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Courting controversy

Cecily Nixon knew John Burton by sight when they were both at school 
in Sydney in the interwar period. She was attracted to his trim physique, 
his smooth black hair and his blue eyes framed by round tortoiseshell 
glasses. She sometimes saw him step off a train at Ashfield station 
when she climbed onto one. Something about him and his demeanour 
intrigued her, so she observed him when she could. She sat and watched 
him at football matches at Newington College, in Sydney’s inner west. 
She noticed that he played only sometimes and more often appeared 
to be wandering around near the oval, on his own. She sensed he was 
a loner, a kindred spirit she thought in hindsight, as they must have been 
unconscious intimations at the time.1

Then, to her joy, he turned up in her Psychology 1 class at the University 
of Sydney in 1934. John was 19 at the time and she was just 17. He had 
repeated a year at school and spent one year sick in bed with thyroid 
troubles, allowing his and Cecily’s paths to cross again. He had a sureness 
about him and a quiet, unhurried presence that drew her in. ‘I used to 
try to sit behind him in lectures, because he was so beautiful to look 
at, especially the back of his neck,’ Cecily told us.2 In retrospect, Cecily 
considered that rather than it being John’s good looks that attracted her 
to him, although important, she recognised something in his face that 
echoed something in her – a ‘kind of unhappiness, a sulky look’, she 
thought. Cecily, we discovered, had a self-image so very different from 
what her appearance portrayed. Photographs of her in her late teens 

1  Where not otherwise referenced, information in this chapter has been drawn from Cecily’s letters 
to me in August 1990, reproduced in Cecily, 1994. 
2  Cecily, 23–24. 
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depict her lolling on the beach with a gregarious bunch of friends, clad 
in a flattering swimsuit or short shorts for yachting, with boyfriends 
looking at her adoringly. Yet, she felt self-conscious and unsure of herself 
on commencing university; terrified, she claimed, that she might not be 
asked to the next ball. Self-doubt was something that we learned persisted 
throughout her life. Despite having had a childhood rich in activities and 
learning, she perceived herself as being unhappy as a child.

At university, Cecily met and made new friends; she became close friends 
with Gwen Wilkins and Peggy King as well as Judith Wright, who became 
one of Australia’s national treasures and celebrated poets. They played 
tennis, went to the cinema at Bondi by tram and regarded themselves as 
modern women.3 The four could not have been more different. Gwen 
was tall, lovely in looks and personality and shy. King, a science student, was 
full of vitality and, from Cecily’s perspective, attracted every man she met. 
Wright was a thinker and a romantic. She was short, had thick hair and 
thick glasses because she was short-sighted. Wright recollected:

soon I was part of a group of undeniably beautiful women and my 
glasses and thick ankles seemed to cease to matter. Men, unlucky 
with the others, fell back on me, so to speak, and there were plenty 
of them.4

Wright stated frankly that she used to pick out popular and beautiful 
women to befriend and hang around in order to meet popular men.5 
In her memoir she described this as a reason for her befriending Cecily:

Fairly astute over how to get where I wanted to be, I made friends 
with beautiful girls. Cecily Nixon, with extraordinary depths in 
her green eyes and her wide white smile in a tanned face, was one 
of the students in Philosophy 1. The classroom under the Fisher 
Library was sparsely occupied when I slunk into a seat alone. 
Cecily was in the seat beside me, for once without a male nearby. 
I inveigled her into my seat and clung to her thereafter, since she 
was taking the same subjects. In spite of the fact that she had been 
to Fort Street High [sic] and had many friends, she put up with 
me from then on and I tagged near her picking up male crumbs 
from her table.6

3  Georgina Arnett, The Unknown Judith Wright (Crawley, WA: UWA Publishing, 2016), 110.
4  Patricia Clarke, ed., Judith Wright: Half a Life-time (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 1999), 124.
5  Arnett, The Unknown Judith Wright, 109–10.
6  Clarke, Judith Wright, 124.
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Cecily seemed unaware of the strong impression she initially made on 
Wright. Wright worked in a voluntary capacity for the university student 
magazine Honi Soit, and started the magazine’s social comment column. 
She recalled that she ‘so often reported on the beautiful Cecily Nixon’s latest 
doings’, and even mentioned ‘Nixon’s weekend tennis parties’.7 Leafing 
through the magazine tells that Cecily, at least in Wright’s eyes, was one of 
the ‘belles’ at university balls. She was one of the fashionable young women 
who ‘stood out in their bright colours and floral materials’, and was noted 
for her ‘on-stage performances and ball attire’; the tone of Cecily’s dress was 
‘sometimes cheeky and sometimes subtle’ and, on one occasion, she wore 
‘a chiffon with broad stripes arranged in an intriguing fashion’.8

The detailed attention Wright gave Cecily at university is not something 
Cecily mentioned to us and we are grateful to have this perspective of her. 
Cecily did, however, talk to us about her ambivalence towards Wright 
in the years after they left university, the reasons for which we have tried 
to uncover in better understanding Cecily, our mother. Cecily did recall 
that eventually she felt in her element at university. She had fun in her 
social life and she had a love of learning. She chose her courses to coincide 
with her interests but with no direction in mind: English, philosophy, 
psychology and anthropology. Wright tackled similar subjects, allowing 
them to foster their friendship. Both were privileged to have one of 
Australia’s most influential philosophers, libertarian Challis Professor 
of Philosophy John Anderson, as their lecturer. Yet, Cecily claimed that 
she did not enjoy her first year of philosophy, because it seemed to her, 
‘when it came to exercises in logic, to be worse, no, about the same, as 
mathematics, and likely to reduce me to tears at exam times’.9 Otherwise, 
she did well, completing an honours course concurrently with her pass 
courses, and she graduated in 1937 gaining second-class honours.

Cecily flirted with her many admirers, but John was not part of her 
university social circle. Sharing lecture halls with him was not enough. 
She wanted to meet him. Her challenge was how to make that happen. 
At the end of 1934 she took a bold step and asked a past boyfriend, who 
was also a friend of John’s at school and university, to introduce them. 
Roscoe Fay did just that. Cecily said that she had not been so forward 
before, nor was she again, but something drove her to bring their meeting 
about. It worked. John was taken with her. He shed his current girlfriend 
in favour of this beautiful young woman, Cecily.

7  Arnett, The Unknown Judith Wright, 110, fn. 279; Honi Soit, no. 8 (1935): 2, no. 24 (1935): 2.
8  Honi Soit, nos 17 and 20 (1935); noted in Arnett, The Unknown Judith Wright, 136.
9  Cecily, 22.
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Cecily, 1935.
Source: Family collection.
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John, 1935.
Source: Family collection.
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John and Cecily’s infatuation with each other deepened, but Cecily 
underestimated the impact that her individualism, beauty and intelligence 
had on him. He wanted her to himself. As an indication of things to come, 
he insisted she give up her circle of admiring friends, particularly those 
who were former boyfriends. She did, and she missed them. She later 
recalled that, even while they were courting, she bowed to him, chased 
him to the bus-stop and apologised to him when he rejected something 
she said or did, hoping to pacify him and get him to accept her again. But 
she loved him deeply. Not that love reliably brings happiness, she knew. 
Once Cecily became accustomed to John’s unpredictability, nothing about 
him was likely to surprise her. However, she could not have imagined then 
how controversial he would become, nor how adaptable she would need 
to be to live with this multifaceted man. It would be a big job for Cecily 
to take John on as her life partner. Intellectually and philosophically, 
Cecily and John were compatible. Emotional compatibility became more 
problematic as time wore on. But she trusted him and stood by him for 
30 years, even while, over time, others tried to besmirch his reputation 
and attempted to associate his social philosophies with the evils of 
communism.

***

When John commenced his university studies, influenced by his father, 
he had a theological vocation in mind. He chose subjects he was interested 
in and appropriate for that calling. His father initially doubted that his 
son was capable of attaining a university degree. John felt he suffered from 
being the only boy in the family. His older sisters were scholars and his 
parents seemed to think that as John was a practical type who could service 
the family car and mow the lawns he would probably have a vocation in 
a mechanical trade or become a carpenter. John was quietly determined, 
however, to prove his parents wrong. He enjoyed debating at school – his 
strength was to question assumptions upon which argument was based. 
He held strong views about social and political issues from a young age 
and was confident about the worth of his viewpoints and the influence 
he might have on broad social issues. He attended a coaching college and 
passed his university entrance examinations. From there, nothing seemed 
to hold him back.

At university, John did some lay preaching and became secretary of both 
the university’s Student Christian Movement and the League of Nations 
Union, which canvassed students on relevant social and political issues. 



7

1. COURTING CONTROVERSY

However, ‘after reading a few books at the library’ as he often told us, he 
soon questioned the value of the church and other religious institutions in 
promoting world peace. He then changed his mind about going into the 
church. Religion had been at the source of conflict and wars for centuries, 
and John decided that the church was not a tool he could use in the 
pursuit of improving humanity. He believed that more effective changes 
to society could be made from inside the public service rather than from 
the pulpit. In 1936, during his final year at university, John ran a peace 
campaign on campus and arranged and participated in debates on peace 
and economic issues. Students were concerned that war was likely to 
break out so there was heightened interest in politics and world affairs. 
Memories were fresh of World War One and it was the year in which 
economist John Maynard Keynes published his revolutionary work, 
The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. Germany and Italy 
were ravaged early by the Great Depression and Keynes turned accepted 
economic theory on its head.

John graduated with a bachelor of arts in 1937, majoring in English, 
economics and psychology, with first-class honours in the last having 
submitted his thesis ‘Psychological Factors in Juvenile Unemployment 
and Delinquency’, which he would draw on in later years. His close 
friend Robert Parker graduated with first-class honours in economics at 
the University of Sydney in the same year.10 John followed suit and gained 
another first-class honour in economics after completing a part-time 
evening course while working in what he saw as an easy, if demeaning, 
job as a graduate clerk in the Postmaster-General’s Office. This bottom-
of-the-rung position, at a pay range of £96 to £306 a year, was a common 
point of entry for graduates commencing a career in the Commonwealth 
Public Service.

Economics, he said later, was the best possible peace weapon.11 By the 
time he graduated, he had become interested in new thinking on global 
economics and its potential to have an impact on global peace and 
stability. He believed that international trade and economic policies were 
important aspects of foreign policy – and it was influencing Australia’s 
economic and foreign policy that he was intent on doing.

10  Papers of R. S. Parker, National Library of Australia (NLA), MS 8200, box 46, file 189, ‘General 
Correspondence Burton John W, 1938–88’. In 1941, Parker completed a master’s in economics also 
with first-class honours.
11  George Blaikie, ‘Who Is This Dr. Burton?’, Courier-Mail (Brisbane), 19 June 1952. 
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John’s and Robert’s life passages took different directions, but they 
remained best friends and continued to share academic interests. He and 
Robert, or ‘Big Boy’ as John affectionately called him, would exchange 
views on economic policy over the ensuing decades. John confided in 
Robert about Cecily, in good times and bad. In time, Cecily would 
confide in Robert about John, in good times and sad. The threads of 
our parents’ relationships with Robert Parker, his wife Nancy, Wright and 
her late and secret love Nugget Coombs – another of Australia’s ‘national 
treasures’ – would weave in and out of our parents’ life stories. Robert 
became a pivotal player in Cecily and John’s relationship saga, changing 
the lives of each of  them forever. Remarkably, all three remained in 
touch with and retained respect for each other throughout and beyond 
their marriages.
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