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China: Neither  
‘dead nor red’

On 8 April 1952, in a tense Cold War political atmosphere, John 
caused shockwaves to ripple through the community by announcing his 
intention to attend a conference the following month convened by the 
Chinese Committee for Peace in the Pacific to be held in Peking (Beijing). 
The  conference’s object was to prepare for a full-scale conference in 
October 1952 to which representatives from every country in the Asia-
Pacific region were invited. John led a delegation drawn from a self-
titled group, the ‘Australian Peace Partisans’, who had also been invited 
to attend.1 Its member delegates were the Rev. G. R. Van Eerde; Dr S. 
Macindoe, an agronomist from the NSW Department of Agriculture; 
Arthur Gietzelt, an ex-serviceman from Sydney; and Ada Bromham, 
secretary of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, from Melbourne. 
Major trouble loomed ahead for John and our family as a consequence.

Cecily supported John’s peace initiatives but she resented his failure to 
engage in genuine consultation with her before he embarked on some 
or other dramatic course. And, on this occasion, so did the Labor Party. 
John was still an endorsed Labor candidate and he had not consulted 
his Labor Party masters before accepting the invitation. Arthur Calwell, 

1  See Craig McLean, ‘Fear of Peace? Australian Government Responses to the Peace Movement 
1949–1959’ (Master’s diss., Victoria University, 2001), for an analysis of the government’s efforts 
to restrict the movements of peace activists through the imposition of travel controls, most notably 
passport bans (ch. 3), and of ASIO’s role in monitoring the efforts of the peace movement (ch. 4), 
accessed 9 April 2021, vuir.vu.edu.au/15299/1/McLean_2001_compressed.pdf; Phillip Deery and 
Craig McLean, ‘Behind Enemy Lines: Menzies, Evatt and Passports for Peking’, The Round Table, July 
2003, 407–422, vuir.vu.edu.au/571/1/Behind_Enemy_Lines.pdf.

http://vuir.vu.edu.au/15299/1/McLean_2001_compressed.pdf
http://vuir.vu.edu.au/571/1/Behind_Enemy_Lines.pdf
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deputy Labor leader, demanded that John resign from the Labor Party. 
‘No man can serve two masters,’ he said. ‘No person can honestly belong 
to the Labor Party and attend what, after all, can only be a Communist-
inspired – if not Communist-controlled – conference to weaken the 
Western democracies in their struggle with the Communist world.’2 John 
had no intention of resigning and publicly criticised Calwell for his attack 
on him before ascertaining the facts and circumstances of the conference 
and what was hoped to be achieved. He said:

The late Prime Minister (Mr Chifley) and Dr Evatt both advocated 
the recognition of China, meaning clearly that we should use our 
best endeavours to exercise our influence on Chinese policies in 
our own interests.3

John’s view in 1949 was that it was in Australia’s interest to give diplomatic 
recognition to the establishment of the People’s Republic of China under 
Mao Zedong as it was an Asian Pacific nation. He warned that delay 
in recognising the new government in China could only help isolate 
the communist regime and ‘serve to crystallise the beliefs of Peking in 
Australia’s hostility to it’.4 Evatt had distanced himself then from John’s 
public stance on China. Now in 1952, after the outbreak of the Korean War 
and Australia having given its support for United Nations’ intervention, 
Evatt, as leader of the Labor Opposition since Ben Chifley’s death in June 
1951, was angry that John was embarrassing the Labor Party.

Restrictions on the issue of passports for people to visit China had 
loosened in November 1951 and the delegates, travelling in their private 
capacity, were granted passports to travel to Peking. Had John not been 
included in the delegation the matter might not have reignited the fierce 
debate over passport control that followed. Richard Casey, then minister 
for External Affairs, condemned the conference as ‘the usual Communist 
stunt’, but made the point that, other than John, a ‘distinguished 
ornament of the Labor party’, the others in the delegation had no political 
importance.5 Menzies even acknowledged that some of the delegation 

2  ‘Calwell to Burton: “Resign if You Go to China”’, Sunday Herald (Sydney), 18 May 1952, 3.
3  ‘Labor Party Stir. Calwell Requests Burton to Resign’, Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld), 
19 May 1952, 1.
4  Albinski, Australian Policies and Attitudes toward China, 27.
5  ‘Burton Trip Attacked’, Canberra Times, 21 May 1952, 1; Australian House of Representatives 
(HoR), Parliamentary Debates, vol. 217, 20 May 1952, 508–10.
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were well-intentioned.6 It was Evatt’s extraordinary stand of opposing 
John’s and the other delegates’ right to be given a passport to go to the 
China that fuelled the fuss.7

Evatt was a passionate advocate for civil rights who, in the lead up to 
the September 1951 referendum to amend the Constitution to ban the 
Communist Party, had successfully led the ‘no vote’ campaign as a matter 
of civil rights, seeing the proposal as an infringement of freedom of 
speech and political association. He now challenged the government 
for its reluctance to take tough action against John’s delegation going to 
Communist China. Casey said, ‘He cannot have it both ways.’8 And Casey 
questioned how far Evatt was going. On 2 June 1952, in a statement to 
the press, Casey said that if Evatt was suggesting that the government 
should restrict overseas travel by individuals, it presumably would be 
to stop known communists from going abroad, ‘but Dr Burton is not 
a member of the Communist Party – he is a member of the Labor Party’.9 
Evatt’s outcry played into the conservatives’ hands and 14 members of the 
government voted with the Labor Opposition to enable Evatt to extend 
the bitter debate in parliament on John’s attendance at the conference in 
China.10 It was a circus. Paul Hasluck, minister for territories, remarked 
to his cabinet colleagues, according to one source:

This is a public relations problem – a contest between the Labor 
party and ourselves as to whether we can outdo Evatt by hammering 
the fact that an endorsed Labor man has gone to Peking …11

While this debate was in progress, John seemed unconcerned at suggestions 
that he might be expelled from the Labor Party; he was carrying out the 
party platform in ‘co-operating with South-East Asian countries for the 
purpose of peace’.12 The Peace Partisan delegates explained to the press 
that they wanted to form their own views on what was happening in 

6  HoR, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 218, 10 September 1952, 1187.
7  For a full account of the debate see McLean, Fear of Peace?, ch. 3, 79–83. 
8  Evatt Collection, Flinders University Library, Evatt Files/Casey, R. G. 1943–1954, ‘Reply to 
Dr. Evatt’.
9  Evatt Collection, Flinders University Library, Evatt Files/Casey, R. G. 1943–1954, ‘Reply to 
Dr. Evatt’.
10  HoR, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 217, 20 May 1952, 508–10, reported in ‘Burton Trip Attacked’, 
Canberra Times, 21 May 1952, 1.
11  Phillip Deery and Craig McLean, ‘Behind Enemy Lines: Menzies’.
12  ‘Dr J Burton Leaves for Peking talks’, Canberra Times, 21 May 1952, 1.
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Communist China and said that they would report publicly on their 
return on what they had seen and heard. Pemberton commented on 
the episode:

How confusing would it have been for these partisans if they 
had known that the Communist Chinese regarded John as the 
enfant terrible of their conference in Beijing in 1952; or, had 
they realised how well John was regarded by the diplomats of 
newly independent Asian countries, notably India and Indonesia. 
Australian conservative historians, interested only in the British-
American view of the world, have ignored this Asian perspective.13

On Tuesday 20 May 1952, the delegation left for China via Hong Kong. 
Adding emotion to the controversy, it was reported that 30 Australian 
servicemen, on their way from Sydney to the Korean battlefield, were on 
the same flight.14 On 22 May, John boarded a Chinese train to Peking. 
The China experts at ANU whom John had consulted before he left 
had suggested that John would find conditions in China appalling. His 
initial impressions were to the contrary: the Peking train left on time, it 
was clean and comfortable with good food and his hotel room was clean 
and well equipped.15 John had another reason to test the accuracy of the 
information he had been given about China. It had been suggested in 
Australia that some missionaries had been treated poorly in China and, 
like prisoners, were not able to get information out. Michael Lapwood, 
a Presbyterian minister from Melbourne, who had been a missionary in 
China, asked John to bring a letter back from his missionary brother 
in China who he had not heard from in a long time. On arriving in 
Peking, John asked the hotel receptionist if he could call two Australian 
missionaries. He was pointed to a phone and told he could ‘ring them’.16 
John used the phone to make inquiries and was soon put through to 
Lapwood and they made arrangements to meet during the week of the 
conference, which was scheduled to commence on 28 May. Lapwood and 
his colleague came around from Yenching University in Peking and met 

13  Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, 96. 
14  ‘Labor Council Defends Right of Dr Burton’, Canberra Times, 22 May 1952, 4.
15  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, letter John to Robert, 20 November 1952; 
and email from Burton to Canberra Times, 5 October 2006, Burton family file.
16  John’s account of this is verified by a former member of the Communist Party of Australia who 
‘defected’ and was recruited by ASIO as an agent: extract of interview of agent under cover of Minute 
to Royal Commission Section, 8 June 1954, NAA: A6199, 130, Burton vol. 4, 99. The name of the 
agent is suppressed, but from the content of his report it seems that he had known John quite well: he 
reported that Cecily was against John going to China, but that John’s father had said: ‘the only thing 
he did right in his life was to go to Peking’. The agent said that ‘the rest of his family are up against it 
because his wife has to do all the work on the farm’.
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John at his hotel. According to John, they told him that they had not been 
imprisoned, were happy to be working in China and they praised the new 
government for the progress it was making. Lapwood gave John a letter 
to take home to his brother, dated 1 June 1952, which set out his view of 
the conditions in China.17

The conference delegates were warmly welcomed; they attended gatherings 
and formal dinners without, according to John, being subjected to the 
Chinese propaganda they expected. However, they were presented with 
what, in John’s view, was a ‘provocative’ conference agenda with items that 
prejudged issues for discussion. John later told the Canberra Times that, on 
arriving at the conference, he opposed the agenda and a new draft agenda 
was introduced. The Australians enjoyed full participation and John was 
elected to the Presidium of the conference as well as to the commission, 
which was set up to draft the Manifesto or Declaration of the Conference.18

From John’s point of view the conference proceeded smoothly. That 
is not how it was viewed back home. On 1 June, John had cabled the 
Parliamentary Press Gallery with news of the opening day, including 
a report on accusations levelled against the USA that germ warfare was 
being used in North Korea.19 The Melbourne dailies and other newspapers 
prominently headlined the claims as if John himself had made them. As to 
his belief in the veracity of the allegations, John had expressed no view 
other than it warranted investigation. John’s reports of events did nothing 
to calm the controversy within the Labor Party about where his loyalties 
lay. The germ warfare allegations became a subject of international concern 
and the Red Cross made calls for an investigation. In recent times, more 
evidence has surfaced about the USA’s biological warfare program during 
World War Two. According to Michael Pembroke in his book Korea, 
when the Korean conflict commenced, the US germ warfare program 
accelerated with greater funding and expanded facilities.20

17  A copy of the letter is in R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189.
18  NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 39. The final declaration is Appendix D, 77–79. 
19  NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 1, 101–2, report on three cables John sent to the Parliamentary 
Press Gallery; and see NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 39, Appendix E, 80–83 for full text of the 
cables. See also Canberra Times, 2 June 1952, 4.
20  Pembroke, Korea, see ch. 12, ‘Secrets and Lies’, 171. Pembroke details and references a Joint 
Chiefs’ top-secret memorandum dated 25 February 1952 that approved the immediate acquisition of 
‘a strong offensive BW capability’, with a final recommendation that the USA ‘be prepared to employ 
BW whenever it is militarily advantageous’. He noted at p. 175: ‘Uncannily, a day or two before it 
was issued, Mao Zedong informed Stalin, and Zhou Enlai informed the world, that the USA had 
carried out air drops in northeast China of several kinds of insects infected with plague, cholera and 
other diseases. And two weeks later, Zhou claimed that between 29 February and 5 March, American 
aircraft had conducted further sorties in northeast China, dropping germ-carrying insects.’
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At home, Cecily had to deal with the press and confess ignorance as to 
where John was. She thought it strange that she had not heard from him 
since he passed through Hong Kong on 22 May. She expected to at least 
hear from him on his return through Hong Kong on 10 June. On Friday 
13 June, concerned that he might not have reached Hong Kong at all, she 
asked the Department of External Affairs if they would help her find out 
where he was. ‘My husband always lets me know when he is coming home, 
even if he has only taken a trip to Sydney or is to be half an hour late for 
dinner,’ she told the press.21 The press portrayed her quite differently from 
her normal resilient self. Headlined with ‘Anxious Mrs Burton asks: “Find 
my husband!”’, the Melbourne Argus reported: ‘“I  am terribly worried 
about my husband,” said the pretty wife of Dr John Burton in Canberra 
last night’, and that he ‘couldn’t just vanish’.22 It was a distressing time 
for her, and her concern about John’s whereabouts only fuelled press 
sensationalism. ‘Dead or Red’, was the gist of speculative headlines about 
the group’s mission and whereabouts in China.

In fact, John was never missing. The Parliamentary Press Gallery had 
received six cables from him about the conference proceedings and, given 
the small town community, he probably had expected they would keep 
Cecily informed. The full story later emerged. John had not planned to 
extend his stay after the conference as did the other delegates who went 
on a tour. He had a Chinese minder and, back at his hotel, John took the 
opportunity of raising his concern about three Australian airmen who had 
been in a Chinese gaol since December 1950 and were reportedly being 
mistreated. They had been employed by Cathay Pacific in Hong Kong, 
but were reported to have been taken prisoner when the Catalina they and 
a Chinese passenger had chartered from Chittagong in eastern Pakistan 
had landed, or drifted, into communist waters near the Portuguese colony 
of Macao.23 John did not know what charges had been laid against them 
but understood that they had been accused of smuggling opium into 
the country, allegations they denied. John suggested to his minder that 
China was being given a bad name for treating Australian prisoners badly. 
The Hong Kong press had reported on the repressive new regime and its 
cruel treatment of the prisoners. Motivated by humanitarian concerns if 
the claims were correct, but concerned about the impact on Australia’s 
relations with its Asian neighbours if the claims were mischievous, John 

21  Argus, 13 June 1952, 1.
22  Argus, 13 June 1952, 1.
23  ‘Adelaide Man Held by Reds “Safe and Well”’, Advertiser (Adelaide), 16 June 1952, 1, story from 
AAP Hong Kong, 15 June 1952. 
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saw his chance to pursue the matter. The smearing of new China was 
not in Australian interests and nor did he want Australian nationals to 
be roughly treated. In either event, he hoped to achieve the release of 
the airmen. John made inquiries through the minder, starting with Mao’s 
office, as only John would.

In due course, a senior personal assistant to Mao came to see him and 
assured John that the men were being well-treated. John wanted more than 
an assurance and explained what Australia thought of China’s role in this 
affair. The matter unresolved, the official declared he would find out. John 
waited for several days hoping to hear something. He missed his plane to 
Hong Kong, but he was determined not to leave until he had a satisfactory 
response. It was worth the wait. On 13 June, the official returned with news 
that the three airmen would soon be released. However, John was told that 
there was no train that day from Peking to get him to Hong Kong where 
he was to catch his plane home. He spent the day accompanied by his 
minder looking around the city. At an art gallery, he selected a traditional 
scroll painting of lotus flowers by Qi Baishi, a well-known and influential 
contemporary Chinese painter, or possibly it was a copy painted by one of 
Qi Baishi’s pupils, the artist known to sometimes sign his best pupils’ work. 
John’s minder insisted the scroll be gifted to John and, over the next half-
century, it hung proudly in the living rooms of each of John’s homes. That 
night, he had dinner alone with Kuo Mo-Jo, a Chinese vice-premier and 
chairman of the Chinese Committee for Peace, who gave him information 
about the whereabouts of the airmen. The next day, his minder came to his 
room, wreathed in smiles, with news that a flight was going to Canton in 
time for him to catch his plane home. John forwarded a cable to the Press 
Gallery saying he was leaving Peking that day. He was driven to the airport 
to find that he was the only passenger. Whether the plane was especially 
arranged for him or not, John had the impression that he was being looked 
after rather than his movements being controlled. From Canton, he took 
a train to Hong Kong. When he arrived in Hong Kong, he found that 
a storm had caused flights to be cancelled. He sent cables through AAP 
Reuters that he had arrived in Hong Kong from Canton and a report on the 
airmen for distribution to the Australian press.

On 15 June, John saw a newspaper report of the day before: ‘Today’s 
cable to Mrs Burton has ended five days’ anxiety for her’.24 John cabled 
Cecily: ‘Sorry anxiety. Movements as advised press gallery. Leaving 

24  ‘Burton on Way Home’, Daily Telegraph, 14 June 1952, 4.
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tomorrow’. His cable to the press gallery said, as he told it, ‘Weather 
bound, not Communist-bound’. When the weather cleared, he flew 
home. On 16 June 1952, John arrived home ‘looking remarkably fit – 
pink-faced, alert, coatless in a chill wind, as though germs don’t worry 
him at all’, the ‘Town Talk Columnist’ sneered on the front page of 
the Daily Telegraph the following day. It reported that health officers 
got him through the formalities ‘quicker than you can say “diplococcus 
intracellularis meningititis”’. The others in the group had no such luck. 
On their later return to Sydney, customs officials seized the papers, notes, 
literature and photos of the four delegates.25 John was in Sydney at Mascot 
airport to meet them. They reported that none had been searched on 
entering China and questioned Australia’s commitment to the democratic 
principle of free speech.

There was a great deal of interest in the story about John and the 
airmen but no belief that the men would be released.26 John said that he 
understood the men were not in gaol and were being held in the same 
way as prisoners of war and he was confident they would be released. 
He criticised the government for its lack of action over the matter but, 
otherwise, he refused to comment further until he had spoken to the 
relatives to whom he had already written.

In late June, John embarked on a speaking tour with the Rev. Van 
Eerde to talk about the outcomes of the Pacific Peace Conference and 
to urge that Australian policy towards China should be reviewed.27 
ASIO still considered the peace movement to be a threat, presumably 

25  Troy Bramston, ‘Secret Agent’s True Story Better than Memoir’, Weekend Australian, 9–10 August 
2014, 20, and Age (Melbourne), 25 June 1952, NAA: A6119, 127, Burton vol. 1, 30. Bramston raises 
the suspicion around whether Gietzelt was a ‘secret member’ of the Communist Party. Gietzelt denied 
it on ABC TV in 1976, and received damages for defamation after suing the ABC over the allegations. 
In a 2010 newspaper interview he said, ‘I was never a member of the CPA … and I certainly didn’t do 
their bidding.’
26  See ‘Dr Burton Tells of Altered View on Red Chinese’, and ‘Dr Burton on Red Cross Visit’, 
Canberra Times 19 June 1952, 1 and 4.
27  The first talk was at the Trades Hall in Canberra, 17 June 1952: Canberra Times, 18 June 1952, 1. 
ASIO records other places and audiences as follows: 26 June, Sydney University for students; 28 June, 
meeting of the Committee for Peace in the Pacific at ‘Surreyville NSW’ (possibly the Surreyville Dance 
Hall in Darlington, Sydney); 29 June, they talked to the Sydney Democratic Rights Council forum 
(noted as ‘Communist influenced’); 30 June, Melbourne University for students; 15 July, Adelaide; 
18 July, another in Melbourne; 16 July, Sydney again; 30 July, Brisbane; and one scheduled 5 July, in 
Newcastle – ‘no details to date’. The records also contain copies of pamphlets issued, advertisements 
for the public talks, background information on the community groups who invited him to speak and 
the individuals who arranged for it and the organisations who paid his travel costs. NAA: A6119, 128, 
Burton vol. 2, 40, 41 and 85.
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concerned about communist infiltration.28 It compiled a list of his talks 
in a document in August 1952, classified as ‘Top Secret’, because ‘some 
of the information contained therein originates from Top Secret sources 
which would become compromised if it were made public’;29 that is, 
ASIO agents infiltrating peace movements?

Helpful to our research is ASIO’s confirmation of John’s account that he 
brought home a letter to Michael Lapwood from his missionary brother 
in China. ASIO recorded that, at one of the meetings at which John 
spoke, Michael Lapwood was in attendance to present a roneoed copy 
of the letter. ASIO’s surveillance provides other useful information; for 
example, that the talks attracted attention. There were ‘more than 1,300 
students’ at a talk at Melbourne University, some interested in hearing 
what the speakers had to say and others who heckled; and 1,500 people 
attended a public meeting in Adelaide.30

John returned to Sydney to speak on 26 July only to find that the local 
council had taken out a court injunction and prevented the arranged use 
of the Double Bay Hall for the meeting, causing it to be moved to a private 
house. On 30 July in Brisbane, he and Van Eerde were confronted with 
a similar problem when, according to ASIO’s records, the Communist 
Party of Australia had unsuccessfully attempted to book the city hall for 
them and the meeting had to be held ‘elsewhere’.

Over this time, John made inquiries of the backgrounds of the airmen: 
Ross Bohm of Brisbane, John Richmond of Wollongong and William 
James of Adelaide. While in Adelaide, John visited James’s unhappy mother 
to assure her of his belief that he had not been mistreated and was likely to 
be released soon – and they were. ASIO’s records confirm the significant 
role John played in facilitating their release. On 5 August 1952, John used 
the telephone at Van Eerde’s Redfern Methodist Mission to send a cable 
to a ‘Liao Chenchih, President, Federation Democratic Youth, Peking’, 
to assure him that from enquiries of the airmen’s background, in John’s 
‘personal judgement’ none knowingly acted against China. It read in part:

28  See McLean Fear of Peace? 126: ASIO was quick to identify the World Peace Council and its 
offshoot the Australian Peace Council (APC) as being prime examples of the prototype communist 
front organisation.
29  NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 36.
30  ‘University Students “Grill” Dr. Burton’, Herald, 1 July 1952, clipping in NAA: A6119, 127, 
Burton vol. 1, 51; ‘Students Boo, Cat-Call Dr. Burton’, Telegraph, 2 July 1952, clipping in John W. 
Burton papers, NLA, MS 8405, box 4, folder 18, News clippings 1947–91; ASIO report of 24 July 
1952 on speech at Tivoli Theatre, Adelaide, 15 July 1952, NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 127–28.
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Urge soonest repatriation regret persistence matter important here 
stop September delegation going well
Regards Burton.31

The airmen were released and reached Hong Kong on 12 August 1952, 
having been imprisoned by the Chinese for 20 months. Hong Kong 
newspapers reported their arrival in Hong Kong with claims that they 
had been cruelly treated and were in poor condition. James’s mother, 
convinced by what she had read, complained in writing that John had 
wrongly assured her that her son had been well treated. John also wanted 
the truth. To satisfy her, he contacted newspaper proprietor Sir Keith 
Murdoch who, through News Limited, was the proprietor of the Adelaide 
News. Arrangements were made for a phone call so that Mrs James could 
talk with her son. John was able to listen in. ‘Mum, we’re all fit – no 
problem,’ he recalled the gist of their words in his later years, and words to 
the effect that she should take no notice of the press reports: ‘We’re being 
well paid for it.’32

31  For full text see ASIO report 20 August 1952, NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 19.
32  Personal communication between John and his wife, Betty Nathan, Canberra, 10 January 2004. 
Sir Keith Murdoch, who had been ill with cancer, died in October the same year.
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