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Political suicide

In December 1948, John sought Labor preselection for the new federal 
seat of Canberra following a recent move by the Chifley Government 
to give Canberrans representation in the federal parliament. John’s move 
caused commentators to speculate that John, as Evatt’s protégé, did not 
simply wanted a seat in federal parliament but wanted to become foreign 
minister. Why else would he relinquish his £2,500 salary per year as 
secretary of a department for a federal member of parliament’s salary of 
£1,500?1 If John did have his sights on Evatt’s portfolio, his ambition was 
not likely to have been driven by monetary considerations, as Cecily knew 
well. Nevertheless, it fuelled a rumour that Evatt intended to retire from 
politics, leaving a ministerial vacancy.

The preselection ballot took place on 10 April 1949. Despite Chifley’s 
and Evatt’s backing, John’s bid for preselection went disastrously wrong. 
Canberra was a public service town and there was a known cell of public 
servants who were linked to the Catholic Social Studies Movement (the 
Movement), which adopted a pro-American foreign policy stance. It was 
driven by B. A. Santamaria from Melbourne and established to combat 
communist influence in the Australian labour movement. Santamaria’s 
Movement was disturbed when John entered the preselection contest. 
He distrusted John as he distrusted Coombs and other public servants 
with advanced tertiary education – a new breed of left-leaning bureaucrats 
who seemed to be doing well in the Chifley era. Alarming the Movement 
further, John brought in Jim Hill, who some suspected was a communist, 

1  John W. Burton papers, NLA, MS 8405, box 4, file 18, Newspaper clippings 1947–91, various 
clippings, December 1948.
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to help his campaign.2 The Movement was in no position to present 
a  rival candidate from its own ranks, but, intent on stopping Burton 
from obtaining preselection, it threw its weight behind the secretary of 
the Australian Capital Territory Trades and Labour Council, Sid Rhodes, 
a 58-year-old public servant. Jim Fraser, younger brother of veteran 
politician Allan Fraser, also entered the race.

John had already been disadvantaged by not being able to participate in 
preselection speeches in the run up to the ballot in early 1949 because 
he was at Nehru’s conference in New Delhi. In any event, John did not 
command the numbers. The anti-Burton group disputed his eligibility 
for nomination because his continuity of party membership had lapsed. 
The Burton camp sought to defer the ballot because some members of 
the local Australian Labor Party (ALP) branch also lacked valid party 
tickets. They put the matter to the NSW Labor Party Executive that 
had jurisdiction over the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) at the time. 
There, Chifley could and did direct the state executive to appoint John 
as the nominee without a ballot. Then, on 28 February 1949, the anti-
Burton team attended the annual election of local ALP branch officials 
and gained election to sufficient key positions to take control of the ACT 
branch. The state executive backed off and authorised the ACT branch to 
go ahead with its preselection ballot.

The Movement’s activity was effective. John lost to Rhodes after the 
distribution of preferences of the third-placed Jim Fraser. On 17 April 
1949, one week after his preselection loss, John flew to London with 
Chifley for the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference.3 The Sydney 
Morning Herald under a heading ‘Missed Out’, sneered:

Dr Burton will not need to share ideas on how to win elections 
after their return. He missed out badly, despite Chif ’s and Evatt’s 
strong backing, to a ‘stalwart’ from the old school … It is the 
first bad break in clever, shrewd, John Burton’s meteoric career … 
If Department heads decide to go into politics, they should at least 
make sure of their pre-selection; if not of election.4

2  For an analysis of Labor’s ideology war, see Stephen Holt, ‘The Ideological War over Our First MP’, 
Canberra Times, February 2013, Public Sector Informant 20. 
3  Chifley broke with tradition, and took John, as secretary of External Affairs, instead of Shedden, 
secretary of Defence.
4  Sydney Morning Herald, 17 April 1949.
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Outside 10 Downing Street, London, occasion of the Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers’ Conference, 1949.
Source: Family collection.

To stand for a seat in parliament with no certainty of success was seen 
as a suicidal career move for a supposedly apolitical departmental head. 
It was a high stakes gamble. Had John succeeded and had Labor been 
successful at the general election, he would likely have been on his way to 
becoming foreign minister.
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Labor lost power in the general election when, on 10 December 1949, the 
Opposition formed government under Prime Minister Menzies. Menzies 
had made it clear that should he become prime minister he would have no 
confidence in Burton’s advice as head of External Affairs.5 Yet, he took no 
action to remove John as head of department. For a time, it was ‘business 
as usual’, surprising commentators.

Through the years ahead, the Movement continued to criticise every 
attempt John made to influence local party affairs. In hindsight, and 
after further failed attempts to enter parliament, John declared that he 
did not regret failing to enter politics. He formed a view that little could 
be achieved in an adversarial parliamentary environment where palpable 
party lines had to be followed. Academia would give him more scope for 
pushing independent views. Knowing him as we did, John would have 
been frustrated as a politician where implementation of ideas requires 
effective team-playing and compromise; neither being notable attributes 
of John’s. He was too much his own person and insufficiently self-aware to 
be an effective politician. For instance, the advent of Communist China 
in 1949 changed the views of Labor’s right wing on the strategy that 
Australia should follow, but it did not change John’s. Given its geographic 
presence in the Asia-Pacific region, he remained strongly of the view that 
it was in Australia’s interests to engage with China. The emergence of 
a new attitude towards China pitted John politically and professionally 
against many of his ALP colleagues.

On Friday 3 February 1950, according to one headline, John gave 
‘Canberra’s most intriguing cocktail party’.6 It was for his new minister 
for foreign affairs, Percy Spender. ‘Intriguing’, because it was believed that 
John would not retain his position of department head having declared 
himself an ALP political candidate. However, Spender asked John to stay 
on. The new parliament met in March 1950. John, to the amazement 
of most, worked closely with Spender. The Sunday Sun headlined 
a story, ‘Little break in foreign policy’, observing that Labor would have 
difficulty  finding anything to object to in Spender’s clear statement 
of foreign policy:

5  ‘Has Menzies Forgotten?’, Century (Sydney), 17 March 1950.
6  Sydney Morning Herald, 5 February 1950.
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On all vital points, the Evatt policy, often derided as a one-man 
policy, is carried on.

If the British Foreign Office is entitled to credit for continuity 
of British policy, then no one can deny credit to External Affairs 
Secretary John Burton.

The vigorous mind of Spender stamped itself unmistakably on the 
speech but the skilled mind of Burton was also evident.7

The Century posed the question in its news heading on 17 March 
1950, ‘Has Menzies Forgotten?’ After referring to John’s defeat in the 
ALP preselection ballot, it went on to observe: ‘Now he seems closer to 
Percy Spender than he ever was to Dr Evatt … While Spender made his 
speech on foreign affairs, Burton “sat on the official bench looking very 
pleased with himself ”’.8 ‘Spender asked me to stay. I got on very well 
with Spender. Indeed, I used to get on fairly well with Menzies,’ John 
said.9 Subsequently, Professor H. S. Albinski, a policy expert, supported 
this, noting:

until Burton’s departure from his post as Secretary, there is every 
reason to believe that Burton and Spender coexisted happily and 
even had mutual respect for one another.10

For a time, John felt comfortable in his role. In May 1950, Spender 
appointed John to lead the Australian delegation to a conference in 
Baguio, in the Philippines. It was the first combined conference of 
representatives of Asian and Western Pacific countries and was presided 
over by the president of the Philippines, Elpidio Quirino.11

7  Sunday Sun (Sydney), 12 March 1950.
8  ‘Has Menzies Forgotten?’, Century, 17 March 1950.
9  Burton, interview by Michael J. Wilson, 1995, 22.
10  Henry S. Albinski, Australian Policies and Attitudes toward China (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1965), 67.
11  ‘Ready for Baguio Talks’, Canberra Times, 24 May 1950, 1, with John pictured in an accompanying 
photograph.
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John, second from left, walking beside President Elpidio Quirino, third 
from left, Baguio, the Philippines, 1950.
Source: Family collection.

Understanding Menzies’s and Spender’s attitude to Australia’s relationships 
with its regional neighbours explains why the Liberals retained faith in 
John’s foreign policy advice. In April 1939, when Menzies had previously 
been prime minister, he had indicated the need for Australia to have its 
own diplomatic representation in China, observing: ‘What Great Britain 
calls the Far East is to us the near north.’12 Menzies and his government 
had recognised the importance of Australia strengthening its relationship 
with China both before war broke out in the Pacific region in 1941 and 
postwar until 1949 when Mao Zedong came to power.13

12  Sydney Morning Herald, 27 April 1939, 9, accessible in DFAT Historical Documents, vol. 2, 
1939, Doc. 73, ‘Broadcast Speech by Mr R.G. Menzies, Prime Minister’, 26 April 1939.
13  In 1941 Richard Casey had sent a minister to China, as an insurance premium in case war 
broke out. Frederick Eggleston, Australia’s first ambassador to China, arrived in 1941, three months 
before the Pacific War began. Eggleston believed that Australia and the region stood to benefit 
from the emerging rise of China. Douglas Copland was economic adviser to three wartime prime 
ministers: Menzies, Fadden and Curtin. Copland, when in China (January 1946 – June 1948) 
became convinced the communists would take political control of China and he advocated Australia’s 
recognition of China.
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Prime Minister Robert Menzies and Cecily (in sari) with guests at the 
Indian High Commission, Canberra, 1950.
Source: Family collection.

While Menzies’s attitude changed with Mao’s China, Spender continued 
to stress the importance of Australia’s geography. He warned: ‘No nation 
can escape its geography … that is an axiom which should be written deep 
in the mind of every Australian.’14 Daniel Oakman, in his history of the 
Colombo Plan, gave credit to Spender:

Threats that seemed to emanate from Asia compelled Australia to 
take action and reassess its place in the region: Britain’s ‘Far East’ 
became Australia’s ‘Near North’. And so, in the early 1950s, 
Australia embarked on its most ambitious attempt – outside of 
war – to engage with Asia: the Colombo Plan.15

Thus, in 1950, Spender as foreign minister was prepared to go to the 
Colombo conference and pursue regional relations in the same way. There 
is little wonder that Spender was happy at that time to have John by his 
side as foreign policy adviser. In 2011, Pemberton opined:

14  Australian House of Representatives, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 6, 9 March 1950, 628, quoted 
by Daniel Oakman in Facing Asia: A History of the Colombo Plan, 1.
15  Oakman, Facing Asia, ‘Introduction’, 1.
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Burton steered a largely uninterested Evatt and Australia towards 
support for Indonesian and even Vietnamese independence from 
the Europeans, engagement with India and communist China 
and an Asian aid program implemented by Robert Menzies’ 
government as the Colombo Plan.

Liberal external affairs minister Percy Spender … embraced 
Burton’s idea and disagreed with Menzies by urging the need for 
an Asian-Pacific focus.16

However, the controversy that surrounded John mounted with the advent 
of the Korean War. John pushed policy ideas that threatened the political 
philosophies of conservatives, some of whom attributed sinister motives 
to John’s thoughts and actions. In 1950, instability worsened in the 
Asia-Pacific region and in the Korean Peninsula in particular. Incoming 
messages from Australia’s representative serving on a United Nations 
observer mission told of provocative moves made from the South to 
induce Northern soldiers to cross the border. John and his department 
responded by sending cables to the US State Department in Washington 
warning against patrols trying to provoke the North Koreans. ‘It was clear 
US patrols were going too far north hoping the Koreans would follow 
them back,’ he told a journalist years later.17 ‘It was a foolish tactic,’ 
according to John. ‘It was not a war that could be won.’18 On 25 June 
1950, fighting in Korea broke out. John recalled that the reply from the 
US State Department was to the effect of, ‘Don’t worry, the war will be 
over in a few days’.

Searches of the archives by historians have failed to unearth the series of 
cables that John insisted were exchanged. Over time he was consistent in 
his insistence that he remembered sending a cable with Menzies’s approval, 
and receiving a response.19 ‘I wouldn’t make something like that up,’ he 
often said. It was far too important a matter for him to do so. He feared 
that war would break out, and it did. It was, in his view, avoidable. Cables 
came and went as a common means of quick communication. However, 
all were not necessarily filed. John concluded that the lost paperwork was 
eliminated from the files to save US embarrassment.20 Ron Leave, writing 

16  Greg Pemberton, ‘First Envoys Beat an Early Path to Asia’, Weekend Australian, 16–17 April 2011.
17  Clack, ‘Theories amidst Cows and Hills’, Canberra Times, 8 September 1991, 24.
18  Clack, Canberra Times, 8 September 1991, 24.
19  Burton, interview by Michael J. Wilson, 1995, 20–21.
20  ‘Should We Recognise Communist China?’, Nation’s Forum of the Air, ABC program, 9 September 
1959.
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for The Guardian, noted that provocation from forces in the south had 
been pointed out on many occasions in the past, but that John’s view gave 
the claim weight as he had access to information as departmental head 
that was not available to the public at large.21 Missing cable issue aside, the 
evidence is strong that aggression from the south was pursued with intent 
to justify southern forces crossing the 38th parallel to invade North Korea. 
Stone’s The Hidden History of Korea, published soon after the war, raised 
the issue of whether the north was provoked into the offensive by forces 
in the south.22 Michael Pembroke’s well-researched book, Korea: Where 
the American Century Began, tells the story of the USA’s unconscionable 
role in extending the war by two years longer than it should have been.23

In the meantime, Spender, who had grave doubts about the United 
Nations’ ability to protect Australia’s interest, pursued Australia’s military 
alliance with the USA as a more effective means of protecting Australia, 
alongside a policy of economic diplomacy with Australia’s neighbours. 
His approach meant that:

the era of the Evatt/Burton analysis of world affairs was over and 
the United States, not the UN, was to be the mainstay of Australia’s 
future survival in South-East Asia and the Pacific.24

Against John’s advice, Menzies gave support to Australia’s involvement 
in the Korean War. Unhappy about the direction the government was 
moving in Cold War foreign policy, John said so. He saw Menzies as being 
intent on Australia remaining a ‘colony’ of the UK and of supporting 
the USA’s aggressive stand against ‘non-aligned’ countries in the region. 
He decided that he had no option but to resign or at least to take an 
extended break.25

Spender asked John to stay on during this difficult time for Australia. 
However, John was tired and disillusioned. He explained later that a major 
factor was that he had suffered from absolute fatigue: ‘I’d been seven years 
up day and night.’26 There had been no relaxation when working with 

21  ‘Dr Burton Tells Truth about Korea’, Guardian, 17 September 1959.
22  I. F. Stone, The Hidden History of the Korean War: 1950–1951: A Nonconformist History of our 
Times, 2nd ed. (UK: Little Brown, 1988).
23  Michael Pembroke, Korea: Where the American Century Began (Richmond, Vic.: Hardie Grant 
Books, 2018), see particularly, ch. 6, ‘American Hubris’, 73.
24  Oakman, Facing Asia, 45.
25  Burton, interview by John Clements, 1981.
26  Burton, interview by Michael J. Wilson, 1995, 22.
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Evatt. Cecily could attest to that – she witnessed how long and hard John 
worked. Spender acknowledged publicly that John was taking the leave 
that he had been unable to take under the previous Labor Government 
because of the pressure of work. He elaborated to the press that ‘during 
and since the war [Dr Burton] had worked at high pressure and had made 
eleven short visits overseas’.27 

John had planned for all events. He had already negotiated the purchase of 
a larger and more fertile acreage that, if necessary, he could farm for a living 
and he talked about writing a book on foreign policy. On 17 June 1950, 
John took paid recreation leave – then undecided as to whether he would 
return to his position as head of the department. Then, as we prepared 
to move to our new farm, John requested an additional six months leave 
without pay. ‘I am going to farm,’ he declared.28 His extended absence 
necessitated his resignation of his position as departmental secretary. 
He retained his public service rights but gave up his £2,500 a year salary 
and left open the question of whether or not he would return to the 
department in some other capacity. Menzies recalled Alan Watt from his 
posting to Moscow and appointed him permanent head, the position 
that might have been his in 1947 but for Labor gaining office. John was 
not sacked or asked to leave as some commentators would later assert. 
Albinski suggested that John’s resignation was one of ‘mutual consent’, 
but confirmed that he was not ‘eased out over a quarrel on China policy 
or any other substantive matter’.29 Spender spoke respectfully of John. 
He said that John had given him ‘objective advice during their association 
as well as could be expected from a Permanent Head’. Chifley, as leader of 
the Opposition, paid tribute to ‘the magnificent work’ he had done. If the 
department was to lose Burton, he said, ‘It was losing one of the most 
splendid public servants Australia had ever produced. He was young, able, 
and enthusiastic’.30 Indeed, John’s time in the public sphere was not yet 
over. In a short time, his impetuous actions would end his public service 
career, but not his influence on foreign policy.

27  John W. Burton papers, NLA, MS 8405, box 4, file 18, Newspaper clippings 1947–91.
28  ‘Dr Burton Replaced as Departmental Head’, Sun, 15 June 1950.
29  Albinski, Australian Policies and Attitudes toward China, 67. 
30  John W. Burton papers, NLA, MS 8405, box 4, file 18, News clippings, 1947–91.
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