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The beginning of the end 

of a marriage

Cecily’s time in Ceylon was a defining moment in her life. She had to 
make constant adjustments at short notice on how to handle life around 
planet John, and this was one of those times. The world revolved around 
him but Cecily was on that planet, too. From her point of view, we had 
barely settled into our new farm life before the family had to pack up 
and leave. Then, after a month in Ceylon, John was gone again – home 
to contest a federal seat he was unlikely to win. She was left to cope in 
a strange country with three young children until the Stratheden returned 
from the UK some weeks later on its homeward voyage. After John 
departed, journalists found a way of contacting Cecily to try and question 
her, though how much news of John filtered through to her in Colombo 
is not clear. Borthwick would have kept her informed to a degree and 
John’s and Cecily’s Hindu friend, Raju, had access to press channels and 
information. Cecily’s situation became intolerable. As soon as the High 
Commission arranged for Cecily’s and our passage home, an outcry broke 
out in Australia about the family’s travel costs; nearly £1,000.1 Cecily was 
left in the public spotlight and at the mercy of gossip in the judgemental 
diplomatic Colombo community.

Meanwhile the British ambassador and his wife had already planned 
a welcome for John as the new Australian high commissioner. Cecily tried 
to excuse herself rather than go alone. The diplomat’s wife, horridly in 
Cecily’s opinion, insisted that she attend when Cecily thought it prudent 
that she should not. The hostess said, ‘Oh, yes, you must come, you must 

1  ‘Burton Family Fares Queried’, Sun, 30 March 1951.



PERSONS OF INTEREST

166

come.’ Cecily went along, only to find that a seat for John at the table 
opposite her was left empty. Even if Cecily had understood that it was 
customary for a host to leave a vacant dinner chair for an important guest 
who failed for some reason to attend, she would not have forgiven her host 
for making her feel so uncomfortable. Cecily felt humiliated, insulted and 
miserable in the hands of this nastiness.

Meredith then fell ill from serious sunstroke; she was in some danger of 
liver infection, which, fortunately, did not eventuate. How much more 
could Cecily endure? Perhaps not much, had it not been for Raju, who 
Cecily liked and trusted. Before he left Ceylon, John entrusted Cecily’s 
care to Raju. John had befriended him previously at an international 
conference. Raju had been nicknamed ‘Fiji’ because he was a black man 
attending an all-white conference. He was a wealthy, well-respected 
Brahman government official who lived with his family in Colombo. 
Raju turned out to be the friend Cecily needed in whom to confide. 
He  recognised that Cecily would suffer in Colombo, being perceived 
as a deserted high commissioner’s wife; the handsome young diplomat, 
John Burton, arrived only to abandon his beautiful young wife and family 
seemingly without explanation.

A few days after John’s departure, Raju visited Cecily. He entered the large 
living room where Cecily was sitting alone and unable to disguise how 
unhappy she was feeling. He said in a gentle voice, ‘You look browned 
off.’ She looked up at him, taking in his concern, his sensitivity, and 
admitted that she was pretty miserable. Was it that moment, or later with 
hindsight, she knew that Raju’s tenderness was something she had missed 
all her life? Here was a man showing her that he cared. He understood how 
she felt. Raju’s gentle presence awoke something in her. His emotional 
intelligence, his warmth of spirit and enjoyment of her as a person struck 
through her heart. She not only relied on him to talk to and to console 
her, she became infatuated with him. She felt a sense of belonging when 
she was with him, removing her from a community of diplomats to which 
she felt she did not belong.

Cecily’s excitement over Raju overwhelmed her. She could not eat and 
could hardly stand up on her shaking legs when she answered phone 
calls from him. Her infatuation with Raju was both a symptom of a deep 
dissatisfaction she had in her relationship with John and a distraction 
from the reality of the social situation John had left her to endure. Raju 
visited, took her on outings and kept her busy while we waited for our 
passage home. He also returned her affection. Perhaps his culture and 
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social status in the Ceylonese hierarchy played a part in allowing their 
affair to develop. He took her for drives at night. They made love in the 
confines of his car, for there was nowhere else they could go.

Cecily enjoyed Raju’s affection in the month they had together, although 
her stay in Colombo with us children must have felt like an eternity. 
Raju came with his wife to see us off when the Stratheden finally docked 
in Colombo to take us home. Cecily had to bury her feelings. She was 
unhappy, confused about who she was and for what purpose she was put 
on this earth. For the next few weeks, she had three children to look after, 
emptiness in her heart and no John for support. Internally she was at the 
end of her tether, not recognising for some time that she was on the verge 
of a mental breakdown. 

We kids jumped on the rails of the deck to wave to the crowd below, 
blissfully unaware of Cecily’s breaking heart and how desperately hard 
it was for her to farewell Raju, knowing that she would miss his love, 
comfort and understanding. Why, she asked herself, did she feel so 
desperate? What was it that she wanted at that moment? An outward 
display of affection in the presence of his wife? She felt that Raju’s wife 
had some idea of their affair because she stood close beside her husband. 
Almost certainly Cecily was unaware of the culture of Raju’s class that 
imposed acceptance on the part of his wife of a husband’s liaisons with 
other women. Standing beside her husband was important to preserving 
his and her public image. Boarding the liner gave Cecily an enhanced 
sense of loneliness in the midst of  a crowd. She had to show a brave 
face to her children. There were nearly 1,000 passengers on the liner 
who consisted mainly of European migrants: 50 Dutch, 40 Swiss and 
12 ‘stateless’ people, including a Russian family who had been living in 
Persia for some years. Most spoke no English. Given her intense interest 
in people and their psyches, their plight offered Cecily a mild distraction 
from her grief in leaving Raju. 

On 24 April 1951, Cecily and John’s wedding anniversary, the Stratheden 
with Cecily and us aboard passed through Fremantle. John, having by 
then gained Labor preselection for the federal seat of Lowe, met us some 
days later when it docked in Melbourne and we were surrounded by media 
and more controversy. We sat on a cabin bed to pose for a photograph for 
a daily newspaper of John reading his three little girls a story, although we 
knew nothing at the time of the controversy surrounding him.
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Left to right: Pam, Clare, John and Meredith, on return journey aboard 
the Stratheden, April 1951.
Source: Family collection.

John’s father, Jack, was not happy about his leaving Ceylon and said so.2 
But John was steadfast and by now preoccupied with his political 
campaign. When we arrived home to our farm in Weetangera, John went 
straight back to Sydney and into his campaign. He drove the farm truck 
to Sydney, towing our caravan in which he would sleep while working in 
the electorate. Meredith, old enough to understand his political ambition, 
joined him for a few days of the campaign.

At this point, Cecily thought she was going mad. As she well knew, John 
seized opportunities as and when they arose. However, his unpredictability 
and propensity for controversy was more than she could comprehend. 
Here John was, off again leaving her to manage the farm. She was in 
a mental muddle, particularly feeling a terrible tension about her time in 
Ceylon and Raju. Now, she was home coping emotionally while John was 
consumed by another mission. She had no idea what John might do next 
should he fail in his bid to enter federal politics. Should he win the seat of 
Lowe, the family would presumably have to move again, to live in Sydney.

2  Blaikie, ‘Who Is This Dr. Burton?’ Courier-Mail, 19 June 1952, 2.
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Cecily would reflect on Raju, who had seemed to understand her in a 
way that John was never able to. The relationship that developed between 
them affected Cecily in ways that she did not expect. Raju visited 
Canberra some years later, when his affair with Cecily was over and John 
was not yet aware of it. But by that time Cecily had undergone a radical 
change, partly provoked by her experience in Ceylon and her liaison with 
this man. She was by then on steady ground and more sure of herself. 
On seeing Raju again, Cecily decided that at least she had good taste. 
He was the charming, intelligent man who had infatuated her; although, 
recalling the unegalitarian way he treated his servants at home, helped 
her to distance herself from him. She and John never accepted the need 
for the unfair and hierarchical social systems that underpinned Ceylonese 
society and its economy.

Cecily was unfaithful to John; never before, and not for long. Nevertheless, 
when time, place and distance would put her Colombo affair into 
context, she believed she had been sinful and, consumed by guilt, in 1962 
confessed to John. John would not forgive. Years later, Cecily would talk 
to us about ‘guilt’ as a destructive concept. ‘“Guilt” should be removed 
from the English language,’ she would say, and ‘instead, one should 
learn by mistakes, pledge to do better next time, and move on.’ Guilt 
ate into her and John played on it. He was hurt by her revelation; she 
could see it in his eyes. She described him lying back in bed, as he did 
‘in his cogitating moments with the sheet pulled up over to his nose so 
you could hardly hear what he said and sat there in judgment on me, and 
told me absolutely nothing about his own life, nothing, and got me in this 
position of … the guilty one’.3 Only later did she learn that he had been 
unfaithful to her on previous occasions. Yet, a decade or so later, John 
would use Cecily’s infidelity against her, again and again.

We now know how unhappy Cecily was with her relationship with John, 
before we went to Ceylon. She loved him. Sexually they were compatible. 
But she saw his lovemaking as satisfying his sexual need and lacking in 
expression of love. She wanted more. Lovemaking, she believed, should 
develop out of an emotional intimacy, not something she felt she achieved 
with John. John could not understand what more he could do. How could 
she explain to him that she yearned for the tenderness and understanding 
that accompanied Raju’s loving-making? It marked the beginning of the 

3  Parker, interview by Meredith Edwards, 2004, 64.
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end of his and Cecily’s relationship – which lingered on tumultuously 
for the next decade or so. In the meantime, both Cecily and John had no 
option but to take farming as a way of life, seriously. However, this did not 
occur without each of their lives being forever changed by two separate 
events. Cecily’s occurred towards the end of 1951. It was a psychological 
event and out of her control. John’s occurred the following year, was very 
public and entirely of his own making.
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