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Embracing opportunities

John found his work in the post office in 1937 uninspiring: ‘changing 
cards from one box to another’, as he described it. He said that when he 
objected to the menial task he was smartly put in his place. Colleague and 
later diplomat Colin Moodie, who in the same year was fortunate enough 
to obtain a position as a graduate clerk in the Department of External 
Affairs, heard otherwise. John ‘was said to have promoted a reform in the 
mail system’, he recalled.1 That fits with the father we came to know; there 
was nothing much he came across in and out of the public service that 
he did not try to change.

Opportunities came his way. Towards the end of 1937, aided by his 
impressive first-class honours degree in economics, John received an offer 
of a position in the Department of Commerce in Canberra. From there 
he progressed in the public service by being ‘head hunted’, though not 
without causing controversy at an early stage of his working life, partly 
by reason of his young age. He would boast later that his first job was the 
only one he had to apply for, thereafter ‘accidents’ determined his whole 
future career.2 People he happened to know and chance events directed 
his course.

1  Colin Moodie, Memoir of Colin Moodie, between approximately 1990 and 2000, NLA, 
MS Acc13.173, 26.
2  Burton, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 2, Burton family file.
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From Hotel Kurrajong, Barton, where John first lived in Canberra, he 
walked to West Block where he worked, ‘shooing sheep away in front of 
me as I walked’.3 These were days when some public servants rode their 
horses to work, including a former head of External Affairs, Roy Hodgson. 
Some brought in their dogs and seated them under their desks while they 
worked. In March 1938, John was promoted and in his new position 
he was asked to report on Australian economic events to the Australian 
trade commissioners overseas who needed to be informed about what was 
going on at home. There was then very limited radio news, and all but 
the local newspaper took days to arrive. The Canberra Times, reliant on 
telegram and cable communications for news, was the main source of 
reliable domestic and foreign news. It sometimes comprised as many as 
four pages, he recalled. He returned to his Sydney home some weekends 
and on others, particularly from June 1938 when John and his university 
friend Parker moved into a flat together, Cecily visited him in Canberra.

John and Parker’s flat was in Elimatta Street, Braddon, close enough to 
walk to Civic, the town centre, where they could buy groceries. Parker 
had moved to Canberra in 1938 on being appointed an administrative 
officer at the Canberra University College. The two bachelors, so very 
different in personality, bonded. Parker was more open with his feelings, 
softly spoken, always polite and so much more predictable than John, as 
Cecily would come to learn. The men shared the weekly rent of 1 pound 
and 15 shillings (£1 15s) and other expenses. Parker was a meticulous 
record keeper and kept a small black leather-bound booklet in which he 
noted every item of expenditure they incurred. At the end of each week he 
calculated to the penny what one owed the other. John, on the occasion 
he assumed this task, did it with minimal detail and not so neatly. They 
had an item for ‘capital equipment’ in their first week of purchases, which 
included a rubbish tin that cost 8 shillings and 11 pence (8s 11d) and a 
table cloth for 2 shillings. Food items such as potatoes were 6 pence (6d) 
a week, and butter was 1s 7d. One of the bachelors, at least, embraced 
cooking – the notebook records the purchase of a pie dish. John also 
bought a bicycle so that he could cycle across the Molongo River to work.4

3  Canberra, 11 August 1997, the occasion being the launch by Jack Waterford of his book Violence 
Explained: The Sources of Conflict, Violence and Crime and Their Provention (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1997) in the office of the Canberra Times.
4  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, booklet 1938.
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John’s work went well for a time. Then, in August that year, someone 
decided that his reports to the trade commissioners were too ‘left-wing’ in 
thinking, or so he was told when his superior carpeted him. He was upset 
and travelled back to Sydney that weekend to see Cecily. He wept on the 
way, fearing for his job. A letter was waiting for him, however, when he 
arrived at his parents’ home in the suburb of Roseville where his family 
then lived. It was an invitation to him to join the Statistician’s Branch 
of the department. It informed him that he had won a cadetship and 
had been selected to go to London for a two-year course of postgraduate 
training in business administration at the London School of Economics 
– all paid for by the Australian Public Service. He was the first ‘cadet’ to 
be granted the newly established scholarship. It offered the opportunity 
of a lifetime, and an escape from any action over his job performance. His 
tears dried. It was an easy decision to make, but for one matter – Cecily. 
John asked her to join him and marry him in London. She did not decline 
and nor did she accept; her response was not the enthusiastic one he had 
hoped for.

John returned to Canberra to pack up. ‘Dear Big Boy,’ he scrawled in 
a pencilled letter he left for Robert, ‘You won’t forget the bike at Williams. 
£3 I asked. Seem to be a few collars missing – may be at laundry.’ After 
warning Parker that ‘Etty is expecting you to go to the Forestry Ball – 
watch her!’ he wrote, almost as an aside, ‘I am studying International Trade 
– Empire Trade – Australian markets … Fancy me doing International 
Trade – oh well!’ Then back to the matter of the rubbish tin outside 
the flat, which he directed Parker to deal with: ‘It belongs to the firm. 
Don’t  leave it!’ He also apologised to the flatmate he was abandoning: 
‘Has been a bloody awful rush this week. Sorry I have left flat in such 
a mess. Love JWB’. From his parents’ home in Sydney he wrote again to 
‘Big Boy’ on a new portable typewriter. He sent his love ‘to the harem’, 
adding, ‘but more to Helen than Ethel! She made me feel that she is 
a bit repressed when I was there – or not repressed enough. But don’t tell 
her that …’.5

5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, folder 190, undated.
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Cecily working in market research, Sydney, 1938.
Source: Family collection.
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Cecily could not bring herself to accept John’s proposal to marry him and 
accompany him to London. He had continually pressed her to marry him 
over five years of courtship while she worried whether he was the right 
man for her. Now she wanted to join him but knew that, in her own 
interest, she should not. Instead, she aimlessly spent the whole of 1938 
in a variety of work. She did IQ testing at the Children’s Court, some 
market research and tutored English to schoolgirls, with no clear plans 
for a career. At an earlier stage she had considered being a doctor like her 
father but was put off the idea by taking a look at the images of surgery 
in her father’s medical books. In her spare time she played the piano, did 
some dressmaking and learned typing and shorthand. In June 1938, her 
grandfather, Ernest Fletcher, was killed when a car knocked him down on 
Parramatta Road. Another family loss.

On 8 September 1938, then, John departed without Cecily for London 
by the P&O liner RMS Strathaird. On board ‘Friday, near Equator’, he 
posted a letter to his friend Robert: ‘I hope you have the women under 
control, especially Ethel who I found was apt to lead young men astray.’6 
He missed Cecily terribly and kept urging her to join him but she was 
reluctant to go to England if she was unemployed, because his income 
was insufficient to support them both. There had been ‘no heart-thrills 
on board’, John told Parker, and so he had had a good rest, but it was 
‘Bloody Hell’ without Cecily, he admitted. He perceived she was overly 
influenced by her family’s middle-class attitudes. ‘But what can I do?’ he 
wrote. ‘Poor dear is so oppressed by public opinion she cannot decide. 
Give her some support!’7

John arrived in London in early October. War was looming, and 
Chamberlain had already returned from his two ‘appeasement’ mission 
meetings with Hitler. The Australian high commissioner, Stanley (later 
Lord) Bruce, supported Chamberlain’s peace efforts to find a compromise 
with Hitler.8 John had a lot to think about. He was given a room in 
Australia House, now a heritage-listed building and a prominent landmark 
on the Strand – an indication of the strength of Australia’s relationship 
with Britain. It was within walking distance of the London School of 
Economics (LSE) where he would commence a two-year master’s degree 

6  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190.
7  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190, in a postscript to an undated letter written 
around November 1938.
8  David Lee, Stanley Melbourne Bruce: Australian Internationalist (London: Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 2010), 126.
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under the supervision of economist Lionel Robbins, later Lord Robbins. 
John was also expected to work on some Australian diplomatic activities. 
John’s job and studies kept him busy. He worked for a time for the high 
commissioner’s office on problems relating to food supplies. Robbins 
was impressed with John’s academic work and suggested that he convert 
his master’s thesis into a PhD. John agreed and worked on his thesis for his 
doctorate on trade policy.9 Despite LSE’s left-leaning origins, Robbins was 
‘a conservative laissez-faire economist’, certainly more conservative than 
outspoken LSE socialist professor of economics Harold Laski.10 John was 
impressed when he heard Laski speak, but in correspondence with Parker, 
John spoke mainly about Robbins’s influence on his work, not that of 
Laski. Despite their different political philosophies, Robbins strongly 
supported John’s research to define what government interventions 
were required to promote economic development and those that were 
dysfunctional and restrictive.

John rowed for recreation and, in the style of a true Englishman, wore 
a black coat and hat (black because he found London so filthy that he 
had to ‘change three collars in one day which were not merely dirty, but 
black’), let his hair grow long and brushed it right back, wore gloves but 
stopped short of having a stick.11 He and Cecily corresponded. She sent 
John pieces she wrote on psychology, a subject she was interested in – 
perhaps the beginning of committing her introspective thoughts to paper. 
There were early signs that John appreciated Cecily’s intelligence and fine 
gift for language but that his ego compromised his ability to praise her. 
We glean from a letter John wrote to Parker that he had shared one of 
Cecily’s written pieces with him. Parker liked it and John agreed, saying: 
‘I thought it was good – after I revised it! See the combination? I will turn 
out some ideas for a thesis but she will have to write it.’12

Parker was John’s closest mate. John sought his comments on his thesis and 
the two exchanged ideas on political and economic theories and debated 
assumptions behind the current trade policies that drove them. ‘You are 

9  Its working title became ‘A study of the origins of restricted intervention, its significance as a case 
of mal-adjustment in protective structure, unemployment and international disharmonies of economic 
interest’.
10  John’s description of Robbins, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 4, Burton family file. For a history 
of the LSE, see Joan Abse, ed., My LSE (London: Robson, 1977).
11  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190, 17 November 1938, 3. This file contains 
many letters about John’s observations on London, English life, the looming war, economic and trade 
policies, and socialism. 
12  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190, 21 October 1938.
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the one person (besides the wife!) who catches on to my all too vague 
concepts,’ John told Parker. Their correspondence, however, suggests that 
John was more interested in Parker’s response to his work, than John was 
in responding to the latter’s detailed intellectual ruminations.

Cecily’s indecision about joining John frustrated him. She told him she 
wanted to come – ‘a whole lot’ – and she decided she would, but she was 
prevented by parental affection, as John expressed it to Parker, ‘for the fear 
that I shall not be able to make the most of £350’ (his salary). She did not 
want to come until she had a return fare and enough cash to last while 
she was unemployed. ‘Of course all very damned reasonable but a bloody 
bother,’ he wrote to his friend. ‘I have been wanting a woman a good deal 
– it gives you a nasty feeling to be seeing things and going places and not 
sharing it with the wife.’13 Indeed, amid the intellectual exchanges of John 
and Parker, the two young men always returned to matters of the heart. 
Poor Etty was the subject of much discussion. John wrote:

Glad Etty is looking after you – I was not in the least concerned 
and don’t think for one moment that a man with reasonable tastes 
could fall for such a woman – but that is just as well. I have 
been most terribly faithful though out quite a lot. What fools we 
men are.14 

Parker escaped Ethel. He married Nancy Bolton the following year on 
30  August. John eventually won over Cecily. Bored and restless and 
finding that there was not much for her at home, Cecily felt the tug to 
join John. On 8 January 1939, she cabled him to say she was coming. 
John wrote to Parker the same day ‘– these women. I received a letter 
yesterday asking what I thought about the idea!’15

First her mother then it was her father who did not want Cecily to follow 
John to London to marry him. Her father wanted her to stay home and 
look after him. Cecily resisted. He had the assistance of a housekeeper as 
well as his other daughters, and she and John had made wedding plans for 
March 1939. Then, before Cecily left for London, her father announced 
he was to marry again, the widow of a colleague. Cecily was shocked but 
felt vindicated. What if she had put off her own marriage?16 Of course, 

13  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190, undated. 
14  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, undated.
15  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 190, 8 January 1939.
16  Cecily, 29.
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her decision to leave her father might have hastened his decision to 
remarry. He was a man who, throughout his medical career, had domestic 
services provided by his wife or daughters and they had been there for 
him emotionally. His other two daughters would soon be approaching 
marrying age – a good reason for him to marry again. Cecily’s father 
moved into the Double Bay home of his new wife, Alison Harris, and 
returned to Petersham each day to his practice. Cecily was relieved that he 
could not tug at her soul as her mother had, and she set off for England 
optimistic about her new life.

Looking back, Cecily reflected on her mother’s opposition to her marrying 
John. ‘He won’t make you happy,’ she urged. ‘She was quite right,’ Cecily 
later conceded, knowing even at the time that she would be unhappy 
with him, but she also knew that she couldn’t ‘not get married’ to John.17 
She wanted to be with him, around him and loved by him, and, she later 
explained, she already was unhappy and ‘didn’t have any conception of life 
being otherwise’.18 This expression of such sadness warranted us exploring 
Cecily’s younger life. It helped us understand why she spent so much time 
trying to get John to understand her.

17  Cecily, 27.
18  Cecily, 27.
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