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Prologue

This is a story about our parents that we did not intend to write. 
One morning in October 2006, our father John Burton woke to read 
a newspaper report of a speech by former prime minister John Howard 
in which he referred to John as a ‘philo-communist’.1 Our father was 
then 91. What on earth motivated Howard to bring his name up? Our 
father’s short, but controversial time as a young head of the Department of 
External Affairs was in the 1940s and 1950s. Howard’s attack prompted 
our father to warn me and my sister Meredith to ‘expect more trouble 
when I am gone’.

Trouble came. In 2010 John died and in 2011 Professor Desmond Ball 
decided to play havoc with our father’s reputation by his mischief-making. 
The Australian published an article in which Ball said that John ‘probably’ 
had been a Russian agent. He attempted to back up his assertion by 
misconstruing some evidence John gave at the Royal Commission into 
Espionage (the Petrov inquiry) in 1954.2 I had the transcript of evidence 
stored in my top cupboard and it was easy to check; Ball had got it wrong. 
I detailed his errors and rebutted other of his assertions in an article that 
the Australian published.3 But in 2012, the paper published another article 
in which Ball made further assertions but failed to explain away his earlier 
errors.4 I responded with an angry letter to the editor.5 That did not stop 

1  Andrew Fraser, ‘Reagan, Thatcher, are PM’s Heroes’, Canberra Times, 4 October 2006, a report 
of Howard’s speech in Sydney on the occasion of Quadrant magazine’s 50th anniversary dinner.
2  Desmond Ball, ‘The Moles at the Very Heart of Government’, Weekend Australian, 16–17 April 
2011.
3  Pamela Burton, ‘Burton was a Patriotic Public Servant, Not a Traitor’, Weekend Australian, 30 April 
– 1 May 2011.
4  Desmond Ball, ‘Soviet Spies had Protection in Very High Places’, Weekend Australian, 14–15 January 
2012; and see revised version: Desmond Ball, ‘From External Affairs to Academia: Coral’s Encounter with 
the KGB’s Spy Ring’, in Power and International Relations: Essays in Honour of Coral Bell, ed. Desmond 
Ball and Sheryn Lee (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014), 12–16, doi.org/10.22459/PIR.11.2014.02.
5  ‘Bell Recollections on Espionage Ring Hollow’, Australian, 17 January 2012.
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commentators without Ball’s academic credentials from running with the 
sensational spy story and elaborating on it. John soon was the subject of 
headlines: ‘Australia’s Kim Philby?’ and ‘Burton: Australia’s Alger Hiss’.6

In 2013 I had a chance to vent my anger when, at a party with Meredith, 
journalist Jack Waterford gave me a warm wry grin and said: ‘Ball’s here – 
in the kitchen!’ Jack knew what I would want to do. We three had known 
Ball well for some decades. I hunted him out and unashamedly baled 
him up in my host’s kitchen and let loose. Our host slid out quietly but 
I was not quiet. ‘I really want to know, after my article pointing out that 
you misinterpreted the transcript of my father’s evidence at the Petrov 
Commission, why you didn’t acknowledge you got it wrong, or apologise 
for it?’ ‘Because I believe in what I wrote,’ was his answer. My interrogation 
continued for quite a time because I would not let him escape. He said: 
‘I have never said that your father was a spy, or even a member of the 
Communist Party’, and that while Burton ‘might have been regarded 
as a left-wing rat bag by the conservatives, they didn’t suggest he was a 
Communist or a spy’. He added, ‘I shared your father’s views. I share his 
values’. He later told Waterford that he had not believed that John had 
spied for the Soviets – he was just ‘having a stir’. The following day, upset 
and angry, I transcribed my questions and Ball’s replies to the best of my 
recollection. I drew on it for an article I wrote in 2014 for Honest History.7

In a backhanded compliment to my provocateur, Ball, I must thank him. 
It was then that I resolved to write a book about my father to put the 
record straight about who he was and how he thought. It was a chance 
to demonstrate that John’s public service career was only part of his story. 
He was a multifaceted, mission-driven man of extraordinary diversity: 
an innovative farmer, entrepreneur, patron of the arts, policy influencer, 
author and academic. He presented as an enigma to many, but, throughout 
his life, he remained intent on a quest to change lives in pursuit of world 
peace. This manifested in his ‘real career’ as he put it, as an internationally 
acclaimed leader in the field of conflict analysis and dispute resolution.

6  Angus Chapple, ‘Australia’s Cold War: Australia’s Kim Philby? The Case of Dr John Burton’, 
News Weekly (Melbourne), 30 April 2011; Rob Foot, ‘Was John Burton Australia’s Alger Hiss?’ 
Quadrant, June 2016. This was the third in a trilogy of articles Foot wrote in Quadrant on John, 
the previous articles being, ‘The Curious Case of Dr John Burton’, November 2013, 44–53, and 
‘Dr Burton at the Royal Commission on Espionage’, October 2015, 53–60.
7  Pamela Burton, ‘John Burton: Undermined by Dishonest History’, Honest History, 1 September 
2014, being the illustrated text of talk delivered at Manning Clark House, Canberra, 18 August 
2014 in the Honest History lecture series,honesthistory.net.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/385A-John-
Burton-Undermined-by-dishonest-history.pdf.
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I put my smug proposal to my sister, Meredith. She said, ‘I’ll help, but it 
can’t be just about dad. Look at our mum. Her life is remarkable in quite 
different ways.’ ‘True, but no one knows her, and it would be two very 
different stories,’ I replied. My persuasive big sister prevailed upon me. 
So, the imperatives for writing this story became twofold: to defend my 
father’s reputation from recent malicious attacks and, driven by Meredith, 
to bring to light the intimate story of our introspective mother, Cecily, 
and the quiet work she achieved to help others find fulfilment in their 
lives, which, we learned, she felt she had failed to achieve for herself.

It did not take us long to find Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation  (ASIO) and other archival evidence to rebut Ball’s 
sensational  spy claims. That John was at university in Sydney in the 
same lecture halls as Cecily in 1934 is important to us. It is evidence that 
he was not in the Soviet Union in 1934 being recruited by the Soviet 
secret police agency, a forerunner of the KGB (NKVD), as one of Ball’s 
lackeys would have it.8 Public records show that John worked intensively 
on his university studies that year, earning himself a high distinction in 
psychology and his lecturer’s documented praise. In any event, John’s first 
passport was not issued until 1938.9

In delving into our parents’ lives, we discovered private papers and letters 
of others who knew John and Cecily that revealed much more about our 
parents than we bargained for; stories of loyalty and friendships and of 
love triangles, infidelity and deceit. Indeed, we found two interrelated 
stories; one of a deeply introverted person who eventually came out of 
the shadow of the other who attracted controversy in both his public 
and private lives. In meshing the stories of our two enigmatic parents, we 
discovered they had very different perspectives on their lives, which they 
lived mostly together. We faced a dilemma: the separate stories of John’s 
public and political life and Cecily’s private psychological journey have 
different readership appeal. Students of politics, history and international 
relations who might be interested in a behind-the-scenes story of John’s 
controversial life might shy away from the intimate revelations contained 
in Cecily’s soul-searching story. Similarly, those attracted to Cecily’s 

8  Chapple, ‘Australia’s Kim Philby?’
9  Conversations with our mother. ASIO’s archived records reveal that John applied for a passport 
on 24 August 1938 in order to travel to the United Kingdom (UK). All passports with which he was 
issued were subsequent to this date. National Archives of Australia (NAA): A6980, S200565, 101.
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personal story may not have the same interest in politics, policy wrangles, 
spies and duplicity. We tried to separate them out; however, lives so 
entwined are beyond separating.

Our thanks go to Dr David Stephens who helped us here. After reading 
our draft manuscript his comments in a nutshell were: ‘This is about 
relationships; your parents’ with each other and theirs with other 
people.’ He advised us to merge and reframe their life stories so that our 
father’s public career was a context for their interesting, interweaving 
relationships. He was right. I was still angry with Ball, but the articles I 
had written to correct the public record are available for anyone to read 
and others more qualified than I had also published articles in my father’s 
defence.10 I learned, too, that Ball had earned a reputation by this time for 
damaging the reputation of others who were no longer around to defend 
themselves.11 I now put hurt and anger behind me and redirected my 
focus.

Meredith and I then concentrated on our parents’ full and fascinating 
life stories, the complexity of their personalities, their thinking and their 
intriguing relationships. Our curiosity about our father, as it transpired, 
was overtaken by curiosity surrounding our mother: what really lay under 
her warm and calming demeanour to cause her – as we discovered in her 
voluminous introspective writing – to soul-search the whole of her life? 
On the surface, our parents’ relationship was fairly conventional for mid-
twentieth-century times – in so far as Cecily was the dutiful wife at home 
and John’s attitudes to women fitted those times – but in other aspects of 
their lives they questioned conventional thinking. Colour is added to their 
stories by the backdrop of post-war and Cold War politics in the young 
city of Canberra. It placed them in the inner circles of politicians, public 
servants, academics and their families who formed the bulk of the growing 
general community. It promised to be a long, winding path of discovery.

10  For example, Paul Barratt, a former secretary of the Department of Defence, ‘Pamela Burton’s 
Defence of Her Father’, Australian Observer [web blog], 1 May 2011, aussieobserver.blogspot.com/ 2011/ 
05/pamela-burtons-defence-of-her-father.html; Gregory Pemberton, ‘Old Gossip, but No Evidence John 
Burton Was a Spy’, Australian, 18 January 2012; Ernst Willheim, ‘Sex, Spies and Lies? The Spurious 
Case against John Burton’, Canberra Times, 4 November 2014, Public Sector Informant 9.
11  Ball included H. V. (Doc) Evatt as a possible spy and he reportedly told Professor Pat Troy at 
ANU that he believed that Katherine Susannah Pritchard, her son Ric Throssell and (by implication) 
Ric’s father, all deceased, were Soviet spies. See Karen Throssell, The Crime of Not Knowing Your Crime: 
Ric Throssell against ASIO (Melbourne: Interventions Inc., 2021). He made similar allegations about 
journalist Rupert Lockwood after he died. Ball, ‘I Believe Lockwood Lied to Petrov Commission to 
Save His Family’s Honour’, Weekend Australian, 23–24 April 2011.

http://aussieobserver.blogspot.com/2011/05/pamela-burtons-defence-of-her-father.html
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Our research confirmed that our parents were deep thinkers who shared 
sound social values and who wanted to make the world a better place. 
There, perhaps, the similarities end. It supported what we knew about 
them personally: that they were emotionally complex and that our family 
life sometimes bordered on dysfunctional. However, posthumously we 
re-met our parents; we see them in a different light as unique individuals. 
We have gained a deeper understanding of them and particularly of our 
remarkable, non-judgemental and much-loved mother, who emerged to 
become the strong thread of the family and undisputed matriarch.

The book became something very different from the one I had envisaged. 
It morphed into a family memoir of a sort in which my sister’s and my 
voices could be heard as we reacted to revelations our research uncovered 
and interpreted how our parents felt and thought. We knew that 
there were other accounts of parents’ marriages by their children, but 
our decision to write about our own was made independently of that 
literature.12 None of those other memoirs were about relationships like 
those of our parents; none of the authors approached the task in the way 
that we did as siblings. Cecily and John had very different psyches and 
their brilliance and complexities manifested in different ways and made 
them an unusual couple. I felt more able to answer the question so many 
people asked us: ‘Why write about your parents? What is it about them 
that is so special that people would want to know?’ I could answer: ‘It’s 
a unique, intimate and candid account of our parents’ complexities and 
interweaving relationships. We tell it as their children with the benefit of 
a “retrospectoscope”.’

We did not have any planned process for telling our parents’ story. Meredith 
offered to help in the research, reading and interviewing of people, but 
delegated, as only a big sister can, the writing to me. Transforming 
a narrative into a memoir freed us up to draw on our own memories 
and journals as well as our parents’ letters, writings and oral histories. 
We researched archives and public records to check theirs and our flawed 
memories. We compared memories. Meredith is five years older than me 
and I deferred to her recall of events when she was 10 and I was five. 
However, when it came to events from the time that she turned 20 and 
I was 15, my ‘page to a day’ teenage diaries were invaluable. They not only 

12  Nigel Nicolson, Portrait of a Marriage: Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973); John Rickard, An Imperial Affair: Portrait of an Australian Marriage 
(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2013); Sheila Fitzpatrick, My Father’s Daughter: 
Memories of an Australian Childhood (Clayton, Vic.: Melbourne University Publishing, 2019).
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record my and the family’s emotional ups and downs and moves from one 
home to another, but events, such as ‘Nehru died’ or ‘Dad returned from 
Moscow’, to which we gave credence.

Once, when Meredith and I were on a plane travelling together to Italy, 
I pulled out a sheet of paper and asked her to ‘draw a floor plan’ of our 
shack-like house at our farm situated in what was then the Weetangera 
district of outer Canberra. My picture of it was indelible in my memory. 
So was hers. We drew very different floor plans! When in Italy, I used every 
spare moment I could to tap her brain. It was difficult to ‘trap’ my busy 
sister at home to interview her. My travel log book is interspersed with 
‘Talking to Meredith’ and scrawls of notes of her childhood recollections. 
Our journey back in time triggered facts and matters previously 
long-forgotten. When we were in Sri Lanka together, we had a driver take 
us around to the former Australian high commissioner’s house where we 
had resided for a short time. It jogged both our memories of living there 
and, by exchanging our memories, we mostly reached a consensus.

Our recollections differed because of the way our different experiences 
informed them. For example, ASIO had shadowed our family for the whole 
of my sisters’ and my home life. Growing up in turbulent McCarthyism 
times had a more painful impact on Meredith than me. By the 1990s, she 
had risen to deputy secretary in the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet. Max Moore Wilton was its secretary. At a performance review 
(in which he ranked her highly) he said she would never go anywhere 
under the then Howard Government, because of her ‘antecedents’. 
He clarified this by referring to her ‘genes’, apparently referring to our 
father. Fortunately, at this time she was lured into academia. She suffered 
at school in the 1950s from being a Burton too, which explains why, 
to this day, she maintained her married name of Edwards. As a child, 
I was less affected by being the daughter of a controversial public figure. 
At school once in the late 1950s, when two of my friends and I were 
mucking up in a library class, the librarian chastised my friends and said: 
‘I expected better of both of you. Not of Pam Burton, though, being the 
daughter of a Communist.’ I thought it funny, because I thought her 
ignorant. So far as I was concerned, everyone knew that my father, then 
running a bookshop, was industrious and clever.

The voice of our sister Clare (1942–1998) is sadly absent. Her memories 
and perspective would have been different still. But from her eternal resting 
place she had influence. I remember once, when I was 17 and she 20, she 
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said to me over the dining table in an accusatory tone: ‘You see mum and 
dad through rose-coloured glasses.’ I have tried to write this work through 
untinted lenses. She surprised us with her request that her memorial service 
be held at our local church. We were all atheists, weren’t we? Her reason was, 
she told us before she died, that the biggest influence of our parents on all 
of us was their Methodist work ethic. That gave Meredith and me cause to 
consider the effect on both parents of their Methodist heritages. We have 
another sibling, young Mark, born in 1968. He had a different mother 
from us and, like our father, is liable to stir the pot with his provocative 
comments. ‘Hope you find that old dad was a spy, sis,’ he said. ‘It would 
be fun for my kids to have a spy for a grandfather!’ Sorry, Mark. We found 
strong evidence that he was not a Soviet agent.

Finding sufficient source material never posed a problem. There is more 
in various public archives than we could sift through. ASIO’s extensive 
records of the times, places and dates of our family events and activities 
and names of our family’s friends, colleagues and associates proved 
helpful, sometimes amusing, if not always reliable. We found a far more 
valuable source in the extensive collection of political scientist Professor 
Robert Parker’s papers in the manuscript room at the National Library 
of Australia (NLA). Cecily and he married in 1966. There we discovered 
correspondence that detailed John and Robert’s lifelong friendship, stories 
about their and Cecily’s lives and loves. We found missing pieces of the 
jigsaw and some intimate and not-so-pleasant truths. Cecily also gave a 
recorded oral history for the NLA of which Meredith was the appointed 
interviewer. John had recorded many oral histories: two for the NLA 
collection, one for Murdoch University library, and several for George 
Mason University in the United States.

Importantly, we have a mass of private family papers. In response to 
questions I asked Cecily in 1990 about her childhood and early life, she 
responded by writing me a moving account that she permitted me to 
reproduce in a book for the family, Cecily, in 1994.13 Before she died, 
Cecily was more forthcoming about her life and how she felt she had lived 
it. She handed us her voluminous writings, journals, letters and poetry. 
Her papers chronicle her ongoing lifelong journey in search of a better 
understanding of life and our place in the universe. Cecily wanted us to 
know her as a whole person. This gave rise to a moral and ethical issue: 
how much of this intimate material on Cecily’s inner feelings should we 

13  Cecily Burton, Cecily (Canberra: self-printed, 1994), held on Cecily family file [henceforth Cecily].
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release into the public arena? We did not want to sully her reputation 
when, after all, my original motivation was to write about my father to 
protect his reputation. The deeper we dug into her mind through her 
writings, the more convinced we became that she would have encouraged 
us to publish her story; she wanted to be understood, even after her death. 
Cecily had often told us that she loved John but found him difficult to 
live with: not just because of his unpredictability, his political rashness 
and his expectation that she would embrace his risk-taking ventures, 
but also because of his failure, in her view, to understand her. Feeling 
misunderstood can be a painful experience and Cecily found that so 
from the time she was a child. We concluded that she did not want to 
be remembered as only part of the person she was. We therefore drew on 
Cecily’s private papers to assist us to interpret her psyche, feelings and 
influences on her life. We reveal that the extent of her introspection was 
almost unhealthy, but that does not demean her. On the contrary, it takes 
courage for one to bare themselves to others. Cecily’s story might resonate 
with many others and, without doubt, it would be her wish for us to share 
her story to help others find themselves and become whole.

We are, of course, defensive of our parents, whom we loved and of whom 
we are very proud. With this in mind, we have done our best to portray 
a complete picture of both our parents. However, in the case of John, we 
hope to contribute to, and correct where needed, the historical record. 
He was a head of the Department of External Affairs during a contentious 
political period of nation-building activity and changes in Cold War 
allegiances between powerful nations. We hope that our perspectives of 
John will help readers and scholars judge for themselves just who he was 
and what he stood for. We do not purport to have written a biography of 
John and, instead, point to some public records and opinions of others 
that interested readers might pursue. We would welcome a balanced 
biographical account of John and perhaps our ‘insider’ story will encourage 
an appropriate scholar to do this.

To sum up our parents, Cecily embraced the motto ‘While I live, I grow’ 
in her search to find her place in the world. Our father’s response to this 
was to say, ‘While I grow, I live’, indicative of his habit of challenging 
accepted positions and turning assumptions on their head if needed to 
solve a problem. Yet, in turn, John also grew while he lived and Cecily 
lived well while she grew.

Pamela Burton and Meredith Edwards, March 2022



This text is taken from Persons of Interest: An Intimate Account of Cecily and 
John Burton, by Pamela Burton with Meredith Edwards, published 2022, 

The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.




