greet had an answer:

14  Ibid.
15  Annual Review, July 1984 – August 1985, NAA: A1838, 169/10/21 PART 5.
16  Feakes to Greet, 18 December 1984, NAA: A1838, 169/10/21 PART 5.
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one of the problems we have in managing our relations with 
India [is] the low priority given to India by many in and outside 
Government. We now have a situation where because of the work 
of you and your staff … the Department is coming to accept 
India’s importance … What is needed now, however, is broad 
Government endorsement.17

Greet agreed more staff were needed: ‘3 officers, with one officer dealing 
full-time with India … but one cannot feel optimistic that an extra body 
can be seized from the system’.18 (It was not until late in the term of the 
Howard Government that India was allocated a section of its own.)

Feakes never lost his sense that relations with India were under-resourced 
and under-appreciated. In 1986 he wrote to Greet that he believed there 
‘was a lobby in ADAB [Australian Development Assistance Bureau] which 
is opposed to aid to India on grounds which do not have to do with the 
merits of the case’.19 Until Paul Barratt arrived in 1988 as department 
deputy secretary, Feakes commented later, there had been an absence 
of an interested senior public servant looking after India’s interests.20

The visit of Rajiv Gandhi to Australia in 1986 came with the considerable 
expectations that prime ministerial visits engender. Both prime ministers 
were interviewed by newspapers in the other’s country; each referred to 
a new bilateral momentum. Hawke, in an interview with the Illustrated 
Weekly of India, referred to the bilateral ‘drift’ of recent years, and that he 
wanted to ‘identify areas where bilateral cooperation can be extended’.21 
For his part, Rajiv Gandhi spoke to the Bulletin’s Bruce Stannard about 
Hawke’s ‘honest, straightforward manner’ and lamented that the state-to-
state relationship ‘hasn’t really expanded’.22 The Indian press covered the 
trip extensively, focusing on the two men’s shared international approach 
and plans to work jointly on South Africa, the Antarctic Treaty and 
arms control in the Indian Ocean. Hawke spoke of the ‘dramatic new 
vitality’ between Australia and India, evidenced in part by the signing by 
business representatives of an agreement to establish the Australia–India 
Business Council.23

17  Greet to Feakes, 31 January 1985, NAA: A1838, 169/10/21 PART 5.
18  Ibid.
19  Feakes to Greet, 17 January 1986, A1838, 169/10/1 PART 55.
20  Graham Feakes, interview with author, Sydney, 17 December 1992.
21  Nikhil Lakshan, ‘Coming Together’, The Illustrated Weekly of India, 9 November 1986.
22  Bulletin, 14 October 1986, 126–28.
23  Hawke’s statement in House of Representatives, 17 October 1986, in Australian Foreign Affairs 
Record 57, no. 10 (1986): 954–56.
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But the ‘new vitality’ did not last. In a submission to Hayden, Ray Greet 
cautioned ‘that there are still major obstacles in our path (the trade 
imbalance, Indian access to the Australian market, and our very different 
perspectives on some key issues)’, concluding that ‘the staying power 
of both sides will be crucial’.24 By January 1987, Feakes was informing 
department head Stuart Harris of:

a climate of opinion within the [Indian] external affairs ministry 
which is sceptical of any great outcome emerging from current 
efforts to put flesh on the bones of bilateral relations.

Feakes reported that he and the Indian high commissioner to Australia, 
Hamid Ansari, were concerned that ‘Prime Ministerial attention on both 
sides will wander off elsewhere’.25

The Second Term: 1987–90
Nevertheless, as Feakes’s second term began, a number of agreements 
were reached and some significant bilateral infrastructure established. 
Following Gandhi’s 1986 visit, plans were made for a High Levels 
Official Group meeting, and the first one took place in New Delhi in 
April 1987. It had been an idea endorsed by both prime ministers and 
was aimed at reinforcing Australia’s interest in developing a broader-based 
relationship with India. The files reveal that the meetings were organised 
around four key issues—trade, coal, science and technology, and cultural 
relations—which was in keeping with the trade and economics focus that 
Feakes and Hayden believed was central to the development of a more 
engaged bilateralism. Following the meeting, the leader of the Australian 
delegation, Stuart Harris, told Hayden that a potential Australian open-
cut steaming-coal-mining project in Piparwar, in Bihar state, had assumed 
a central importance over the course of the talks. Officials reported that 
it had been ‘an objective of our meeting that India be persuaded to 
award the major coal mining project to Australia’. It was seen, Harris 
wrote, as having importance ‘in its own economic right, [but also as] 
a symbol of development in the relationship, and [providing] a basis for 
the establishment of a joint working group on coal’.26

24  Greet to Hayden, 19 November 1986, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 56.
25  Feakes to Harris, 23 January 1987, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 56.
26  Harris to Hayden, 29 April 1987; Minute paper, DFA, 17 June 1987, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 
PART 38.
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Following this meeting, High Commissioner Feakes continued his search 
for bilateral ballast. A Joint Ministerial Commission was created, an idea 
that had been mooted at the time of Malcolm Fraser’s visit to India in 
1979 but dropped in the face of departmental caution. This time it was 
picked up with more enthusiasm and has held regular meetings ever since.

From 1987 to 1989, Feakes maintained that the future of the relationship 
was in commerce and that trade/aid packages were the way forward. But 
by late 1988 the department was observing that ‘progress has been less than 
both sides had hoped’. The Australian Government was awaiting decisions 
on a number of matters, they reported, ‘chief among them Piparwar … 
which has become something of a symbol of the relationship’.27 Feakes 
felt Canberra was not doing enough to secure the project: he argued that 
there were limits to the extent to which Australia could keep saying that, 
yes, India was important to us, but sorry, we don’t have the resources to 
put into it. That limit, he said, had been reached.28

To that end, Feakes was successful in securing a prime ministerial visit 
of Bob  Hawke to India in February 1989. Hawke arrived bearing 
gifts—a  three-year tied aid and development program, valued at 
A$35  million. The program hoped to stimulate two-way commercial 
activities, which were chosen in sectors where India ascribed priority 
and where Australia had expertise: energy, mining, telecommunications, 
food technology and processing. But the most important commercial 
contact was made with the provision of A$61.5 million in grant aid to 
the Australian company White Industries to enable it to win the contract 
for the Piparwar joint venture with Coal India. It was the biggest ever 
business project between Australia and India, and Australia’s largest 
overseas aid project.29

Many decades later, it is interesting to note how much diplomatic energy 
was invested in the Piparwar project. It was seen by Australian officials—
and particularly by Feakes himself—as the ‘lynchpin of our efforts to 
develop a broader and more substantial relationship with India’. If it ‘falls 
through’, Australian officials noted, ‘it will have a significant detrimental 
effect, not only at government level, but within the business community’.30 

27  Burns to Gareth Evans, Ministerial Submission, 31 October 1988, NAA: A1838, 160/10/1 
PART 61.
28  Graham Feakes, interview with author, Sydney, 17 December 1992.
29  India Update, Australian High Commission, New Delhi, 21 February 1992.
30  Sturkey, undated but late 1987, ‘Relations with India: Discussion between Prime Ministers 
Hawke and Gandhi at CHOGM’, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 59.
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Yet in late 1987, it had seemed a project with no future, with Ministry of 
Finance officers in New Delhi seeing no urgency in moving it forward. 
But Feakes kept the issue alive, and was pivotal in bringing the prime 
minister to India to finalise the deal. Work began in the early 1990s, 
and finished in 1997. But as evidence of how difficult it was to chalk 
up commercial successes with India, its promise was not to be realised. 
Piparwar may have started with huge expectations, but it ended in court. 
By 1999 White Industries was suing Coal India over a contractual dispute. 
It took 13 years to resolve, making its way through Indian courts until 
finally an arbitration tribunal in 2012 ruled in White Industries’ favour.31

But at the time, Hawke’s visit was celebrated as a success. The aid/trade 
announcements were well received, and the ‘friendship’ between the two 
prime ministers was on display. Feakes recalled a private dinner between 
Rajiv and Sonia Gandhi and Bob and Hazel Hawke at the Gandhis’ home 
in New Delhi, which went long into the night and well over the time that 
protocol demanded.32 In retirement Feakes commented that the friendship 
between Hawke and Gandhi was ‘as friendly as both leaders indicated. 
For once there was [not] political exaggeration of diplomatic fact’.33

At this dinner, Hawke, in another act of impetuous generosity— again 
without ‘prior consultation’—invited Rajiv and Sonia to send their 
children to school in Australia where, he promised, they would be kept 
safe. He would later chuckle about the ‘collective fit’ this caused for 
Australia’s security agencies.34

Shortly after this sharing of goodwill, however, the relationship was 
abruptly derailed. In early 1990, Defence Minister Robert Ray announced 
that Australia was to sell 50 of its obsolete fighter jets to Pakistan. The files 
remain closed, but some facts are clear. It was at a time of heightened 
subcontinental tension over Kashmir, hence the Indian Government was 
furious at the prospect of 50 Mirage jets being sold cheaply (A$36 million) 
to Pakistan—India’s principal enemy since Partition, with whom they 
shared a long and contested border, had fought three wars, and were locked 

31  ‘Protecting your Investments in Foreign Courts’, statement from Freehills Patent and Trade 
Mark Attorneys, March 2012.
32  Graham Feakes, interview with author, Sydney, 17 December 1992.
33  Graham Feakes, interviewed by Michael Wilson, 18 October – 24 November 1993, Canberra, 
NLA: Australian Diplomacy Oral History Project.
34  Hamish McDonald, ‘A Testing Time for India—and Australia’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 
3 September 2011.
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in a hostile, intractable and vicious conflict. Angry Indian Government 
officials summoned Feakes to the Ministry of External Affairs. He was 
castigated for this ‘unfortunate and regrettable decision’ and ‘dismay and 
unhappiness’ was expressed over the timing. They said they had ‘least 
expected that a friendly Australia would take action which has the effect 
of further disturbing the stability of the region’.35

Foreign Minister Gareth Evans acknowledged that India froze all official 
dealings with Australia. They postponed high-level trade and investment 
talks, including an Indian delegation’s travel to Australia to discuss 
Canberra’s A$35 million aid allocation.36 The Times of India put the angry 
Indian response on its front pages, reporting that High Commissioner 
Feakes had been ‘summoned to the foreign office for the second time in 
three days and conveyed India’s strong feelings’.37

Feakes was equally angry with Canberra. According to former diplomats, 
a dispatch from the high commissioner to the department is worth 
reading. It may explain whether the two departments of foreign affairs and 
defence were simply not coordinating on a government policy, unaware 
of its sensitivities. Or perhaps Pakistan was still seen in the Department of 
Defence as more central to Australia’s security than India? Or maybe there 
were other forces at play. Until the files are opened, and Feakes’s dispatch 
read, why this decision was taken remains an open question.

Graham Feakes—the Person38

Feakes was a true believer in the Australia–India connection, not unlike 
most of his predecessors, but also ahead of his time. He saw its future as 
a 50-year—not a five-year—challenge. India would one day be a great 
economic power, he believed, and Australia needed to be there when 
it happened. He despaired that Australia’s leaders could not see that.39 
Ahead of his time also was his attitude to India’s refusal to sign the 

35  Ministry of External Affairs, ‘Statement on Australia’s Decision to Ship Mirage 111 Aircraft to 
Pakistan’, press release, 19 October 1990, New Delhi.
36  ‘India Froze Diplomatic Ties: Evans’, The Age, 2 August 1990.
37  The Times of India (Bombay), 25, 27 April 1990, 1.
38  For this section, I spoke to Bill Tweddell, Doug Woodhouse, Nicky Feakes, Richard Woolcott, 
Mack Williams and Richard Feakes. I am grateful to them for their time and thoughts. My description 
of the events outlined in this section are largely based on these discussions, plus news reporting. Most 
of the archives have not been released.
39  Graham Feakes’s former colleagues, interview with author, August 2017.
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Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. He took the provocative step of urging 
the government to stop lecturing India about its stance. It was ‘counter-
productive to our interests’, he argued in 1987: Australia was not listened 
to in India on other regional issues, because ‘we continue to press them on 
something they will not change’. The Indians will ‘not accept a status that 
is less than China’s’, and Australia overestimated what it ‘can do about the 
problem’. Two months later, Canberra rejected his advice: ‘it would be 
a considerable loss if we were to give up and do nothing’.40

Feakes was remembered for his integrity and decency. Former Australian 
diplomat Mack Williams, who enjoyed a long career in Asia and worked 
closely with Feakes when he was high commissioner to Malaysia, observed 
that he was ‘not one of the boys … He was much liked around the office 
[and was] most respected as a guy with his feet on the ground’. Similarly, 
many liked his manner of ‘calling a spade a spade’. Former ambassador 
to the Philippines and Vietnam, high commissioner to Sri Lanka and 
the Maldives, and deputy high commissioner to Feakes in New Delhi, 
Bill Tweddell served in India from December 1986 to June 1991. He 
described Feakes as the ‘most wonderful, inspiring, courageous person 
for whom I  ever worked—only daylight is second’. Doug Woodhouse, 
first secretary and consul in New Delhi during the Feakes era, praised 
him as ‘the most impressive public official I knew: considered, honest, 
courageous, clever and smart. He was the best briefed person to take 
anywhere—he always knew what to do’. What was most admired was 
Feakes’s moral courage.

My research for this paper unearthed a fascinating story to provide the 
evidence for these claims. There are few archives accessible, but I have 
found enough to provide some details. It involved the high commissioner, 
the foreign minister and a Russian defector.

On 17 December 1987, early in the afternoon, a 24-year-old Russian 
tourist walked up to the front desk of the consular section of the Australian 
High Commission in New Delhi and requested political asylum. His 
name was Alexandr Babiy and he was a postgraduate science student 
from Moscow University. He was in India as part of a tightly managed 
Soviet tour group of 35 junior scientists. They had been escorted by 

40  Feakes to Secretary, 15 September 1987, ‘India and the NPT’; Correspondence Feakes to Walker, 
5 October 1987; Walker to Feakes, 10 December 1987, all NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 59.
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their minders to do some shopping in Old Delhi. Babiy managed to slip 
away in its tiny and crowded lanes, and make his way to the Australian 
mission in Chanakyapuri.

Babiy’s request was rare. It stimulated a chain of events that reveal a great 
deal about High Commissioner Feakes. Babiy was to spend 33 days at the 
high commission compound, provided with safe refuge in the house of 
First Secretary Doug Woodhouse, while arguments went back and forth 
between various offices and departments in Canberra, New Delhi and 
Moscow over what to do with him.

Australia’s response, it appears, was driven out of Hayden’s office. Hayden 
and his chief of staff, Michael Costello, had been pursuing a more 
‘normalised’ bilateral relationship with the Soviet Union all year. Hayden 
was pleased with the good contact established with Soviet Foreign Minister 
Edouard Shevardnadze, and in March had welcomed him to Canberra. 
The meeting was widely acclaimed as the highest-level talks between the 
two countries ever held in Australia, and described as ‘quite a coup for 
Australia to get the visit’.41 Just three weeks before Babiy appeared, Bob 
Hawke had been in Moscow, smiling for photos with Mikhail Gorbachev, 
praising perestroika, and negotiating the release of a group of Soviet 
Jewish emigres who had been trying to leave Russia for decades.

It appears that Hayden was not prepared to compromise Australian–
Soviet relations for this young man. Instructions were clear. Feakes was 
told to hand him over to the Indians. It was emphasised that Babiy was 
not to be granted asylum. His application had been refused and Feakes 
was instructed not to upset the Russians.

But Hayden had misread the high commissioner. Feakes knew that Babiy 
would be deported back to the Soviet Union. He had a good sense of what 
might happen then. For nearly five weeks the deliberations continued. 
Soviet officials visited Babiy at the high commission and promised him 
a safe return. The Soviets sent his mother to New Delhi. She saw her son 
several times, in the garden and in the home of the first secretary, pleading 
for his return. The Americans offered asylum. But Babiy stubbornly 
refused, and held out for entry to Australia.

41  Andrew Fraser, ‘Shevardnadze Visit Indicates Change in View of Region’, The Canberra Times, 
3 March 1987.
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Canberra instructed Feakes to take Babiy to the office of the United 
Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and leave him with 
them—at that point he would no longer be an Australian responsibility. 
Babiy was taken there by diplomatic car, accompanied by Deputy High 
Commissioner Bill Tweddell and First Secretary Woodhouse. While Babiy 
stayed in the car, the first secretary was told by the UNHCR staff that 
they could offer Babiy no diplomatic protection—the moment he left the 
car he would be arrested by Indian security.

The first secretary rang the high commissioner, who said to bring him 
straight back.

It seemed a stalemate: High Commissioner Feakes was refusing to budge. 
The minister’s office wanted this problem to go away. The office was 
saying nothing publicly, but in off-the-record press briefings they were 
adamant that his application had been refused. Their public position was 
that they were in negotiations with the UNHCR who were trying to find 
a third country for him. This was untrue. Other than the one visit just 
mentioned, there were never any negotiations with UNHCR.

But on 20 January 1988, a day or so after their latest briefing that there 
would be no asylum for Babiy, the government changed its mind. Babiy 
was granted entry to Australia under its Special Humanitarian program. 
On 21 January, he was quietly taken to New Delhi airport and flown to 
Sydney, where he was met by a Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
official who took him to the Villawood Migrant centre. Babiy was now 
a free man. All this was announced five hours after his arrival in Australia.

The Indians had agreed to his passage out. It has been claimed that under 
Indian law, the immunity of diplomatic premises applies only to the land 
and diplomatic staff, so technically the Indian police were entitled to 
enter the high commission grounds and arrest him at any time. But this 
had never been put to the test, and it was not clear that this was possible. 
In fact, senior officials there at the time have stated that Indian authorities 
handled this episode very professionally. This was in part, they believe, 
because Feakes dealt ‘upfront and inclusively’ with the Indian senior 
bureaucracy at the official level, and kept politics out of it. He  asked 
politely for their cooperation while making it very clear that Babiy would 
not be given up. ‘Graham wasn’t a man to be pushed around’, according 
to (then) First Secretary Woodhouse.
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It remains unclear why the foreign minister changed his mind.42 There 
was one article that is said to have been influential. It was written by 
a  journalist from The Sydney Morning Herald, Warren Osmond, who 
seemed to have the inside story.43 It apparently unnerved Hayden and his 
office. It spoke highly of Feakes’s ‘noble’ stance, was critical of what he saw 
as Hayden’s egregious behaviour, and argued that this young man’s life was 
being ‘sacrificed’ so as not to disturb the new Australian–Soviet détente 
established by Hayden and Shevardnadze.

Could one article have been a game-changer? Or did the foreign minister 
decide the issue was gaining press traction, and he wanted to kill the story 
before it grew bigger? Where did the pressure come from for his change of 
mind? Until the files are released, we cannot know. There was other press 
coverage, more sympathetic to Hayden, with one journalist claiming that 
Hayden was ‘so angered’ with a Soviet claim that Babiy was ‘mentally ill’ 
and must be sent back to Moscow, that he decided no longer to pursue the 
UNHCR option, which in turn paved the way for the offer of asylum.44 
But this story has been refuted, suggesting Hayden’s ‘rage’ was a story 
fabricated by his office for the press and was not the reason for his change 
of mind.

Many of the key players in this story have spoken of Feakes’s ‘enormous 
moral and intellectual courage’. Bill Tweddell put it this way: ‘he didn’t 
trim his sails to any prevailing winds—it is said diplomats should give 
frank and fearless advice. Graham did it’.

Feakes, it has been noted, ‘received considerable unfriendly incoming 
fire for his decision not to throw Alexandr to the bears’. But Feakes, his 
former colleagues said, ‘understood the power of his own seniority and 
on this occasion was prepared to use it’. Doug Woodhouse believes that it 
was ‘Graham’s persistence and courage with Canberra that probably saved 
[Babiy’s] life’.

42  The 1988 Australia–India files have recently been released. But certain sections have been 
withheld, and it appears they may be the files associated with Babiy’s defection. There are no 
correspondence documents between New Delhi and Canberra to be found on this issue (nor in the 
1987 files released last year). Doug Woodhouse officially interviewed Babiy several times during his 
time at the high commission but there are no records of these conversations.
43  Warren Osmond, ‘A Defector Lost between Two Worlds’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 11 January 
1988.
44  John O’Neill, ‘Hayden’s Rage Paved Way to Refuge’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 20 February 
1988.
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8. ARRESTING THE DRIFT

Nicky Feakes remembers the time well and still keeps in touch with 
Mr Babiy, who was eventually joined by his parents in Australia. Many 
close to him remember that Feakes had been prepared to resign if Hayden 
had not granted him asylum. Now that is frank and fearless.

Conclusion
When High Commissioner Feakes ended his time in India in 1990, he 
also retired from the diplomatic service. He felt there was no place for him 
back in the department and after a double posting in New Delhi, he was 
ready to retire.

Did he arrest the drift? He certainly worked very hard to do so. In terms 
of outcomes, it is difficult to measure his success. New institutional 
arrangements were put in place that established some new bilateral 
pathways. He was ahead of his time, describing India as a major economic 
power of the future, and he seemed permanently frustrated—indeed often 
disillusioned—that he couldn’t convince more people of this. But he faced 
an uphill battle. Even in 1989, senior Australian Cabinet ministers were 
visiting India—partly in response to the urging of the high commissioner—
and coming away ‘with a sense of hopelessness and frustration’. Minister 
for Industry, Technology and Commerce John Button reported he found 
little interest in Australia from senior Indian politicians and bureaucrats: 
‘Australia [seemed] too far away, too small, and quite irrelevant to their 
daily preoccupations’.45

At the end of 1988, the department was noting that there was still 
a bilateral ‘sense of drift’ between Australia and India, and the government 
decided to investigate. The Senate Standing Committee on Foreign 
Affairs and Trade was asked to report on Australia–India relations with 
particular reference to prospects for increasing trade and the implications 
for the regional strategic outlook of India’s enhanced defence capability. 
The committee submitted its report in July 1990, a few months before 
Feakes left India. It was not a positive picture and the report did not mince 
words: it considered India to be an important Asian power of the same order 
as China, but concluded that relations with India were underdeveloped, 
with an inadequate knowledge of India in Australian government and 
business. In short, it said all the things Feakes had been repeating for 

45  John Button, Flying the Kite (Sydney: Random House, 1994), 149, 143.
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a decade. (One of its recommendations was to create an Australia–India 
Council and a National Centre for South Asian studies, both of which 
were established by 1993. Feakes was the council’s first chair.)46

High Commissioner Feakes’s ideas for a more substantial bilateral 
relationship, with more government investment and commitment, were 
never realised to the extent he wished. His vision fell victim to timing 
and context. By the late 1980s, Hawke and Foreign Minister Gareth 
Evans were focused almost exclusively on APEC47 and the Asia Pacific, 
an organisation and a region that did not include India. Also important 
to an understanding of this time is the fact that India did not deregulate 
its economy until 1992. It was to take another 15 years, following the 
departure of Graham and Nicky Feakes from New Delhi, for India and 
the newly conceptualised Indo-Pacific region to assume the importance in 
Australian foreign policy that they have today.

46  Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, Australia–India Relations: 
Trade and Security (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, July 1990).
47  The Asia Pacific Economic Co-operation grouping, created in 1989. It was a key—perhaps the 
key—foreign policy initiative of the Hawke Government.
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