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Domesticity and babies

At home, Cecily felt challenged by child-rearing virtually on her own. 
Clare had arrived into the world on 30 October 1942 at the (then) 
Canberra Community Hospital, having been surgically induced. She was 
a healthy, heavy baby, but Cecily suffered a severe haemorrhage afterwards 
and within a couple of days her yellow skin demonstrated she lacked iron. 
The family’s flat was in Barton Court on the south side of the city. John 
was in Canberra for Clare’s birth, but from Cecily’s perspective, he was 
not as interested in Clare as he had been with Meredith. Perhaps he was 
disappointed by not getting a son, Cecily suggested. Equally likely is that 
his mind was focused on his work and meeting Evatt’s demands.

Clare cried a great deal and no one could discover why. Eventually, Cecily 
decided something more imaginative needed to be done about Clare’s 
misery and her own. She took both babies to Sydney and consulted her 
father and his medical colleagues. She was referred to a paediatrician who 
turned out to be ‘more scientific than human’ and put Cecily and Clare 
through what Cecily could only describe as agony.1 He experimented 
with various alternatives to mother’s milk, alternating between them. This 
meant that every time Clare did not feed from her mother, she had to 
be fed something else. Finally, a diagnosis: Clare could not tolerate fats. 
A no-fat, no-mother’s milk formula worked, and Clare slept happily.

Although Cecily’s life was difficult and she never felt at ease caring for her 
babies, it never lacked interest. While living at Barton Court in the early 
1940s, Cecily and John had the company of some senior, though young, 

1  Cecily, 51.
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bureaucrats and their families. They included Mick Shann, who later 
worked with John in External Affairs; Professor Douglas Copland (later Sir 
Douglas), who had been seconded from the University of Melbourne to 
Canberra as Commonwealth prices commissioner and became economic 
consultant to the prime minister in the years 1941 to 1945 before being 
appointed as Australian minister to China in 1946; and Richard (Dick) 
Downing, an economist, who came to Canberra to assist Copland in his 
consulting role to the prime minister. Downing took a shine to Cecily. He 
had an extravagant personality, striking features and an expressive face, 
and Cecily enjoyed his wit and interest in music and theatre. However, 
his interest in her became haunting; he watched her hang out clothes one 
day and told her she was like a ‘French gamine’.2 She began to feel he was 
stalking her, so she had to ask him to stop; then she was concerned that 
she had been hurtful.

John and Cecily saw a lot of Coombs during this time and Cecily became 
very fond of him. John admired Coombs’s values and intellect, diverse 
interests and sense of humour. Cecily enjoyed his company because 
he was sensitive, understanding, a romantic and he made time for her. 
She joined him on outings and on one occasion, on a beautiful moonlit 
night, she accompanied him on a walk. In a letter to Coombs more than 
half a century later, Cecily wrote:

I have fond memories of the early years of our friendship, of the 
rewarding times we had together – about fifty years ago – and of 
the occasional things you said to me when I expressed my rather 
confused ideas and feelings about life. You seemed to have a clearer 
view of life than I had, to be more sure of yourself, and to have 
your own answers to life’s dilemmas … You were kind, respectful 
and affectionate towards me, and I hope I was the same to you. 
My friendship with you has contributed much of lasting value to 
my life.3

At times when John was overseas for extended periods, Cecily felt 
depressed at home, finding it a struggle looking after two babies on her 
own in a small flat. In April 1943, when John was abroad, Cecily suffered 
from exhaustion. She had difficulty in simply dressing Meredith and 
Clare, putting them in a pram and walking from Barton to Kingston, a 
nearby suburb, to shop. Meredith was ‘helpful’ in that she had taken to 

2  Cecily Parker, interview by Meredith Edwards, 2004, transcript, 33, NLA, ORAL TRC 5094.
3  Copy held in Cecily family file.
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wheeling Clare around – in those days, Clare could be left safely in her 
pram outside the flats – and one day, Cecily found Meredith headed for 
Telopea Park with Clare. The stretch of green parkland, quite a way away, 
contained an attractive but dangerous culvert of flowing water. Cecily 
decided to move to a house more suitable for her and the children. Too 
gutless to put the proposition to John, she said later, she sought the help 
of Tange who found her a house in Geerilong Gardens in Reid that had a 
garden for Meredith and Clare to play in, a safer street environment and 
many other children nearby for them to play with. Cecily happily oversaw 
the children roaming safely up and down and across the community 
parkland, leaving a trail of playthings and belongings to be collected at 
the end of the day.

On his homecoming in July 1943, John found that Cecily had made some 
domestic decisions without consulting him – generally a habit of his, not 
hers – and he did not like the house. It was one of the original quality 
Canberra homes built early in the century on generous blocks that circled 
the grassy park. John saw only that it was dark. He told Cecily that the 
old and badly furnished house was the most depressing he had lived in. 
Much of the woodwork, the floors and the skirtings were varnished in 
dark brown or black, and the house and its rooms were small. There was 
an Indian drugget carpet in the living room that fell to pieces when it 
was dry-cleaned, and awful curtains – half of the window was covered 
with dark red chenille and the other half was covered with a coarse fawn 
net. Cecily later tore down the red chenille from which she made an 
attractive dress.

The Firths lived close by and, according to Firth’s journal, John had 
arrived home from the USA with ‘a swag of Booty’ that needed a test 
tasting. In August 1943, the Firths were invited to join Burtons ‘for a 
spot of Dinkum Oil on the States’.4 It was, no doubt, a house-warming 
party of sorts, of the house John did not like living in. John suggested 
they look for a house to buy. However, it was wartime; prices were pegged 
and there were few properties available. The family made the best of their 
situation for the time, as they always did. They acquired a cat and John 
started a vegetable garden. They had a fuel stove that had to be blackened, 
a lino floor in the kitchen that had to be polished and an ice-chest before 
refrigerators were available. Cecily used to ride her bicycle to Civic to 

4  Papers of Gerald Firth, NLA, MS Acc01.273, box 3, 16 August 1943.
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shop and to buy eggs and vegetables from the now historic Blundell’s 
Farmhouse nearby. Sometimes she cycled to cocktail parties. John’s father 
gave them their first car. By 1945, Jack was 70, deaf and dangerous on the 
road and, reluctantly, gave up driving.

Cecily’s health had not improved. One evening in March 1944, Firth 
noted in his journal that having met up with him outside a neighbour’s 
gate, John was ‘unusually affable’ and gave him marrows from his garden. 
Then, as he might have guessed, he discovered there was a purpose to 
John’s offering. His wife, Maggie, told him that Cecily had rung her 
because she was sick and Maggie had offered to mind Clare from time 
to time. Gerald and Maggie confided that ‘John could well do more to 
help’.5 Cecily’s ill-health and exhaustion continued and at some time in 
1944 and into 1945 she became chronically ill; she was tired, headachy, 
had a stiff neck and swollen glands. Her doctor found nothing wrong and 
gave her phenobarbitone to help her relax and sleep. Feeling wretched, 
she cried into the sink when she was washing up, too tired to continue, 
but forced herself to cope. Cecily knew she was ill and not in need of 
barbiturates. She turned again to her father for help. Tests were done 
and it transpired that a haemorrhage Cecily had suffered after Clare’s 
birth, tonsillitis and other ailments had left her weak, causing the onset 
of chronic glandular fever syndrome. Her sister Eleanor, now a doctor, 
prescribed sulpha drugs, probably inappropriately, for Cecily then suffered 
more agony and returned to Canberra still unwell. It transpired that she 
was anaemic, sometimes a consequence of glandular fever, but in her case, 
possibly contributed to by the sulpha drugs. Iron tablets did not help her 
and for nearly three years Cecily had to have iron and liver injections. 
Neighbours and friends helped during John’s absences overseas.

Clare still did not sleep or feed well. In 1945, she fell ill with scarlet fever 
and spent a month or more in hospital in an isolation ward. She had 
the company of other children but her parents could only wave through 
a window from the footpath. It was traumatic for such a young child. 
Then Cecily sent Clare to nursery school. Clare hated it and cried each 
time she was put on the bus in the morning with other children to travel 
to Acton (now the grounds of The Australian National University). It was 
against Cecily’s instincts to let Clare suffer in this way, but she had been 
told that sending her there was the right thing to do. Despite this, Clare 

5  Papers of Gerald Firth, NLA, MS Acc01.273, box 3, 9 March 1944.
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surprised Cecily by displaying ‘a misplaced trust’ in her. On one occasion 
when Cecily was pushing Clare, then a preschooler, on the swing in the 
park opposite their house, Cecily asked Clare if she had had enough and 
wanted to get off. Clare replied ‘Yes’, and promptly let go of the ropes 
expecting Cecily to catch her. She fell – fortunately without injury.

Clare was amusing as a child and acted the clown, although she developed 
later into a more serious child and not always a happy one. Unlike 
Meredith, she spoke well at a young age, her first word being ‘hair brush’ 
at 11 months. Meredith had chatted away in a language of her own but 
not one that anyone could understand. Tange said is sounded like Gaelic. 
Just as Cecily was beginning to get the hang of it, Meredith at age three, 
broke into English.

Both Clare and Meredith had a church christening, despite John and 
Cecily not being believers or churchgoers. Again, it seemed the expected 
thing to do, although they had a battle with the local parson to have 
him accept their formulation of words. Cecily’s lack of confidence in 
child-raising persisted. She felt that visitors were critical of her casual 
permissiveness with the children. Meredith was allowed to stay up late 
and used to come to the table when the adults were eating. John would 
hand her a chicken bone to chew. In time, John and Cecily would teach 
us children dinner protocols for occasions, such as when we visited John’s 
older sister’s family in north shore Sydney. We were grateful that we did 
not have to follow the rules at home; we could sprinkle salt on our food 
rather than take a spoonful from a salt dish and put it on the side or our 
plate, pick corn up in our fingers without using special little forks, wipe 
our hands on serviettes, rather than have to dunk them in finger bowls, 
and smash our boiled eggs any which way, rather than cracking them 
neatly on top with a teaspoon – and so on.

Apart from Cecily’s poor health and what John thought of the house, our 
parents lived a full and active life while they were in Reid. Both enjoyed 
socialising in an emerging public service town. Cecily became close friends 
with Marjorie Tange and Peg Wheeler, the wives of Arthur Tange and Fred 
Wheeler. She also befriended neighbours, including the Buttsworths who 
were distant relatives of hers, and she became the first president of the 
parents and citizens association of the nearby Reid preschool in Dirrawan 
Gardens when it opened in 1945.
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John was in his element. He was gaining a sense that he could influence 
government policy. He utilised his belief in himself, the power of his 
personality and his innovative thinking to do so. His head was abuzz with 
ideas and big-picture perspectives on how to bring trade and economic 
issues to the forefront in the government’s approach to foreign policy 
and postwar reconstruction. This was necessary, in his view, to promote 
peaceful coexistence in the Asia-Pacific region. It could not have been easy 
for Cecily to live with John with his head space constantly distracted by 
matters outside the home. She felt he paid little attention to how she was 
feeling or coping. It is unlikely that she understood the momentous effect 
John was having on the course of Australia’s foreign policy at the time, or 
that John, himself, saw the enormity of it. At home, his communication 
about anything was minimalist; at work, he was outspoken.
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