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Paying the price for 
a mission of peace

John suffered both politically and financially from his trip to China 
and the fallout was long-lasting. He had hoped that at least one of the 
delegates to the preparatory conference would attend the substantive 
Asian and Pacific Rim Peace Conference to be held in Peking (Beijing) 
in early October 1952. People from other countries, including four 
members of the British Parliament, planned to attend the conference. 
However, at the height of the McCarthyism period in the USA and of 
its equivalent paranoia in Australia, the weight of political forces was 
against the Australians. The Australian Government decided to cancel the 
passports of any Australian proposing to attend. Van Eerde refused to 
hand in his passport and talked publicly of a High Court challenge of 
the decision. He explained that the sponsoring committee in China was 
not communist and included one delegate from each of the countries 
in Asia and the Pacific, and that he was the Australian representative. 
Other Australian delegates to the peace conference, he said, were chosen 
by the Australian unions and organisations that they were to represent and 
not chosen by Peking.

John received a letter from the acting head of the Department of 
Immigration that suggested a withdrawal of his passport could be avoided 
if he gave an assurance that he did not propose to travel to Peking. John 
promptly returned the letter endorsed with a handwritten note: ‘I  do 
not propose to travel to Peking in the near future; but cannot give any 
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long-term assurances’.1 He kept his passport. Some Australian delegates 
got around the passport problem by travelling to another conference via 
China, not having to declare whether they would first attend the Peking 
conference. Others were thwarted in their attempts, one travelling as 
far as Singapore before being sent home by authorities there because his 
Australian passport had been cancelled.2

ASIO’s sources had reported extensively on the selection process of 
delegates of the Australian Committee for Peace in the Pacific, suspicious 
that the Communist Party would gain control of the delegation. Following 
and reporting on every move John made, it ultimately acknowledged 
that ‘[Burton] does not desire communist representatives to attend the 
Peking Conference’. In fact, it witnessed him actively working against 
communist influences.3

The original contingent, however, was intimidated out of attending the 
October conference. On 12 September 1952, the minister for External 
Affairs, Richard Casey, told parliament that he intended to seek the 
opinion of the attorney-general on whether sedition or treason charges 
could be laid against all five members of the previous delegation: ‘Drs 
Burton and Macindoe, Rev Van Eerde, Gietzelt and Miss Bromham’.4 
Casey justified this sensationalism as following up on a report tabled that 
morning on the Peking conference by the Joint Parliamentary Committee 
on Foreign Affairs. The committee had concluded that the conference 
was not aimed at peace but was pursuing a communist agenda. It based 
this on the Declaration issued at the preparatory conference that stated 
in part that the Chinese guerrillas fighting against the Crown in Malaya 
were making a great contribution to the cause of peace fighting for 
national liberation. The Declaration, signed by the Australian delegates, 
had been read out by John at the conference. Without interviewing John 
or any other members of the delegation, the committee suggested that 

1  John endorsed the letter dated 11 September 1952 that he had received. NAA: A6980, 
S200565, 21.
2  Denis Jacob representing the Tasmanian branch of the Builders Workers’ Industrial Union. 
For more information see Laurence W. Maher, ‘Dissent, Disloyalty and Disaffection: Australia’s Last 
Cold War Sedition Case’, Adelaide Law Review 16 (1994): 1–77; Australian House of Representatives, 
Parliamentary Debates, vol. 217, 1952, 872. See Pemberton, ‘John Burton’, Union Issues, November 
1991, 12; and Deery and McLean, ‘Behind Enemy Lines’.
3  NAA: A6119, 128, Burton vol. 2, 58.
4  ‘Sedition Opinion Requested’, Sydney Morning Herald, 12 September 1952, 1. See also Mercury 
(Hobart), 12 September 1952, 1.
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the attorney-general might examine the Declaration to ascertain whether 
there had been any infringement by the Australian signatories of our laws 
against sedition or treason.

An examination of the 1,000-word declaration showed that the conference 
did not condone guerrilla warfare. It spoke of peace in Korea being 
delayed while the use of ever more horrible weapons of war threatened 
to spread hostilities. It was consistent with John’s view that the existing 
military conflicts, as were occurring in Vietnam and Malaya, were causing 
oppression of movements for national liberation and independence and 
would encourage the spread of communism; and that movements that 
sought to end national oppression and enslavement would contribute 
to the peaceful coexistence of nations. Nevertheless, there was press 
coverage of the fact that, if the attorney-general recommended the five 
be prosecuted under the Crimes Act for treason or sedition and the 
prosecution was successful, they could face the maximum penalty of the 
death sentence for treason and three years’ imprisonment for sedition. 
The  intimidatory threats were effective. None of the named people 
attended the main conference and the Australian media showed little 
interest in its proceedings – in all likelihood because the Australians there 
did not include John or any other prominent person.

John felt let down. The closest John got to confiding in anyone is likely to 
have been his long-time friend Parker. He wrote to Parker in New Zealand 
that the October peace conference ‘could have led to mediation in Malay 
and Indo-China – at least as far as the Chinese were concerned’, had 
someone from the original contingent been in attendance. ‘Unfortunately, 
all these gentlemen backed out very quickly when the matter became 
political and I was left carrying the baby which died in my arms,’ he said.5 
In the same letter, John told him that, ‘The banks closed down on me 
the day after the sedition charge and I have had to set to without help.’ 
He could understand that the government-owned Commonwealth Bank 
might have reacted nervously to the political talk about sedition charges 
being laid against one of its customers. In any event, a bank would be 
reluctant to extend further credit to a man in receipt of no wage and who, 
if gaoled, would have no ability to repay a loan.

5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 20 November 1952. 
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None of the group was prosecuted. But John’s engagement with peace 
movements in China put his loyalty and integrity in question. His belief 
that freedom from colonial oppression in Asian Pacific nations would serve 
to quell unrest that might otherwise lead to the spread of communism was 
viewed with suspicion. In these McCarthy-like times, there was strong 
support for Australia to keep its colonial ties to the UK. You were either 
‘for or against’ the Empire and, if you were against it, you were siding 
with the enemy: communists. The development of an anti-communist 
sentiment since World War Two fuelled this skewed logic. In this context, 
it is worth noting that John initiated the founding of The Northern 
Territory News, first published on 8 February 1952, as a counterbalance 
to the communist-led trade union that owned The Northern Standard. 
He wanted overseas visitors arriving in Darwin to have access to more 
balanced information.6

Taunts about John’s trip to China would follow him for the rest of his 
life. Fifty-five years on, former prime minister John Howard dredged 
up John’s name from the past to make public and derogatory comments 
about his views on China. The occasion was the 50th anniversary dinner 
for Quadrant magazine, held on 3 October 2006. Howard praised the 
magazine for taking up causes close to his heart to combat those of 
dangerous others. He exampled John, who he believed was dead, and 
historian Manning Clark who by then was dead.7 He said:

It’s worth recalling just a few of the philo-communism [sic] that 
was once quite common in Australia in the 1950’s and 60’s. 
For example, Manning Clark’s book Meeting Soviet Man where 
he likened the ideals of Vladimir Lenin to those of Jesus Christ. 
John Burton, the former head of the External Affairs Department, 
arguing that Mao’s China provided a model for the ‘transformation’ 
of Australia.8

6  M. G. L. Dunn, ‘The Royal Commission on Espionage, 1954–1955’ (PhD diss., University of 
Adelaide, 1979), 53–54, with reference to D. Whitington, Strive to be Fair: An Unfinished Biography 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1977), 108.
7  In 2008, John Kunkel, one of Howard’s staffers, said in an article that he thought John was dead 
until he saw his ‘angry’ letter to the paper; ‘Reflections on the “Howard Project”’, Institute of Public 
Affairs Review: A Quarterly Review of Politics and Public Affairs 60, no. 2 (2008): 11. See also ‘Howard 
and the Left’, Quadrant, January 2010. 
8  John Howard, ‘Address to the Quadrant Magazine 50th Anniversary Dinner, Four Seasons Hotel, 
Sydney’, transcript, released 3 October 2006, Australian Government PM transcript ID 22501.
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‘Transformation’ was the single word Howard quoted as being John 
Burton’s, but for which quote he offered no reference, no date, and 
provided no context. John was aged 92 and bedridden at the time, having 
had a fall and cracked some ribs. He read the Canberra Times’s report of 
the address the next day with front-page headlines: ‘Reagan, Thatcher, 
are PM’s heroes’.9 His brain sprang to life and he endured pain to crawl 
out of bed to write a letter to Jack Waterford, then editor of the Canberra 
Times. His letter was published the next day as an opinion piece under the 
heading ‘History wars: No, old China, I was there – you weren’t’.10 Howard 
probably saved John from lying in bed and dying from pneumonia.

Meredith and I observed that John seemed flattered to be remembered, 
albeit backhandedly, for his advocacy of a foreign policy that focused on 
Australia being part of Asia, rather than a province of the UK or the USA. 
John guessed that Howard’s advisers had dredged up a comment John had 
made about his positive experience of the then fledgling republic of China 
in 1952. So, in his newspaper response, John contextualised his comment 
and explained that he was comparing Chifley’s postwar reconstruction 
of a welfare state with the ‘fascist-type capitalism that prevailed’ after the 
Liberal Government came to power.

At the risk of indulging in a conspiracy theory, the controversy caused 
by John’s father, Jack, over the indenture system of Indians in Fiji might 
explain former Howard’s motivation for his vitriolic attack on John in 
the course of the dinner speech. Both the Howard and Burton families 
were part of Sydney’s Methodist congregation. The Methodist Mission’s 
division over CSR’s use of indentured labour affected ordinary Methodist 
churchgoers in New South Wales. The Rev. John Burton’s name was 
likely to be one bandied around in the household with disdain. Howard’s 
father Lyall had worked as a mechanic for CSR and later benefited 
from a plantation owner’s right to use slave labour in New Guinea. 
Both Lyall and his father Walter had been granted plantation tracts as 
returned servicemen. Journalist David Marr broke a story in 2006 entitled 
‘Howard’s Hidden Past’ in which he detailed that, when Lyall lost his job 
with CSR, he cashed in his status as a landowner to ‘dummy’ for trading 
house W. R. Carpenter & Co. Ltd. His father, Walter, did the same. Lyall 
later ran a Sydney service station for 30 years while, as Marr reported, ‘he 
was also – on paper – a New Guinea planter with a string of estates where 

9  Andrew Fraser, Canberra Times, 4 October 2006, 1. 
10  Canberra Times, 6 October 2006, 11.
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200 native labourers grew copra in his name’. ‘The Howard case provoked 
secret, official investigations at the highest levels in Canberra, but they and 
their powerful backer got away with the scam,’ wrote Marr.11 Howard’s 
interest in politics as he grew up would have brought the controversy over 
both John Burton senior and junior to his attention.

When Cecily talked to us about her life years later, she made little or no 
mention of the horror of John being spoken of as a traitor, or the serious 
charges over his head. In her writings, we find no mention of her concern 
for the angst John must have felt for himself and his family. But then, 
she had always dismissed the allegations against him as ridiculous. When 
talking about her life with John, she talked more about what had been 
wrong with their relationship than about external events that surrounded 
them. Nevertheless, it must have been a worrying time. Surely, the 
goings-on in John’s life must have been the main topic of their day-to-
day conversation. Knowing our mother as we did, she probably put his 
needs ahead of her own, listened attentively and responded appropriately 
to crises that put him under the public spotlight. Alternatively, he might 
not have wanted to talk about it or, possibly, she had no emotional energy 
left to offer him the comfort that he probably needed.

On John’s return from China, having failed in his electoral bid and 
resigned from the public service, he had no financial security other than 
what income his farming might bring. From an outsider’s standpoint, 
John was at a professional and personal low. His strength, however, was 
belief in himself. As well as his farm, he had matters on his mind about 
which he wanted to write.

11  Age (Melbourne), 10 June 2006; see also ‘The Secret Howard Plantations’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 10 June 2006.
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