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34
Tugs of war of love 

and divorce

While Clare and I were in London throughout 1964, Cecily and Robert 
in Australia faced uncertainties about their relationship. Robert was 
conflicted; he wanted to be with Cecily, but he did not want to let Nancy 
and his children down, who were now all living in Canberra. Cecily, by 
letter in May 1964, suggested that Robert stand back, or ‘stay away’, until 
he found himself.1 He had the opportunity to do so because he travelled 
a lot. Robert had headed the political science program in the Research 
School of Social Sciences, ANU, since 1962 and his work required him 
to spend quite a deal of time in New Guinea and elsewhere. But Cecily 
missed Robert and could not ‘stand back’ from Robert herself, despite 
her best intentions. When Robert had periods in Canberra that year, he 
visited and stayed over with Cecily when he could, officially residing at 
University House. When he was away, they corresponded. Cecily kept 
Robert informed of her activities, helped him with his writing and, in turn, 
he encouraged her interest in writing. A piece she wrote in March 1964 
for a creative writing exercise illustrates her continuing introspection:

I saw a picture in my mind last night … I saw something like 
an amoeba or jellyfish floating expanded and relaxed with its 
edges loose, its inside parts aimless and at rest. The creature was 
not entirely unaware, but the environment was congenial, and it 
seemed to be taking time off. Then suddenly, from somewhere, 
there was a threat. Immediately the animal was still, its boundaries 
took shape, its internal parts became ready to take action; it was 

1  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 88, ‘Burton, Cecily Margaret 1964’.
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potentially, if not immediately, hostile. It was an organized creature 
then, a distinct individual ready to act as such; not just easy-going, 
floating, nondescript and apparently lifeless. Its preparation to 
defend itself made it more definite and meaningful; it was distinct 
from its environment. I thought as I saw this, that some people 
must have such a threat in order to recognize themselves – that 
they need it constantly, or they do not know who they are. They 
do not know where their boundaries are, or what their internal 
organization is unless they feel they are under attack; they must be 
on the defensive to know themselves.2

Cecily re-engaged with some former friends and admirers. Gerald Firth 
helped her with the garden of her new home and he joined her on some 
outings and they ate several times together. She hosted dinners and 
extended party invitations to Frank Chamberlain (Radio 2CA’s ‘Canberra 
on the line’) and Manning Clark, who ‘appeared from nowhere on the 
other end of the telephone last night’ prompting her to invite him, she 
explained by letter to Robert. She had dinner with Coombs, about whom 
she wrote to Robert, ‘he is down and unhappy – caught in a trap from 
which he can’t escape’, referring to his failing marriage and his unhappiness 
at home.3 In a loving letter to Robert in August 1964, she wrote:

I am really awfully dependent on you – I wish you were here. It 
is wonderful to feel dependent, and wonderful to feel I can trust 
you to turn to. I don’t suppose I ever really trusted anyone before.4

Then followed more letters, heavy in content as Cecily pursued her need 
to be understood. Robert, unlike John, listened and really tried hard to 
understand, but his responses did not fully satisfy her.

Cecily’s year of freedom and personal privacy came to an end when first 
Clare returned from the UK and then I came home before Christmas, to 
prepare myself for university.5 On our return from abroad, both Clare and 
I assumed our right to move back ‘home’ – that is, into Cecily’s tiny house 
that she had bought to start, what she hoped would be, a new life with 
Robert. The house was bursting at the seams with the two of us sharing 
a room and constantly arguing. Robert stayed overnight sometimes, but it 
was a miserable time for him and Cecily.

2  Cecily family file.
3  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 88, letter 30 July 1964.
4  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 88, undated, July or August 1964.
5  From the UK John managed to cajole the Vice Chancellor of the ANU into providing me with 
provisional admission to enrol in a combined arts/law degree.
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Over the Christmas holidays, Robert joined his wife and family at their 
holiday home to spend time with his children. Cecily looked forward to 
the New Year rolling in when troublesome Clare and I would move out 
and leave her in peace and, she hoped, Robert would make the break 
with Nancy and move in with her. Unfortunately, the New Year saw 
little improvement in Cecily’s enjoyment of life. Clare and I, still living 
at home, were at each other’s throats. Robert was again away, on study 
leave, and Cecily told him in a letter that Clare and I made her and each 
other ‘very miserable’.6 She later wrote a cheerier note to Robert in which 
she mentioned that I had gone off to Sydney and Clare had decided to 
look for a flat to live in. Cecily had managed to secure a room for me at 
Bruce Hall, a residential college for out-of-town ANU students, from the 
commencement of the 1965 first semester. I had, after all, just returned 
from my father’s care in the UK. John agreed to pay for it. Clare secured 
research work and moved into shared rented accommodation. Cecily and 
Robert must have sighed with relief once we left her house.

By early 1965, Robert’s domestic situation had crystallised and he and 
Nancy dealt with their situation amicably and efficiently. They decided that 
‘enough is enough’. Nancy filed for divorce citing her husband’s adultery 
with Cecily, and Cecily signed the necessary ‘confession’ document as the 
‘Co-Respondent’. The divorce was finalised in May that year. The only 
legal barrier to Robert and Cecily marrying now was John. On 2 January 
1965, Cecily wrote to John to tell him that she wanted to marry Robert. 
To divorce him, she would have to provide details of his adultery with Fran 
and name her the ‘Co-Respondent’. He had never owned up to his affair 
with Sabne, although Meredith believes that Cecily had become aware of 
it. The alternative was for John to agree to initiate divorce proceedings, in 
which case Robert would be the named ‘Co-Respondent’. It did not sit 
well with Cecily that, even though she had decided in 1963 that ‘enough 
was enough’ when John left for the UK, in order to marry the man she 
now loved she would have to take the ‘blame’. She thought it particularly 
unfair if, as she suspected, John had had affairs throughout their marriage 
about which he had said nothing.

Robert considered that John possibly rationalised himself as the injured 
party because ‘it is too difficult for him to be magnanimous to the person 
who has rejected him: it was an offence against your marital duty and 
also a blow to his pride’, he told Cecily.7 Robert shared other insights 

6  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 88, 2 January 1965.
7  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 28 April 1965.
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into John with Cecily. To a comment Cecily made to the effect that John 
would do better as a politician than a writer of books, Robert said, ‘he’s 
too uncompromising and too incapable of working with other people in 
the way politics requires; he doesn’t trouble to understand other people – 
I doubt if he’s really interested in them as individual human beings; what 
he wants is to save Humanity’.8 John procrastinated and Cecily issued 
a petition for divorce. Subpoenas were served on him and Fran to obtain 
the information Cecily needed to support her petition, which resulted in 
a flow of unhappy letters.

To complicate family relationships further, John visited Canberra in April 
1965. Meredith prepared lunch for us all at her place. She and Clive had 
returned from Malaya to live in Canberra in early 1964 where Meredith 
was engaged in tutoring in economics at ANU. The following day we 
all, including Cecily, at whose house we first had drinks, went to dinner 
as a family. Cecily and John ‘behaved well’ according to my diary note, 
although unsurprisingly John displayed no warmth to Cecily. Cecily’s 
account to Robert, who, by this time had taken a year’s study leave from 
ANU and was in the USA before travelling on to the UK, was that John 
behaved towards her as he always had, ‘cold and dead and just as though 
he would really prefer I didn’t exist’. Cecily wrote of John, ‘He is just the 
same as he was. It is quite extraordinary. Silent and rather sulky, and quite 
charming at times to the others in my presence.’9

John left for London on 17 April and, on 29 April, he informed Meredith 
by letter that he intended to marry Leone, his Australian girlfriend. Since 
she was not much older than Meredith, and that while Clare and I had 
met her Meredith had not, it came as a shock. Then again, John had 
shown us the luscious nightdress that he brought for Leone on his trip. 
I had two parents proposing marriages to their new loves, and a sister, 
Clare, who announced in May that she was to marry too. I was involved 
in student anti–Vietnam War protests while trying to study in my first 
year of law and so, apart from noting the various family antics in my diary, 
I dwelt almost entirely on my own life. Two more divorce proceedings 
were afoot in 1965 that were a fallout from our parents’ problems: Parker 
v. Parker and Campion v. Campion. Robert, Nancy, Max and Fran ended 
their marriages. Cecily and John were to follow – although at this stage 
John was still not cooperating.

8  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 23 August 1965.
9  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, letter to Robert, 8 April 1965, 
original emphasis.
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After John’s departure, Cecily aired doubts to Robert about marrying him. 
Her expressed reason was that she was concerned about past relationships 
of Robert’s, referring to friendships that he had forged while he was on 
an extensive trip to Africa and elsewhere some time before. She talked of 
shadows between them of which he seemed unaware, and she wanted him 
to acknowledge these issues before they married. She wrote:

I can never be the same person to you as I was to John … the 
sadness and the pain will never go and I do not want them to. 
What sort of person would I be if I did? John probably has the 
bottom place in my heart and can never be moved from it … 
I suspect it is much more like this with you and Nancy than you 
are able to realise … and that is why it is haunting you …10

She told him that she was not sure she could marry him, unless she could 
be herself. Then, in a letter two days later, coincidentally hers and John’s 
wedding anniversary, she told Robert that she was sorry she had expressed 
doubts about marrying him.

Cecily’s indecision about marrying Robert was a repeat of her indecision 
about marrying John. Before both marriages, she expressed her love for 
her man as well as her uncertainties and worried about them not accepting 
her for who she was. With Robert, she seemed to want to know more 
about his past relationships and whether he had the ability to understand 
her at a reasonably deep psychological level. She kept pressing Robert, 
telling him, ‘I am not at all certain that I am getting through to you at 
all. Through to your imagination. Robert darling, that is where I want to 
get. One glimmering of this and I will be very happy.’11 Robert responded 
in return, best as he could, by drawing comparisons between his feelings 
towards Nancy, and Cecily’s towards John. He wrote: 

Reading these letters of yours again, I think I can see you having 
very much the same feelings about him as I have been about Nancy: 
simply the difficulty of seeming to abandon them to loneliness or 
unhappiness, and at the same time the memory of how impossible 
it was, and unhappy they were, when we were together with them. 
Damn human nature.12

10  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89. 
11  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 27 April 1965.
12  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89.
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Cecily continued her introspection in her letters to Robert. She talked 
about her now long-past mystical experience and about how her reading 
Jung’s works saved her from complete isolation. She told Robert that even 
so, for a few more years after, she felt she was fighting against insanity; 
that while trying to intellectualise her experience, she was also trying to 
win John’s approval by working on his first book. The intensity of the 
exchange and their philosophical content deepened. Cecily told Robert 
that when she is with him, she gets caught up in his ‘aura’ – his niceness 
– and then, she stated, that she knows from her association with others 
that she can react too sensitively to their ‘auras’ and that she could see that 
this was due to ‘a lack of firm knowledge of what I am myself ’.13 Some of 
her letters were almost preaching in tone with regard to her relationship 
with Robert. She anticipated future problems, and debated whether she 
would marry him unless he accepted all sorts of things she perceived about 
herself. In the same letters, the tone changed when she discussed ideas she 
was attempting to formulate in the thesis she was writing for the master’s 
degree in psychology she had embarked upon.

Robert responded with intimate detail to her searching questions. 
He conveyed the ‘deep and mystic sense of unity’ that he felt for her beyond 
anything he had experienced before. In one letter, which Robert wrote 
from Washington on 18 May 1965, he said: ‘Every now and then I am 
forcibly struck by the realisation that you are quite the most interesting 
woman I have known.’ Then, he addressed some of her concerns on an 
intellectual level:

The questions you ask of the world, and of me, are so searching 
that sometimes I have to fend them off by saying I knew their 
basic answer even without asking the questions. Well, in a way, 
that’s true. The conviction of the oneness and interdependence 
of all reality simply grew in me as part of the evolution of my 
own adolescence. As you know, I must struggle to screw down my 
‘niceness’ in order to let you have what I really think, and I did this 
the night I wrote [that] your Work did not touch me because I had 
always taken its essence for granted.14

To illustrate his attempt to grapple with Cecily’s ideas, he acknowledged 
his ‘arrogance’ in reacting to her work: ‘For in a number of things you had 
gone distinctly beyond what I had ever thought. You were groping for 

13  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 3 May 1965.
14  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 18 May 1965.



313

34. TUGS OF WAR OF LOVE AND DIVORCE

a wider range of unity than I had bothered about.’ Cecily’s letter writing 
was no doubt therapeutic for her; perhaps it was for Robert too. She told 
Robert that writing to him led her to make a connection with ‘that strange 
creature, myself as a child, with whom I have felt so long a stranger …’. 
She explained:

My aggressiveness, strong individuality, rebelliousness, desire for 
my own way, determination, standing up for my rights – all these 
things which have been foreign to me for years, have come to 
consciousness, and made me recognise myself as that child, Cecily 
Nixon, who caused everyone so much trouble …15

The most puzzling content of the letters Meredith and I pored over in 
2016 in the National Library of Australia archives was where Cecily 
actually wrote to Robert about the possibility of having children! She said, 
‘I know you want to have children’, and ‘If we have children (are we brave 
enough) should we have a flat?’ This letter was written in 1965 when 
she was 48 years old.16 What could she have been thinking, we asked 
each other.

Despite the tension between John and Robert over Robert’s intention to 
marry his best friend’s wife – Cecily – or perhaps because of it, John 
and Robert exchanged letters about John’s work. John still valued Robert’s 
friendship and intellect. On 28 June, Robert and John met up for lunch in 
London. It is likely they discussed the divorce proceedings but, it seems, 
the purpose of the lunch was because John wanted Robert’s views on his 
upcoming book, International Relations: A General Theory, published 
that year.

Cecily kept writing to John too. His infidelity preyed on her mind. In June 
1965, she wrote to him about all the women with whom he possibly had 
relationships even before her indiscretion with Raju in Ceylon. ‘It would 
explain a great deal,’ she suggested. ‘Why you could never look me in the 
eye, why you were unkind, your insecurity, why you always made yourself 
out to be horrible, why you made me do the choosing of you (or did 
your best to put me in that position) …’ John admitted it – or some 
part of it – conceding that he had several affairs when he was overseas at 
conferences during wartime.17 He did not mention any subsequent illicit 
relationships. 

15  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, 30 May 1965.
16  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 22, file 99, 10 May 1965.
17  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, Cecily reported this to Robert, 
letter 6 July 1965.
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John’s confession about his infidelity did nothing for Cecily’s self-esteem, 
as we see from a self-deprecating extract of a letter she wrote to Robert:

There are times when I wonder how you ever put up with me 
at all. I am nothing but a nothing, I’m not a thing at all. I can’t 
even cook and sew really well, I disturb and upset you, I’m 
only a reasonable mother, I’ve been a hopeless wife. I’m saying 
all this quite cheerfully really, because I can’t really help being 
so mediocre.18

In the midst of Cecily’s introspection, she included some thoughts in 
a letter to Robert about what she should wear for their wedding. Robert 
responded by designing some outfits for her. Then she revisited the 
concern she had about John engaging in the sexual act without emotional 
expression. She discussed the difference between feelings and emotions. 
Yet again, she recalled Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘Snow Queen’, and 
her belief that the story continued to fascinate her because there was 
something about that ‘Ice Queen’ that was so like her; in the end, her 
heart of ice was melted.

In another letter to Robert, she referred to what Aldous Huxley had to say 
about sex and she took Robert through her thoughts about sex sublimation. 
She reflected on being precocious from her time at Montessori, her fight 
to keep her sanity, her infatuation with Raju in Ceylon and with poet Alec 
Hope. Do we glean from these letters that Cecily, finding that Robert 
was no different from John (or any other man, perhaps?) in terms of 
displaying inadequate emotional expression in the course of having sex, 
is questioning her own understanding of love? Confusion in her thinking 
reigned. From Cecily’s perspective, she felt she was ‘slowly becoming 
a different sort of person’.19 She told Robert that she realised she knew 
very little about herself, how meaningless her life had been (except for 
having children), and how ‘I have lived through nearly 50 years of utter 
nonsense thinking it was all real living’. She related those feelings to the 
healthy effect of menopause, but later stated: ‘I feel as though I have built 
on a rubbish heap instead of on good clean earth and the stink of residue 
won’t leave me alone.’20

18  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, ‘1965’, 28 July 1965. 
19  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, ‘1965’, 9–13 July 1965.
20  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, ‘1965’, 1 September 1965.
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Three months later, in September 1965, Cecily again expressed doubts 
about marrying Robert. She told him that she felt that she could not 
marry him until she got ‘rid of the terrible pain of the past, until I sort 
myself out and know who and what I am’. She mentioned a meeting 
she had with some notable men they both knew, and that one of them, 
John Kerr (before he became a notorious governor-general), had said to 
Cecily: ‘So, you have decided to marry some other guy, and not one of 
your old admirers like Nugget or me.’ Kerr’s wife, Peg, was present when 
he made the comment. In Cecily’s next letter to Robert, she describes her 
relationship with him as ‘devoted’, but followed it with: ‘I am not in love 
with you. I do not love you in the way that people usually do love …’. 
This, she explained, by telling him that she is ‘not like other people’.21

Reading her letters, Meredith and I could not help wondering how 
Robert managed her emotional complexity. His and Cecily’s relationship 
had potential for one of great love and understanding, but Cecily was still 
searching for something that was missing in Robert, as she did with her 
mother and with John. But Robert found a way through. His letters were 
openly loving and offered Cecily the world. She came to believe that at last 
she loved and was loved by someone who understood her. Nevertheless, 
the passage would not be plain sailing. Both were scarred by a fault-
based divorce process and the resolution of disputes over the division of 
marital assets that left them with financial worries and concerns about 
their respective children’s futures. ‘It was never going to be a seamless exit 
and entry,’ Cecily wrote, when considering the moods and feelings she 
experienced when moving out of an old relationship and into a new one.22

In October 1965, Cecily and Robert went to New Guinea for a month 
for Robert’s work. If Cecily believed that by shedding John, ASIO would 
go away too, she was wrong. Cecily’s arrival with Robert in Port Moresby 
in October 1965, her departure and the people she associated with in 
between were recorded.23 Robert was of interest to ASIO, not because he 
was suspected of anything, but because of ASIO’s interest in the research 
work he was doing on the Territory of Papua New Guinea’s constitutional 
and administrative arrangements as the country moved towards inevitable 
independence. Independence was granted a decade later.

21  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, ‘1965’, 11 September 1965.
22  Cecily’s ‘Free writing’, 2000, Cecily family file.
23  NAA: A6126, 420, Cecily Margaret Burton vol. 1, 14, report 4 January 1966.
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In 1966, I became an unwitting ‘source’ of information on Robert’s 
and Cecily’s activities and whereabouts. Through Robert’s contacts 
he had secured holiday work for me in Port Moresby, first as a typist 
in the Australian Government’s administration section in 1965–66 and 
on a  later trip to assist with the Magistrates Training Courses at the 
university in Port Moresby. The pay was good and taxes levied by the 
Australian Government were low (to provide incentives for Australians 
to work there), and I could afford to fund my travel and living expenses 
for the two months or so each year that I worked there. It satisfied my 
travel lust too. On my return to university in Canberra for the 1966 
academic year, I was befriended by a former patrol officer who had been 
repatriated to Australia and who had commenced an arts degree at the 
university by way of retraining. We had Papua New Guinea in common. 
It was years later that he admitted to me that he had been ‘assigned’ by 
ASIO to befriend me (I assume, in exchange for his university fees being 
paid when he resettled in Australia) to gain what information he could 
about my ‘stepfather’ Robert Parker. Student informants were known as 
‘sparrows’; they are everywhere but none are noticed. My friend’s name 
was also Robert, and to avoid confusion I will call him Bob. On one of 
Robert’s trips to Papua New Guinea, his briefcase went missing for several 
hours after his arrival in Moresby. It turned up, but Robert found that his 
papers had been played with; they were out of order. I had no idea then 
that my idle chat with Bob allowed ASIO to monitor Robert’s movements 
and activities. On 24 June 1966, Robert wrote a letter to the Canberra 
Times on the theme of ASIO and the threat it posed to civil liberties – 
and democratic politics. He wrote another on 19 March 1973, perhaps 
after another similar experience. He knew about how its activities had 
affected John and John’s colleagues, and now he was experiencing some 
of its work himself.

Bob did, I believe, form a genuine friendship with me, or he would not 
have owned up later that he was told to befriend me as part of his ASIO 
spying activities. He initially won me over by his generosity in lending 
me his Volkswagen car for a period he was away from Canberra. I asked 
why he would entrust it to me when I had, in fact, rolled another friend’s 
VW only a few months earlier during the holidays in the hills just outside 
Moresby. ‘If you have rolled a VW,’ Bob said, ‘you will now have learned 
from the experience, so I trust you.’ Trust went both ways, and in the 
course of our friendship I naively spoke freely about my family and 
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my stepfather’s visits to Moresby. I learned later that Des Ball became 
a ‘sparrow’ in his honours year at ANU to report on ‘student unrest’ on 
campus.24

In March 1966, Robert and Cecily moved into a more spacious and 
prestigious home in Grey Street, Deakin. Robert was uncomfortable 
living with Cecily without being married to her. He urged John to hurry 
up and sign the divorce papers. He understood from John that the divorce 
hearing had been set for 24 January, and that the ‘decree absolute’ would 
be granted after a period of three months. In June 1966, Robert wrote 
to Gerald Firth, who was then in London, to ask him to try and find 
out from John what the status of the Burton divorce was. He wanted to 
marry Cecily as soon as he could. ‘This delay is getting irksome … we are 
anxious not to live in this social twilight world any longer than we can 
help …’25 A message came back that the divorce had been granted at the 
end of May. John had reason to push ahead with the divorce; he wanted 
to marry Leone.

Robert and Cecily planned to marry ‘very quietly’ on 21 June. John and 
Leone married in London on 7 June 1966, beating Robert and Cecily 
to the post. Robert and Cecily’s proposed wedding date came and went. 
Cecily did not receive the papers from London until 25 June. They 
married on 25 July 1966. In October they travelled as Professor and 
Mrs Parker to Lord Howe Island for a delayed two-week honeymoon. 
According to Robert, they needed it, ‘for a rest and to enable Cecily to 
get used to a change of name’. John sent a Christmas card to Cecily and 
Robert in an envelope addressed to ‘Mrs C. Parker’. Cecily reproached 
him pointing out that he should have addressed her as Mrs R. Parker, 
as she was a married, not a widowed, woman. John’s barbed reply was: 
‘Sorry about the identity problem. Some of us don’t have a problem and 
therefore do not think about it! Cause and effect.’26

24  Ball, drinking with a friend (name withheld) in Civic, Canberra, in early 1969, told the friend that 
during his 1968 honours year he had been paid a research assistant’s salary to provide reports to ASIO. 
Ball had studied economics, in which Meredith tutored him, before he switched to focus on political 
science and security studies.
25  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 13, file 22, 9 June 1966.
26  Correspondence, December 1966, Cecily family file.
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