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A love triangle

Cecily and John tried to keep up the appearance of a united marriage and 
family throughout 1960. Fortunately, our home was very much an open 
house. People called in unannounced and our friends freely came and 
went, which kept ASIO busy.1 Sabne visited, as did other bookshop staff, 
neighbours, our parents’ friends and their children. Nugget Coombs, who 
knew about our family troubles, visited too. He would sit cross-legged in a 
wide chair – his short legs making it possible – and, holding a glass of red 
wine, he would tell us stories in a strong deep voice that defied his small 
stature. An ongoing social trait of our family was that John and Cecily, 
having befriended people, did not abandon them. This would play out 
well in decades to come, as Cecily and John kept in touch with people 
with whom they had engaged in the past, including former boyfriends 
or husbands of us three children. Inwardly, our family was not always 
cohesive, but we seemed to provide a family haven for many others.

Cecily had obtained work in 1960 with ANU as a research assistant in 
the Department of Demography, working on a study of British migrants, 
which she enjoyed. Her path crossed with Robert Parker’s at the university. 
They saw each other at collegiate morning teas and, it would seem, she 
started to talk with him in an open and personal way about John. In April 
1960, Parker left with his wife Nancy for a period of study leave in the 
UK. Cecily reported on John in a letter to the Parkers: ‘It is quite amazing 
– John has started getting breakfast and washing up, which he never did 

1  Meredith’s former boyfriend, Barry, was a steady visitor, by reason of which both he and his 
family attracted ASIO’s attention: NAA: A6119, 337, Burton vol. 6, 270, memo of 28 January 1960 
with attached report on investigations into Barry’s family background. 
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while I was working for him! Men are very hard to understand!’ She told 
them that Clare and John were getting on better too and that ‘altogether 
the household is pretty equable and relaxed’.2

Clare had been distraught because Arno had returned to Germany. 
She  acquired a nervous ‘jumping’ habit, and it had become noticeably 
worse. Then, she received a letter from Arno and the spirits of the 
whole house lightened. She must have been home from Sydney during 
the university holidays as, by this time, she was enjoying university, 
finding that she was a natural student, excelling in English, history and 
psychology. Her ‘jumps’ though, developed into a nervous tic that refused 
to go away. Meredith’s doctors supported her move out of Canberra and 
away from her parents to Melbourne where she might have ‘a social’ life. 
In 1960, Meredith transferred to the University of Melbourne and resided 
in University Women’s College. John made a point of visiting her there 
from time to time. Coombs included Meredith in a meal with her college 
head, Myra Roper, in May 1960. In a letter in reply to Meredith’s thank 
you note, he expressed his pleasure that Meredith’s move to Melbourne 
provided an opportunity for her and her father to know one another 
better. He wrote, ‘I can assure you it is worth while – he is a fine man’.3

Throughout 1960, I was throwing myself wholeheartedly into everything 
that came my way, having no more than an occasional quarrel with my 
father over my swimming. He smacked me on my leg with a ruler once, 
a rare action for him. I had grazed that leg earlier in the day having fallen 
down a stone wall at school and the ruler stung. We did not talk to each 
other for several days. Cecily did not intervene. She did not attempt 
to ‘fix’ everyone’s relationships in the household. It was important that 
John worked out his own relationships with each of us and clearly, she 
believed, I could hold my own. She said of me in a letter to Parker: ‘John 
doesn’t stand a chance any more if she and I really want something – he 
does his best to talk her out of things, but doesn’t succeed.’4 I managed 
to work out my relationship with John by working around him. When 
he was away on the Snowy bus run, I resumed my swimming. When he 
returned, I  engaged with him. We played squash at the nearby courts, 
chess at home, and on one occasion he took me to what today we might 
call a ‘chick flick’. ‘He must be getting soft,’ I wrote in my diary. He was 

2  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 6 April 1960.
3  Nugget to Meredith, 20 April 1960, Cecily family file.
4  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 6 April 1960.
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trying harder to please us, and Cecily and I enjoyed him bringing each of 
us breakfast in bed on Sundays. Cecily told Parker that ‘there really is a 
change in the place’ and that John was ‘much happier too’.5

My diary would suggest that family life more or less resumed. But, in 
truth, the household limped along. John must still have been seeing 
Sabne. He was frequently late home and away a lot, often at the Snowy for 
a week at a time because of the driver’s illness. I wrote in my diary: ‘he is 
never home’. Cecily must have sensed something was wrong because she 
told the Parkers in another letter to them in April 1960 that she wished 
she could take over in the Kingston shop for John: ‘but it’s all I can do 
to get Sabne to talk to me – so even if I were free it wouldn’t work out’.6

In June 1960, she wrote to Parker telling him about her work and learning 
of the life histories and expectations of British migrants. She said, ‘I wish 
you were here to have morning tea with.’ She went on:

I just thought I’d like you to know about Burton developments 
– because if you came back and found us the happiest couple in 
Canberra, or else separated and/or divorced you would wonder 
how it all came about.

Well, not long ago I was all for up and going – I waited till all the 
kids were around and turned on a wonderful scene and meant 
every word of it for quite a few days. However, I quite simply 
couldn’t. The facts of the matter are that John believes he hasn’t 
loved me for years and years, and not only that but he believes 
he can only love me if I conform to his requirements. I say ‘Here 
I stand, I can do no other’, and until you think I am OK I am 
your wife in name only, or words to that effect, and I am staking 
my future on the fact that he has enough goodness and common 
sense to think I am worth having as I am – I hope I don’t have to 
wait too long, because I don’t like being celibate one bit. He is an 
idiot you know! Any way there is a good deal less reserve and more 
spontaneity around the house now, and the kids seem to think 
better of me rather than worse, all the dragons have now popped 
up their heads, so we don’t need to expect any more! I have joined 
Meredith’s gallery of family portraits (which formerly consisted of 
one – John) and I take this to be a very good sign. It’s strange how 
things come about. Just because we think things are too awful to 
face they torture us – if we are prepared to put our heads on the 
block, fully expecting to be beheaded, nothing happens.

5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 6 April 1960.
6  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 6 April 1960.
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I’d like you to show this letter to Nancy – mine to her is full of 
waffle, so I don’t want you to read that if you don’t mind – I write 
sometimes just to straighten myself out, and the letters probably 
deserve to be burnt immediately.

Looking forward to your return,
Cecily.7

My diary captured signs of a domestic breakdown three weeks earlier. 
On 25 May 1960, I wrote: ‘Dad has told mum that for 10 years he hasn’t 
really loved her, and he only lived with her because of us.’ The following 
day, I wrote, ‘Don’t know what is going to happen about dad. Hope he 
won’t leave the house, but it is torture for mum to have to live with him 
knowing this.’ Then, my diary reveals, in the manner a 13-year-old might 
note such an event, that on Monday evening 30 May 1960:

I got involved with a ‘family discussion’ about Mum and Dad. 
Mum says we might have to move. She can’t bear living with 
someone who doesn’t love her – dad.

John went to the Snowy the next day. Someone must have placated me, 
because my entry for 1 June read: ‘We aren’t going to move at all (hoorah!) 
Mum is feeling happier’.

John wanted to hold on to Cecily as his companion and wife. Cecily, 
deeply introspective, kept looking back, questioning what went wrong 
with their relationship in order to try and fix it. She knew she was unhappy 
living with John but did not understand what the problem was or what 
to do about it. How Cecily had felt about her marriage is gleaned from 
a fictional conversation she later wrote in 1964:

‘This is not what I call a marriage’, she articulated. She felt in 
despair, wondering how to make a marriage out of something that 
was not a marriage. ‘Let us talk about it’, she said to him.

‘What is there to talk about?’ he replied. ‘I can’t see anything 
wrong. You are a good wife to me, I have no complaints.’

‘But I have,’ she said. ‘And that’s just it; you never seem to feel 
there’s anything to talk about, whether it’s us, or anything else.’8

7  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 18 June 1960, original emphasis.
8  Cecily’s ‘Free writing’, 2000, Cecily family file.
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Cecily tried to get John to understand her needs, but he did not. She wanted 
him to express his love for her, give her affection and understanding, as 
part of the lovemaking act. She knew it puzzled him that doing things 
for her, giving her things, was not demonstration enough that he loved 
her. She wanted him to take a real interest in her and to listen to her 
when she spoke about difficulties she perceived she had, but he did not 
seem interested. She felt let down. She asked rhetorically: was it only 
John, or were all men content with their relationships so long as they had 
wonderful sex?9

Looking back, doing it differently, she reflected that she would not marry 
anyone who was not interested in her as an individual. She believed that 
she was one of those people who simply wanted something different and 
she developed an interest in understanding more about human nature, 
knowing that she was not alone in how she felt. She considered there 
were men that she might get on with very well and even love, but whom 
she would not have married. It would have been ‘too easy’. When a few 
years later she took an interest in relationship counselling, her desire 
to understand how others felt jogged her out of over-thinking her own 
situation to a degree. By then, however, she had fallen in love with John’s 
best friend. Parker picked up on Cecily’s concerns about her marriage and, 
in June 1960, he wrote an intimate letter to Cecily and John. Noting that 
the television licence inquiry – in which John, Crawford and Oliphant 
were involved – was dragging on, led him to talk about John’s ‘causes’. 
He started with the proposition to John that ‘you are not an organisation 
man’ and followed it with the barbed remark, ‘You don’t even like marital 
organisation – if it is democratic’. Parker asked John and Cecily if they 
had read Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, ‘the most elaborate attack 
on the institution of marriage I know of ’. He elaborated:

She’s fighting to free women from the shackles of that man-made 
institution. Hence paradox: Cecily, for whom she’s fighting, will 
dislike her for cutting the ground from under her feet; John, who 
is lampooned as the domineering male, may have a sneaking 
sympathy for the book. He may like it if only because it superbly 
insists on citing only one side of the evidence, and so makes out 

9  The interpretations of how Cecily felt and thought arise from Cecily’s private writings, journals 
and jottings, and conversations with us as adults. We have done our best to faithfully reflect her words 
and expressed feelings.
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a formidable case by ignoring all qualifications and contrary 
indications to its thesis. Still, it does contain a devastating number 
of home-truths, deployed with a knife-edged intelligence.10

Parker was frank about his own situation. He thought there was truth in 
de Beauvoir’s thesis that any kind of ‘love’ between the sexes cannot last 
for more than a few months or years, though he thought the timeline 
somewhat pessimistic. The breakdown of warmth or ease commonly 
occurs after 10 or 15 years; although, he suggested, children provide 
a very practical reason for preserving the institution. ‘To be honest, that’s 
the line I’ve acted on, and must probably now abide by, but if pressed 
I couldn’t for the life of me say whether it’s been worthwhile,’ he confided.

Was there a subtext about his developing feelings for Cecily? Was this 
the beginning of a John, Cecily and Robert love triangle? Robert, as it 
is appropriate to refer to him from this point of our story, seemed to 
be displaying acceptance, if reluctantly, of people leaving a marriage 
relationship. Both Cecily’s and Robert’s letters seemed to reflect their 
own and each other’s human need for sex, love, warmth and ease in 
a relationship. Robert expanded on his thoughts and concluded:

This must sound incomprehensible. It shows I must have been 
thinking about you both (whom, God knows, I love) but probably 
has no particular relevance to the present time. I hope you are 
discovering what’s best for each other because it’s impossible to 
find what’s best for oneself.11

John did not respond to Robert on an emotional level but, in a letter of 
18 October 1960, he suggested Robert meet up with him in the USA in 
the course of his return travels from the Moscow Pugwash Conference 
in December. Was Robert interested in meeting up with him? Having in 
mind a book he had been working on, John wrote:

Have finished a first draft of a great work, and plan to take copies 
with me so as to get comments … I have written a lot of bull; but 
when I read what others have written I think it is not so bad …

Do you know what I would love most of all in life at the moment? 
To pick you up on way through – dump the family, (sorry Nancy). 
What are your plans? At least let me know where you will be about 
7 December.12

10  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 27 July 1960.
11  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 27 July 1960.
12  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 18 October 1960.
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Robert replied on 25 October 1960, that ‘Nancy wants me to take 
desperate measures to comply with it …’, but, he explained, ‘finances did 
not permit’. John was palpably disappointed. ‘A great pity,’ he wrote on 
9 November 1960, and, not leaving it there, suggested many ways that 
Robert might raise money to manage, or even accept a loan from John.13 
The plan did not eventuate.

The ‘great work’ that John referred to and the invitation he had received 
to attend the sixth Pugwash Conference, planned for 27 November until 
5 December 1960, need to be elaborated on because, combined, they led 
him to find his place in academia. John had been searching for a job at a 
university where he could write and earn a living. As fate would have it, a 
month or so earlier, George Wheen had dared to invite John, his atheist 
friend, to give a talk at a church service. John accepted and it had proved 
fortuitous. Someone in the congregation approached him afterwards with 
an offer that John ‘do a spell’ at ANU. In September 1960, John joined 
the university’s International Affairs Department on a six-month visiting 
fellowship to write a paper on ‘Conditions for agreement by negotiating 
in current world politics’. John relished the idea of being paid to write 
about foreign policy. While at ANU, he was able to complete the work he 
had bragged to Robert about: Peace Theory: Preconditions of Disarmament, 
published in January 1962.14 However, he did not enter academia without 
causing further controversy. It started within a month of him taking up 
the fellowship.

John’s invitation to attend the Pugwash Conference came by way of a 
letter from Bertrand Russell, a noted British philosopher, logician, essayist 
and social critic. Russell’s letter attached a draft program and explained:

The subject of the conference will be ‘Disarmament and World 
Security’, and we hope to discuss the political, economic, technical 
and military aspects of these problems … From experience at 
previous Pugwash Conferences we know that these informal 
meetings of scientists can make a significant contribution towards 
solving the problems of the day. Recent events emphasize the 
instability of the present situation and the need for increased effort 
to improve goodwill between nations. It is clear that meetings of 
scientists, of the Pugwash type, have become more necessary than 

13  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 9 November 1960.
14  John’s theory was that conditions of peace must be agreed before disarmament can be effected. 
Burton, interview by John Clements, 1981.
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ever. We hope that the discussion at the Moscow Conference, on 
the various aspects of disarmament and the methods of setting 
up and implementing a world security system, will not only help 
to create a favourable climate of opinion, but will make some 
practical contributions.15

John sought leave from his department to attend. News of him going to 
the conference in Moscow while working at ANU caused alarm. He was 
granted leave, but without pay, to attend the conference. John was not 
impressed, as he indicated to his friend Robert, who by this time was 
a reader in public administration at ANU.16 Writing to Robert, John said:

This great institution cannot cope with people like me. A special 
meeting of heads of schools decided that I could not go to Pugwash 
while on the pay of the ANU in case I said something they did not 
like. Hence leave without pay! As I am paying my own fare in any 
event … you can imagine I do not love your colleagues. However, 
just to nark them I went out and bought a new car. I do not have 
the affection you have for this place. I hate [the] people. The tops 
are such weak non-selfless types (including the new Vice) who all 
play politics instead of doing a job. Maybe I expect too much. 
I like working with missionaries.17

The press enjoyed the story; ‘Moscow trip for Burton’ and ‘Burton off 
to Moscow’, headlined news that noted that the granting of leave from 
ANU caused ‘a stir in Government circles’.18

Before John left Australia, he presumptuously sent Russell a work he had 
completed on ‘Areas of Agreement’ for the conference.19 On 21 November, 
John travelled to Moscow where he met up with British, American and 
Russian intellects. Up to this time, the conference had been confined 
almost exclusively to scientists representing Western and Communist 

15  Letter 7 October 1960, written from Merioneth, Wales, Burton family file.
16  Parker had from 1939 to 1945 been a lecturer in public administration at Victoria University 
College, Wellington, NZ, before returning to Canberra University College as a lecturer in political 
science (where he had worked in 1938). From 1947 he was a social science research fellow at ANU and 
from 1949, he headed the School of Political Science and Public Administration at Victoria University 
College. In 1954 he returned to ANU as reader in the Department of Political Science, Research School 
of Social Sciences. He later became professor of political science in 1963 and retired in 1978.
17  John to Robert, 9 November 1960, R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 
‘General correspondence Burton John W, 1938–88’.
18  Telegraph, 8 November 1960, and Sun, 9 November 1960, John W. Burton papers, NLA, MS 
8405, box 4, folder 18, Newspaper clippings, 1947–91.
19  Letter 9 November 1960, acknowledged by Russell in letter 2 December 1960, Burton family file. 
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bloc countries. Sir Mark Oliphant, physicist and director of postgraduate 
research, School of Physical Sciences at ANU, had represented Australia 
at the first conference, which took place in 1957 in Pugwash, Nova 
Scotia, Canada. On this occasion, invitations had been extended to 
selected political and social scientists to discuss problems associated 
with disarmament, and Oliphant had recommended John to Russell.20 
In  subsequent years, John would attend other Pugwash conferences in 
its series on Research on International Peace and Security, in his capacity 
as a UK social scientist.21 This proved to be an opening for John to have 
ongoing influence in international peace initiatives.

John returned to Australia on 21 December 1960. He landed in Sydney, 
met up with his father, and the two flew back to Canberra for Christmas. 
He was away on our mother’s birthday, 4 December, but browsing through 
my childhood diaries I was pleased to note that he took care to make an 
advance purchase of a gift of new sheets and towels. Soon after his return, 
John and Cecily entertained Oliphant, Manning Clark and Coombs for 
dinner at our house. They talked about the conference and other aspects 
of John’s trip and also about a forthcoming event of an entirely different 
kind – as foreshadowed in his letter to the Parkers:

When you come back you will both be dragged into the 
Sentimental Bloke being put on by Albert Arlen Productions at 
the Albert Hall. Lots of drop painting. Lots of exhibitionism.22

And, therein begins the story of our father, John Burton, becoming a patron 
of the arts.

20  Burton explained to the Canberra Times, 8 November 1960, 8.
21  Pugwash 9th Conference: Problems of Disarmament and World Security, Cambridge, UK, 
August 1962; 10th Conference: Scientists and World Affairs, London, UK, September 1962; and 11th 
Conference: Current Problems of Disarmament and World Security, Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, September 
1963. For a list of participants, see Pugwash Newsletter Special Edition, 44, no. 2 (October 2007), 
39–155, accessed 10 April 2021, pugwashconferences.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/participants-and-
meetings-1957-2007.pdf.
22  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, file 189, 9 November 1960. 

http://pugwashconferences.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/participants-and-meetings-1957-2007.pdf
http://pugwashconferences.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/participants-and-meetings-1957-2007.pdf
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