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Coming full circle: Cecily, 

Robert, John and all

I do not recall that John visited us again in Canberra between his and Leone’s 
visit to Australia in 1980 and mid-1986 when I played an unintended role 
in the advent of the return of the prodigal father. I was diagnosed with 
second-stage breast cancer – a scary illness in those days – and feeling 
powerless from a distance, John wrote to Cecily asking to be kept informed. 
Cecily was by then the undoubted resolute head of our Australian family. 
She kept John informed of my progress without questioning or judging 
him. The family pulled together to consider what treatment options might 
be most effective. John buried his hurt with what Canberra and ANU had 
dished out to him many years earlier and came to Australia with Betty to 
share Christmas with us that year. We welcomed them warmly and, to our 
surprise, on their next visit they purchased a holiday house on the NSW 
south coast, with an intention of visiting more often. John enjoyed having 
his family again. The treatment I had lasted for several years before I was 
finally out of the woods, the ordeal benefiting the whole family: large family 
gatherings became a custom. Our half-brother Mark visited us too and 
became a ‘real’ brother to his Australian sisters.

In 1989, on an occasion when John and Betty were travelling home from 
the south coast, they stopped to inspect a farmhouse with large acreage for 
sale, ‘Witwood’. It was near Braidwood and just a 20-minute drive from 
my Bungendore rural home where I had been living with a menagerie 
of animals for some years. Well into his 70s, John decided to become a 
farmer again! He and I had now had rural lives in common, although 
John became a real farmer while I commuted to Canberra daily to run 
my law practice.
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John and Cecily, the matriarch, mid-1980s.
Source: Family collection.

Betty had family of her own in the USA whom she did not want to leave. 
She and John came to a deal. They would spend half the year in Australia 
and half in the States with a manager in charge of the farm. In the short 
time they lived there, before John’s health failed him, he planted hundreds 
of trees down the 1-kilometre driveway to act as a wind and fire break, 
installed irrigation for them and acquired 50 head of Aberdeen Angus 
and Hereford cattle. He ran his cattle, shot foxes and kept up his writing 
at their Braidwood home. The improvements he made to the property 
and his farming methods once more attracted interest of neighbours and 
others.

In 1993, the day before a guest interested in John’s farming techniques 
came to visit, John noticed strangers stomping over his property and was 
momentarily alarmed, believing he was under surveillance again. The guest 
was would-be farmer Bill Hayden, then governor-general of Australia. His 
term was coming to an end and he wanted to return to Queensland and 
run cattle, too, and presumably, his security guards wanted to first check 
out Witwood. Hayden, who I had met through Ramsey when Hayden 
was opposition leader of the Labor Party, was younger than my father and 
the two had never met, although they knew of each other. I had told my 
father of Hayden’s wish to visit his farm to obtain some farming tips, so 
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John and Betty opened their home to him. John usually rode around the 
paddocks on his four-wheel rider with his dog sitting behind him. On this 
occasion John showed the governor-general around in his car.

Coombs visited John at his farm too. It was not far from Judith Wright’s 
property ‘The Edge’ within the Half Moon wildlife reserve near Braidwood. 
Neither Cecily nor John, as close as they had been to Coombs and Wright 
over the decades, were aware of the love connection that had developed 
between the two by the 1970s, only that they had worked together on 
some Indigenous and environmental issues they both felt passionate 
about. With my lawyer’s hat on, I engaged with Wright to discuss some 
legalities surrounding some of her social activism.1 Cecily kept in touch 
with both of them individually. After Wright’s husband Jack died in 1966, 
she had moved to Braidwood and, from that time on, she and Coombs 
saw more of each other and corresponded regularly. They enjoyed a deep 
but secret love attachment for the rest of their lives. Their love story was 
revealed by letters made available after their deaths.2 Their romance is 
reflected in Canberra’s heritage; two of Canberra’s new western suburbs 
that lie snugly side by side in Molonglo Valley are named Wright and 
Coombs.3 After his visit to John’s Braidwood farm, Coombs attended 
more of our family events in Canberra but we never saw him and Wright 
socially together.4

1  Judith Wright had two missions to benefit others, about which she consulted me in the late 
1970s at my legal practice, Pamela Coward & Associates. She wanted to bequeath her 41-hectare 
Braidwood property ‘The Edge’, which she regarded as a wildlife refuge, to ANU, and she wanted to 
draft and execute an Aboriginal Treaty with the Australian Government. The latter was in her capacity 
as secretary of the Aboriginal Treaty Committee (1979–83) and history tells us of the fate of that 
mission. As to the former, I had no success because the university protested that it had no budget to 
upkeep the property. In 1984, Judith bequeathed the property to the Australian people for ecological 
research through ANU. Judith died from a heart attack in Canberra on 25 June 2000 and was not to 
know the property would eventually be sold on the open market to a private buyer.
2  Miyuki Jokiranta, prod., Love and Fury: Judith Wright & ‘Nugget’ Coombs, ABC Program, 23 April 
2013, and broadcast on ABC Radio, 19 April 2013. Judith lived alone at The Edge in her later years.
3  The story of Judith and Nugget’s relationship is told in Fiona Capp, ‘In the Garden: Judith 
Wright and Nugget Coombs’, The Monthly, June 2009, accessed 6 April 2021, www.themonthly.com.
au/issue/2009/june/1274320360/fiona-capp/garden.
4  For correspondence regarding ANU management of The Edge, see Papers of Judith Wright, 
NLA, MS 5781, box 81, file 583. Under the terms of Wright’s bequest, the property was to be used 
for ecological research. In 1999, the university told Wright it had no further use for it. The university 
gave it to the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award for just $1. It was sold on the open market for almost half 
a million dollars in 2014.

http://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2009/june/1274320360/fiona-capp/garden
http://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2009/june/1274320360/fiona-capp/garden
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Nugget Coombs and John, 
Canberra, 1993, at Meredith’s 
home.
Source: Family collection.

For New York–raised Betty, her new 
lifestyle could not have been more 
different. She adapted graciously 
and embraced her Australian 
family, including Cecily  and 
Robert. She wrote a delightful 
novel set in the arty country town 
of Braidwood and the surrounding 
Australian farmland, Top Paddock 
(1993). Its protagonist is, of course, 
an Australian academic farmer, 
and the good and evil characters 
are a  delightful (sometimes not 
so well-disguised) mix of family 
members, friends and townsfolk 
she had met.

Betty and John gardening at ‘Witwood’, near Braidwood, NSW, 
early 1990s.
Source: Family collection.
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Clare and Cecily, family Christmas 1992, at Pam’s farm, ‘Yarrandale’.
Source: Family collection.

My father and I both prepared well for bushfires, a real threat for both 
our properties. We relied on tank water and our own devices to protect 
our homes. But, in 1994, Robert and Cecily, living in suburban Canberra 
were the ones affected. The fire came over the hill from Mount Stromlo 
and into their garden. It burnt some of their grounds but spared their 
Curtin home.

From 1986 onwards, our family continued our Christmas gatherings: 
John, Betty, Cecily and Robert, Meredith, Clare and me, and sometimes 
various of our former partners with whom Cecily as the family glue had 
always kept in touch. Cecily made it easier for us all to negotiate our 
way through our lives and relationships and, thanks to her uniting skills 
and the generous natures of Robert and Betty, we became a warm and 
inclusive extended family.
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In the meantime, a cloud had formed on the horizon for Robert. While 
I was still receiving chemotherapy, Robert’s eldest, Rod, was diagnosed 
with lymphoma. Robert suffered the agony of watching his son undergo 
gruelling treatment for the disease to which he ultimately succumbed. 
Rod died in 1988. Robert and Cecily had supported each other through 
Rod’s and my illnesses and, while each was desperate that their own 
offspring would survive, they each cared deeply for their stepchildren. 
Robert played a father role to me in my late teen years, and Cecily was 
an important figure in Rod’s and his young daughter’s life. John’s return 
and the resultant close relationships that grew between our extended 
family and the respect each of our parents and step-parents had for each 
other was a joy and comfort to us three girls and our half-brother Mark. 
We gathered often for family celebrations at my rural property equidistant 
to John’s farm and Canberra. As I recovered from surgery and the effects 
of radiation and chemotherapy, the family ‘healed’.

John and Betty’s two-country living arrangements worked for a time until 
John suffered a massive heart attack in 1993. He was ambulanced to 
Canberra for hospital but was too weak and ill to undergo an operation. 
He was transferred to Sydney and was confined to bed at his sister’s 
Wahroonga home until he made a shaky recovery sufficient to undergo 
a triple bypass. It was touch and go, but he survived. From his St Vincent’s 
Hospital recovery bed, John made phone calls to real estate agents. Ahead 
of a slump in rural property prices, he achieved a sale of his well-kept 
property and cattle as a going concern. Betty and John moved into 
a house in a leafy street of Bruce in Canberra, a stone’s throw from Calvary 
Hospital. John did make a trip back to the USA with Betty, but had 
another heart attack alighting from a plane and, after getting themselves 
home, he could not travel so far afield again. Clare, who had lived in 
Sydney and Brisbane, but not Canberra since she was young, moved back 
to Canberra and bought a house in O’Connor where Meredith already 
lived. We were a complete Canberra-based family again.
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‘Open Day’, Melrose Valley, Tuggeranong, 1995.
Left to right: Robert, Cecily, John, Betty, (Pam not in view), Meredith.
Source: Family collection.

Clare, Cecily and John, Cecily’s 80th birthday party at Clare’s house, 
O’Connor, Canberra.
Source: Family collection.
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John and Betty, Canberra, mid-1990s.
Source: Family collection.

Betty made short trips alone to the USA where her children and 
grandchildren lived. John defied the medical odds. He survived several 
ambulance emergencies for TIAs (mini-strokes) and, according to 
his cardiologist, he lived some 20 years beyond what the state of his 
progressive heart failure indicated he might. If patient control over their 
body is an indicator of prospects of survival, no wonder John did so well. 
He wrote a four-page closely typed letter to his specialist in November 
1998 attaching handwritten charts of his fluid intake and blood pressure, 
detailing his clinical history and how he felt and what he did about it 
over a period of two days. He explained that he had, in his area of work, 
been ‘advocating getting at the roots of problems, explanations, before 
remedies’.5 He conceded that this might not be relevant in this case and 
that maybe his suffering was just typical old-age and that he should ‘let 
time take its course’. He signed off, ‘Over to you’. Because of the care 
provided by his bemused and conscientious medical team and Betty’s 
loving dedication to John’s care, he survived another 12 years. Betty had 
reasonably expected John to die sooner and had planned to return to the 
USA where her grandchildren were fast growing up, but she stayed to be 
with John.

5  Collection of letters, Burton family file.
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John at his desk, Canberra, c. 2007.
Source: Family collection.

Inactive in body, John was not inactive in his mind. He spent time writing, 
and from his armchair, he thought and talked about his developing ideas. 
He also listened to, and talked with, the myriad of carers who came to 
the house to provide respite for Betty. He liked hearing their stories as 
they prepared lunch for him and assisted with chores. Many of them 
opened up to him about family difficulties or their career aspirations. 
Some brought their wives or partners to one of his Friday night soirees 
to meet him. John and Betty’s Friday night open house soirees at their 
home in Bruce became legendary. Family, ex-spouses, friends, some foes, 
former colleagues, PhD students, academics and journalists dropped in. 
Planet John was a drawcard, despite his failing hearing, being virtually 
chair ridden and reliant on a portable oxygen cylinder and a walker to 
move about. Betty set out glasses, cheese and biscuits and other bites to 
eat, not knowing if 5 or 15 people would arrive on any particular Friday 
evening. They were noisy, informative and happy events, the conversation 
usually current political issues and always lively. Children who came with 
their parents would drop into the pool adjacent to the living room that, 
solar heated and enclosed, John swam in regularly for gentle exercise while 
he was able.
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Cecily and Robert came often while they could. John and Robert had 
a  more formal relationship than they enjoyed when they were young. 
Cecily, however, now spoke her mind, expressed her thoughts and was 
critical of John’s sweeping assertions when she thought fit, and John 
listened to her. She responded to one of the draft articles he gave her in 
March 2006 with: ‘I think your ideas for the future are wonderful, very 
much to be wished for. But your way of expressing them is something else 
again!’ She provided constructive comments and concluded with ‘I  am 
glad you gave me the chance to comment. Thanks! I am reminded of 
the early, early days of working on The Alternative et al.’6 John remained 
a thinker and kept reading and writing, attempting to persuade those 
family, friends and colleagues around him to pursue his work. He wanted 
to establish a Peace Institute, and in a vain effort to fund it by winning 
the Reader’s Digest ‘jackpot’ he became a subscriber. He drafted a paper, 
‘The Mess We Are In’, apologising to the younger generations for the state 
of the world left for them to live in. He died before it was completed.7

From our perspective, John learned a lot from Cecily and her ability to 
listen to people. This occurred too late from Cecily’s perspective, but at 
least others benefited. With regard to her relationship with John, they had 
come full circle. She no longer required nor sought his approval. Cecily 
and John still cared for each other. John admired her legs, which were 
still shapely at age 80. Cecily still loved him, though, as she often told us, 
‘I could never live with him’. She was her own person and it was John who 
now looked up to and admired her.

Betty, intelligent and interesting, with a love of culture and Australian 
Aboriginal art in particular, was accepting of the family dynamics, and 
engaged fully with us all; she knew that John truly loved her. The one 
happy and successful marriage in the five that took place in which Cecily 
or John were involved was that of Betty and John. They married in 
October 2006 when John was age 91, after they had been living together 
in blissful unity for 20 years. John was almost confined to a chair and 
went nowhere without oxygen. Why did they marry at that time? John 
told Meredith that it was about ‘public commitment’.

6  Burton family file.
7  The draft paper is held on the Burton family file.



365

39. COMING FULL CIRCLE

Betty’s story is different. In 2019, having just turned 90, she told me by 
email that the reason for their marriage arose from the fall John had when 
he cracked a few of his ribs, before he made the effort to get out of bed to 
respond to Prime Minister Howard’s vicious Quadrant dinner speech. His 
immobility required more physical help than he liked to admit. He kept 
urging her to return to the USA to be near her children. They had never 
discussed marriage; at their age it had not seemed important. She sensed 
that John’s Methodist upbringing was causing him, perhaps, to worry 
about the situation he had placed her in and so, she asked him: ‘Would 
you want me to stay with you if we were married?’ His face lit up and he 
replied, ‘Yes.’

They intended to have a private ceremony without involving the family. 
However, they could not contain their excitement and, when they told 
us, we insisted on ‘crashing’ the event – or at least be allowed to stand 
in a  corner of the room and witness the occasion. It was a romantic 
ceremony conducted by a celebrant in their living room and John stood 
up to take his vows. They looked radiant; Betty in a flowing summer 
dress and John wearing an embroidered silk waistcoat that Mark, his son, 
had given him some years earlier. John’s mind was sharp, his dry sense of 
humour intact and his love for Betty patent. Sadly, Clare was no longer 
with us to celebrate the occasion.

John and Betty, wedding day, 
October 2006.
Source: Family collection.

John relaxing on his wedding day, 
October 2006.
Source: Family collection.
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