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33
The breakup

In May 1962, in John’s position as visiting fellow in the Research School of 
Pacific Studies, ANU, the Rockefeller Foundation of New York awarded 
him a grant to study Asian and African policies of neutralism and non-
alignment.1 The funding covered the cost of his travels in July of that year 
to Djakarta, Kuala Lumpur, Cairo, Belgrade and the UN headquarters in 
New York. It was a great opportunity. But The Bulletin mocked:

Dr Burton, who thinks that Australia should not, for example, 
be aligned with the U. S. in Asia is now in the odd position of 
accepting American gold – provided by ultra capitalist sources like 
the Rockefellers – to prove, presumably, just that point.2

Others attempted to thwart the grant. Journalist Alan Reid tried again 
to cause harm to John’s career and contacted the American Embassy to 
complain about John’s grant. According to an ASIO report of 22 May 
1962, embassy officials said they could do nothing, having no connection 
with the Rockefeller Foundation.3 Professor Richard Walker of the 
University of South Carolina, who had visited Australia the previous 
year, tried to intervene. In a letter of 30 May 1962 to the Rockefeller 
Foundation (a copy of which we have obtained), Walker argued: ‘Since 
[Burton] was thrown out of the Foreign Office his public statements 
hardly qualify him as a scholar, do they?’ By letter of 3 August 1962, 

1  Canberra Times, 19 May 1962, 2, and 14 November 1962, 3.
2  ‘Dr Burton’s Neutralism’, Woroni (ANU student newspaper), 1 June 1962, 1. 
3  NAA: A6119, 834, Dr John Wear Burton vol. 7.
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the foundation replied making short shrift of Walker’s complaint assuring 
him that Burton’s qualifications, references and academic standing had 
been thoroughly investigated.4

The atmosphere in the Research School at ANU was unpleasant. John felt 
his political and economic philosophy was misunderstood, that he had 
been unfairly treated in public life and, as a consequence, his work was 
not adequately acknowledged by his university colleagues. Particularly 
hostile to John’s view was Professor J. D. B. Miller in the Department of 
International Relations. Richard Krygier, an anti-communist publisher, 
journalist and founder of Quadrant magazine with strong connections 
to the Committee for Cultural Freedom, wrote that one of Miller’s first 
acts as head of department was ‘to terminate the fellowship of Dr John 
Burton’, because he had been head of External Affairs under Evatt. 
Krygier believed that Miller ‘will want to have people who are both good 
scholars and who are committed to the free world’.5 Krygier urged that 
every assistance be given to Miller in this endeavour.

John’s work might not have been applauded by his peers at ANU, but 
what he might contribute to peace theories was not lost on international 
scholars. In June 1963, at the close of Cecily and John’s trial reconciliation 
period, John was offered a permanent position at University College, 
London (UCL) as Reader of International Relations. He took up the offer 
and invited Cecily to come with him. He possibly knew she would not 
but naively hoped she would. After all, in taking up the appointment 
he was leaving Sabne too, it being Cecily he wanted to have beside him. 
Cecily declined. She had been prepared to give their relationship another 
go but moving overseas was not what she had in mind. John insisted 
thereafter that it was her decision to leave the marriage.

John seemed genuinely upset that Cecily would not come with him. He did 
not give up attempts to persuade her. He flew first to the USA and on 
arriving in New York City he discovered that marriage counselling services 
were offered there. In a letter to Cecily he said that he was impressed with 
‘developments in the science of marriage which is now not phoney-stuff ’.6 

4  Copies of the correspondence held on Burton family file. Letters sourced from university archives 
in Canberra and Melbourne indicate that a Rockefeller family member met John and Cecily over dinner 
at Manning Clark’s home, and that archival material confirms that John’s proposal – to work on peace 
in the Asian region and to undertake a study of neutralism in Africa – was successful on its merits.
5  Letter 28 February 1963, Humphrey McQueen, ‘Quadrant and the CIA [1977]’, chapter 17 in 
Gallipoli to Petrov: Arguing with Australian History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1984), 190.
6  Undated, but received by Cecily on 21 June 1963, Cecily family file. The following correspondence 
unless otherwise indicated, took place in June 1963 and is held on the Cecily family file.
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He talked about people who handle ‘people like us’ and suggested Cecily 
might join him seeking the help of professionals. If counselling between 
them was successful, he confidently said, ‘it is not beyond belief ’ that Bob 
and Nancy, and Max and Fran could also benefit. In his view, if he and 
Cecily did not succeed, the others ‘have no hope’. He pleaded with her 
that it was too important for her not to try. Cecily was certain in her reply. 
She appreciated his feelings but her answer was ‘no’. She wrote, ‘I have 
committed myself to you completely and utterly for 25 years, and as that 
did not work I do not believe anything else will. I have given everything, 
John, and simply have no more to give …’. John responded with: ‘I am 
sorry to have to say it, but there is no one I love (and hate) but you.’

Changes to all of our lives were rapid. Cecily and I rattled around 
for a  while in the large house. Meredith, living away from home, had 
difficulty understanding what was happening. In January 1963, she had 
married Clive Edwards, an economist she had met at university. In May 
that year, they travelled to Kuala Lumpur, Malaya, where Clive undertook 
field work for his PhD on Malaya’s public finances. In June, Meredith 
was surprised to receive a letter from John just before he left ‘on his great 
adventures’. In a letter, she asked him whether Cecily and Pam would 
follow him to London. His reply was unclear.

By July, John’s exploration of the possibility of Cecily joining him came 
to an end, however. Cecily wrote: ‘I cannot live with you, I do not want 
to, and I do not “want to want to.” I find living with you painful and 
degrading and destructive of happiness all around us. So I intend to love 
you from a distance.’7 The tone of the exchange deteriorated sharply as 
recriminations about the past crept in. John’s letters took on a harsh, if 
not cruel, tone. He revisited Cecily’s affair with Raju in Ceylon believing 
in hindsight that she had no longer loved him:

since Ceylon you have not been a free person within yourself. The 
hand pats, the looks across the room were always an embarrassment 
because they were not affection but an inhibited attempt to display 
it. Your rejection of me, more than rejection but constant attack, 
after Ceylon was an attempt to lay at my door what you had done 
and hidden from me.8

7  Letter 6 July 1963, Cecily family file. The quoted extracts from letters between Cecily and John in 
this chapter where not referenced are from letters written in 1963 and are held on the Cecily family file.
8  Undated letter, written late July or early August 1963. 
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He indulged in a blame game. He suggested that, if Cecily had told him 
about the affair at the time, there would have been less tension between 
them and that ‘Meredith would not have had a break-down; Clare would 
not be the person she is – and we would have lived a full life … It is you, 
you cannot live with’.

Cecily dutifully kept John informed of Clare’s and my various activities, 
and John wrote often to each of us. Cecily started to work on bettering 
her own life. Without John, she had fewer people to feel responsible for. 
Grandfather Jack, whose primary residence was with us from the time 
we moved into Talbot Street, returned to John’s oldest sister’s home in 
Sydney. But there was Rosalie, a young friend of mine, still boarding 
with us until the end of the school year. Rosalie’s family were farmers 
in country New South Wales. John invited her parents to send her to 
us in Canberra, so that she could better her education by going to my 
school, Telopea Park High. He believed that without good education her 
life would be relegated to being a farmer’s wife, while her brothers would 
inherit property to farm. I feel sure he was also motivated by wanting 
to provide me with a young companion who would be a positive moral 
influence, at a time when my life was in turmoil. Cecily had also taken 
under her wing a young woman, Billie, who was a friend of Clare’s who 
had some mental health issues. She stayed with us periodically. Then there 
was Sabne. Distressed at John’s departure, Sabne stayed in touch. She had 
not been well and was hospitalised in August that year. Cecily visited her 
and cared about what might happen to her too, but, fortunately, had no 
responsibility for her.

Of importance was ‘Doc’ Evatt, who we all cared about. Just after John 
left Australia in mid-1963, Evatt and his wife Mary Alice moved into 
10 Hobart Avenue, which had an adjoining back fence to our house. Evatt 
was ill and frail, and Cecily visited him in order to give John updates on 
his wellbeing. She braced herself for the pain she expected on her first visit, 
but she reported: ‘His soul is gone but his face looks rather fine.’9 Evatt had 
been appointed Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of New South Wales in 
February 1960 and had retired in 1962 because of ill health. He had visited 
us in Talbot Street on occasion the previous year.10 According to Mary Alice, 
the Evatts’ choice of a residence near ours was deliberate; he wanted to be 
near John for companionship. But John had gone.

9  Letter 20 July 1963, Cecily family file.
10  My diary entry of 10 February 1962, ‘Dr Evatt came at lunch time (per usual)’. 



301

33. THE BREAKUP

The Evatts’ house has its own story. Dr Ralph Reader, founder of the 
National Heart Foundation of Australia among other achievements, lived 
there with his family until they moved into our family’s much-loved 
former mansion and farm, ‘Melrose Valley’ at Tuggeranong. Years later, 
former deputy prime minister Tim Fischer moved into 10 Hobart Avenue 
and, in 2002, he told me that on realising it was a former home of Doc 
Evatt, he moved out again!

Cecily reported to John following a visit to Evatt and Mary Alice on 
28 July 1963:

Dr Evatt is practically locked in doors – perhaps he will be allowed 
out when the weather is better, but it may be he would wander off. 
It is pathetic and distressing to Mrs Evatt to lock and unlock the 
doors. The nurse follows him everywhere – what a terrible job! He 
talks inconsequentially as he often did, but now I suppose he can’t 
talk otherwise. I’d like to have seen more of him, but he did not 
stay in the room. I don’t know if the nurse is encouraged to remove 
him – it seems rather as though he is very restless – just potters 
around, and she follows. The first thing he said to me was that my 
eyes were a different colour. His back is bowed, and he is thin, but 
not nearly as frail as I had expected. Mrs E hasn’t changed a scrap, 
but I find her much easier to talk to, though not easier to stop. 
I find everybody easier to talk to now.11

Cecily’s last sentence reflects the relief she felt in a house without John. 
I  hopped over the back fence too, to visit my father’s old friend. As a 
child, I had found him gruff at times, but I knew him to be kindly and he 
had given me presents of books that I treasured. It was not easy to absorb 
how he looked now – sitting in a wheelchair, propped up by pillows, his 
legs covered by a thick rug. He could not lie down for fear of contracting 
pneumonia. He was about six-and-a-half stone and not aware of my 
presence. Evatt survived in this fragile state for another two years.

Cecily still had Clare and me to worry about. Meredith was no longer 
a concern. Within the first week or so of arriving in Kuala Lumpur in 1963, 
Tom Critchley, the Australian high commissioner, assisted Meredith in 
obtaining a teaching position at the University of Malaya. She needed a 
job to help support Clive while he was a research scholar, and her teaching 
position in the fields of monetary and development economics provided 

11  Cecily family file.
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her with the start to her acclaimed academic and public service career. 
Clare, having followed Cecily’s footsteps and majored in anthropology 
and psychology, was completing her honours degree while I was still at 
school undertaking my leaving certificate. What I would do then, and 
where I would live, was the subject of correspondence between John and 
Cecily – and Meredith from Malaya trying to get them to sort something 
out.

Meredith questioned Cecily as to why she did not intend to join, or at least 
visit, John in London and take me with her after I finished school at the 
end of the year. ‘You see, I cannot understand how you can accept to be 
parted for long – even these six months’, she wrote on 12 July 1963, and:

Are you waiting, mum, till dad makes up his mind and then would 
you definitely go? Why is it best that you stay behind? … Maybe 
I am still in the young married days and couldn’t conceive of such 
a break. But do let me in on everything or reassure me that I have 
been told all – please.12

Receiving another letter from John, Meredith was not convinced that he 
was happy in London without Cecily. At the end of July, she wrote to 
Cecily again: ‘It was the superficial happiness expressed in dad’s letters 
that really began us thinking – believe it or not … He appears to us that 
[he] is not as happy as he makes out.’ John reached out to Meredith to ask 
whether I might spend a few weeks with her and Clive in Malaya at the 
end of the year, it being his hope that I would travel on to the UK and 
attend university there. No one banked on my poor results, or at least in 
some subjects that had to be passed for matriculation purposes. A custody 
wrangle – of a sort – broke out between John and Cecily over where 
I should live. Their conflicting priorities came to the surface: Cecily was 
concerned with my emotional wellbeing, and John with my education 
and future in mind. John wanted me to join him, and Cecily knew that 
if I went to university in the UK, I might never return. Cecily thought it 
in my best interests that I remain in Australia with the rest of my family 
and my many friends. Meredith counselled that in the circumstances 
neither Cecily nor John should determine this for me. I was, after all, 17. 
It was an uncomfortable situation for Meredith to be in. Cecily wrote 
explaining what she could about her and John’s relationship, but by this 

12  The quoted letters between Meredith and her parents, unless otherwise indicated, are held on 
the Cecily family file.
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time Meredith preferred to ‘let the matter drop’. She told our mother that 
when she received letters from our father, ‘I feel a little unstable, so I’d 
rather not go into the whys or hows of the matter’.13

By the end of September, plans had solidified. John offered to pay for 
me to fly to London on completion of my schooling in mid-December, 
the plan being that I would stay with Meredith and Clive in Malaya for 
a week on my way. Cecily agreed on condition John offered a return 
airfare so that I could decide for myself where I wanted to live. Clare, who 
Meredith and I regarded as the most brilliant of us, graduated in arts from 
the University of Sydney with first-class honours in anthropology and 
was awarded the University Medal. She applied for and won a research 
position at the Tavistock Institute in London and decided to travel by 
boat to join us in the UK early the following year to take up the position.

Cecily was free to start her new life; free of children and free to explore 
her relationship with Robert. She was ready to emerge from John’s shadow 
and live, love and work on her own terms. In October 1963, she found a 
small two-bedroom house in the suburb of Ainslie that she thought she 
could afford despite the house in Forrest not having been sold. Meredith 
was concerned at her apparent impetuousness, believing Cecily was in 
a confused state of mind. She, like I, was unaware that Cecily’s friendship 
with Robert had developed into a relationship of intense love. Cecily was 
resolute and moved into her new home in early 1964.

Cecily’s decision not to join John was the right one for her, personally 
and professionally. However, they would both have difficulty untwining 
themselves from each other. Cecily’s inner turmoil prevented her from 
transferring her affection wholeheartedly from John to Robert. She 
wanted Robert to be a part of her new life, but she was not ready to fully 
let go of John. In November 1963, she told John:

One of the things I want out of life – perhaps it is what I want 
more than anything else – is to work out an honest relationship 
with you … it may lead to a final and respectful acceptance of 
differences, or it may not … But we are not finished with each 
other yet.14

13  Letter 21 August 1963, Cecily family file.
14  Letter 25 November 1963, Cecily family file.
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She added that she was not suggesting that necessarily they should ever 
come together again, but that ‘I don’t know where it will lead’. John was 
confused by her mixed messages and protested that her statements were 
ambiguous. She replied that her position was quite clear. While parental 
concern for Clare and me gave Cecily and John reason to keep in touch, 
curiously, Cecily continued to air her thinking about their relationship. 
She told John that she had been reflecting over what she had said to him 
about their marriage and felt the need to clarify. ‘I am distressed that 
I married you and find myself unable to keep my vows … I did not know 
myself well enough, or you either. But we have our wonderful children …’ 
She went on to say that her worries would vanish if John found a woman 
who would love him. She did not consider the possibility that he might 
already have entered into another relationship about which Clare and 
I soon learned when we joined John in London.

In London, Clare and I observed for ourselves, not just the apparent 
success of John’s academic career, but how quickly he had embraced and 
befriended his colleagues and their families in London – and a young 
Australian friend, Leone Gold. John was taken with Leone: her olive sun-
freckled skin, dark short cropped hair, black eyes and infectious laugh. 
Leone doted on John, his charm, his looks, his politics and his brain; and 
she stood up to him and, in my observation, won any debate on any topic 
outside his field. Australian born, Leone had come to London to make 
a new life, having become disillusioned with Australian politics and her 
own family relations. She was a brilliant mathematician, fluent in French, 
and had a large circle of interesting friends and associates. Closer to my 
age than John’s, he introduced her to me as a friend who might help 
me settle into London. I was easily won over because she had a piano 
in her flat that I could loudly and repeatedly bash out the few classical 
pieces I could play by heart, such as Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A minor, 
and Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concertos 1 and 2, without people slamming 
doors on me. Somehow, Leone found someone to take me into a touring 
basketball team, she enrolled me in French and typing lessons and had 
a travel agent friend provide me with all sorts of European bus tours. She 
also introduced me to avocados, which I had never seen in Australia, and 
the true baked Jewish cheesecake to be found only at a Sunday market 
stall in Petticoat Lane. Jewish by birth and looks, she was a rationalist and 
not religious in belief.
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Leone Gold, Kent, UK, 1978.
Source: Family collection.
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John’s boat on the Thames, London, 1964.
Source: Family collection.

John had made an interesting new life for himself, and I benefited 
from Leone accompanying us on a trip to France and Spain where her 
fluent French and extraordinary cultural knowledge enhanced both 
John’s and my appreciation of art, architecture and all things European. 
Back in London, we spent many long summer evenings on the boat he 
had bought, Yo Yo, exploring the Thames and its canals and enjoying a 
different perspective of the city, sunsets, swimming alongside the boat 
and watching with fascination the operation of the canal locks to allow 
us to pass through. John flew the UN flag on Yo Yo until the authorities 
confronted him, read the riot act and ordered him to fly the British flag.

The trauma for me, however, was the charade that John and Leone were 
not in a relationship. As if I could not see or hear that Leone was staying 
overnight with John in his double bed in our small flat! Why did John 
not simply tell Cecily so that they might agree on a divorce and spare me 
and Clare the futile hope that our parents would reunite? He and Leone 
attended to every aspect of my physical wellbeing but failed dismally in 
understanding causes and effects of emotional scarring. It would not be 
until Cecily told John in early 1965 that she wanted a divorce in order 
to marry Robert that John would admit his commitment to Leone. These 
were the days of ‘fault-based’ divorce, and whichever spouse first desired to 
remarry necessarily accepted ‘blame’ as an adulterer in order to be divorced.
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