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Farming with an 

‘accommodating wife’

John went heavily into debt to buy Melrose Valley. He ran up accounts 
at petrol stations and produce stores, but somehow made ends meet. In a 
rare display of humour, he wrote to his sister:

I have borrowed more money than I am ever likely to be able to 
pay back, but that is the problem of the Mutual Life with whom 
I have taken out a life assurance which might be mistaken for a 
national debt.1

He arranged with the seller of the property to defer payment for some 
plant and stock for a year or so and he purchased sheep on credit from 
stock and station agents. ‘It is a lot of fun,’ he said. ‘Inflation will pay 
about 50% back and I might manage the rest.’2

The drive entrance on the Old Tuggeranong Road looks down into the 
valley to the gracious two-storey New England–style homestead and 
a separate cottage. Based on the design of a Connecticut farmhouse, the 
home was built in 1938 with dark brown, oiled jarrah weatherboard. 
In  addition to its five bedrooms, it had three living rooms, a ‘maid’s 
room’ – although we never had a maid – and a double garage. There were 

1  Letter to Rewa, 7 November 1946, Burton family file. John had not been in touch with his sister 
since the birth of Meredith, and included the information that he now had two more children. He 
mentioned that he had been told ‘by Mother that I am a disgrace etc.’. He offered to write again when 
he ‘had two more kids’.
2  Letter to Rewa, 7 November 1946.
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large open fireplaces in all main rooms including the bedrooms.3 They 
were needed in winter. Snow lay thick on the ground on the outskirts 
of Canberra at times, as it did to my delight on my second birthday 
in June 1948. The house with its interesting angles and features was a 
magic haven for children; there were small places for us to hide under 
dark stairwells, where I would go to wind up my small mechanical toy 
to watch it flash coloured sparks; attic rooms with pitched roofs; and 
many other hide-and-seek possies and places to play. There was a large 
garden surrounding the house with two orchards and a tennis court and 
John built a swimming pool. The views were outstanding, although the 
paddocks were too rugged, steep and stony to produce a livelihood from 
farming. However, we had three creeks and dozens of springs and John 
was able to run about 500 sheep and four milking cows that came with 
the property. He and Cecily developed a vegetable patch and we enjoyed 
eggs from our chickens – and, sadly, we probably ate the turkeys he raised 
at some stage.

John busied himself on the farm and indoors. He finished making our 
dining room table and chairs and a cot for me that was practical in design 
but flawed in concept: I howled, apparently, when I caught my fingers 
in the sliding wire door. In addition, he set about writing a book on 
‘international government’ because ‘it is a race between me and the bomb’ 
and running the Department of External Affairs as its acting head, he 
told his sister, Rewa.4 Cecily adjusted, as John expected she would, to her 
role as the farmer’s wife. However, the demands on her were enormous. 
As John commuted to the department every day, she was left to cope with 
daily happenings and farm emergencies. We had no electricity. We used 
hurricane lamps at night and relied on an Esse hot water system and 
a wood fuel stove for cooking in the big kitchen. John sometimes brought 
newly hatched chickens into the study to keep them warm beside a gas 
flame heater. As young children, we had sleeping difficulties. Cecily and 
John spent time walking the floor at nights, both becoming too tired 
to function at their best. They even resorted to giving me sedatives so 
that I would sleep – and that they might too. As John’s work became all-
consuming, Cecily soon learned that he ‘trusted’ people, including her, 
to learn skills and do things that he wanted done. In time Cecily learned 

3  Dr F. A. Ormiston completed the house and lived there from 1938 until he sold it to the Burtons 
in December 1946.
4  Letter to Rewa, 7 November 1946, Burton family file.
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to love the country, as hard a struggle as it was for her to raise young 
children and survive the physical demands of farm life. The experience 
made Cecily stronger and richer in spirit.

Parker and his family visited us shortly after we settled in. A photograph 
taken in 1947 of Cecily, Meredith, Clare and me, his wife Nancy and 
their son Rod on the veranda of our new home depicts Cecily feeding 
me with a bottle and Rod ‘fraternising self-consciously with the two elder 
Burton daughters’.5 Nancy was and looked pregnant. Parker probably 
took the picture as Nancy believed that John ‘would have been treading 
heavily about in gum boots at the bottom of the paddock playing 
farmer’.6 And  playing at farming was all John soon had time to do. 
Three months after our move to Melrose Valley, Evatt telephoned him 
to ask him to fill the permanent position of secretary of the department. 
On 27 March 1947, having just turned 32, John took over the position 
from Sir William Dunk.

We needed but could not afford a second car. John used the family car to 
go to and from Canberra for work. How was Cecily to deliver and collect 
Meredith and Clare the mile or so along the hilly dirt road to the Monaro 
Highway where the school van stopped? Meredith had a little red scooter 
on which she sometimes scooted downhill to meet the panel van. John 
found a solution when he discovered a man living nearby in a tent beside 
the railway line. The man and his wife had a car, but no home. We had 
a vacant cottage. John explained to his sister, Rewa:

He is a fettler who was a farmer before the war and escaped war 
by turning railway. He has a wife who will not live in a tent with 
him. He has a car which could take the children down to the 
school car a mile away. So I invited him and wife to live in a nice 
house – to which he said he would pay board to which I said no, 
I will pay you. He knocks off work at four each day. There must 
be a catch somewhere.7

5  Nancy Sawer, Telling It to Abi (Broulee, NSW: Nancy Sawer, 2000), 157.
6  Sawer, Telling It to Abi, 157.
7  Letter to Rewa, 7 November 1946, Burton family file.
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Making life easier for John and Cecily too, was the help of some migrant 
workers ‘allocated by’ the government. Calwell, an Irish Catholic and 
Labor’s first federal minister for migration, introduced an immigration 
program that John embraced. John and Cecily referred to their helpers, 
politically incorrectly Cecily later believed, as ‘the Balts’. In fact, the term 
‘Balts’ was coined by Calwell himself: ‘The beautiful Balts,’ he called 
them in the course of a campaign to sell the virtues of the Displaced 
Person’s Scheme in 1947. Ella Kagra was placed with our family as a 
private ‘domestic’ in April 1948.8 As children, we do not remember her 
carrying out any domestic work, and we would not be surprised if John 
and Cecily simply provided her with accommodation and were grateful 
for any support she gave Cecily. I do remember Otto, one of the migrant 
farm workers who lived with his wife Tekla in a room at the end of our 
large house with their young baby. Otto amused me playing his trumpet. 
‘Otto chews the boom boom,’ my mother said I told her.

Another helper was Trixie, our obedient blue heeler, who efficiently 
brought in sheep on John’s or Cecily’s command. The farm came with 
four cows and four horses and, much to Cecily’s dismay, John presented 
us with three ponies one Christmas without consulting her. Meredith 
climbed onto hers, Prince, and fell straight off the other side. Clare’s was 
the family’s favourite, Sambo, a solid speckled black pony that she shared 
with Cecily, and I, then barely two, was given a grey mare. We accumulated 
other dogs and pets. There was a pet snake too, or so I thought when I saw 
my father place a saucer of milk under a shed near the house for it – or to 
lure it out, I later learned. I didn’t associate the dried skins hanging over 
the fence with my snake that no longer appeared for a saucer of milk. 
I also had, what I believed to be, a pet rabbit. John had brought it in for 
us to stroke before doing what a farmer must. It escaped from the clutches 
of my arms in the living room and ran under a couch. I thought it slept 
there and I talked to it for several days, wondering why it did not come 
out from under the couch. As an adult, I reminded my mother of this pet 
rabbit. Cecily, puzzled, said, ‘A rabbit as a pet, dear? On a farm, I don’t 
think so.’ In retrospect I accepted that the fate of our rabbit must have 
been similar to that of the snake.

8  NAA: B550/1, 1948/23/2428.
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Meredith on her pony Prince with John, Melrose Valley, 1949.
Source: Family collection.

On one occasion in 1948, Cecily contracted chicken pox. With a fever 
and feeling ill, she tried to cope alone with three children. One night 
when John was either away or working late, she was carrying me to my cot 
under one arm and a hurricane lamp in the other and thought she would 
collapse. Which to drop? Risk hurting the baby, or cause a fire? She made 
it – without dropping either – and was then hospitalised for a week. John 
arranged for us to be cared for, avoiding friends with children who had 
not had chicken pox. Librarian Harold White and his wife Elizabeth took 
Meredith. They had looked after her before when floods prevented her 
returning from school to the farm. Tom and Joyce Critchley, who had 
no children, offered to take both Clare and me. Tom was a departmental 
colleague and friend of John’s. Cecily lay in hospital worried about the 
couple’s lack of experience in caring for such young children. They must 
have looked after us well because Clare, at the tender age of four, fell in 
love with Tom, she told our mother.

Fortunately, John was around one weekend to help Cecily when fire broke 
out in the homestead. Our immigrant farm helpers, Otto and Tekla, relied 
on a gas heater for warmth. It was situated against a wooden wall and it 
caught alight when they were out. There were high winds on the farm 
and when John saw smoke rise from the room, he called the fire brigade 
and then rushed to the garage to fetch a fire extinguisher. He pulled the 
ring to unlock the operating handle, threw the extinguisher into the room 
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(as John described it), and shut the door. Cecily tried to direct Meredith, 
then about seven or eight to put on her gumboots and run across to the 
house of the manager of the local railway siding. Meredith looked at 
Cecily and asked: ‘Do I have to?’ ‘Yes,’ she was told, but before she set off 
a fire truck arrived. However, John’s action had worked and the fire was 
already out. He offered the firefighters a beer, which they accepted.

John liked to experiment and be the first to embrace new ideas. In 1949, 
he decided we could afford a vehicle that could cope with rough 
land. He ordered a Land Rover from England, one of the first off the 
production line. It was dispatched to Sydney in January on the Stratheden, 
the passenger liner of which our family would have first-hand experience 
just two years later. He opted for ‘extras’ such as a power take-off device 
to allow him to transfer mechanical power from the vehicle’s engine to a 
loader or winch and to operate other machinery in the paddocks.9 It was 
his first serious farm toy.

On one occasion, a calf of a calving cow got stuck. It was going to die and 
the cow was at risk too. John was in a conference in town and could not 
get home. Cecily called the vet who drove to the farm immediately. He 
was practical: ‘Let’s do it the quick and easy way,’ he said. Cecily piled the 
three of us children into the back of the Land Rover and drove the vet and 
one of our migrant farm workers across the paddocks to the cow. The vet 
attached a chain to the cow and the fence, and a rope to the calf and the 
Land Rover. Cecily had to drive forward slowly to pull the calf out. We all 
goggled at the scene from the Land Rover. She commanded as she drove, 
‘Don’t look, don’t look’, and of course we turned around to see what it 
was we should not look at. Cecily saw her ‘Balt’ helper turn green, noting 
later that this was the only time in her life she had actually seen someone 
turn green from watching a nauseating sight. The cow and calf survived.

John’s colleague, Colin Moodie, recalls driving back to the farm with John 
one evening in the Land Rover, having first gone around the alleyways of 
Manuka shopping centre to collect scraps discarded by grocery shops to 
feed the farm animals. ‘As if his own job wasn’t enough’, Moodie, in his 
memoir, commented on John running a farm as well as a department.10 
John cajoled Moodie and other colleagues into helping with some farm 

9  Land Rovers came into production in the UK in 1948. Rob Sprason, a Land Rover enthusiast, 
unearthed records of the early Burton purchase of one of the first 2,000 Land Rovers produced. Other 
‘extras’ he chose included larger tyres to handle rocky surfaces, and a numbered key, in case it had to 
be replaced.
10  Memoir of Colin Moodie, NLA, MS Acc13.173, 26.
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work. He would hand them a shovel when they arrived and lead the way 
to the chicken or pig pens. ‘You can shovel some shit while we talk,’ he’d 
say, and then started to throw out his ideas. He insisted that he did his 
best thinking ‘shovelling shit’.

John sometimes invited his small department to Melrose Valley for 
barbecues. One notable occasion was two days after Chifley called troops 
in that saw the end to the 1949 coal strike. John had his department to 
the farm and formed them into cricket teams for entertainment.

The farm was an ideal escape for John on weekends. He claimed that 
wandering among sheep and milking cows helped him think clearly. ‘It was 
my salvation,’ he said.11 The farm gave him security and independence. 
It  was ‘a bargaining asset’, he wrote, because ‘Dr Evatt was quite 
convinced that I could withdraw to it if I did not get my way!’12 He said, 
‘When you worked with Evatt you needed an escape … I didn’t want to 
become a yes-man’.13 However, he was a ‘Yes, Prime Minister’ man in true 
Sir Humphrey style in that he managed to influence government policy 
when he worked for Chifley.

External Affairs staff cricket teams, Melrose Valley, 1949.
Source: Family collection.

11  Clack, ‘Theories amidst Cows and Hills’, Canberra Times, 8 September 1991, 24.
12  Burton, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 5, Burton family file. 
13  Clack, Canberra Times, 8 September 1991, 24.
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Taking a break, from left to right, Alex Borthwick, Keith Brennan, John, 
Trevor Pyman, David and Alison Hay, Melrose Valley, 1949.
Source: Family collection.

One thing John did that endeared him to Chifley was akin to the 
presentation of ‘an apple for the teacher’, but, in John’s case, it was farm-
produced cream that Chifley received. John rose at dawn each day to 
milk his cows, separate out the milk fats and deliver cream to the Hotel 
Kurrajong in time for Chifley’s breakfast.14 This he did even after broken 
sleep from a phone call at night or the need to deal with an overseas cable 
on behalf of Evatt. Cream was rationed during the war and Chifley loved 
thick cream with his breakfast, notwithstanding its ill-effect on his health. 
And, indeed, Chifley died of a heart attack while in office in June 1951. 
Having delivered Chifley’s cream, John arrived at work around 8 am with 
the night’s cables already answered to the annoyance of others who arrived 
to find sent responses on their desk.

Sometimes, John’s afternoon was interrupted by an urgent call to say the 
school van had left without picking me up. I was just four when I started 
preschool in 1950. There were times when Cecily, having driven to the 
highway to collect us, was shaken to see Meredith and Clare alight from 
the panel van without me. The arrangement was that I would be put on 

14  Dr John Burton, ‘Looking to the Future: An International Relations for the New Millennium’, 
Evatt Papers 3, no. 2 (1995), 115.
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a bus by my preschool teacher at the Girls’ Grammar School in Deakin. I 
was instructed to get off the bus at Manuka shops and wait for the panel 
van that collected Meredith and Clare and other children from Telopea 
Park School in Barton. My bus was often late and the girls’ panel van 
left Manuka without me. I would stand and cry and wait for someone 
to find me. Someone always did, but often had trouble finding out who 
I belonged to. I was taught to recite my address but once, muddled, I 
recited instead, ‘Pamela Melrose Valley Tuggeranong’, which, as it turned 
out, was sufficient to link me with John Burton, by now well-known as 
the controversial head of External Affairs who lived at Melrose Valley. 
He left work to collect me and drove me home. After that, I was given a 
bracelet on which my name and address were engraved.

As well as caring for three children, coping with fires, snow and floods 
that made the dirt road to the farm impassable, Cecily had to live with 
John’s unpredictability and the controversy that he often stirred in the 
community. We know that Cecily understood and supported the rationale 
for John’s controversial foreign policy stand. She believed that her role in 
life – and she always believed one must have one to improve the world – 
was to support John. Years later, she found that she could play a role in 
her own right. At the time, though, sharing his ethical and intellectual 
convictions, she devoted herself to John’s cause. She learned that no 
amount of controversy or criticism would deter him from persisting with 
a particular crusade – on the contrary, it would encourage him to work 
harder to have his critics better understand his mission. Cecily, from 
childhood, understood the pain of being misunderstood. She would 
sympathise with his need, but not necessarily his methods, to try to have 
people see things his way.

What Cecily found difficult was John’s lack of consultation about 
anything, particularly matters that affected her and the family. John made 
decisions about large family purchases, holidays, place of living and career 
changes. He expressed hurt if she questioned his choices or asked why 
he had not consulted her, and accused her of being unappreciative when 
he shocked her by producing what he thought was a generous offering, 
or a happy surprise. Every Christmas and birthday we children came to 
expect that John would give Cecily the latest electrical gadget for the 
kitchen and we noticed she was less than fully satisfied with these gifts 
as expressions of love. She would have been more convinced of his love 
for her if he listened harder to understand and appreciate her as a person.
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Cecily was a carer and listener by nature and tried to be there for John. 
Then again, John was not very communicative at home; he did not seem 
to share with her his own inner insecurities, which we now understand 
he had. Our strong impression is that when he came home from work, he 
had shut his mind off from his work and got involved in some physical 
farming or other activity. Did either of them fully comprehend what 
the other was going through? In their senior years, Cecily talked to us 
about her unsatisfactory relationship with John, not about any turmoil he 
suffered from the political circumstances of the time, and John talked a lot 
about his controversial political past, not about the toll it took on Cecily. 
It would seem that both suffered emotionally somewhat alone.

Cecily’s feelings of inadequacy persisted despite how strong she appeared 
on the outside. John never learned, or never saw the need, to help her 
over this. Her feeling of being an inadequate mum went a little far on 
one occasion. She phoned the headmistress of Meredith’s infant school 
because she had forgotten to check that morning if Meredith was wearing 
underpants. The no-fuss headmistress called Meredith out of the assembly 
to ask her. Meredith pulled up her skirt to show her pants.

Despite the challenges, Melrose Valley was a memorable social time for 
Cecily. She felt inept and often was unhappy, but she was not lonely. 
There were plenty of visitors, particularly at weekends: politicians, trade 
unionists, diplomats, public servants, neighbours and other friends. Once 
in 1948 when John was away, Calwell arrived at the farm at around 
teatime. Cecily was tired and feeling helpless so she boiled some eggs 
for us all to eat. She handed me to Calwell who sat me on his knee and 
spoon fed me an egg. I now know that Calwell and his wife Elizabeth 
lost their 11-year-old son that same year from leukaemia, and it is sad to 
think that, at the time I was being nursed by Calwell, his own son was 
either very ill or had recently died. Despite, or because of her own deep 
feelings of inadequacy, Cecily engaged deeply with people and felt their 
own suffering and Calwell was deeply affected by his son’s death. He wore 
a black tie in token of his mourning to the end of his days.15

While Cecily would not have agreed with all of Calwell’s views, she saw his 
humanity and liked him. Politically, Calwell was an enigma. He was ‘old 
guard’ Labor and came to be best remembered for the major contribution 
he made to Australia’s successful postwar immigration policy, but he was 

15  Sun-Herald (Sydney), 15 September 1973.
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disliked by many for his ‘white Australia’ policy. His attitude to Asian 
refugees was in stark contrast to the compassion he showed for Australia’s 
Indigenous population. He was a strong advocate for Aboriginal rights, 
their land rights and for their recognition as Australian peoples in the 
Constitution. Cecily enjoyed the company of Paul Hasluck too, despite 
his conservative politics, because, like her, he expressed his feelings 
through poetry. We found a poem of his, ‘Recognition’, in her personal 
papers. Cecily enjoyed reading, film, music and dance – and solitude. 
However, she was always interested in people, their thoughts and why 
they thought the way they did. She often said to us, ‘if you have a choice 
between people or things – choose people’. No matter how low or tired 
she felt, she would always put down her book, or sewing, or leave the 
kitchen, to warmly greet people who visited. By every account, Cecily 
was a beautiful, intelligent woman, graceful, dignified, diligent and well-
loved; she was not dominating or egocentric.

As for John, we assess that those who got to know him, liked him. He was 
a man of few words, self-assured about the rightness of his views, and he 
did not suffer fools. An ASIO source, who had John under surveillance 
some years later, described him as ‘a quiet speaker who uses forceful 
language’.16 However, he was egalitarian in approach and encouraged 
people he met from all walks of life to realise his or her potential. He was 
respected by his colleagues for his ideas and his work ethic, liked for this 
by some and disliked for both by others.

16  NAA: A6119, 130, Burton vol. 4, 30.
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