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Indonesia with ASIO in tow

When we moved into our new home, 26 Hobart Avenue, in the south 
Canberra suburb of Forrest in early February 1955, Spry, as head of ASIO 
and concerned that John might have undue influence in the Labor Party, 
kept him under surveillance. In a letter of 1 March 1955, he wrote to 
the secretary of the Prime Minister’s Department, A. S. Brown, stating 
his understanding that John ‘was under consideration for appointment 
to the staff of the Leader of the Opposition’.1 He went on to concede 
that ASIO had no evidence that ‘Dr. Burton is or has been a member 
of the Communist Party of Australia’, but he listed his concerns and in 
particular that John’s book The Alternative ‘suggests a serious degree of 
unreliability in the handling of classified official material’. As for the 
rumoured possibility of a job with Evatt, again, it was not something John 
knew about. Nevertheless, whatever he would decide to do for a living, 
John intended to continue to air his views on Australian foreign policy.

The first regional conference of nations emerging from colonial rule – to 
be held in Bandung, Indonesia – provided the opportunity. The 1955 
conference was to oversee the establishment of what came to be called the 
‘Non-aligned Movement’ in the context of the Cold War. The Australian 
Government received but did not accept an invitation to send official 
representatives. John thought it absurd for Australia not to be represented 
at  such a significant conference held on Australia’s doorstep. While 
Australia was not a member of the Non-aligned Movement – having not 

1  NAA: A6119, 131, Burton vol. 5, 225. A copy of the letter of 1 March 1955 is also on NAA: 
S6717, A85, item 443020, it being the only document on the file that Meredith and I retrieved before 
it was sent out for ‘sentencing’ (destroying); we viewed it on 17 September 2019.
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asserted its independence from Britain – 29 African and Asian nations, 
not all of which had achieved independence from their colonial rulers, 
sent official representatives. John believed that, whether the government 
wished to participate or not in a ‘non-alignment’ movement, the door 
should be left open in case the government adopted a different policy later.2

John approached sinologist Professor C. P. (Patrick) Fitzgerald who agreed 
to attend the Bandung Conference with him. They asked to be invited as 
private citizens. The Indonesians remembered John’s diplomatic support 
during their struggles against the Dutch and duly sent invitations to 
them.3 John self-funded his travel to Indonesia, while Fitzgerald received 
an invitation from the University of Indonesia to do some lecturing there, 
allowing him the opportunity to attend the conference. Cecily went with 
them. Prime Minister Menzies attempted to intervene. He asked ANU to 
refuse to grant Fitzgerald leave to attend, but to no avail. Menzies called 
Fitzgerald himself and suggested that Vice-Chancellor Douglas Copland 
go instead. Fitzgerald insisted that he and John would attend, having now 
received invitations to attend as independent guests.4

The Australian Government was concerned about what influence John 
and Fitzgerald might have at the Bandung Conference. John’s criticisms of 
government policy had been outlined in The Alternative.5 Its publication in 
1954 had already influenced the ALP policy statement issued by its 1955 
federal conference in Hobart. After Labor’s defeat at the 1954 election, 
Evatt had abandoned his earlier attempts to win over the Catholic right 
and, according to Pemberton:

This signalled the revival of Burton’s influence over Evatt and the 
ALP. The foreign policy resolution accepted at the critical 1955 
Hobart federal ALP conference was drafted by Evatt with the 
assistance of Burton. It helped precipitate the ALP ‘Split’.6

2  Burton and C. P. Fitzgerald’s report on the conference, 20 April 1955, 1.
3  Henry, ‘Reflections on Dr. John Wear Burton’, 79.
4  Personal communication with Mirabel Fitzgerald, daughter of Patrick Fitzgerald, 1 January 2014.
5  David Walker, ‘Nervous Outsiders: Australia and the 1955 Asia-Africa Conference in Bandung’, 
Australian Historical Studies 125 (April 2005), 40–59.
6  Greg Pemberton, ‘The Challenge of Renewal: John Burton’, Union Issues (Sydney), Spring 1991, 
13. The Catholic action group’s fear of communism had a conservative influence on the ALP and 
Evatt, with John, wanted in particular to include recognition of China in the party’s policy platform. 
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John still had a valid passport for non-communist countries as well 
as China, having undertaken that he would not attend the Peking 
conference in China in September 1952. Nevertheless, he officially 
sought permission to go to Indonesia. The Department of Immigration 
had no cause to stop him. An officer noted in an internal memo that 
ASIO ‘has never described Dr Burton to us as a Communist, though they 
have displayed interest in his movements’; before John left, the officer 
noted: ‘As Dr Burton is no doubt aware, he could have left for Indonesia 
without coming near us’.7 John, Cecily and Fitzgerald departed Canberra 
on 13 April 1955, via Sydney, to catch the plane to Jakarta. They were 
under ASIO surveillance at both airports, observed participating in press 
interviews and talking with colleagues. However, ASIO had received a 
report that a Commonwealth car driver had been seen to help Cecily and 
John with their suitcases. John’s ASIO tail was tasked to find out if John 
had used a Commonwealth car, to which he was not entitled, to take 
him to the airport. Enquiries proved fruitless and it was concluded that 
a Commonwealth driver possibly saw John and helped him and Cecily 
with their luggage.

On arriving in Jakarta, John and Cecily were overwhelmed by the warm 
reception they received. Together with Fitzgerald, they stayed in Jakarta 
one night and then went to Bandung where they were provided with 
a cottage and servants to provide their meals and look after them.8 They 
had a limousine and driver for easy access to the conference; they were 
also driven around Bandung on sightseeing tours and enjoyed drives 
into the countryside. Cecily was disappointed on being served a Dutch 
continental–style breakfast and other European food, so she asked for 
some Indonesian food, which was prepared for them for their next 
evening meal. The Australian ambassador, Walter Crocker, envying 
their VIP treatment, complained to Canberra that he had to observe the 
conference from the outside rather than as an invited official, and that 
he was funded to stay in a poor-quality hotel some miles out of town.9 
Moreover, John and Fitzgerald, although attending in a private capacity, 
were treated like conference delegates, free to speak, express views and 
engage with representatives of the various nations. It was grounds for 
concern by the Australian Government. John and Fitzgerald attended the 

7  Memos of 14 January 1955 and 4 April 1955, NAA: A6980 18, 19.
8  Parker, Interview by Meredith Edwards, 2004.
9  Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, 104; ‘Burton Is a V.I.P.’, Argus, 19 April 1955, 2.
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conference daily, and Cecily attended most sessions and took notes. ‘Back 
seats for officials while Burton honoured’, Denis Warner headed a news 
article that we found in ASIO’s file on John:

One of the more remarkable sideshows of the Afro-Asian 
conference since Monday has been the spectacle of Dr. John 
Burton and his wife and Professor Patrick Fitzgerald, of Canberra 
National University, sitting in official seats while official Australian 
representatives are relegated to seats reserved for diplomats.10

George Molnar cartoon, which likely appeared in a Fairfax newspaper, 
1955.
Source: Courtesy Katie Molnar; Burton family collection.

10  The Australian representatives referred to were diplomats who attended as observers. And see 
similar reports in the Age and Canberra Times, 19 April 1955.
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On 18 April 1955, President Sukarno gave the opening address to 29 diverse 
participating nations. ‘Yes, there is diversity among us. Who denies it?’ 
he said.11 The Afro-Asian region was populated by more than half the 
world’s people, consisting of nine-tenths of the races, three-quarters of the 
languages and four-fifths of the religions of the world. Cecily wrote a full 
account of the proceedings that John thought ‘captured the atmosphere 
very well’. She noted Sukarno continued with: ‘But what harm is in 
diversity, when there is unity in desire? This Conference is not to oppose 
each other, it is a conference of brotherhood’.12

John also wrote full accounts. He summed up the importance of the 
conference in concluding that it represented the ‘start of the end of the 
Cold War’. It was a conference about the right of self-determination, 
and the granting to all nations freedom and independence with the least 
possible delay. However, the aim of ‘non-alignment’ was inconsistent with 
colonialism and neo-colonialism and the theme of neutrality was viewed 
with alarm by ardent anti-communists in the USA, UK and Australia.

In Australia, it was noted that John and Fitzgerald were lunch guests of 
Indian Prime Minister Nehru during the conference. It was John’s boldness 
that brought this about. On the day he arrived, he addressed a letter to 
the Indonesian prime minister, who was to chair the conference, to seek 
assistance in Australia’s future participation and not be overlooked on any 
racial grounds. In providing some background on Australian opinion, 
he included some Labor Party decisions made at the Hobart conference. 
He sent copies of his letter to Nehru and to the prime minister of Ceylon. 
Mr Subimal Dutt, head of the Commonwealth Relations Division of the 
Indian Foreign Office (and who, in October, became foreign secretary 
under Nehru), assured John and Fitzgerald that previous exclusions of 
Australia had not been due to any racial or policy factor but because of 
geographic considerations. As a result of the letter and his conversation 
with Dutt, Nehru invited John and Fitzgerald to lunch. There, at lunch, 
Nehru took John aside and gave a similar assurance to that of Dutt. John 
had been keen to meet Nehru again and Cecily thought that John might 
be satisfied with the chat he had with Nehru and relax a bit. But no, after 
the meeting he said: ‘Well, what’s the next thing?’13 He was his usual self, 
she said, getting the absolute utmost out of every opportunity and then 
moving quickly to the next.

11  Cecily’s written account, ‘Bandung, April 1955’, 1, Cecily family file.
12  Cecily, ‘Bandung, April 1955’, 1. John’s praise of it occurred in family conversations, March 1993.
13  Parker, interview by Meredith Edwards, 2004, 51.
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A collection of papers on the conference was subsequently published, edited 
by Don Baker. It included Sukarno’s opening speech, a final communiqué, 
a report by Fitzgerald and the statement both he and John wrote on their 
experience and reflections as observers. Evatt wrote its preface. John was 
wedded to the concept of non-alignment and, a decade later, edited 
a collection of essays with that theme.14 The conference was historically 
important, sufficiently so for John’s father to note in his autobiography:

Probably historians in a hundred years’ time will declare that the 
Afro-Asian Conference held in Indonesia in 1955 was the major 
turning point in modern history. Almost all the Asian and African 
leaders met at Bandung and represented more than half the world’s 
population. Such a mass cannot be ignored. These leaders attacked 
colonialism in every form and solemnly vowed to take no mental 
or economic rest until every country on the globe was free from 
the domination of any other.

We can be justly proud, as members of the British Commonwealth 
of Nations, that the Mother Country has already given full freedom 
to India and Pakistan, and is considering how best she can help 
peoples still under her flag to attain complete independence. This 
granting of self-rule to India will stand out through the centuries 
as one of the most-enlightened actions of any people.15

For Fitzgerald, accompanying John on the trip placed him firmly under 
ASIO’s watch. The Herald reported: ‘Professor maybe put “on mat”’.16 
Fitzgerald had been under ASIO’s observation even before he attended the 
Bandung Conference, for associating with John during the Petrov inquiry 
proceedings. We know this because an ASIO report stated that Fitzgerald’s 
motor vehicle was sighted at 8:50 pm on 21 January 1955 ‘parked outside 
the home of Dr John Wear Burton, a Communist sympathiser, 26 Hobart 
Avenue, at the same time as Ric Pritchard Throssell of 44 Ebden Street, 
Ainslie, who appeared before the Royal Commission on Espionage’.17 
There were subsequent ASIO records of Fitzgerald’s vehicle being observed 
outside our home or at places in John’s company, noting Fitzgerald as 
‘a Communist sympathiser’.18

14  Burton, Nonalignment (London: Andre Deutsch, 1966).
15  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 202.
16  ‘Professor May Be Put “on Mat” Associating Himself with Dr John Burton in Proceedings’, Herald 
(Melbourne), 28 April 1955.
17  Copies of ASIO reports of 4 October 1955 and 21 November 1955 were on display at the 
Chinese Exhibition, Australia Centre on China in the World, ANU, 26 July 2015.
18  NAA: A6119, 131, Burton vol. 5, 4 and 7.
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Accompanying John on this trip was a high point in Cecily and John’s 
relationship. Their time in Indonesia was a moment Cecily felt included 
in John’s affairs and valued. By the time we left the farm, Cecily had 
gained personal strength. Her mental health improved as she became 
more her own person. This we perceived from a letter Judith Wright wrote 
to a friend on 30 September 1954 after she met up with Cecily and John 
in Canberra at a repertory play:

The best thing about it [the play] was re-meeting Cecily Burton, 
which I had not expected to be such an experience. She has 
developed amazingly and is now a truly lovely person, perfectly 
inner-secure and radiant with affection for the world. (This I may 
say is not John’s doing but is wholly her own). John on the other 
hand is thoroughly insecure and miserable, quite in contrast. I feel 
Cecily is a major acquisition, and I am very humbled before her.19

The memorable trip over, however, John and Cecily’s relationship 
continued to decline. If Cecily was moving towards a more balanced 
relationship with John, it was at the expense of increased and more open 
conflict with him. Struggling to maintain her own self-assurance, she 
probably did not fully appreciate the insecurities from which he suffered. 
Living with him was never easy. After ‘re-meeting’, Cecily corresponded 
with Wright, believing her to be a person who would understand and 
sympathise. Wright commented to a friend about Cecily’s letters, 
describing them in a letter dated 8 April 1955 as ‘such huge self-analytic 
letters, finds out just what is wrong, goes through enormous chastening 
and radical changes, ceases to be an intellectual and begins to learn to live, 
and next letter as bad as ever’. She went on to describe Cecily as being:

like a snake half way out of its skin and stuck there, and probably 
always will stick. It’s her relationship with John that is the trouble 
basically; … she cannot get him to accept her and will not accept 
him. In fact, of course they cannot possibly accept each other 
because if they did, it would mean giving up their precious egos. 
Cecily thinks she has shed hers already, but when she and John 
start their endless subterranean battles, back it comes of course, all 
the better for the change … It’s a pity, but perhaps necessary for 
them both.20

19  Clarke and McKinney, With Love and Fury, 89.
20  Clarke and McKinney, With Love and Fury, 94.
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John and Cecily did not have only domestic tensions to deal with. ASIO 
and the Petrov inquiry continued to plague them. Despite the comic side 
of its surveillance of us, being constantly under watch must often have 
made our parents feel uncomfortable. On their return from Indonesia, 
black cars pulled up outside our house. Two men, wearing stereotypical 
spy-like coats, hats and sunglasses, sat with notebooks on their knees and 
recorded visitors as they came and went, as later revealed by various ASIO 
records. Canberra was not an easy town for ‘unobtrusive’ surveillance, as 
historian Nicholas Brown observed, ‘It was hard not to be seen in open 
spaces’.21 It is hard to know what Cecily thought of this ‘cloak and dagger’ 
atmosphere, but she probably got used to it as being ‘the norm’ living 
with John. They shared political views and social values and, despite the 
difficulty of living with John, she was supportive of his ideals and was 
sympathetic about his unfair treatment by ASIO and the press during the 
Petrov inquiry debacle.

Once, Meredith cheekily approached a black car parked outside our place. 
She saw hats hurriedly come down over the two foreheads and opened 
newspapers being raised in front of their faces. Manning Clark’s son, 
Andrew, confirmed that there was nothing subtle about their activities 
outside their house either. To Andrew’s and our amusement, John, when 
telephoning Manning, would sometimes say ‘Spry here’. John would do 
the same when phoning our local Methodist minister, George Wheen, 
who had reason to understand the satire. As an example of how pervasive 
ASIO’s surveillance was, Wheen himself was under its constant watch. 
According to an ASIO report of 8 September 1955, Wheen publicly 
screened the 1952 Japanese film Children of Hiroshima, a docudrama that 
had been entered into the Cannes Film Festival in 1953. It had been 
introduced into Canberra by the Canberra Peace Group; any advocate 
of ‘peace’ was reason to attract ASIO’s suspicion.22 We had developed a 
close association with Wheen when we moved into our Forrest home in 
1955. He was a son of a Christian leader, Harold Wheen, who had long-
standing connections with our grandfather Jack; the Wheens and the 
Burtons having belonged to the same parish church when they lived in 
Roseville, Sydney. Wheen, like John, had also attended the University of 

21  Brown, History of Canberra, 142.
22  Wheen apparently screened the film twice, once on a Sunday evening in lieu of a sermon and on 
the subsequent Monday evening to a public gathering, NAA: A6119, 131, Burton vol. 5, 22.
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Sydney and, when there, had a reverse experience from that of John. He 
changed direction from his planned career in business to heed the calling 
of the ministry.23

Individually, or together, our family sometimes attended Wheen’s sermons, 
particularly when grandfather Jack was staying with us. On one occasion, 
Wheen invited Jack to give a Sunday sermon, the event noted in the local 
press with Jack described as a ‘distinguished New Testament scholar, and 
an authority on Pacific affairs’.24 We all liked George. He was a regular 
visitor to our house, usually told a risqué joke and always had warmth 
to deliver. Cecily enjoyed the spiritualism the church offered. She saw 
spiritualism as something that came from within people and, in common 
with George, she loved people, loved discovering their core essence, being 
there with them and for them. Our parents did not discourage us girls 
from attending church if we wished in order that we might discover for 
ourselves what aspects of it suited us and what we might or might not 
believe in. John, however, often said to Meredith on her return from 
church, ‘What mumbo jumbo did you hear today?’

As serious and nasty as it was living in a democratic society in which an 
unaccountable intelligence agency spied on its own innocent and hard-
working citizens, we were brought up to believe in our liberal democratic 
society – that social change could be effected by exercising our right to 
vote. Spry’s obsessive belief that all political left-wingers were suspected 
communists was treated as a household joke. It was the man, not the 
whole political system, that was flawed.25

23  ‘The Methodist’, 9 July 1966, 7, NLA, Biographical cuttings on George Alfred Wheen, 
Reverend Dr.
24  Canberra Times, 18 September 1955.
25  Andrew Clark and I had the opportunity of defending our fathers’ reputations by participating 
in a panel discussion, ‘In the name of the father’, facilitated by Dr Anne Summers, Sydney Writers’ 
Festival, 2012.
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