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Prologue

The working partnership between Frank Lidgett McDougall and Stanley 
Melbourne Bruce in the 1920s aimed to ensure the economic welfare of the 
British Empire. Their partnership also illustrates aspects of the relationship 
between a dominion and the central imperial power, for both men had family 
connections to imperial trade. Both spent most of their careers working for what 
they believed to be Australian interests, yet for much of their lives they were 
based elsewhere.

McDougall grew up in Blackheath, near the River Thames. He could have watched 
ships at the docks nearby unloading cargoes from around the world, including 
grain for the flour mill managed by his father, an expert on imported grains. 
After arriving in Australia at the age of twenty-five to take up an irrigation 
block at Renmark, South Australia, McDougall spent less than a decade in the 
country he adopted as his own. But he had served in the Australian Imperial 
Forces, and was to represent Australia officially for most of his life. In later 
years he would work hard to present an Australian persona—one which other 
Australians sometimes found unconvincing.1 

As a young child, Bruce lived close to Port Phillip Bay. He probably watched 
ships bringing goods from Britain into the port of Melbourne for his family’s 
softgoods importing business.2 Bruce was schooled largely in Australia, then 
spent the formative years of late adolescence and early adulthood in England 
and served in the British forces during World War I. He acquired a ‘quality of 
aloofness from the Australian man in the street’, leaving him ‘a foreigner in his 
own land, a man out of touch with the people he was leading’.3 In fact, like 
many of their time, neither Bruce nor McDougall saw a need to distinguish 
between the interests of Australia and of the Empire as a whole; serving one 
should and would benefit the other.

The terms centre and periphery may be used as shorthand for a metaphor of 
the Empire as a circle with the imperial capital, London, at its centre. From any 
point on the periphery one sees the immediate surroundings most clearly, while 
points on the far side of the circle are hardly visible. From the centre the whole 
periphery is visible, but the central area is clearest. Some change of perspective 
can thus be discerned as Bruce and McDougall move from the periphery to the 
imperial centre. This change is not necessarily an indication of less patriotic 

1 H. C. Coombs, Trial Balance, Macmillan, Melbourne, 1981, pp. 41–2; interview with W. Way, 7 April 1995.
2 Lee, Stanley Melbourne Bruce, p. 1.
3 Ibid., quoting journalist Warren Denning, p. 9.
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goodwill towards Australia. Patriotism for Australians in the early twentieth 
century was not a simple matter of loyalty to an Australian nation. It involved 
complex loyalties within Australia itself and beyond it to the Empire.

Empire, Dominion and Nation

By the early twentieth century the British Empire had become a many-tiered 
institution. Colonies scattered through Africa, the Caribbean, South-East Asia 
and the oceans were controlled by Whitehall. India, by virtue of size and a variety 
of polities, held a unique status, somewhere between colony and dominion; final 
control remained with Whitehall, a matter increasingly subject to controversy. 
Dominions—the white settler societies of Canada, Australia, New Zealand and 
South Africa and, for a time, the Irish Free State, Newfoundland and Rhodesia—
were by convention largely self-governing in domestic matters, which included 
the right to impose tariffs on imports. During the 1920s, dominion rights to 
legislative and executive independence, including external relations, were 
gradually defined—a process driven by ‘radical’ dominions: Canada, with 
trade and security interests increasingly focused in North America; the Irish 
Free State and South Africa, both concerned with ‘equality and separateness’.4 
The 1923 Imperial Conference agreed that separate empire governments could 
conclude treaties with foreign powers. The 1926 Imperial Conference adopted 
the Balfour Report, defining dominions as ‘autonomous communities within the 
British Empire, equal in status, in no way subordinate one to another in any 
aspect of domestic or external affairs, though united by a common allegiance to 
the Crown, and freely associated as members of the British Commonwealth of 
Nations’. Expert recommendations on outstanding legal issues were approved 
by imperial leaders in 1930; dominion legislative independence was solemnised 
in the Statute of Westminster on 11 December 1931.

Australia did not adopt the Statute until 1942, and then only to expedite 
implementation of wartime measures.5 Australian and New Zealand reluctance to 
accept independence was based on defence and on trade; in neither dominion was 
there public pressure for change. Official statements stressed pride in empire and 
its achievements, using the words ‘empire’ rather than ‘British Commonwealth of 
Nations’ and ‘self-governing’ rather than ‘independent’.6 The Crown, common 
history and literature drew ‘cultural and even emotional attachment to the 
material representations and rhetoric of Britishness and imperialism’ even for 

4 W. J. Hudson and M. P. Sharp, Australian Independence: Colony to Reluctant Kingdom, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1988, p. 86.
5 Ibid., pp. 130–8. 
6 Ibid., pp. 64, 126–7.
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a prime minister with the Irish heritage of Joseph Lyons.7 On the other hand, a 
prime minister like Robert Gordon Menzies—with deep allegiance to idealised, 
mythologised views of the British Isles and the monarchy—was capable of hard 
bargaining on matters of trade and Australian national interest. Menzies could 
revel in a ‘romanticised’ English countryside, yet privately lampoon pompous 
officials, make cutting observations of royal princes and treat British politicians 
and bureaucrats with ‘courteous equality’.8 For all Australian governments of 
the 1920s and 1930s, cultivation of imperial loyalty, based on allegiance to the 
Crown, and cultural heritage, was a pragmatic necessity for defence. Tough 
negotiation on issues of trade was equally necessary.9 

Australian national sentiment was therefore complex. English-born 
constitutional lawyer W. Harrison Moore wrote: ‘I do not ask myself whether 
I am English or Australian in any sense which excludes one for the other…
to be called on to make a choice…would be deeply painful as a disintegration 
of my own personality.’10 Australian-born historian W. K. Hancock described a 
developing Australian nationalism, but added: ‘A country is a jealous mistress 
and patriotism is commonly an exclusive passion; but it is not impossible for 
Australians, nourished by a glorious literature and haunted by old memories, to 
be in love with two soils.’11

Allegiance was not merely divided between the new world and the old. A new 
federal authority seemed of little relevance to the lives of most Australians, for 
whom State and regional loyalties predominated.12 Apathetic they might be 
about their new Federal Government, but Australians had nevertheless adopted 
the land as their own.13 Native species became national symbols. The ‘Australian 
legend’ portrayed the bush as the real Australia. Distinctive art developed: 
the Heidelberg School ‘shaped the popular Australian view of the land’.14 
McDougall, from youth a lover of German poetry and grand opera, visited the 
studio of Hans Heysen in the Adelaide Hills and was enraptured by Heysen’s 
treatment of the way ‘sunlight streamed through the trunks of the gum trees…
not painted sunlight but the very illuminating thing itself’.15 Australian nature 
formed part of children’s literature and the school curriculum. Yet, like their 
prime ministers, Australians were also formed by the literature and images of 

7 Kosmas Tsokhas, Making a Nation State: Cultural Identity, Economic Nationalism and Sexuality in 
Australian History, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2001, p. 136.
8 Ibid., pp. 141–50. 
9 See, for example, ibid., pp. 11–12, 19–20.
10 Quoted in Hudson and Sharp, Australian Independence, p. 111.
11 W. K. Hancock, Australia, reprint 1961 edn, Jacaranda Press, Brisbane, 1930, p. 51.
12 J. M. Powell, An Historical Geography of Modern Australia: The Restive Fringe, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1988, p. 20.
13 Thomas R. Dunlap, Nature and the English Diaspora: Environment and History in the United States, 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1999, p. 95.
14 Ibid., pp. 98–102.
15 NLA, MS6890/1/5, letter to Kit, 29 May 1913.
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the British Isles, of ‘things and places [they] had never seen’. Thomas Kenneally 
wrote of being ‘educated to be exiles’.16 To see a world they had learned to love 
at a distance, many left Australian shores. They sailed away with the comfortable 
security of British passports, and rejoiced to smell the eucalyptus as they neared 
those shores on return. 

Thus it was with both Bruce and McDougall, the one Australian-born and 
raised, with close links to the Australian business world, but formed from late 
adolescence in Britain, and having served in the British Army before returning 
to Australian politics; the other born and raised in England, with family links 
to British industry, but whose subsequent career was determined by an early 
adulthood in rural Australia, and service with Australian forces. Their view 
that the interests of the two were indivisible would be proved wrong in the 
testing years of the 1930s depression, and the issue of tariffs was a key part of 
the problem.

Challenging Free Trade

In the 1840s the British Government had adopted a policy of free trade or 
‘economic liberalism’. Advocates of the policy argued that the economy had its 
own rule: the ‘invisible hand’ of the market; governments should not interfere 
with the benign forces of unrestricted trade. Individual good and common good 
were one and the same. This policy benefited an economy leading the world in 
the export of manufactured goods and with a need for cheap imported food. The 
value of the policy seemed to be confirmed by Britain’s early experience. In the 
decades following its adoption, the worth of British exports and imports trebled. 
More than half the world’s ocean-going tonnage was British; public and private 
wealth increased by every measure; living and working conditions improved.17 
From 1860 Britain was the pivot of ‘a new multilateral trading system’ based on 
a pattern of economic specialisation in three broad trading groups.18 Two were 
essentially complementary: industrial, or rapidly industrialising, countries of 
Western Europe and the United States; and agricultural and plantation economies 
of Eastern Europe and the tropics. A third group, including Australia, exported 
primary products, but aspired to industrial development. Britain, with a trade 
surplus derived from a high level of invisible exports, was able to import from 

16 Dunlap, Nature and the English Diaspora, pp. 108, 115–18.
17 David Thomson, England in the Nineteenth Century, Penguin, London, 1950, pp. 138–9, 142.
18 A. G. Kenwood and A. V. Lougheed, The Growth of the International Economy 1820–1980: An Introductory 
Text, George Allen & Unwin, London, 1983, pp. 103–4.
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all three groups and export industrial goods and capital to all of them. In 1913, 
despite decline over some decades, Britain still provided 43 per cent of world 
investment capital.19 

Economic instability in Britain had become apparent, however, in the ‘great 
depression’ from the 1870s to the mid 1890s. Agricultural prices declined as 
supplies of cheap overseas wheat increased.20 Britain’s rate of export growth 
fell; world market share in its traditional industries like heavy machinery and 
textiles drifted to Germany and the United States; emigration increased; and 
capital moved overseas.21 In 1888, when McDougall was four years old, the word 
‘unemployment’ appeared in the Oxford English Dictionary for the first time.22 

The irony was that, in the words of Robert Skidelsky, British export trade could 
be considered ‘largely self-liquidating’. British capital had helped develop 
overseas industries that would eventually become competitors. It had also 
enabled New World countries to develop agriculture and to export foodstuffs 
in return for the sterling they needed to buy British manufactures. Cheap New 
World wheat and meat ‘invasions’ ‘ruined’ British agriculture. British workers 
paid for their cheap food in potential and actual unemployment as foreign 
demand for British manufactures declined.23 

Free trade was therefore questioned. Liberalism and individualism also lost 
ground as a result of economic and social change with the development of 
business combines and cartels, organised labour, political parties and urbanised 
populations. There were opposing solutions to the key problem of creating 
a market for British goods. Socialists wanted measures to increase domestic 
purchasing power. Imperialists, focusing on a need for security in a new and 
uncertain world, turned back to an earlier ‘mercantilist’ doctrine—that foreign 
imports destroy domestic employment. Thus, the aim of mercantilists was self-
sufficiency, based on an imperial trading system protected by tariffs.24 

Around the turn of the century, as the young Bruce was at Cambridge and 
McDougall was contemplating his future in London, Britain debated a ‘tariff 
reform’ campaign, led by Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain. The phrase 
covered a mix of policies, including a protectionist tariff with imperial 
preference—that is, lower import tariffs for goods from the empire. The idea 
appealed to some agricultural and manufacturing sectors. Since foodstuffs 
formed a large proportion of British imports, a significant objection would always 
be that abandoning free trade would raise the cost of food. The Conservative 

19 Ibid., p. 41.
20 W. W. Rostow, The World Economy: History and Prospect, University of Texas Press, Austin, 1978, pp. 164–5.
21 Robert Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, second edn, Macmillan Papermac, London, 1981, pp. 49–50.
22 Robert Skidelsky, John Maynard Keynes: Hopes Betrayed 1883–1920, Macmillan, London, 1983, p. 38.
23 Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, pp. 51–2.
24 Ibid., pp. 45–53.
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Cabinet divided; Chamberlain and others resigned; and the Government lost 
heavily in a general election on the issue in 1906. Socialists and imperialists 
remained outside a mainstream not yet willing or able to challenge laissez faire.25 

Tariff Policies in the Empire

While the mother country and dependent colonies adhered to the principles 
of free trade, self-governing dominions used tariffs to protect infant industries. 
Dominion tariff policies were driven by mixed motives of imperial sentiment 
and self-interest. Dominions rejected late nineteenth-century suggestions for an 
imperial tariff union, preferring differential tariffs encouraging their own trade 
at the expense of other parts of the empire. Canada introduced protection, with 
some preferential treatment for British goods, from 1879. Australian colonies, 
prevented by 1850s constitutional legislation from imposing differential duties, 
fought for and won that right from Britain in 1873.26 Tariff preference beyond 
the empire was ruled out by a series of most-favoured-nation agreements 
negotiated in the 1860s and binding on British colonies. In 1897 Britain yielded 
to colonial pressure by denouncing treaties with Belgium and Germany. In the 
following decade, while the mother country remained committed to free trade, 
all self-governing dominions initiated some tariff preferences in favour of the 
United Kingdom.27 Ambiguities in relations between dominions and the mother 
country were apparent. It has been argued that adoption of distinct tariff 
policies constituted an affirmation of independence from Britain.28 It has also 
been argued that a key factor in persuading the Australian Federal Parliament 
to institute a British Imperial Tariff at a lower level than the general rate was 
imperial sentiment attaching to Chamberlain’s tariff reform campaign. Domestic 
considerations, however, remained pre-eminent: the interests of Australian 
industry were not to be compromised.29

In Britain, two opposing groups, cutting across party lines, would continue to 
contest economic policy: laissez-faire free-traders and the group described by 
Ian M. Drummond as ‘Imperial Visionaries’. The principal figure in the latter was 
Lord Milner, a former high commissioner in South Africa and later a member of 
Lloyd George’s Cabinet. A loyal following of former junior colleagues, known as 
‘Milner’s kindergarten’, included Geoffrey Dawson, destined to become Editor 

25 Ibid.
26 Emmett Sullivan, ‘Revealing a Preference: Imperial Preference and the Australian Tariff, 1901–1914’, 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 29, no. 1, 2001, p. 37.
27 W. K. Hancock, Survey of British Commonwealth Affairs. II: Problems of Economic Policy, Part 1, Oxford 
University Press, London, 1940, pp. 86–8.
28 Francine McKenzie, Redefining the Bonds of Commonwealth, 1939–1948: The Politics of Preference, 
Palgrave, New York, 2002, p. 14.
29 Sullivan, ‘Revealing a Preference’, p. 39.
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of The Times; Philip Kerr, later (as Lord Lothian) Ambassador in Washington; 
Leo Amery, Colonial and Dominions Secretary in the 1920s; and Lionel Curtis. 
The Round Table was established as a forum for the group’s ideas. The visionary 
agenda aimed to raise total empire output by means of emigration and investment, 
and to increase British exports to the empire, thereby reducing unemployment 
and promoting greater prosperity in Britain. A preferential tariff would help 
make empire development more profitable and the empire more attractive to 
capital and migrants. It would strengthen sterling against the dollar and tend to 
replace foreign imports into Britain with empire goods. Tariff preferences would 
secure and raise Britain’s share of trade in manufactures in the overseas empire.30 

In 1914–18 imperial patriotism and imperial self-sufficiency again came together. 
Australia’s Prime Minister, W. M. Hughes, was hailed in London as ‘one of 
the empire’s strong men in her hour of need’, as he campaigned to bring the 
empire’s essential supplies under imperial control, urging that Australians ‘must 
get nothing overseas that we can produce ourselves, and we must in particular 
buy nothing except from Britain and her allies’.31 A combination of wartime 
sentiment and pragmatism thus brought small steps towards the imperial vision 
in Britain. The ‘McKenna Duties’ of 1915 imposed tariffs on luxury goods. 
The Imperial War Conference resolved in 1917 that the empire should be as 
independent as possible in food supplies, raw materials and essential industries. 
It also resolved in favour of British emigration to empire countries and imperial 
tariff preference, linking ‘in a single logical system the policies of migration, 
investment, and tariff preference’.32 Bruce would later call it ‘men, money and 
markets’. The visionary agenda seemed to be in place.

Tariffs were the first aspect of the program to receive attention, but the results 
fell well short of tariff preference. Conservative leader, Bonar Law, and Liberal 
Prime Minister, Lloyd George, both promised to honour the 1917 resolution 
on preference, but would not tax food. The 1919 British Budget included 
preferences equivalent to one-sixth of low revenue duties existing on tea, cocoa, 
coffee, sugar, tobacco and dried fruits. The small sums involved were unlikely to 
make empire goods competitive. This was the situation when McDougall began 
to argue that the future of the Australian dried-fruits industry depended on a 
substantial British tariff preference.

30 Ian M. Drummond, British Economic Policy and the Empire 1919–1939, George Allen & Unwin, London, 
1972, pp. 36–42.
31 L. F. Fitzhardinge, The Little Digger 1914–1952: William Morris Hughes, a Political Biography. Volume II, 
Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1979, p. 60. 
32 Hancock, Survey, pp. 137, 126–7.




