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An interlude: Farming 

the Burton way

On their return from Ceylon, John and Cecily set about farming at 
‘Melrose’, Weetangera, for a livelihood. They both enjoyed the healthy 
farm lifestyle and environment and, in Cecily’s case, she thought it 
beneficial to her mental health. Our parents’ positive attitude allowed us 
children to have a fulsome and happy time on the farm, unaffected by 
the drama that surrounded our father or by the inner turmoil our mother 
experienced. While John mucked around in the cattle yards, dug fence-
post holes and constructed sheds and dams, he was either developing ideas 
on foreign policy matters and theories on how to attain world stability 
and peace, or he was thinking about innovative farming techniques. John 
ignored conventional advice on farming, as he did about most things, 
and followed his own. He surprised not only Cecily, but also his farming 
neighbours with his ingenuity. He read up on farming practices, thought 
up new ideas and experimented with new methods. He attended the 
Royal Easter Show in Sydney and purchased sophisticated machinery. His 
new hay roto-baler cut and scooped up hay and formed it into rolls, tied 
with rope rather than wire; these rolls could later be unravelled behind 
our tractor ready for stock to eat. It did away with manual labour and 
a pitchfork. Nearby farmers scratched their heads wondering how John 
would store round bales. His new winch elevator enabled him to stack the 
bales in a tall stand under a tin roof without farmhand help. Air circulated 
between the bales and reduced the risk of fire from internal combustion 
that plagued farmers in warm, moist weather. We climbed the haystack 
and made ‘possies’ there at weekends so we could sight visitors as they 
entered the gate at the top of the driveway.
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The ‘Melrose’ farm wool clip off to the market, Weetangera, c. 1953.
Source: Family collection.

Within a few years of innovation and imaginative enterprise, John won the 
district’s wheat prize. He led the way with modern shearing, wool-classing 
and milking methods. He built a two-storey, state-of-the-art woolshed. 
When urban Canberra commenced its sprawl, it became a venue for barn 
dances, country music and other entertainment. Shearing took place on the 
top storey where rotating circular wool-classing tables had been installed. 
Shorn sheep were released to the yards below via a narrow wooden chute. 
Underneath, our cows were milked by mechanised vacuum pumps; the 
pulling of teats and pushing of udders was not needed and bucket-kicking 
incidents were avoided. The cows were content, calmed by classical music 
broadcast through a transistor radio.

Wool and wheat sales provided our main income. We also produced milk, 
cream, butter, meat and eggs in sufficient quantities to feed us and our 
farm hands, Don and Puss Kelly. Our sheep, cows, pigs and chickens were 
healthy and John was comfortable with slaughtering, skinning and plucking, 
although sensitive to our feelings and the welfare of animals. Rabbits, a farm 
pest, he shot and we ate them too. Cecily mastered the cooking of a family 
favourite dish of baked rabbit and prunes. There was a  well-established 
orchard when we arrived that produced quinces, loquats, figs, apples and 
walnuts and a variety of stoned fruit. We grew vegetables. I remember, in 
particular, an overgrown patch of tall green asparagus into which I threw 
myself and landed on a bed of soft feathery fern heads.
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Cecily churned milk into butter in the small back veranda of our shack-
like home, while John engaged in the fraught activity of brewing hops beer 
and ginger beer in the laundry. We complained that we only liked ‘bought 
butter’. Cecily challenged us to tell the difference and tricked us more 
than once. As for John’s beers, we entered the laundry with trepidation 
because bottles exploded at random from faulty capping. In my books, 
the ginger variety was a success. I must have had my fill of home-made 
hops beer as I have never drunk beer since. John thought it pretty good; 
he proudly opened bottles for the friends he persuaded to help him out on 
the farm as a worthy reward at the end of the day. The family ate well and 
we girls grew up to be sturdy, Clare taller and slimmer than solidly built 
Meredith and me. We hand-fed and patted our pigs, chickens and their 
offspring and poddy calves and lambs while they were being fattened. 
We made pets of our working dogs and rat-catching cats. It was a rich and 
textured life for us as children, but a worrying one for Cecily who had to 
make sure that we not only ate well, but had shoes to wear to school and 
other necessaries.

The Commonwealth Bank must have soon eased John’s borrowing 
restrictions, because his bank account often went into the red. Its balance 
depended entirely on the size of the wool or wheat cheque. We excitedly 
awaited arrival of the twice-yearly David Jones mail-order catalogue. 
We pored over it, perhaps each of us choosing a woollen twin-set. Cecily 
would check with John to ask if it was safe to put in an order for winter 
clothes. Sometimes it was not and Cecily used her treadle Singer sewing 
machine to make dresses; one was an evening gown she made from old 
brocade curtains and their blue satin lining. At other times, the size of 
the seasonal income was a cause for celebration and floral summer cotton 
dresses were added to the mail order.

Cecily tried her best as a mother, not sure how to handle sometimes 
poorly behaved children and, as we came to learn, how to keep herself 
from having a complete mental breakdown. She held competitions with 
a reward of a sweet to be chosen by whoever of us behaved best that week. 
In the interests of good teeth, sweets were restricted and so it was a rare 
treat, generally for Meredith who won most weeks as the best strategist 
of the three of us. We listened religiously to the Australian Broadcasting 
Commission (ABC) radio’s Argonauts program, submitted work to have 
read out and participated in certificate earnings and upgrades of our 
Argonaut status. We never missed an episode of the radio program Blue 
Hills, a long-running serialised Australian soapie.
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Cecily rose early and worked hard to win John’s approval. She dug out 
noxious weeds like scotch thistles, paspalum and Patterson’s curse and, 
particularly when John was away, she rounded up sheep with the help 
of Bluey, our faithful cattle dog, although she felt hampered by never 
having been taught to ride a horse proficiently. Farm work and caring 
for us kept her busy, but she was alone in her mind and had no one she 
could confide in. Puss and Don provided cheerful company while they 
helped around the farm, but they were not people she would draw into 
her confused world. They were ready to start their own family and they 
looked to Cecily and John as parental and farming mentors.

One morning John asked Cecily what on earth she was doing sitting 
curled up on the living room floor outside the door to the bathroom. 
The small bathroom was an ‘add-on’ to the house that could be accessed 
from both the living room and from outside. The Kellys had moved into 
a shack at the back of the house, freeing up the caravan in which they 
first lived for our family’s use. The couple shared the only bathroom in 
the house. They locked the internal door when they were using it and we 
each locked the external entrance when we occupied it. Don sang while 
he showered. He had a joyous unselfconscious voice, beautiful to Cecily’s 
ear. She would sit outside the door and lose herself in his song. Only in 
retrospect do we now appreciate the importance of therapeutic moments 
like these to Cecily’s state of mind.

The extremes of weather made farming life tough. In times of rain, always 
welcome, the nearby Ginninderra Creek tended to flood and sometimes 
prevented the school panel van from taking us to school. We did not 
mind. Drought was a worse enemy – with it came a threat of bushfires. 
Fires that flared in the west enjoyed a fast, wind-driven run from the 
Murrumbidgee River to the Weetangera district. Cecily was resolute and 
clear-headed. She packed belongings and essentials and drove them to the 
gate at the top of the drive ready for us to evacuate, if necessary, to the city 
to the east. In severe drought, the household’s rainwater tanks dried up, 
providing no more than rusty red drips from the taps. John would load 
the truck with water tanks and take us with him along the Weetangera 
Road to fill the tanks from a communal bore water pump. Prolonged 
drought had a sunny side for our family, too. It provided John with a new 
income stream. When John excavated one of our dams with his small grey 
Ferguson tractor, a neighbour observed the machine’s sharp turning circle 
and the ease with which it manoeuvred its attached earth scoop. Other 
farmers’ superior and larger harvester-pulling, red Massey-Harris tractors 
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were no match for the job. Neighbouring farmers engaged John to dig 
dams with his tractor and some called on him to bale their hay with his 
roto-baler. 

When grass was in short supply, John released the cattle to graze on the 
verge of the dirt Weetangera Road (now known as the ‘Old Weetangera 
Road’, which can today be traced via cycle paths) that adjoined our farm. 
We utilised the ‘Long Paddock’ so much that it formed part of our farm. 
The school panel van on its route home from Canberra travelled along 
that part of the road and, after it crossed the dry bed of Ginninderra 
Creek, Meredith watched out for the cattle. If they were out grazing, 
she would ask our compliant driver to stop and let her out, a mile or so 
before our farm gate. She would then round up the cows and walk them 
through the Long Paddock gate, cross country on the dry home paddock 
to the woolshed. Clare and I were charged with bringing home her school 
bag. The cows cooperated and headed for the yards where they would be 
milked and fed.

John’s expectations of Meredith were high. He treated her like the first-
born son he had not had. In hindsight she sees that he treated her like 
an adult; he discussed with her how he made his home-made beer, his 
farming innovations, and the mechanics of his roto hay-baler, for example. 
She learned to ask questions about things he was interested in to elicit 
a  conversational response because John was anything but a chatterbox. 
He  grunted directions and made comments from time to time. ‘I was 
always pitching to him to appease him,’ Meredith reflected, but, unlike 
Cecily, she was not looking to be understood. Meredith feels now that 
she was robbed of some of her childhood – the carefree fun times that 
Clare and I enjoyed playing around the farm yard. At the time, however, 
Meredith enjoyed the confidence John had in her and particularly the 
independence he gave her by allowing her to drive the tractor and ride 
horses bareback from the age of 11. On one occasion, Meredith, at 
13, drove the tractor unlawfully, from a contracting job near the small 
township of Hall on the ACT–NSW border, along Weetangera Road 
across Ginninderra Creek and home. John drove the truck carrying his 
roto-baler. On another occasion, she drove the tractor to help him widen 
our house dam. This meant driving the tractor on an angle on the sloping 
dam wall with a harrow attached to the back, while John followed digging 
out the earth. Cecily was aghast when she saw the two at work, having 
come to the woolshed to talk with John. The risks John took shocked her 
– at least those she knew about – and she put her foot down.
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Sometimes neither parent was aware of Meredith’s misadventures. Once, 
when she was riding Sambo bareback – a squat, fairly docile, black pony 
– along the Weetangera Road, she saw visitors arrive in the distance. She 
decided to bring Sambo home via the cows’ short-cut through the Long 
Paddock. On passing through the gate Sambo anticipated his direction 
and took off across the rough home paddock, with Meredith precariously 
hanging on to the reins, her long, thick plaits flying behind in the wind. 
Horse and rider made straight for the yard, Sambo not slowing to enter 
the narrow pass through the gate to his lodgings. Meredith missed having 
her leg shaved by centimetres. She was terrified, but aware of the visitors 
ambling down to the woolshed to greet John, with heart racing, she 
demounted, tended to Sambo and tried to look cool as if the stunt was 
a display of her normal proficiency. She greeted the visitors with a grin.

As at Tuggeranong, our family had an active social life and entertained 
many and varied visitors. At no time did John disconnect from political life; 
nor did Evatt disconnect from John. Evatt arrived, often unannounced, 
in his government, chauffeur-driven black car to demand John’s counsel. 
Many of John’s former colleagues and university friends visited. Cecily 
found most of them lively and interesting. Bob Hawke, then a university 
student and later Australian prime minister, found his way into the group 
to become a long-time family friend. Puss and Don Kelly joined in these 
occasions. ASIO’s surveillance notes seemed to have captured the name of 
every visitor we had during this period, from listening in on phone calls 
in which visits were arranged and from follow-up clandestine observance. 
Browsing through them served to trigger our memories as to how much 
our visitors and their children filled our lives with stories. On one occasion, 
a young Rosalind Evatt, the Evatt’s adopted daughter, came especially to 
tell John her exciting news that she had met the man she wanted to marry. 
Watching on, Meredith saw that John did not echo Rosalind’s elation. 
Did he not care, or did he fear that she would be hurt? Cecily guessed the 
latter, believing that John was distrustful of young men, knowing what he 
had been like as a youth, she told us. He felt protective of Rosalind. Peter 
Carrodus was her new man and history tells that he and Rosalind lived 
‘happily ever after’.

We loved having other children visit the farm. Historian Don Baker 
sometimes brought his wife and children. Their youngest, aged about five, 
had straw-coloured hair – or at least Sambo saw it that way. He leaned 
through the wooden fence and chomped on it, trying to gulp a mouthful, 
recoiling on the child’s squeal of pain. When Alec Hope visited with 
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his family, his daughter was taken aback on entering the woolshed after 
a sheep had been slaughtered. ‘What’s that red stuff on the floor,’ she asked, 
pointing to a red sticky mess. ‘Blood,’ we told her, as if we saw it every day. 
She cried. John’s colleague Peter (later Sir Peter) Heydon, a public servant 
and diplomat, arrived with his son Dyson, aged around eight at the time. 
Dyson was taken with one of our farm dogs and, pointing at it, said to 
his father, ‘Look, horsey.’ It dawned on Cecily that, assuming the boy 
was not backward – correctly, as he later became one of Australia’s High 
Court justices – city children missed out on the broadening of minds and 
experiences that farm life gave us.

Cecily became president of the local tennis club where she, Meredith 
and, occasionally, John played. The local tennis courts were a couple of 
miles down the road and cared for by the family who operated the local 
telephone exchange – a convenience for ASIO we discovered when we 
read reports of John’s and Cecily’s phone conversations that had been 
listened into by ASIO agents.

Every January, the family packed up for a holiday at the south coast. 
On  one occasion, John had Cecily drive a truck loaded with camping 
gear, to enable him to drive our car towing a caravan. The drive down the 
narrow, winding Clyde Valley road that was mainly unsealed and often 
treacherous then took five to six hours. At the base of the Clyde were long 
queues for the car ferries to cross both the Nelligen and Clyde rivers to 
Batemans Bay. By the time we were at Weetangera, our annual campsite 
shifted from Durras to what is now Rosedale Beach. John would set up 
the caravan, tents and a portable dunny (in the thicket of casuarina trees) 
on the grassy side of the sand dunes that lined the long white sandy beach. 
Sometimes he left stoic Cecily to look after us on her own and he returned 
to the farm to finish a harvest. At other times he unfolded a card table, 
placed his typewriter on it and pounded away at his book, taking breaks 
from time to time to try out a new fishing rod. While he wrote, we played 
and swam at the beach. At the end of the day one of us would wade across 
the lagoon to a friend’s fridge to get him a bottle of beer.

In 1953, John and Cecily each lost a parent within weeks of each other. 
Cecily’s father was 68 when he died in August that year at Katoomba 
Hospital from a coronary occlusion; John’s mother had died in Sydney 
in July. Jack Burton, thereafter, often stayed with us to give his daughters 
a break from looking after him in Sydney. Jack was staying with us when 
we made plans to build our dream home on the property. It was to have 
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a  bedroom for each of us children, a study for John to give him the 
solitude to think and write and a spare room for grandfather Jack when 
he came to stay. Our parents engaged an architect to design the large 
house adjacent to the driveway protected by the pine break. Foundations 
were dug and large old cement bricks were sourced from an old house on 
a property nearby that was being demolished and which had belonged to 
the Zouch family. Load by load the bricks arrived at the farm. Jack spent 
several weeks painstakingly hand-scraping the cement from hundreds of 
the dismantled grey bricks. We pored over the plans, stepped out our 
bedrooms delineated by taut string attached to pegs and were excited 
about the prospect of a modern home. The house was never built. Events 
in 1954 caused a change of plans and the bricks that we had watched 
grandfather Jack Burton spend exhausting hours to scrape clean were left 
in columns abandoned near the pine trees alongside the Weetangera Road.
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