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John’s short stint as high 
commissioner in Ceylon

In July 1950, we three children headed by car to what became our next 
loved home, with Meredith insisting that she wanted to kiss goodbye to 
all the windows of our gracious homestead at Melrose Valley. Situated 
in the Weetangera district on the western outskirts of Canberra, as 
coincidence would have it, the property’s name was ‘Melrose’. John paid 
£16,100 for a cottage and its surrounding 806 acres (326 ha), later to be 
developed into parts of the Canberra city suburbs of Holt and Higgins. 
It was snowing when we arrived. The gum trees looked like cauliflowers, 
or so Cecily recalls my description of them as a four-year-old. The house 
was not much more than a large shack made from corrugated iron with 
internal dividing fibro walls. The kitchen, with its worn linoleum floor, 
was a mere galley throughway from the living areas to the back veranda 
and laundry. Making the best of everything, Cecily came to enjoy the 
compact kitchen; everything was within arms’ reach. Cecily had not been 
keen to leave Melrose Valley but went along with the enormous upheaval 
that moving the family involved. The larger and more fertile acreage was 
financially viable to farm should John have to rely on it for a living. Cecily 
might not have agreed so readily had she known that we would barely be 
settled into our new environment before we had to pack up and leave it.

When John’s six-months leave from the public service drew to a close 
at the end of 1950, Spender had to decide what to do with him. The 
press speculated that he would give John a ‘special assignment’ of some 
kind, because it was thought unlikely that John would agree to return 
to the department he had previously controlled as a subordinate officer 
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to the new head, Alan Watt.1 In early January 1951, before John took 
a seat at a desk, Spender offered him the post of high commissioner to 
Ceylon, a decision the minister would regret. On 19 January 1951, John’s 
appointment as Australia’s high commissioner to Ceylon was announced. 
Publicly, it appeared to be a political ‘kick upstairs’ – the action of an 
incoming government happy to replace an influential department head 
with one more amenable to its views. In fact, Spender needed him in 
Ceylon and expected him to commit himself to the work. The previous 
October, the Liberal Government had terminated the Labor Government’s 
appointee to the post, Charles Frost. He had been criticised for neglecting 
Australia’s new trade interest with Ceylon, and John was known to 
be committed to Australia engaging in trade relations with its Asian 
neighbours. In addition, one of his responsibilities in Ceylon would be 
to report on the progress made with Spender’s Colombo Plan, intended 
to provide financial aid for South-East Asian countries. John and Arthur 
Tange had overseen its implementation, and the role they played in it has 
been acknowledged in more recent times.2 Oakman tells of its importance 
in his account of the Colombo Plan:

The Colombo Plan reached into almost every aspect of Australian 
foreign policy, from strategic planning and diplomatic initiatives, to 
economic and cultural engagement. More generally, it encouraged 
officials and politicians to define an Australian approach to the 
Cold War and the challenges of decolonisation.3

At age 35 John was a young senior representative abroad. By some accounts, 
he was initially happy to take the appointment. With the benefit of 
hindsight, some commentators suggested that the appointment suited him 
because he had his eye on another attempt to enter politics, the next federal 
election being three years down the track. John denied that he had any such 
agenda at the time. He later stated that he had viewed the post as being ‘a 
very junior position’ – that is, an insult given his capabilities – and that he 
accepted it because, given the publicity about him at the time, he believed 
the public would not understand if he turned it down. Not that he had 
shown any concern about what the public thought about him at this or any 
other time, to our observation. In the event, his diplomatic career was to 
be short-lived. Six weeks after taking up the appointment, circumstances 
occurred to change his mind about a possible political career.

1  ‘Dr Burton Back in Canberra’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 January 1951, 4. 
2  Alexander Downer, former Liberal minister for foreign affairs, paid tribute publicly to their work 
in a speech on 23 May 2005.
3  Oakman, Facing Asia, 3.
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Press reports of John and Cecily’s arrival in Colombo, Ceylon, 
February 1954.
Source: Family collection.
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We left for Ceylon on 2 February 1951, leaving the farm in the capable 
hands of our friends and farm helpers Puss and Don Kelly. Cecily decided 
to treat the ordeal as an adventure. Having felt at home in her corduroy 
overalls and gumboots as the farmer’s wife, she bought and made new clothes 
befitting of a diplomat’s wife. We travelled by steamer, the Stratheden, 
from Sydney to Colombo. My strongest memory of the trip were the 
celebrations when we crossed the equator. The younger passengers dressed 
up as King Neptune’s pirates. I was four and a half and someone painted 
a skull and cross bones in black crayon on my chest. I was embarrassed at 
having a bare chest. My older sisters had their chests covered and laughed 
and danced unselfconsciously. The liner docked in Colombo in late 
February 1951. Alex Borthwick, official secretary at the Australian High 
Commission, boarded with an official from the Ceylonese Ministry of 
External Affairs and Defence and others to welcome us, and we travelled 
to the port by police launch. News reporters and photographers greeted 
us. Cecily, in a wide-brimmed black straw hat and wearing a simple but 
elegant cotton dress, and John, in a tropical white suit, looked ready to 
take on their new roles as they were photographed and interviewed.

We were driven to the high commissioner’s residence on the corner of 
Albert Avenue and Cambridge Place in Colombo’s District 7. It was a far 
cry from our Weetangera farmhouse. Our new home was a white-painted, 
two-storey colonial mansion with red-tiled roof.4 The gracious house was 
situated across the road from the National Museum, and within a block 
or so from the Ladies College that we children would attend. Cecily was 
presented with a staff of 14 servants, one of whom, Elsie, was to be our 
nanny or ‘nurse’. This was Cecily’s first challenge, never before having 
to manage a household of this kind. The formality and extravagance of 
our new lifestyle meant more adjustment for her. Daily menus had to be 
created and directions given. It was part of her culture shock. We did not 
help. Meredith remembers meals being brought upstairs for us, and her 
naughtiness on one occasion; she sent one of the servants up and down the 
stairs to fetch just one item at a time, like vegemite and honey. My sin was 
to ask Elsie to get the kitchen staff to keep making more jaggery (a fudge-
like sweet made from cane or palm sugar). With the house came a black 
chauffeur-driven Humber limousine. We kids sat on the ‘dickie seats’ that 
popped out from behind the front seats. John felt uncomfortable with 

4  It was sold by the Australian Government in 2007 to Dhammika Perara, who became Sri Lanka’s 
richest businessman and who extensively renovated and enlarged it, and its external and internal 
grandeur is notable.
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the lifestyle and tried to get rid of the limousine but was not allowed. 
He purchased a small green Morris sedan to drive himself and the rest of 
us on family outings.

Elsie did her best to look after us boisterous farm-raised children. She was 
not much taller than Meredith and she was more slightly built than we 
were. We were aged nine, eight and four, and so we had to go to school. 
I suffered more embarrassment when I found that I was not up to scratch 
in my own and only language, English. Sitting cross-legged on the floor 
with children from various parts of the world, I did not expect to have 
to learn to speak English. My teacher used a cane to point at a poster. 
It depicted a busy street scene and she asked her class to name in English 
the objects to which she pointed. ‘Bike,’ I shouted confidently. The 
teacher frowned and said, ‘bicycle’. ‘Footpath’ was my second confident 
attempt. ‘Pavement’ was the correct word. When I called out ‘car’, she 
looked puzzled as if she had not heard of the word and told the class it was 
a ‘motor vehicle’ in the street scene.

While we were at school, Cecily took up dressmaking as one of her few 
hobbies. She browsed the markets and found silks and saris not available 
in Australia.5 She played tennis and after school took the opportunity of 
teaching us to swim at the nearby Galle Face beach. At weekends or after 
work, John drove us to Mount Lavinia where we played on its long scenic 
beach and he helped Cecily with our swimming lessons. The Buddhist 
and Hindu religions awoke Cecily to the sweetness and gentleness of the 
people: the religious feeling, the reverence for flowers – symbols of life 
that they took to their place of worship. Cecily picked up a flower from 
a woman’s basket once and smelled it. She was going to put it back in the 
basket and the woman said, ‘No, you have to throw that away’. There 
was much yet to learn in this new cultural environment. She did not visit 
temples or read about Buddhism, but she hoped to absorb the impact of 
Buddhism on people’s daily lives.

John, too, suffered culture shock, perhaps not as willing as Cecily to 
embrace new experiences. Borthwick observed John’s ‘visceral reaction 
to the heat, smells, filth and crowds’.6 John went about his official duties, 
one of the first of which was to present the championship trophy made of 

5  ‘By Chatterbox’, [news clipping, newspaper unidentified], February 1954, family file.
6  David Fettling, ‘An Australian Response to Asian Decolonisation: Jawaharlal Nehru, John Burton 
and New Delhi Conference of Non-Western Nations’, Australian Historical Studies 45, no. 2 (2014), 
203. 
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Australian oak at Colombo’s beach carnival. He was not happy with the 
work he was expected to do. There were aspects of Australia’s political and 
trade agenda with which he did not agree. He later told the media this, 
but he did not reveal what these were. He told a journalist simply that 
‘I objected to certain things I was ordered to do. I cannot disclose what 
they were, but they were against my conscience’.7

Then, on Easter Friday, 23 March 1951, John dropped a bombshell. 
Spender asked John to meet the New South Wales attorney-general, Major 
Clarence Edward Martin, on board the liner Himalaya, and to ‘extend 
him every courtesy’. Martin had been visiting India and Pakistan while 
on vacation for his health and the boat stopped at Colombo on its return 
to Sydney. While on board, John and Martin discussed election prospects 
in Australia. On 19 March, Governor-General William McKell, a Labor 
appointee, had granted the government’s request for a double dissolution 
over parliament’s failure to pass the Commonwealth Bank Bill. John later 
stated that he told Martin, ‘I would like to return to Australia for the 
election, to which Martin had replied “why not?”’8 Martin later said that 
it had been his idea that John explore the possibility of standing for a seat. 
He said that they had had a long discussion and, both being critical of 
the government’s policy in South-East Asia, John had asked if he should 
go home to help in the election, and that he, Martin, had replied, ‘go for 
preselection’.9 John said that Martin had urged him to ‘get on a plane 
the following day, adding, “if you wait for the next one you will miss 
the political bus entirely”’.10 John’s reported response was that he did not 
think he would be able to get a plane home, nor a federal seat to fight.

John left the Himalaya for Colombo by launch and found some Qantas 
officials who told him the plane due to leave for Australia the following 
day was delayed until Easter Sunday. He managed to secure the last seat 
on the Qantas Constellation leaving at 5  am on Easter Sunday. In the 
meantime, Martin busied himself. He sent a cable from the liner to the 
federal president of the ALP, indicating that Burton was anxious to contest 
the election and that he was prepared to stand for a borderline seat and 
he urged that Burton should be given every consideration. That evening, 
John informed Cecily of his rash decision to return to Australia to seek 

7  Blaikie, ‘Who Is This Dr. Burton?’ Courier-Mail, 19 June 1952, 2.
8  ‘New Light on Envoy’s Departure: Burton “Talked with State Attorney”’, Sunday Herald (Sydney), 
1 April 1951.
9  ‘What Martin Told Burton, Inside Story’, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 April 1951.
10  Sunday Herald, 1 April 1951.
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preselection, although he had made no approach to the Labor Party 
executive for a seat and had no assurance he would be selected for one. 
Cecily had a lot of questions to which John was not able to give answers. 
She was to stay behind with us, until a passage home was secured for us.

The next morning, John dictated cables from the office of the High 
Commission to Spender and to the Australian ambassador in Djakarta, 
John Hood, his friend. Because it was the Easter weekend only a typist 
was on duty. He left the cables and instructions with her. Borthwick was 
away from Colombo until the following Monday. Perhaps the typist felt 
uncomfortable sending them prior to her superior’s return. As it transpired, 
the cables were not sent until Monday after Borthwick returned. John 
reported his actions to Cecily and verified that he had sent a cable to 
inform Spender of his actions and notifying that he intended to take 
leave without pay. He did not have to wait for a reply, he later explained, 
as the request was a mere formality.11 There was protocol in place for 
people to take leave of their office to stand for election. He would later be 
challenged for leaving his post without permission. Cecily supported his 
claim as she recalled his conversation detailing the instructions he left at 
the office concerning his departure from Ceylon. He believed that he had 
complied with public service regulations for seeking leave without pay for 
the purpose of contesting a federal election.

In his rush, John left Ceylon without his passport. In fact, he had picked 
up Cecily’s passport by mistake, leaving his own and his health documents 
behind in the safe. He cabled officials in a panic. To secure a seat for 
the flight home, he had paid his own fare, intending to claim it back. 
His privately arranged flight made it more difficult, however, for him 
to claim that he was an Australian official who needed temporary travel 
documents to return home. Nevertheless, somehow he persuaded the 
officials and managed to leave Ceylon and enter Australia without his 
official papers. They were sent on to him for collection in Darwin shortly 
after he landed there on 26 March. Borthwick again took charge of the 
High Commission as he had done for the months before John’s arrival. 
(He would, some 25 years later, become Australia’s high commissioner 
to Ceylon after it had become Sri Lanka.) He held the fort, coping with 

11  ‘Dr John Burton Forsakes His Post’, Sun, 28 March 1951.
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cables coming and going between Colombo and Canberra in the wake 
of the controversy John caused. Initially, Cecily had nothing but a rare 
telegram to keep her informed of John’s doings. And John was doing a lot.

From Darwin on Monday 26 March, John telephoned the opposition 
leader, Chifley, to canvass the prospect of selection for a seat.12 He then 
flew to Sydney, tendered his official resignation as Australian high 
commissioner to Ceylon and formally offered himself to the ALP as 
a  candidate for the federal election. Spender was furious. He asserted 
that he was first notified of John’s resignation through press channels, 
after which he was delivered John’s signed letter.13 Dispute surrounded 
the telegram John believed had been sent three days earlier, which in fact 
only arrived at Spender’s office at around 8:30 am that Tuesday morning.

On Tuesday 27 March, the Central Executive of the NSW ALP endorsed 
John’s selection as Labor candidate for the seat of Lowe. The seat was 
securely held by a Liberal member, William McMahon. John Kerr had 
been frontrunner for Labor’s preselection. Lowe was regarded as an 
unwinnable seat for Labor and it seems that Kerr was only too keen for 
John to take his place. There are two versions of how this came about. Kerr, 
who later became controversial as a governor-general, had one version. 
He told Cecily in the presence of Robert Parker some years later that John 
had rung him from Ceylon and suggested he withdraw to allow John to 
take the Labor candidacy. John denied this, insisting that having indicated 
to Chifley that he was looking for preselection, Kerr offered to withdraw 
from the preselection race so that John could stand for Lowe. Either way, 
John was endorsed as Labor’s candidate for the seat, having burnt his 
bridges in Colombo to pursue what transpired to be a futile mission.

The press had a field day. In an interview on Wednesday 28 March, in the 
Commonwealth Bank Building, Martin Place, Sydney, John announced 
that he had resigned his post in Ceylon and from the public service, 
a prerequisite for standing for election.14 Spender, as minister for External 
Affairs, and Alan Watt, the departmental secretary, were conferring in the 
same building discussing Burton’s ‘unauthorised’ return. Spender stated 
that Burton’s resignation as high commissioner was ‘the only wise thing he 

12  ‘Burton after Labor Selection’, Sun, 27 March 1951.
13  ‘Burton Asked to Explain’, Mirror (Sydney), 28 March 1951.
14  ‘Dr Burton’s Resignation Goes to Minister’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 29 March 1951; ‘Dr Burton 
Resigns Post’, Mercury (Hobart), 29 March 1951, 1.
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had done in this sorry episode’.15 Journalists speculated that John Burton 
had gone to Ceylon with a plan to resign his post in three years in order to 
return to enter politics, confident that the current 19th parliament would 
run its full course. Evatt and others were sure that Menzies was posturing 
and that the governor-general would not grant the government’s request 
for a double dissolution. But the government was not bluffing and the 
governor-general, against Labor speculation, granted it. Martin publicly 
put paid to the suggestion. He told the press that he had seen Burton in 
Australia before he had left for Ceylon and John had made no suggestion 
then that he was interested in entering politics. He also said that when he 
next spoke to John on board the Himalaya, there was no assurance that 
John would be selected and John had no seat in mind. ‘I’ll stake my public 
name against that,’ he told the press on 4 April 1951.16

John electioneered hard and was surprisingly effective. He and his 
supporters distributed a long, closely typed, hand-signed letter dated 
23 April 1951 to households in the electorate. It set out his policies 
on national issues that, in his view, people had been waiting for, under 
headings of ‘War or Peace’, ‘Communism’ and ‘Prices’.17 He knew 
it was an unwinnable blue ribbon Liberal seat, but, he said, it gave 
him ‘the  satisfaction of being free to make a few statements’ opposing 
government policy that he otherwise could not do.18 He put a lot of work 
into the seat and did not win it, but surprised people by the gains he 
made; a swing to Labor of 1.3 per cent. It was a commendable effort on 
John’s part given that, overall, Labor lost the election and its majority 
in the Senate.19 In conceding defeat, John congratulated McMahon 
and noted that the campaign was fought without bitterness or resort 
to personalities. He warned, however, that democracy throughout the 
world was endangered and that Australians ‘should be on their guard to 
preserve their democratic way of life’. In turn, McMahon conceded that 
‘Dr Burton came to an electorate which had been fully worked over by the 
Liberal Party, and he made a remarkable achievement’.20

15  ‘Dr Burton Resigns as Ceylon High Commissioner’, Sydney Morning Herald, 29 March 1951.
16  Sydney Morning Herald, 4 April 1951.
17  To ‘Dear Elector’, signed John W. Burton, Burton family file.
18  Burton, interview by John Clements, 1981.
19  McMahon polled 22,200 votes and Burton 16,195.
20  ‘Dr Burton in Doubt on Future Work’, Sydney Morning Herald, 5 May 1951.
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John’s ‘How to Vote’ card (front), 1951.

John’s ‘How to Vote’ card (back), 1951.
Source: Family collection.
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Having dramatically ended his diplomatic career to pursue a political 
folly, John had to consider how he might now earn a living. He later 
admitted that he had been very rash, but in retrospect he was happy that 
he did not get involved in the longer term in diplomacy. He came to 
believe that diplomacy would be more effective if carried out by visits 
by relevant officials when required, and direct communication between 
governments. To be able to return to the public service, John had to apply 
for readmission within two months of his resignation. Publicly, John 
stated that he was undecided yet on his future and that he would take 
a break on his farm for a few weeks before making decisions. It is not 
clear to us what effect Chifley’s sudden death on 13 June 1951 had on 
John or whether it affected his decision in any way. When he received the 
news, he might have gone to the woolshed and ‘shovelled shit’ and cried 
inside – this would be his style. Evatt became leader of the ALP and, on 
3 July 1951, John declared that he would not return to the public service. 
His comparative success in his campaign in Lowe meant that he retained 
Labor endorsement in the seat for the next federal election and he wanted 
to be free to take part in political affairs and make whatever contribution 
he could to the ‘defence of democracy in Australia’, he said.21

John later cited various reasons for his resignation, high on the list being 
the government’s support of the direction of US policy in Korea. He also 
had concerns about Australia and New Zealand entering into a new 
alliance with the USA in the form of the 1951 ANZUS Treaty. He feared 
that it would extend areas of possible conflict in that it ‘antagonises all 
Asian neighbours who have been excluded from it, and draws Australia 
into any and every conflict in which America might become involved 
in the Pacific’.22 In doing this, he believed, ‘Australia has left itself no 
more freedom of action than if it were a state of the American Union’.23 
He wanted time to write a book that might get this across to Australian 
foreign policy makers; a book, he hoped, might have more influence than 
he could exert as a public servant under the direction of a conservative 
government. For the time being, he would earn a living on the farm, which 
would give him time to write while he waited for another opportunity to 
enter politics.

21  ‘Dr Burton Not Returning to Public Service’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 July 1951.
22  Burton, The Alternative, 74.
23  Burton, The Alternative, 75.
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