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32
Turmoil

By January 1961, John realised that he was in trouble; he felt he was losing 
Cecily. He told her that he really did love her. He tried hard to show it. 
Cecily was not convinced. She thought that his practical efforts lacked 
any renewed emotional connection.1 Our household became tense and 
turbulent. John did not want to lose our affection, but in a household 
of teenage girls he found it hard to accept our interest in make-up, 
fashion and boys, and he made inept and sometimes offensive remarks. 
He continued to expect more of Meredith than he did of Clare and me. 
On seeing Meredith wearing a new lipstick once, he said, ‘What have you 
got that scotch tape on for?’ He had no sense of the impact of his reproof 
on her self-esteem.

John felt his loss of control over us. Cecily was more lenient and more 
trusting of Clare and me. John did not like me going on car trips to 
country towns for swimming carnivals. Clare had a festering resentment 
of John and rows broke out in the house with each of us and, when John 
did not get his way, he just stopped talking to us. At age 14 I wrote in my 
diary – and not for the first time – words to the effect of ‘Dad not talking. 
Wish the whole family could get on together’.

Cecily was still supportive of John and his work. During the day she helped 
out at the shop. On occasion she would open up the Kingston shop, and 
I would go with her before school when I could. In her spare time, Cecily 

1  The sources for Cecily’s thoughts and feelings in this chapter where not otherwise referenced are 
a compilation of Cecily’s private journals, my diaries, personal communications with Cecily over the 
years and our own recollections.
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worked diligently on John’s ‘peace theory’ manuscript.2 She stayed up 
late at night because John had said he had a deadline to meet, though in 
retrospect she believed it was self-imposed. She would burst her guts to get 
it done for him. Cecily was a skilled editor, and John’s writing expression left 
a lot to be desired. He made generalisations that she questioned and, after 
understanding better what he was trying to say, she recast it to better express 
his ideas. John accepted and used most of the suggestions she made, but he 
failed to express his appreciation. Rather, he got annoyed at her questioning 
of the assumptions on which he based his theories, or pointing out leaps 
in logic and instances of poor expression. She was an excellent copyeditor 
but, because of her writing skills and her ability to grasp complex issues, 
she was not prepared to merely edit without critiquing the substance of 
his work. The published work benefited from her structural and other 
changes; however, while he formally credited Robert Parker in the book’s 
Acknowledgements, he did not mention Cecily.

With happiness, I noted in my diary on Monday 24 April 1961 that flowers 
had arrived for Cecily from John to celebrate their wedding anniversary: 
‘Fabulous – a real big bouquet’. Then again, how disappointed I was on 
9 November 1961, Sabne’s birthday: ‘Dad bought an 11/6 chocolate heart 
for Sabne, and said it was from me.’ He had not yet let go of Sabne.

There was talk about moving to another house. The move was on and 
then off and then John fell into a no-talking mood – that is, until Cecily 
agreed to buy the house he had chosen. It was close to where we lived, 
modern and much larger than the one we had, with a self-contained flat. 
It had enough bedrooms to allow for John and Cecily to have their own, 
which ultimately occurred, and separate rooms for Meredith and Clare 
when they were home from university, one being large enough for them 
to share in the event that grandfather came to stay. John’s choice of home 
was inexplicable to Cecily; it had more bedrooms and bathrooms than we 
needed. John wanted a fresh start or he was simply restless. He seemed to 
think that a new house would win back Cecily’s heart. It also had a large 
undeveloped garden that he could cultivate and grow vegetables in, akin 
to the ‘shovelling shit’ on the farm that he found therapeutic for working 
on ideas in his head. Reverting to form, John bought Cecily a new car and 
a refrigerator without consulting her about either as to what she might 
like. He expected her to be overwhelmed and grateful. Instead, she said: 

2  John’s Peace Theory: Preconditions of Disarmament was published in 1962 (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf ). 
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‘Why didn’t you ask me about it, what sort [of car or fridge] I would like?’ 
John was hurt. He had not learned from her reaction 10 years earlier when 
he had presented us all with ponies without prior discussion.

When my parents told me that they had decided to buy a new house after 
all, I shrugged it off. I told my diary, ‘I’m not going to bother to keep 
up – I don’t know what will happen’. Then, on the morning of 12 August 
1961, I was asked to clear out all my cupboards before I left for my 
basketball match because we were moving. Grandfather, who had been 
staying with us, returned to Sydney that day. I came home after basketball 
that afternoon to find the house empty; all the furniture had gone and 
no one was home. Clare was in Sydney and Meredith was in Melbourne, 
both at university. I found it an eerie experience as a young teen, until one 
or other of my parents returned to the house to complete the move. There 
had been so much talk of moving I had simply not wanted to know about 
it. By nightfall I was in my new room surrounded by my things in our 
new home at 5 Talbot Street, Forrest.

The new house did not ‘fix things’ between Cecily and John. Family 
arguments erupted. Within a few weeks, John, Cecily and I were all 
quarrelling. One morning Cecily was crying while driving me to school. 
Tears in front of us were rare, given Cecily’s self-control and ability to 
always put our interests ahead of her own. But Cecily and John’s arguments 
became constant and open. When Clare came home to an unhappy house 
for the holidays, she became very unhappy. She thought the family did 
not want her and that she was out of place. She and I argued and, together 
with Cecily, we were in tears for large parts of many days. Sometimes 
a family drive at the end of the day would help everyone ‘feel better’ for 
a while. Meredith returned home before Christmas too. She was doing 
well at university despite the interruption to her second year of studies 
when she had suffered a mental breakdown. It pleased John that she was 
following his lead, studying and excelling in economics. Accompanied by 
a flattering photograph two days before Christmas 1960, the Canberra 
Times wrote about ‘20 year old Meredith Burton’ adding ‘more lustre to 
the family record of academic distinction’. By the time she completed her 
first-class honours degree in 1962, she had been awarded four Exhibitions 
for first place in her subjects.

During this time, Robert and John maintained their relationship as 
colleagues. Throughout 1961, John was working on a paper on peace 
initiatives with Robert, John Crawford, Patrick Fitzgerald and Manning 
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Clark.3 It involved him liaising closely with Parker, to whom John left 
its final drafting. They completed the document by the end of the year. 
On Christmas Day 1961, John wrote to the New Statesman newspaper 
editor, Norman MacKenzie, requesting it be published. ‘It is Christmas 
Day – so greetings to you and Jeanne and family’, he commenced before 
explaining the genesis of the paper and discussion it contained on the 
world situation and where it should be heading.4

Cecily and John should not have been together at this time. John did not 
break with Sabne as demonstrated by his gift to her of a chocolate heart, 
and what intimacies might have been occurring at this time between Cecily 
and Robert is a matter of speculation. John and Cecily attempted to keep 
their relationship alive, possibly because I still had another year of high 
school to complete. While John’s father was in the house, everyone was 
circumspect – except Clare. On New Year’s Day 1962, Clare declared that 
she would not come home until ‘mum and dad solved their problems’. 
I thought that unfair of her. I had had to put up with it the whole time, 
so why should she not?

Meredith and I have now uncovered letters that tell us that, by June 1962, 
Robert and Cecily were in love and had become lovers. Robert’s small 
motor vehicle played its part, as uncomfortable as it must have been, 
given that Robert was 6 feet 2 inches, a foot taller than Cecily! The lovers’ 
letters were written in June and July 1962 when Robert was working 
in the Territory of Papua and New Guinea on administrative matters 
concerning the territory’s independence. They openly discussed their love, 
the meaning of their relationship and, significantly, family commitments 
that prevented them from being together. They explored what they had in 
common. They were both interested in poetry, philosophy and the works 
of Goethe. While not poetically prolific like Cecily, she was heartened to 
learn that Robert had written a poem in 1950, ‘Cool Change’, to express 
his feelings. She told him how much she loved and missed him. Yet, it 
seems that Cecily was not sure whether she did or did not love Robert 
at this stage. In one letter, she wrote:

it haunts me that I said to you before you left that I was not in 
love with you – or words to that effect. I am not even sure that it 
is true … Never in my life have I had such a beautiful satisfying 

3  ‘East–West Conflict – What is the Fight About?’, R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 46, 
file 189.
4  Copy letter held Burton family file.
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and profoundly moving relationship as with you – nor even 
approaching it. If this is not being in love in the best sense of the 
words, then nothing is.5

Robert Parker and Cecily, Canberra, 1966.
Source: Family collection.

5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Family corr. Burton, Cecily 
Margaret, 1962’.
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Cecily was not the outgoing extrovert as was Robert’s creative artist wife, 
Nancy Parker. Cecily was quieter and appeared to be more acquiescent. 
However, from the beginning, it seems Cecily needed to analyse and 
articulate her feelings and have Robert engage in understanding her. She 
told him about her ‘theme of oneness’, believing, hoping, that Robert 
would understand it – and her – at a deep philosophical level:

I have this passionate urge to save humanity and will not be 
satisfied until I do something beyond my personal life. I used to 
think my role was to serve the world through John, and my own 
work has come about by trying to understand why that did not 
succeed. Love, intelligence, reason, passionate ideals, self-sacrifice 
– all the virtues welded together are as nothing when there is a lack 
of understanding (comprehension not sympathy). It is like trying 
to work an atomic reactor without an elementary knowledge of 
physics. We just don’t know the principles involved in human 
relationships.6

On a separate piece of paper she wrote a poem:

You are a tall straight tree my beloved.
The sun is your love for others,
The earth is their love for you,
Your work is the air about you,
The rain is your rest and sleep.
I am but the gentle breeze and violent storm.
To tell you there is more than these.

What did Robert make of Cecily’s letters containing her openly expressed 
doubt about whether she was in love with him accompanied by a mix of 
intimacy and heavy philosophic content? Wanting Robert to understand 
her childhood origins of troubled feelings, Cecily reverted to her lifelong 
fascination with the Hans Christian Andersen story of Kai and Gerda 
and the ‘Ice Queen’. She might have been presumptuous in discussing at 
this stage how she and Robert might fulfil each other’s needs, for Robert 
replied in practical terms. He aired his concern about putting their love 
ahead of his own family commitments:

If you and I were free, or became so honourably (to the others we’re 
now committed to) I would, with your consent, feel it very right 
to make a new start in any capacity which seemed best – including 

6  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret, 1962’, 
reply dated ‘Thursday’ to Robert’s letter of 15 June 1962. 
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taking a different or lower-paid job and living here … In practice 
things may not be quite like this. We have our other commitments 
which may continue. I cannot jeopardise the support of my family. 
I shall probably have to continue in Canberra.7

Only weeks later, in July 1962, Cecily wrote to Robert telling him that 
she had decided to give John’s and her marriage another go – that is, she 
wanted an end to their affair for the time. Had Robert’s response caused 
Cecily to feel insecure?

At home, I knew John was unhappy. I understood that he was suffering 
back pain, or so Cecily explained, and my diary notes record that he was 
having his ‘neck stretched again’ in mid-June. On 23 June 1962 I noted: 
‘Dad not good – also mum and he seem to be “discussing” quite a lot.’ 
And discussing they were. Cecily told John about the development of 
her relationship with Robert. It was then that she confessed to him 
about her affair with Raju in Ceylon. It brought a strong reaction. He 
wanted her back, that is, to be with him, ‘immediately, completely and 
unconditionally’, he said. Her affair with Raju gave him the high moral 
ground. Cecily, perhaps now realising that she could not rely on Robert 
being there for her if she left John, felt that she had no choice but to 
give the marriage another go. Cecily told Robert: ‘If at the end of twelve 
months or so I feel I can’t live with him he will agree to let me go. He is 
immensely generous.’8 Nevertheless, Cecily was torn. In the same letter, 
she told Robert that if he wanted to see her on his return, she would ask 
John to agree because ‘I feel I cannot adjust myself to John’s suggestion 
unless I know how you are’.

This was a lot for Robert to absorb in one letter, but Cecily, having 
broken off their affair, asked Robert to tell Nancy about them, if possible. 
‘Perhaps I am hoping it will give her as much understanding as it has given 
John,’ she wrote. Then, she wrote about how wonderful a lover Robert 
was: ‘with you I am at peace: your very urgency delights me’. Confiding 
further in Robert, Cecily told him that if she found she could live with 
John, it was because Robert had taught her to tell the truth; ‘from you I 
know what a real relationship can be’, she told him. ‘I know what I have 
to do for the next sixteen months. Little by little I have to try to build up a 

7  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret, 1962’, 
undated, June ‘Saturday’.
8  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret, 1962’.
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truthful relationship with John.’9 Her letters to Robert did not cease. One 
of several more she wrote to Robert over the next few months was about 
the necessity of them leading separate lives. In another, she said: 

My relationship with John has become so much more real, though 
by no means always happy, that I understand I must put aside 
all thoughts of deciding anything at the end of next year. John is 
essentially a simple soul and a noble one and I cannot give him 
anything less than complete loyalty now …10

I was now 16 and, knowing nothing about Cecily’s developing and then 
thwarted romance, I noticed that the household became somewhat 
frenetic. On 29 July, for example, Cecily returned from a trip to 
Melbourne, probably from visiting Meredith at university there, just as 
John left for a  two-month trip to Indonesia undertaking research for 
work he was doing at ANU. ‘What a household!’ was how I summed 
it up. Cecily ceased her university job to take up a job offer to work 
as an administrative assistant at the newly formed Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal Studies. Robert returned to ANU at about the same time, 
which meant she and Robert would avoid seeing each other at faculty’s 
morning tea gatherings in the building at ANU where John was also 
now working. Professor Bill Stanner, whom Cecily had known since her 
undergraduate days, had, she said later, been kind and foolish enough to 
offer her a job and she had foolishly accepted, which suggests her change 
of work may have been motivated by her commitment not to see Robert.

In September 1962, I came down with glandular fever and, being confined 
to bed for several weeks, it had a uniting effect on the family. John and 
Cecily cooperated in care arrangements and the house came alive with 
visitors, family friends, as well as my schoolfriends who streamed in and 
out of the house at any hour. Then, one evening that month, John and 
Cecily went to dinner at Robert and Nancy’s house. John returned without 
Cecily at around 9:30 pm and I was still awake. He told me that Cecily 
wanted to stay on because ‘she is enjoying herself ’. Cecily came home 
just after midnight. I suppose I worked out, as John would have known, 
that Robert drove her home, presumably while Nancy did the dishes or 
had retired to bed. John was, again, on the back foot. We  now know 

9  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret, 1962’, 
undated.
10  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 87, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret, 1962’, 
undated.
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from letters between Nancy and Robert written in mid-1962 that Nancy 
acknowledged her marriage to Robert was at an end.11 Years later, in 1971, 
Nancy would marry Professor Geoffrey Sawer, whose wife Mamie had died 
two years earlier, and Nancy would move in to live with him in the Sawer 
family house, a few houses along in the same street as hers and Robert’s 
family home. The Parkers’ two youngest children, Trina and Quentin, 
attended my school, although they were younger than me and in lower 
grades. The Sawers’ daughter, Elizabeth, was my friend and classmate. 
The three families knew each other well. Times ‘were a changin’, and this 
form of ‘wife and husband’ musical chairs became a feature of Canberra’s 
late 1960s and 1970s academic culture. We grew up accepting that the 
parents of friends of ours could become each other’s step-parents!

11  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, file 112, ‘Nancy Parker, Part 1’.
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