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The Snowy Mountains 
bus, bubble cars and 

other ventures

In the early 1950s, thousands of workers from European countries were 
recruited to work alongside Australians on the ambitious construction of 
the Snowy Mountains hydroelectric scheme, the biggest civil engineering 
project ever undertaken in Australia. The winters were long and cold, the 
work gruelling, but the pay and accommodation were reasonable. John 
recognised the hardship these men endured – their loneliness away from 
their families – and saw a way of improving their lives. He approached 
Sir William Hudson, the commissioner of the Snowy Mountains 
Hydro-electric Authority, for permission for the Green Square bus to 
visit the construction camps to provide the workers with items beyond 
the essentials supplied to the camps. John had known Hudson, a civil 
engineer, since 1949 when Prime Minister Chifley appointed Hudson 
to manage the scheme. ASIO’s version is that much of the success of 
Green Square enterprises came from this initiative because John had 
‘sole distribution rights’ at the construction camps.1 However, while the 
venture proved profitable, John did not require any ‘sole’ rights. There 
were no competitors who either thought of or were interested in finding 
a way to meet the needs of these workers. In any event, also noted by 
ASIO, John credited the success of his business overall to Sabne and her 
extensive retail trade experience.

1  NAA: A6119, 337, Burton vol. 6, 263. 
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Geographically isolated from large cities, the construction workers had 
little to spend their money on. A major problem was the roads. They were 
unsealed, steep and winding, some cut into mountain cliffs, and at times 
many were impassable in dangerous weather conditions. It was difficult 
to ensure reliable delivery of even basic consumer needs. A priority was to 
transport material for the construction of workers’ huts, small churches 
and schools for the children in places like Island Bend, Guthega and 
Khancoban.2 There was an unmet appetite for books and appliances, 
especially if they were delivered. John adjusted the fittings of the bus 
to accommodate a display of a variety of products including carefully 
selected books in various European languages, records and gramophones 
on which to play them and electrical items such as electric blankets and 
toasters. The bus was open for business until late at night to cater for shift 
workers. The advent of the Green Square bus warmed the hearts of many 
lonely men.

Demand for the goods John stocked was constant. The nights at the camps 
were long and cold and radio reception was poor. The workers relied on 
books and records for evening entertainment. Later John extended his stock 
to include stationery, magazines and foreign newspapers. Newspapers and 
small electric appliances sold well. Initially, John drove the bus himself 
to ensure the roadways could take the heavy vehicle but also to find out 
more about the workers’ needs and their environment. In this action we 
see a glimpse of his father’s Methodism and desire to improve the lives of 
those in need. It also demonstrates the belief he had in himself, like his 
father, that he knew best how this could be done. By mid-1958, he was 
running the bus up and down to the Snowy Mountains on a weekly basis. 
Sometimes he had to stop to hack trees and shrubs whose growth had 
encroached onto the muddy roads and obstructed the bus’s progress to 
what was known as Thiess Village and, later, to Cabramurra where it was 
expected to be overnight each Thursday. Rain, hail or snow, the bus made 
it through. On one occasion when the roads were barricaded because 
they were too treacherous for vehicles, the men at the camps protested so 
strongly that an exception was made for the bus to pass.

John had left room at the back of the bus for bunk beds and essentials 
for a driver’s overnight stays. It was an adventure for us to travel with 
him and sleep in a bunk bed on the bus overnight. Meredith marvelled at 

2  See Ruth Arndt, ‘A Bustling Business’, Canberra Times, 19 October 2000, 11; and Arndt, ‘Waiting 
for a Bus Have Snowy Workers Some Instant Relief ’, Canberra Times, 16 December 1999.
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the high cultural tastes of the ‘men on the Snowy’ who were hungry for 
cultural material. Robert (‘Bob’) Armstrong, a civil engineer, while not an 
immigrant, wrote to me in 2011 about the life-changing effect the bus’s 
visits had on him and others working on the Snowy project. He said:

I soon discovered Burton’s Book and Record Bus and it really did 
give me the incentive to buy and read and study good literature 
and appreciate all forms of music … It stopped me from heading 
to the bar after work and in the evenings after dinner. I think in a 
way your father kept me on the straight and narrow.3

He sent me a draft extract from a memoir he was writing of his description 
of the bus and its importance:

Dr John Burton’s bus was a lumbering large old ex-Canberra 
suburban bus in which he had removed all the seats and each 
side of the aisles he had put in jam-packed book shelves, record 
racks full of joy, a stationery department and a magazine stand 
for Australian and imported magazines and out-of-date foreign 
newspapers, the latter of which sold like hot cakes to the three 
thousand hardly English speaking workers from Europe. He drove 
the old bus from Canberra and did a weekly circuit of all major 
Snowy construction towns and camps. It was a priority that, 
irrespective of the weather, Burton’s Book and Record Bus gets 
through, even if it had to be towed. It was really the only thing 
that kept a lot of us lonely single staff from becoming alcoholics, 
or losing our minds.4

Thanks to the bus, Bob built up an extensive eclectic library and record 
collection. He acquired books by Agatha Christie, Ernest Hemingway, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Steinbeck, Norman Mailer, Truman Capote, 
Francoise Sagan and others, poetry including Keats and Dylan Thomas’s 
Under Milk Wood, plays of Oscar Wilde and Noël Coward, the lyrics 
of Gilbert and Sullivan operettas and The Complete Works of William 
Shakespeare. His record collection included Salad Days, Carmen, the 
Purple People Eater and Irish folk songs.

Bob recalled the day in 1958 when he introduced his new girlfriend, Ruth, 
to the harsh conditions under which the Snowy scheme workers lived. 
The workers relied on pot-belly stoves and wood heaters for cooking and 

3  Personal communication, 2011, Burton family file.
4  Robert Armstrong, draft chapter, 2011, Burton family file.
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warmth, and power generators for refrigerators. Snow was thick on the 
ground. The couple arrived at his room in the Cabramurra staff barrack 
block and Ruth, intrigued with Bob’s books, fingered the collection and 
said in jest, ‘Can I move in?’ Bob credited the bus’s visits to his continued 
courtship of Ruth that led to a lifelong marriage. They lived at Thiess 
Village, where the bus also visited, for two years. The couple eventually 
settled in Sydney and lived a happy 51 years together until Ruth’s death. 
The story Bob told me is that, one Thursday, when he was at work and 
Ruth was at the camp alone and bored, John and his bus arrived. Ruth 
asked John if he had any watercolour paints. He said he was sorry, he hadn’t 
any. He was able only to sell her a Croxley sketch book. On John’s next 
visit, he brought with him paints, pencils and artist paper for Ruth. The 
sketch book was treasured; it was filled with poetry the two copied into it 
and notes that Bob left Ruth each day before she woke. Without John, he 
said, Ruth would not have extended her stay and their relationship would 
have had no chance to flourish.5

As soon as John was sure of demand for what the bus stocked, he employed 
a skilled Canberra driver, a migrant born in Azerbaijan and who was 
fluent in several European languages, to trial the bus travelling regularly 
to selected Snowy Mountain camps. The workers welcomed the service 
and made personal requests for goods, electrical equipment, special song 
albums, writing paper and newspapers. The bus increased the frequency 
of its visits to twice a week. Word spread through the construction tunnels 
and men assembled at various points to wait for the bus. The driver had 
to rug up overnight to keep warm. Then, one night, he suffered a cerebral 
aneurism while sleeping on the bus. He was transported to Sydney as his 
condition was more than the Cooma or Canberra hospitals could manage. 
He recovered, but never resumed driving. John engaged various drivers, 
never any as reliable as the Azerbaijanian. At one time, John engaged his 
young friend Jim (later Justice) Staples to drive for him. Staples, having 
lost his job as a legal officer in the attorney-general’s office apparently on 
discovery of his past membership of the Communist Party, welcomed the 
opportunity. The job helped him save sufficient money to help establish 
himself in, what became, a successful career as a barrister at the Sydney 
Bar. Staples told us many tales about his Snowy bus trips, including 
an encounter he had with police over ‘sly grog’ that Staples took into 

5  Armstrong’s story is drawn from his draft memoir and personal communication in 2011 after 
Ruth’s death, Burton family file.
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a camp to drink with the men. He was caught and had to talk his way 
out of an overnight stay in a police cell. Inevitably, the bus broke down, 
leaving Staples stranded and sometimes cold and wet while he attempted 
makeshift repairs. On 31 August 1960, according to my diary, worse, ‘the 
bus engine went up in flames’. It was fixed, however, and by October 1960 
its popularity was such that the road edges were carved by local authorities 
to ensure the bus could reach further afield such as Khancoban.

As if running a bookshop and mobile buses was not enough, in January 
1959 John took up an agency to import and sell Messerschmitt three-
wheeled ‘bubble cars’ from the shop. The cars had a 200 cc single cylinder 
engine. They were built in Germany in the 1940s and 1950s, initially 
developed to transport wounded soldiers. Two hundred and fifty of these 
tiny vehicles were imported into Australia. The vehicle was roadworthy and 
cornered well, but somewhat underpowered going up hills. The Perspex 
bubble roof opened to the side and closed down over the seated driver and 
passenger. The driver had a sense of being in a cockpit although the seat is 
only inches from the ground rather than high in the sky.

The Burton’s Messerschmitt, Hobart Avenue, 1959.
Source: Burton family collection.
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The component parts of the cars arrived in large wooden packing cases. 
John set up a workshop at the back of the shops where he assembled 
the vehicles. The process was not unlike the modern IKEA model. Boxes 
were opened and bits and pieces were fitted according to instructions. 
It required a smaller person, like me at age 13, to help with aspects of their 
assembly. On occasion, I would squeeze into a car to access the engine 
from inside and push through nuts and bolts to be screwed in the engine 
from the outside by John or his helper. The car was small enough to be 
displayed in the bookshop window. The first car sold on 10 January 1959. 
John gave Meredith a Messerschmitt to drive to university. She attracted 
more attention from male students than she wanted. Once, she emerged 
from a lecture to find her car missing. It had been hidden in bushes. 
Another time, boys took it to a campus theatre and lifted it onto the stage.

John kept juggling various balls, having too many in the air at any one 
time. He managed to control some, but others got away. In 1959, in 
partnership with Sir Mark Oliphant and Sir John Crawford, John applied 
for a licence to run a local television station. Their application caused 
a stir. The leader of the Democratic Labor Party, Senator George Cole, 
concerned about left-wing control over television when it was introduced 
in Canberra, asked questions in parliament about the three men’s bid for 
their company to obtain a Canberra television licence.6 The ‘Burton team’ 
was unsuccessful.

By 1960, however, John was finding it more and more difficult to cope. 
The licence hearings drew out to the middle of 1960 and John relied 
on Sabne and others to keep his business running. Sometimes he would 
have to drive a Messerschmitt to Sydney to deliver to a buyer. On many 
occasions, if a bus driver fell ill, John had to drive the Snowy bus and 
spend days at a time away from home. At one time, he had to run the 
bus on alternative weeks because of a driver’s illness. At the same time, 
John continued to command media attention with his outspoken views. 
He made trips to Sydney and Melbourne to give talks or lectures. A 
television interview he had in Sydney on 8 May 1960 was headlined in 
a news article the next day, ‘“Party system outmoded” says Dr Burton’.7 
It reported John’s view that the failure of the two-party system arose out 
of our democratic electoral system. His reasoning was that, in catering for 
a majority of voters, it often ignored the needs of minorities.

6  ‘Question Asked in Senate on Canberra TV’, Canberra Times, 4 September 1959.
7  Canberra Times, 9 May 1960, 3.
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Eventually, in June 1962, the owners of the large bookstore of Angus and 
Robertson Ltd took over the Green Square shop and Sabne as its store 
manager. For a time, it continued the services provided by the mobile 
unit to visit schools and libraries and communities in the Snowy region.8 
In the meantime, a lot had been happening in John’s and Cecily’s lives on 
both the shop and home fronts.

8  Canberra Times, 15 June 1962.
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