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Indira Gandhi
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This chapter focuses on two Australian high commissioners in other than 
their official roles. Such a task is made possible by two incumbents leaving 
a legacy of writing about their respective times in situ, and writing about 
Indian leaders in particular. The two high commissioners who left strong 
written records, the kind of records that enable us to say that their legacies 
endured well beyond their times in New Delhi, were Walter Crocker 
(1952–55 and 1958–62) and Bruce Grant (1973–76). What follows is 
an analysis of Crocker’s and Grant’s sketches of Indian leaders, Nehru and 
Indira Gandhi, respectively, with a view to addressing the more general 
questions around authority and diplomatic impact in the authorial voice 
of a former head of mission.

As Eric Meadows has outlined in Chapter Three, Crocker attached high 
priority during his two terms in India to improving relations between 
Nehru and the Australian Government, and to improving relations 
between the two nations in other ways. While in 1962, when he departed 
India, it would have been hard to conclude that he was successful to any 
marked degree, the potential for him to make immediate impact was 
severely limited. It is of more than historical interest now to investigate 
the longer-term, slower-burn impact that Crocker had and still has (in the 
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manner of public diplomacy) for Australian–Indian relations through his 
writing. The same applies to the published work of Bruce Grant, whose 
profile and authority as a commentator on Australia in world affairs 
continued to grow during the 1980s and 1990s.

The first part of this chapter has at its centre Crocker’s admirable pen-
portrait of Nehru, Nehru: A Contemporary’s Estimate, published in 1966;1 
but it also involves noting the different fates of Crocker and Nehru in 
the hands of their respective country’s commentators; and it invites 
appreciation of a certain historical romanticism shared between the two—
through participant observations of the momentous twentieth century—
that emerges from Crocker’s fine-grained observations of Nehru in both 
the published Nehru and in Crocker’s diary entries. The second part of 
the chapter moves to the 1970s and early 1980s and focuses on Bruce 
Grant’s observations of Indira Gandhi. These emerged primarily in an 
account of his time in India, Gods and Politicians,2 published in 1982, 
but were supplemented by other writings as a journalist and in a recent 
memoir, Subtle Moments,3 published in 2017. Grant’s sketching was 
more the broad brush than the fine grain of Crocker’s. It was notable 
for his positioning of Indira in overlapping political and culturally exotic 
landscapes. It accentuated the tension created for Indira by the formidable 
legacies of her father; and also featured Grant’s attempt to connect India 
and Australia by reflecting on the crises in democracy both nations 
experienced in 1975.

Walter Crocker
‘How empty Delhi seems when Nehru is away. It is a most curious fact—
his personality or vitality seems to permeate the place when he is here.’4 
So  began Walter Crocker’s diary entry for 26 September 1953, nearly 
a year and a half into his first term as Australian high commissioner in 
Delhi. In this reflection is not only Crocker’s preparedness for grand 
extrapolation, but also his belief in Nehru’s extraordinary agency, his role 

1  Walter Crocker, Nehru: A Contemporary’s Estimate (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1966).
2  Bruce Grant, Gods and Politicians: Politics as Culture—an Australian View of India (Sydney: Allen 
Lane, 1982).
3  Bruce Grant, Subtle Moments: Scenes on a Life’s Journey (Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 
2017).
4  Crocker diary, 26 September 1953, copy held at Deakin University Library (DUL): 327.94 
Crocke Cro/Dos.
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as a carrier of national character and destiny. It was an observation that 
marked a deepening attraction to Nehru for Crocker, who would have, 
over the next decade, a privileged vantage point from which to write 
about the Indian leader.

We might note first the respective fates of Crocker and Nehru in the 
hands of their nation’s commentators. Crocker’s reputation as the scholar 
diplomat is well noted if not often expanded on at length. In addition to 
making prominent appearances in accounts of Australian–Indian relations, 
he has recently (in 2013) been incorporated in what James Cotton calls 
the ‘Australian School of International Relations’. Such was Crocker’s 
deep engagement with, and many published and unpublished reflections 
on, international affairs. As an international diplomat, Australian 
diplomat and scholar of international relations, he stands alongside the 
likes of William Macmahon Ball, W.K. Hancock and Frederic Eggleston 
in Cotton’s account of eight early thinkers on Australia in world affairs.5 
Although hardly a household name, Crocker’s acknowledgement in 
Australia and among those interested in the history of international 
affairs enjoys recurring moments of ‘rediscovery’. He sits, courtesy of 
Cotton, among other thinkers who simultaneously embraced imperialism 
and British race patriotism on the one hand, and internationalism on 
the other, as a distinctively Australian way of thinking. This was the 
Australian School of International Relations. The two strands of thought 
were in constant tension, and Crocker was one among others who hoped 
for and, where possible, worked towards, a reconciliation of these two 
outlooks in international society. He, in particular, became convinced of 
Australia’s need to respond constructively to the emergence of ‘Afro-Asia’ 
on to the world stage, and, according to Cotton, as he observed the great 
struggle of Australians to respond, Crocker concluded that ‘Australia’s 
imperial inheritance was more a liability than an asset’.6 Some would 
want to qualify this conclusion, given Crocker’s recurring pessimism and 
obsession with civilisational ‘decline’,7 but his thoughtful grappling with 
the implications of decolonisation for Australia is widely acknowledged.

5  James Cotton, The Australian School of International Relations (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2013), 209–35.
6  Ibid., 210.
7  For example, see his essay, Walter Crocker, The Racial Factor in International Relations (Canberra: 
Australian National University, 1956).
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Nehru, of course, enjoys far greater recognition, but in India his name 
and his achievements have been clouded by the legacy of his descendants. 
As the Nehru dynasty established a stranglehold on the Congress Party, 
the reputation of India’s first prime minister became entangled in the fate 
of the family. Over the last 40 years in particular, since the time of Indira 
Gandhi’s ill-fated declaration of a state of emergency, the family’s standing 
has suffered repeated blows through its dominance of party politics and 
through the actions of those it has propelled into politics. It may sound 
callous, but from the perspective of Jawaharlal’s reputation in India, not 
even one accidental death and two assassinations could end this, and 
today Sonia and Rahul Gandhi maintain that reverse legacy. As some have 
commented, including Ramachandra Guha recently:

the posthumous career of Jawaharlal Nehru has come increasingly 
to reverse a famous biblical injunction. In the Bible, it is said 
that the sins of the father will visit seven successive generations. 
In Nehru’s case, the sins of daughter, grandsons, granddaughter-in-
law, and great-grandson have been retrospectively visited on him.8

The publicly known point of connection between Crocker and Nehru is, 
as mentioned, Crocker’s published account of the latter’s life. So highly 
regarded is this work that it was republished in 2008,9 with some excisions 
of contextual nature and a new introductory essay by Guha, who admires 
Crocker’s achievement. Guha’s comments, which were also published as 
an essay in the Australian Monthly magazine in 2006,10 highlight some of 
the strengths of Crocker’s work. In particular, Guha notes the fascination 
Crocker quickly developed for Nehru and the affection that flows through 
his writing. Guha spent some time with the extraordinary Crocker diaries, 
notable for their detail and constant inquiring of human character, and 
Guha saw how rocked Crocker was in May 1964 upon learning of 
Nehru’s death. At the time Crocker was Australia’s ambassador to the 
Netherlands. It was in the wake of this that Crocker resolved to write 
his book, which he penned quickly over the next year. He sent a draft to 
his old conversational companion, British Indian expert Penderal Moon, 
for comments, and then the final manuscript on to Stanley Unwin in 

8  Guha cites sociologist, André Béteille, in his ‘Jawaharlal Nehru: A Romantic in Politics’, in 
Ramachandra Guha (ed.), Makers of Modern Asia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 
145–46.
9  Random House India, New Delhi, 2008.
10  Ramachandra Guha, ‘An Uncommon Diplomacy’, The Monthly, November 2006, www.the 
monthly. com.au/issue/2006/november/1229991194/ramachandra-guha/uncommon-diplomacy, 
accessed 20 September 2015.

http://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2006/november/1229991194/ramachandra-guha/uncommon-diplomacy
http://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2006/november/1229991194/ramachandra-guha/uncommon-diplomacy
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London, for publication. With some excisions of Crocker’s sharpest 
criticisms, especially with regard to China and Kashmir (he was a serving 
Australian diplomat, after all), the book was published in January 1966.11 
Guha revisited some of the earliest reviews that, in India, were occasionally 
sharp, but this was also an India in the wake of humiliation at the hands 
of China, and an India of famine, and caste and communal conflicts. 
And, while noting that Crocker was indeed critical of Nehru on China, 
Kashmir and lack of succession planning, Guha admired the diplomat 
scholar’s achievement:

He was able to place his subject in context, to view him against 
the longue durée of Indian history, the better to understand how 
modern democracy departed from the traditions and accretions 
imposed by that history.12

Linking these admiring remarks to Guha’s other analysis—his implied 
suggestion that Nehru’s reputation will re-emerge more fully with the 
passing of his descendants’ hold on the Congress Party—there may even 
be a ‘Crocker on Nehru’ third moment in the waiting. Alongside this 
somewhat playful suggestion I need to insert quickly my own conviction, 
agreeing with Guha and others, that contemporary biographical sketching 
that rises to artistry will endure as a powerful and popular mode of 
historical reading. In the periodic debates about relationships between 
biography and history, Virginia’s Woolf ’s remarks still command respect. 
She stressed the artistry involved in a biographer’s ability to use evidence to 
paint vivid pictures. ‘The biographer’, she wrote, ‘does more to stimulate 
the imagination than any poet or novelist save the very greatest’.13 
Crocker’s portrait of Nehru paints vividly and invites imaginative journeys 
via literary allusions and a sense of hero-tragedy. Take for example a few 
passages from his published biography by way of illustration:

Nehru was that rare man who is both clever and good. It is hard 
to be clever. But it is harder still to be good. He was that very 
rare person, the clever man wielding power who remained good. 
No  wonder Nehru wrote somewhere of the tempests raging 
around him being nothing to ‘the storms within’ him.14

11  Ibid.
12  Ibid.
13  As quoted in Ben Pimlott, ‘Is Contemporary Biography History?’, Political Quarterly 70, no. 1 
(1999): 39–40, doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.00202.
14  Crocker, Nehru, 144.

http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923X.00202
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And: ‘As 1963 opened Nehru looked on a prospect littered with ruins—
the ruins of his hopes, and the ruins of a prestige seemingly so impregnable 
for a dozen years or more’.15 Crocker lists Kashmir, Goa, the China 
border, communalism, five-year plans failing to live up to their promises, 
and so on. Then, he continues:

Nehru probably took little comfort from the fact that whatever the 
truth about his failures the biggest truth of all was the immense 
scale of the problems the first Prime Minister of India had had to 
wrestle with, and how successful he had been with some of the 
problems and how near to succeeding with others. By 1962 and 
1963 anyone knowing him over the preceding ten years was struck 
with the marks of sadness. His voice had lost some of its timbre; 
his silences had become longer and more enigmatic.16

And, towards the end of the book, having suggested that Nehru set himself 
the tasks of Sisyphus, and remarkably did not collapse under the weight, 
Crocker concludes:

whatever his success or failure, the story of Nehru as a ruler will 
remain of great interest—how a man governed and shaped, or 
tried to shape, so big and so special a part of the human race 
in its first two decades of independence. But the man himself 
is still more interesting than his political history. Nehru might 
have made misjudgements; he might have been insufficiently in 
control; he might have destroyed much. But nothing can destroy 
his distinction. His supreme achievement was to have been 
Nehru, the fine spirit exercising power, the ruler who remained 
disinterested and compassionate.17

Crocker’s diaries, on which the published portrait is very closely based, 
are absorbing. As anyone who has used them knows, their reading brings 
frustrations but the rewards outweigh these. Crocker wrote at the end 
of long days and he jotted down thoughts almost in shorthand style. 
His writing was tired and tiny. If he was nearing the end of a page and also 
the end of a day’s reflections, he would simply go more miniscule in script 
rather than start a new page. His judgements of others could be severe—

15  Ibid., 130–31.
16  Ibid.
17  Ibid., 170.
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like Nehru, he could be impatient with others, but he was also quick to 
soften some of the blows he landed with additional comments about the 
general decency, earnestness and manners of some of those he skewered.

Manners mattered to Crocker, and his observations of Nehru at work 
in hosting endless receptions with simple grace, cutting fruit for others, 
politely enduring tiresome guests and so on, undoubtedly fed into 
Crocker’s high opinion of him. The newly arrived high commissioner’s 
first impressions, when introduced to a preoccupied Nehru in 1952, were 
favourable: ‘I like his voice, his English and his sensitive interesting face & 
personality. Whatever else he lacks or has, he is no vulgarian’.18

In the manner of an elite cosmopolitan, this was one of Crocker’s chief 
sorting categories for people he met. A number of people he subsequently 
commented on in diary entries suffered the fate of being labelled ‘vulgar’ 
or ‘vulgarian’. The same standard was applied by Nehru who laboured the 
word ‘vulgar’ in his earlier Autobiography.19 Late-Victorian and Edwardian-
born intellectuals also commonly dwelt on physical features of their 
contemporaries, and there are many Crocker entries bearing on Nehru’s 
apparent fitness, large brown eyes, handsomeness and the smoothness of 
his skin.20

Australians often fared badly in these ventures into physiognomy. 
Consider, for example, Crocker’s notes on taking Douglas Copland, 
esteemed economist and then vice-chancellor of The Australian National 
University, to visit Nehru:

N[ehru] looked pure spirit and mind; I have never seen him 
look so striking. Douglas, in comparison, looked like a heap of 
meat, impregnated with alcohol and emitting spluttering coquette 
coughs. I had taken great pains to drill him for the occasion: 
N[ehru] is too sensitive, too important & too shy to take undue 
risks with, least of all, provincial egoists. Douglas did well & his 
22 minutes went off without a hitch. Nehru wasn’t impressed but 
he wasn’t obviously bored.21

18  Crocker diary, 10 May 1952, DUL.
19  Jawaharlal Nehru, An Autobiography (London: The Bodley Head, 1936).
20  Crocker diary, 3 August 1953, 18 August 1953, DUL.
21  Crocker diary, 18 February 1953, DUL.
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Also noteworthy for Crocker was Nehru’s attraction to the beauty of 
nature, especially in Kashmir, which Nehru claimed marked him as 
different from many other Indians.22 Nehru’s aesthetic attractiveness 
was a constant refrain in Crocker’s diary notes of meeting him at various 
dinners and other events. ‘I have never met a man who is so much alive’, 
wrote Crocker after lunch with Nehru in November 1958.23 As well as 
being struck by the vitality of Nehru’s eyes and skin, Crocker marvelled 
at Nehru’s ‘intellectual athleticism and range, the fine manners, the moral 
stature, the “interestingness” of the man, and moving timbre of his voice’.24 
Invoking the scholar who established the so-called ‘Great Man’ approach 
to history, on another occasion Crocker simply wrote that Nehru ‘showed 
up again as one of Carlyle’s heroes’.25

Nehru was renowned for readily seeing guests. Several of his closest 
advisers lamented the time and energy taken up with his hosting visitors 
and giving speeches. By serving in Delhi first in the early 1950s, when the 
number of foreign embassies was in the low 30s, Crocker was also able to 
see Nehru more than would become possible later in the decade, when 
more visitors and more crises ate into the prime minister’s time. It would 
be wrong to suggest a closeness of special rapport between the two men 
but there are dotted throughout the diaries signs of Nehru’s respect for 
Crocker, his appreciation of his intellect, and his ease in talking with him. 
When, for example, Crocker returned for his second posting in 1958, he 
called on Nehru on 15 November, the day after Nehru’s 69th birthday. 
Nehru asked after Crocker’s wife Claire and their two boys, and insisted 
that Crocker have some tea and birthday cake with him. It was half an 
hour before Crocker left.26 Two years later over lunch the two ranged 
easily from water salinity and the mysteries of subterranean water supplies 
to the Delhi Botanical Gardens, Tolstoy, the literary struggle over George 
Orwell’s political alignment, Nehru’s love of flying and the ‘the pace of 
progress and change in the last 50 years and how much greater it will be 
in the rest of this century—if we’re not blown up’.27

22  Crocker diary, 7 July 1952, DUL.
23  Crocker diary, 23 November 1958, 3 June 1961, DUL.
24  Crocker diary, 24 February 1959, DUL.
25  Crocker diary, 3 March 1961, DUL.
26  Crocker diary, 15 November1958, DUL.
27  Crocker diary, 7 December 1960, DUL.



209

11. HIGH COMMISSIONERS AS SCHOLARLY OBSERVERS

Crocker was sensitive to the legacy of Nehru’s English education, Harrow 
and Cambridge, where he studied science. In one early observation later to 
be expanded for the biography, he remarked that ‘Nehru’s mental stuffing 
… was derived from Western rationalism—G[eorge] B[ernard] S[haw], 
B. Russell, Fabian Socialists etc.’.28 He also read Nehru’s autobiography 
written from prison in the mid-1930s, and wrote copious notes on it 
as diary entries. One of his observations was that Nehru was driven by 
a desire to lift Indians to a newer, brighter future than had been their 
recent past: ‘The more he admired the British, the more he hated Indian 
subjugation to the British’. Alongside this, Nehru wanted to rid India 
of communalism, create a socialist commonwealth in India and provide 
a  new outlook that Crocker called ‘an educational orientalism which 
would rest on science’.29

Crocker also witnessed what he called ‘the formidable side’ of Nehru’s 
personality occasionally, including in December 1952 upon delivering 
a well-meaning but perhaps not carefully crafted message from Casey 
congratulating Nehru on his successful resolution on Korea in the 
United Nations General Assembly. Nehru read the message with barely 
concealed contempt, then sat in silence staring at the ground for some 
time before telling Crocker that all he could say by way of response was 
to thank Casey.30 Neither did Prime Minister Menzies emerge favourably 
in Crocker’s account of his visit to Delhi in the middle of 1959. The 
Australian prime minister talked too much, and talked over Nehru who, 
noted Crocker, ‘could hardly conceal his boredom and impatience’. 
During his two-and-a-half day stay in Delhi, Menzies showed no interest 
in any of the sights and didn’t ask Crocker a single question about India.31

Courtesy of Crocker’s good standing and connections, he hosted a 
steady stream of senior Indian ministers and commentators willing to 
point out Nehru’s weaknesses. Secretary of Cabinet N.R. Pillai was an 
especially regular source of information early on, on subjects ranging 
from Nehru’s addiction to publicity, especially that involving children, 
to his apparent uncaring attitude towards his junior colleagues;32 Foreign 
Secretary Subimal Dutt spoke of Nehru’s fewer temper outbursts, and 
greater willingness to listen to criticism, and also of his loneliness, in 

28  Crocker diary, 2 June 1952, DUL.
29  Crocker diary, 17 February 1959, DUL.
30  Crocker diary, 4 December 1952, DUL.
31  Crocker diary, 5 July 1959, DUL.
32  Crocker diary, 2 December 1959, 20 February 1961, DUL.
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the late 1950s;33 the remarkable Penderal Moon ventured on Nehru’s 
susceptibility to flattery, poor judgement of some close to him and his 
reluctance to have showdowns with rogues;34 journalist and politician 
Shiva Rao situated Nehru in the history of Indian nationalism, theosophy 
and current power dynamics;35 and Nehru’s sister and diplomat, Mrs 
Pandit, enjoyed expanding, over a drink or two, on diplomacy, Delhi 
political gossip and her brother’s relentless work hours and health.36

Nehru constituted intellectual relief for Crocker who worked in settings 
not always intellectual. Such was his attraction that not only did Delhi 
seem empty without the Indian prime minister, but the whole country 
sometimes seemed divisible between a Nehru-influenced realm of 
enlightenment and a hinterland of darkness. Once when recounting 
another’s story about meeting Morarji Desai, then chief minister of 
Bombay, Crocker recalled that Morarji had said he could not travel 
outside of India because that would require him to be vaccinated, and that 
his principles would not allow this on account of its entailing suffering 
to animals. ‘This is the kind of India’, noted Crocker, ‘that one forgets in 
Delhi, especially when thinking of Nehru’.37 An Australian intellectual 
with acute colonial Enlightenment values, Crocker found both stimulation 
and refuge in Nehru’s leadership.

Bruce Grant
The other Indian prime minister who has been featured in a high 
commissioner’s published work is Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, prime 
minister, 1966–77 and 1980–84. While she was not the main subject of 
High Commissioner Bruce Grant’s attention, she featured significantly 
in his Gods and Politicians, an account described on its dust jacket as ‘a 
private odyssey’ of his posting to New Delhi, 1973–76.38 One of Grant’s 
first pen portraits of Indira Gandhi drew on his observations of her on the 
campaign hustings:

33  Crocker diary, 17 December 1958, DUL.
34  Crocker diary, 13 January 1959, 29 March 1959, DUL.
35  Crocker diary, 22 September 1960, DUL.
36  Crocker diary, 21 September 1960, 7 February 1961, DUL.
37  Crocker diary, 24 July 1954, DUL.
38  Grant, Gods and Politicians, dust jacket.
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Like her father, she had physical charm. She could be skittish or 
somber, according to mood and circumstances. At times, when 
laughing, she could look like a girl. At other times, with her face 
shrouded by a shawl, she could look like Kali, the Hindu goddess 
of destruction.39

These arresting images convey the confidence of Grant, an accomplished 
journalist and writer, in locating a political leader within a part-known 
and part-exotic context.

Such confidence undoubtedly grew from Grant’s experiences in Asia, 
including India: his first appointment as a news correspondent covering 
Asia in 1957; his visits to India during this time, including in 1959 
and 1961; and his having met and interviewed Nehru. His strong style 
also reflected Grant’s written accomplishments as journalist, published 
commentator on Indonesia, and novelist, prior to his arrival as high 
commissioner in New Delhi in September 1973. Grant was a multi-genre 
writer as much as, if not more, than he was diplomat. Indeed, while in 
India, he used spare evenings to extend his writing of fiction, short stories 
and essays.40

Significant too, was the transformational change in Australian politics that 
resulted in Grant’s appointment to New Delhi, for this context shaped 
both his approach to his role and his subsequent written reflections. After 
23 years of Liberal–Country Party coalition rule, the Australian Labor 
Party under Gough Whitlam finally won power at the end of 1972. With 
Whitlam came a determination to signal to the world a shift towards 
greater independence and embrace of region in Australia’s international 
identity, including by swift recognition of communist China, removing 
the last vestiges of the restrictive (white) immigration policy, changing 
the national anthem from God Save the Queen to Advance Australia Fair 
and voting in the United Nations against apartheid in South Africa and 
Rhodesia. Grant arrived in New Delhi as Gough Whitlam’s appointee 
rather than from the ranks of professional diplomats, with a mission to 
translate the new independence in Australian foreign policy into ‘relations 
of substance’ with India.41 He helped convey a new era of potential in 
Australia’s overseas relations more than a set of carefully thought-out 
policy initiatives relating to India. Grant benefited in India from the strong 

39  Ibid., 75.
40  Grant, Subtle Moments, 214.
41  Ibid., 209.
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signals in Canberra that Australia was striding out in new international 
directions. With Indira Gandhi especially, he benefited from being 
Australian rather than American: ‘Like her father, she did not trust the 
Americans. So she regarded a friendly face from a fellow Commonwealth 
country like Australia as an unexpected pleasure’.42

In his own words, Grant became familiar with Mrs Gandhi’s thinking 
through official contacts that became increasingly personal. Part of the 
reason was the elaborate ‘and even intimate’ negotiations needed to ensure 
that Australian and Indian governments paid each other due respect on 
their respective national days, Australia Day and Republic Day, both 
on 26 January. He recalled, in a separate memoir published in 2017, 
two occasions on which he and his wife Joan dined only with Indira 
and her family members. He suggested that the Indian prime minister 
welcomed both the new Australia he represented and the familiarity of 
the Commonwealth connection.43 Grant felt that, far from being an 
authoritarian, as suggested by some commentators,44 Indira was insecure 
as leader. This was, he felt, partly due to her consciousness of the nation-
making heroism of her father and Mahatma Gandhi before her, and partly 
due to the internal political unrest she faced.45

Grant’s analysis of Indira Gandhi was understandably shaped by the 
Emergency that lasted for 21 months, thus enduring beyond Grant’s return 
to Australia in 1976. As is told elsewhere, the Emergency was triggered 
by the Allahabad High Court’s finding, on 12 June 1975 that Indira had 
been guilty of corrupt electoral practice in the election of 1971. In the 
background, her attempts to control the judiciary had been leading to 
a confrontation of some sort, she faced rising unrest in the state of Bihar 
from mobilised students, industrial action by railway workers and the open 
challenge of enigmatic socialist politician Jayaprakesh Narayanan (known 
as JP), around whom a coalition of opposition to Indira was gathering.46 
At the time, Grant and his colleagues in the high commission reported 
on Indira’s dramatic suspension of democratic government, including 

42  Ibid., 229.
43  Ibid., 228–29.
44  Katherine Frank, The Life of Indira Nehru Gandhi (London: Harper Collins, 2001). For a 
psychological study see, Blema S Steinberg, ‘Indira Gandhi: The Relationship between Personality Profile 
and Leadership Style’, Political Psychology 26, no. 5 (2005): 755–89, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221. 
2005.00443.x.
45  Grant, Subtle Moments, 229; Grant, Gods and Politicians, 135–54.
46  See Ramachandra Guha, India after Gandhi: The History of the World’s Largest Democracy (London: 
Picador, 2008), 467–522.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2005.00443.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2005.00443.x
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the imprisonment of JP and other opponents, and her censorship of the 
press. In his later writing, Grant was relatively forgiving of her drastic 
actions. He reflected that, for a time at least, the Emergency emboldened 
Indira into reforms that she had hitherto been too easily deterred from 
undertaking. Trains ran on time (even if the echo of Mussolini was 
unwanted), tax evaders and black marketeers were pursued and prices 
of essential items were fixed. He recalled Indira’s assurances that the 
Emergency would not endure for long and that democratic government 
would return, adding that he believed her sincerity.47

Unlike Crocker, Grant’s sketches of Indira Gandhi were not based on 
detailed diary entries, the recurrence of which, with Crocker’s pen, could 
cumulatively build a complex personal portrait. In Grant’s Gods and 
Politicians, the dramatis personae were quickly sketched and set against 
a rich political–cultural landscape that hovers between hope and crisis 
for democracy. The two constitutional crises of 1975, India’s Emergency 
declared by Indira Gandhi on 25 June and in Australia the dismissal 
of the Whitlam Government on 11 November, became, according to 
Grant, ‘linked in my own mind and influenced subsequent decisions and 
actions’.48 Thus, another major difference from Crocker was the task of 
joining Australia and India that Grant set himself when writing. Unlike the 
detachment from Australia that Crocker achieved in his admired portrait 
of Nehru, Grant’s Gods and Politicians was an effort to entwine India’s and 
Australia’s evolving national stories in a volatile contemporary history.

As mentioned above, Grant’s style reflected his earlier life as a successful 
journalist. He was one of a handful of Australian journalists whose rise 
to prominence as overseas correspondent was via Asia—in Grant’s case, 
in Singapore from 1959 to 1962. It was in Asia, he recalled, that his 
perception of Australia changed profoundly:

I saw Australia for the first time, not as an outpost of European 
colonialism nor as a strategic adjunct of the United States, but as a 
large landmass between the Indian and Pacific oceans, looking out 
at a neighbourhood of largely unknown nations and cultures.49

47  Grant, Gods and Politicians, 151–54.
48  Ibid., vii.
49  Grant, Subtle Moments, 114.
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His pioneering standing among other Australians as an early ‘Asianist’ 
provided Grant with a strong sense of licence. Both the large Australian 
landmass and the unknowns of nations and cultures to its north provided 
canvas on which broad literary brushstrokes could sweep. In the process, 
his sketches of humans would gesture towards common strengths and 
failings of the human condition but could also be somewhat two-
dimensional and fleeting.

In Grant’s writing, Indira was perhaps destined to suffer from comparisons 
with her father, whom Grant had met twice and interviewed. When he 
travelled to India for this purpose in February 1961, Grant was first 
briefed by Crocker, then in his second term as high commissioner, and 
Grant returned to the high commission the following day to recount his 
experience. Crocker recorded that, instead of the scheduled 20 minutes, 
Nehru spoke to Grant for one hour and 10 minutes, listening with close 
attention to Grant’s recent visit to Indochina. What struck Grant the most, 
according to Crocker, was Nehru’s ‘playfulness, … and wit. He seemed to 
have not a care in the world’.50

Uncharacteristically, Crocker did not jot down any first impressions 
of his fellow countryman journalist, but there was, in noting the length of 
interview and Nehru’s willingness to listen, an implicit tone of approval. 
Grant’s memory of meeting Nehru in Subtle Moments was something of 
anticlimax. He recalled Nehru’s commenting that, when asked by others 
to agitate on behalf of colonial Papua New Guinea, he told them that it 
was Australia’s business, just as he expected Australians would understand 
that Kashmir was India’s business.51

But Nehru, and his omnipotent legacy, was very present in Grant’s 
assessments of his daughter. This is evident in two sketches, both 
published in 1982, the first of which appeared in Gods and Politicians, 
and related to his mid-1970s observations as high commissioner, and the 
second constituting a later update following an extended interview after 
Indira had returned to power. In the first, Grant concluded that:

despite her reputation and the crises she has weathered, 
the  impression remains of a difficult personality, without the 
intellectual command that her father had of the issues of his 

50  Crocker diary, 7 February 1961, DUL.
51  Grant, Subtle Moments, 116–17.
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time, and with little sense of history. Nor did she appear to have 
a grasp of the policy issues confronting her government, or a gift 
for organization.52

But in his extended interview with the banished-and-returned-to-power 
Indira, published in The Canberra Times on 15 January 1982, Grant found 
that electoral defeat had been good for her soul. This was his first interview 
with Indira since 1976, conducted during her visit to Australia, and he 
remarked on her new capacity to admit mistakes, her greater confidence 
and her determination to achieve results in India’s economy and defence. 
She did not mention new policies but appeared less encumbered:

Now aged 64, Indira Gandhi has at last come into her own. The 
shadow of her father and of his and her accumulated political 
enemies has lifted, and she can now do what she has always wanted 
to do, which is to offer creative leadership to her country.53

Indira thus became a central character and her strengths and weaknesses 
were laid bare in Grant’s compelling accounts. She also had to fit in to 
his particular style of writing. In reviewing Grant’s whole-of-life memoir, 
Subtle Moments, published in 2017, Brian McFarlane recalled Grant as 
‘the best film critic in Australia’ of the 1950s.54 Upon completing his arts/
journalism degree at the University of Melbourne, Grant had become 
a successful theatre and film critic with The Age newspaper in the 1950s. 
The cinematic sensibility carried into his writing about India, in which 
persons are sketched against exciting, dynamic backdrops, rather than 
causing the narrative to pause while their characters are fleshed out in 
greater depth. India offered new modes of directing a script. It was, he 
later wrote, ‘the perfect venue, as anyone who has read the Bhagavad-
Gita can attest, to consider the relationship between thought and action, 
reconciled in Hindu philosophy by disinterest, action without attachment 
to the result’.55 One of the most lasting images is at the start of Gods 
and Politicians, of Grant, having just arrived at the high commission, 
luxuriating in the scene he found himself in:

52  Grant, Gods and Politicians, 139.
53  The Canberra Times, 15 January 1982, 2
54  Brian McFarlane, ‘Subtle Moments Review: Bruce Grant’s Memoir of a Full and Productive Life’, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, 30 April 2017, www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/subtle-moments-
review-bruce-grants-memoir-of-a-full-and-productive-life-20170428-gvuu0s.html, accessed 30 January 
2018.
55  Grant, Subtle Moments, 213.

http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/subtle-moments-review-bruce-grants-memoir-of-a-full-and-productive-life-20170428-gvuu0s.html
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/subtle-moments-review-bruce-grants-memoir-of-a-full-and-productive-life-20170428-gvuu0s.html


RISING POWER AND CHANGING PEOPLE

216

what I remember now especially about that evening is the quality 
of the air, the most extraordinary air I had ever encountered. 
It was warm, yet mysteriously topped up with a freshness that was 
almost a chill, as if mountain air were drifting over a heated valley 
in which I stood waist deep …

I sat in a white cane chair in the middle of the lawn and drew deep 
breaths, taking the air into myself, forcing its unmixed elements 
into my body. A servant placed a small table at my side and stood 
back expectantly, one arm clasping a silver tray against his chest.56

India also retained its mystery, fascination and frustration. Grant’s love of 
the sensuous qualities of Asian life, and his desire to find paths by which 
Australia could better connect with Asia, are features of his several other 
written works. One of these, the novel Cherry Bloom, was published in 
1980, two years before Gods and Politicians. Although set in Singapore 
rather than India, Cherry Bloom ties Australia to Asia through the main 
character, Australian woman Cherry Bloom, returning home from 
Singapore pregnant with the child of a man of mixed Chinese–American 
heritage. The novel blends conventional romance and political messages, 
and its sketching of Asian characters has attracted criticism on grounds of 
orientalist ‘Othering’,57 but it earnestly reaches for a future Australian–
Asian embrace. Much earlier, in 1964, Grant’s first book, Indonesia, was 
a mixture of personal encounter and political–historical observations 
of that country. It began with an air of beguiling attraction that runs 
through his later works:

Indonesia did not beckon with a mysterious past, as China, India 
and Japan do, but writing urgently of what was taking place I was 
always aware of the country itself, untouched by cabled dispatches, 
breathing softly in the available distance.58

While very different, Gods and Politicians also bears signs of yearning 
for connections, for common measures by which to assess Australia 
and India, while finding these elusive and relying instead on the self-
reflectivity of an (occasionally orientalist) essayist to carry the story. Some 

56  Grant, Gods and Politicians, 11.
57  Ouyang Yu, ‘How Post Are They Colonial: An Enquiry into Christopher Koch, Blanche 
d’Alpuget and Bruce Grant’s Representation of Chinese in Recent “Asian Writing”’, in Charles Ferrall, 
Paul Millar and Keren Smith (eds), East by South: China in the Australasian Imagination (Wellington: 
Victoria University Press, 2005), 254–56.
58  Bruce Grant, Indonesia, 3rd ed. (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1996), preface to first 
edition, x.
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of Grant’s recorded frustrations were understandable, and also led towards 
overly sweeping conclusions for one based in India for less than three 
years. ‘We used statistics at the mission in our reporting to Canberra’, he 
wrote, ‘but the more you saw of the way things worked, the more you 
distrusted the statistical picture’.59 India’s fourth Five-Year Plan, concluded 
in 1973–74, offered no help, as the targets were not met, it meant little 
to those Grant spoke to and stimulated only radicals with its enduring 
intellectual appeal. More implacable forces governed India’s progress:

The climate and the people, not the Plan, ruled India. Each year, 
as we waited for the monsoon, this was burned on our brains, and 
the Plan, with its elegant facts about kilowatts and tonnes and 
infrastructures, became a mirage in the desert.60

Perhaps not surprisingly, Indira Gandhi dismissed with impatience Grant’s 
suggestion to her that India’s system, including its religious culture and 
poverty, worked in spite of, rather than because of, efforts to modernise. 
For Indira, the need to continue the project of modernisation was crucial.61

The Enduring Voices of Diplomats
Can we suggest that Crocker’s pictures of Nehru and Grant’s of Indira 
Gandhi reveal more than the evocative workings of literary-minded 
diplomats? In the case of both Crocker and Grant, there is a case for 
answering ‘yes’. This chapter has not tried to measure their effectiveness 
as high commissioners but their significance as observer-participants, and 
their enduring diplomatic significance, given that both have enjoyed a 
public visibility beyond a single publishing splash. In the case of Crocker, 
the above-mentioned reprint of his portrait of Nehru in 2008, with Guha’s 
admiring essay, ensured renewed attention—and given the inglorious fate 
of the Congress Party since then, invites revisiting for those asking: ‘what 
went so wrong?’ In studying ‘Crocker on Nehru’ we are considering a 
very distinctive Australian high commissioner, whose significance among 
Australian international relations thinkers has been noted. He will most 
likely continue to attract scholarly interest. His biography awaits, and 
his copious diaries continue to tantalise historians.62 His reputation as 

59  Grant, Gods and Politicians, 59.
60  Ibid., 61.
61  Ibid., 62–63.
62  Crocker diary, 31 March to 8 April 1954, DUL.
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an Australian with a highly developed affinity for Indian affairs adds 
to his standing in studies of the bilateral relationship. During his time 
in New Delhi, Crocker knew that he was regarded as something of an 
oddity within the Australian Department of External Affairs (something 
not helped by Casey’s circulation of some of Crocker’s longer scholarly 
dispatches); and when Departmental Secretary Arthur Tange visited early 
in 1961 he let slip the general view that Crocker was too pro-Indian and 
not forceful enough in Australia’s corner.63

In the case of Grant, his many publications, especially long-form 
journalism, novels and his two memoirs, ensure him high standing 
as a pioneering Australian journalist whose reputation was forged in 
reporting Asia, and for whom Asian–Australian relations, past, present 
and potential, provided the drive in much of his work. In Grant’s writing, 
Indira Gandhi might not have emerged with the same acuity and nuance 
as her father did in Crocker’s, but she took on Shakespearean dimensions 
of colour, strengths, flaws, struggling with parental legacies, determined 
to shape destinies—in ways that Australian readers who had wrestled 
with high school literature could find familiar. Grant’s skill was in joining 
Australia and India in ways that others had found too hard. He brought 
both familiarity and the exotic into a highly readable and dynamic form.

Both Australian high commissioners were gifted in sketching life stories, 
a form of connecting minds that has endured. Indeed, this is well 
recognised in the modern Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) where public diplomacy strategies take shape. Taking, 
for example, the legacies of international students sponsored to study in 
Australia, it is clear that among all the quantitative measures capturing 
numbers of people, the entwining of student life stories between Asian 
counties and Australia remains one the most effective ways of engaging 
a broader interest in connections between countries.64

Drawing these ideas together is Virginia Woolf ’s artistry in a biographer’s 
power to inspire the imagination of others. One of the first declarations 
in DFAT’s comprehensive public diplomacy strategy is that they 
will engage audiences and facilitate connections between people and 
institutions ‘to build understanding, trust and influence in advancing 

63  Crocker diary, 24 March 1961, DUL.
64  See David Lowe, ‘Australia’s Colombo Plans Old and New: International Students as Foreign 
Relations’, International Journal of Cultural Policy 21, no. 4 (2015): 448–62, doi.org/10.1080/10286
632.2015.1042468.
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our national interests’.65 In his literary power and romanticism, Crocker 
on Nehru, in published and unpublished forms, constitutes an ongoing 
means of Australians engaging Indian audiences; and may be especially 
valuable when the climate in India becomes more welcoming of Nehru 
appreciation. And, while very different, Grant’s writing on Indira Gandhi, 
for its drawing on universal themes of human ambition and frailty and 
its reaching towards Australian–Indian connectedness, will most likely 
reward revisiting in the longer story of Australian–Indian relations.

65  ‘DFAT Public Diplomacy Strategy 2014–16’, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, dfat.gov.
au/people-to-people/public-diplomacy/Pages/public-diplomacy-strategy.aspx, accessed 15 Oct 2016.
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