
63

7
EARLY NOVEMBER 1975

At the beginning of November the constitutional confrontation had been under 
way for more than two weeks. Its outcome was still unclear and was certainly 
unforeseen even by that majority of Australians whose attention was riveted to 
the battle. As with all such matters occurring in the national capital, citizens 
distant from Canberra understood what was going on only as the events were 
interpreted by journalists writing for print media or presenting material on 
radio or television. And it was in this area that we were doing rather badly. 
To put it bluntly, I thought we were getting a pasting in the press. 

Although I had entered the battle reluctantly, having first had to overcome some 
doubts about the wisdom of our course, once into the battle, I was determined 
that we should stay the course—and win. Nevertheless, I recorded in my diary 
for 1 November the plaintive note: ‘We all continue to whistle in the dark. 
God help us!’

When November began we had just finished some drama-filled weeks of October 
sittings. We were eyeball to eyeball with the Government and tension was 
already apparent among our members. I had returned to Sydney on 30 October, 
went to Orange the next day, and 1 November found me in Bathurst with Misha 
and Tatjana Lajovic, with whom I had spoken the previous night at a dinner 
for 130 people. Misha was at that stage our preselected Senate candidate and 
was working well. We drove that morning from Bathurst to Sydney, stopping 
at Lithgow so I could do several radio spots on 2LT for Reg Gillard, our candidate 
for Ben Chifley’s old seat of Macquarie. On this drive we had one of those rare 
chances to talk uninterrupted and at length. I have recorded in my diary: 
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[R]eal concern with Misha’s philosophies. Anti-communism is important but just 
not enough on its own. Seems to have little expertise in areas of other policy 
development—but then neither did I at the stage I was a candidate.

In retrospect, I smile at that comment and at that concern. For one thing, I was 
only just becoming aware of many of the matters against which I judged my 
soon-to-be colleague. But more importantly, I have come to understand clearly 
that the party founded by Robert Menzies was successful because it was so 
broad and inclusive. It had room for conservatives like Lajovic, whose thinking 
was dominated by anti-communism, just as it had a place for philosophical 
liberals like me. It is sad to see the party, in the late 1980s, early 1990s and early 
into the twenty-first century, being driven ideologically by people of narrower 
minds. They will achieve their philosophical hegemony but it is not likely that 
they will ever again enjoy sustained electoral support of the kind that Menzies 
enjoyed. Perhaps one difference between Lajovic and me was that while he 
has always known what he is against, I have struggled closer to knowing what 
I  support. And the further I have gone, the more I seem to have returned to 
family roots—to the beliefs that would have sustained my grandfather, Frederick 
Baume KC MP, who sat as a liberal in the Parliament of New Zealand, opposite 
the conservatives in the first decade of the twentieth century.

But Misha was then, and has always remained, my close friend. In the election 
of December 1975 he entered the Senate and served there for 10 years before 
retiring. In his final speech, on 31 May 1985, he paid a generous tribute to me 
in the following words:

It is impossible to name all of them, but there is one person I have to name—
Senator Peter Baume. He guided me in my first days here and was constantly at 
my side, always willing to help. Thank you, Peter.1

On that first day of November 1975, I arrived home from Bathurst to find Jenny 
and her cousin Ros McTaggart planning a new layout for the living room of our 
Gordon home. Ros is a professional decorator and they kept at their task until 
I stopped them peevishly at 1.30 pm. It was at least a change from an endless 
diet of Canberra politics. 

This was already the ‘pre-campaign campaign’ and I was frantically busy. On that 
day, I slept for a while in the afternoon and then we went to the Prospect Ball at 
Penrith. There were about 500 people there. We had a real turnout of candidates 
and MPs: Dorothy Ross, Philip Ruddock, Max Ruddock, Frank Calabro, Ron Rofe 
and Alan Cadman. My diary records for that day: ‘people are not happy about 
the supply situation.’

1  Senate Hansard, vol. S109, 31 May 1985: 2,947.
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That is where we seemed to be; people do not ever like uncertainty and we 
were the cause of great anxiety and uncertainty for them. Also, we were being 
painted as wreckers and obstructionists and were getting rather the worse of the 
public argument. The papers were not encouraging and I recorded my view on 
2 November that ‘they say we have clearly miscalculated. The issue had been 
moved away from the front pages to some extent.’

On that day, I recorded that I actually had ‘only my second meal with the family 
for eight days or so’. Jenny’s memory is that this was not unusual. It was part 
of the strain and imposition made by political life on families. It had also been 
bad in medicine. Our neighbour was also a doctor and Jenny overheard the 
children, when young, playing one day with the children of a third doctor. 
The game was ‘families’ and the text ran something like this:

‘Mother, do you realise that Father is coming home to dinner tonight?’

‘Coming home to dinner is he? Then we had better have a special family dinner. 
Children—Father is coming home to dinner tonight.’

For all those children, the chance to eat as a complete family was rare enough 
to be treated as special.

On the evening of 2 November, Malcolm Fraser was attacking Gough Whitlam’s 
announced decision to explore ways by which he could continue to govern 
when properly authorised supply was exhausted. It raised serious questions of 
constitutional propriety, which Malcolm presented crudely but effectively as 
Whitlam attempting to ‘set up a dictatorship’. 

Even at this stage, three quite separate timetables were operating. One related 
to the determination of the Senate to press its course; how long could Fraser 
hold his senators before someone cried ‘enough’? We had already had Ian 
Wood threaten (in a moment of pique) to cross the floor on 30 October in the 
Senate party room. How long would it be before Reg Withers lost a senator from 
the fold?

The second was the supply timetable itself. We know now, many years later, that 
the last date for securing passage of the main Appropriation Bills was the end of 
November. This was logical as the Supply Bills, passed at the end of the autumn 
sittings, provided money for five months (to the end of November). Withers, 
who was a master of the pithy statement, told me once that a government 
needed only six Bills annually to be able to govern—four Appropriation Bills 
and the two Supply Bills—and that all other legislation was a bonus. Today we 
have extra Appropriation Bills for the parliamentary departments, so the total 
number of ‘essential’ Bills rises to eight, but Withers’ aphorism retains its force.
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The third timetable in operation was the election timetable. If an election were 
to occur in 1975 it would need to be on 13 December—a practical necessity 
related to the imminence of Christmas. For this date to be chosen, an election 
would need to be announced early in November—no later than 11 November. 
It was this third timetable in fact that probably determined the date of the 
Dismissal itself.

Monday, 3 November was a typical day for that period. I was up at dawn and 
saw patients at the North Shore Medical Centre. They were starting to want to 
ask me questions about politics rather than about their health. I was having 
increasing difficulty keeping medicine and politics separate in my discussions 
with them—but still I tried to do so.

The press and editorials that morning were quite good—better than they had 
been—and I felt somewhat reassured. I flew to Williamtown, just north of 
Newcastle, and was met by Bob Scott and Bob Freeman, then president of the 
Shire of Port Stephens. My diary describes Scott as ‘that marvellously competent 
organiser’. He had, on 12 August 1974, won a Liberal Party preselection for 
a  place in the Legislative Council of New South Wales, and later served a 
term in that chamber. We did interviews for the Newcastle radio, television 
and print media in which I stated our determination with absolute firmness 
and vigour (having decided that anything less than absolute conviction was 
worthless). We had a lunch in Maitland for ‘70 people needing reassurance’, 
which I gave them.

When, later that afternoon, I returned to Sydney it was to discover (from a taxi 
driver in fact) that Malcolm Fraser had offered to pass Supply if the House of 
Representatives would go to an election with half the Senate in May. I have 
written in my diary: 

Why not tell the Party Room first? I feel cheated and angry and hurt—egg on my 
face after all my strong statements. However I guess

a) Whitlam will refuse so restoring the balance of virtue to us; and,

b) Caucus meets tomorrow and so Fraser’s statement needs to be in their laps.

I recorded in my diary that the tension was getting to me and I thought I would 
benefit from small doses of Valium that week. At the same time I wrote: ‘But I feel 
much more on top of it all.’

The evening news confirmed that Whitlam had rejected Fraser’s offer and so we 
were back to square one.
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Tuesday, 4 November was just one week before the Dismissal, but my diary 
notes were written on the day—and therefore without the knowledge of events 
yet to occur. Early in the day, I snapped at John Carrick and made him quite 
aware of my concern about the lack of information given to us about the offer of 
the previous day by Fraser. Then I saw the papers, which were not negative for 
us. Mail was continuing to pour in—20 or 30 letters each day, many from old 
acquaintances, almost all arguing vehemently against our stand.

We had a party meeting at which Malcolm reported on what he had done but 
not on why he had done it or why he had done it as he had. Ken Anderson 
spoke with some heat about the manner and suddenness of changes in direction 
since the previous party meeting just five days earlier. I supported him and am 
reported in one book as emphasising that I heard of the changed direction from 
a taxi driver,2 and that we had been caught short in public because we had not 
been told. We were told that because Whitlam’s office had been preparing to 
distort what Fraser had done, an immediate statement was necessary.

Our Khemlani statement was now ready and we took it into the Senate. 
The Australian Labor Party (ALP) objected to it, took points of order, but did 
themselves no good with all their carrying on. The way we got the stuff into 
the Parliament was as follows: Reg Withers quoted from the documents and 
then Fred Chaney moved under the appropriate standing order that they be 
tabled. Withers then moved that the papers be printed. These motions were 
carried, Steele Hall and Cleaver Bunton exercising some of their rare votes for 
us;3 Withers had not wanted the statement read to the party room before its 
presentation. 

I am now led to believe it is a very good statement; it has been made available 
from John Howard to The Age and the Australian Financial Review.

Later on that Tuesday, I was able to have more relaxed conversations with 
Carrick.  This was definitely a good day for us in the Parliament. I recorded 
several other matters on that day. One was that Fraser bested journalist Richard 
Carleton on television. Another referred to our horserace ‘that stops the nation’: 
‘Melbourne Cup—who cares?’ A third was prescient: ‘What will Kerr do? 
This is the crux. Whitlam too—he must do something. Perhaps it will be a half-
Senate election.’

2  Ayres (1987: 288).
3  Journals of the Senate—56th Session, 1975: 1,011.
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The next day, thinking more about the Governor-General, I talked with the Clerk 
Assistant, Alan Cumming-Thom, whose job included the drafting of Opposition 
amendments, about preparing an address to the Governor-General asking him to 
take decisive action and so on. The motion as finally drafted read:

That an Address be presented to His Excellency the Governor-General praying 
that he exercise the power vested in him by section 57 of the Constitution 
to dissolve both Houses of the Parliament simultaneously.

The address itself read:

To His Excellency the Governor-General and Commander-in-Chief of the 
Commonwealth of Australia.

MAY IT PLEASE YOUR EXCELLENCY:

We, the Senate of the Commonwealth of Australia in Parliament assembled, 
respectfully request Your Excellency to exercise the power vested in you 
by section 57 of the Constitution to dissolve the Senate and the House of 
Representatives simultaneously.

We respectfully call Your Excellency’s attention to the situation which presently 
exists as between the two Houses of the Parliament and as between the Parliament 
and the Government, a situation in which

(a)  the Senate has exercised its parliamentary and constitutional right to 
withhold from the Government the money required for it to carry on its 
normal services

(b)  the Government has not, as the Senate requested and as precedent has 
provided, announced a date for a general election for the House of 
Representatives

(c)  the Parliament is likely to become unworkable as a result of recent conflicting 
resolutions agreed to by the Senate and the House of Representatives and

(d)  the requirements of section 57 of the Constitution have been satisfied in 
respect of twenty one Bills,

We respectfully ask Your Excellency to take the necessary action, pursuant to 
the provisions of section 57 of the Constitution, to dissolve both Houses of the 
Parliament simultaneously.

I took the draft to Fraser and then to Withers for consideration among the tactics 
open to us. I recorded then that Withers told me he feared that one particular 
senator (whom I will not name here) would crack.

On Thursday, 6 November, we had a long discussion in our Senate party room 
about different ways of handling the Khemlani matter. Some were in favour of a 
judicial inquiry. Clearly, Withers had shown my prepared form of words to no 
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one, for Greenwood knew nothing about it. When Reg Wright heard of it he 
was attracted and was keen to see it activated. That day I spoke on the Income 
Tax Bills and then took the Cities Commission Repeal Bill through for John 
Carrick and on behalf of the Opposition. 

This was the end of the last complete sitting week of the Twenty-Ninth 
Parliament, although we did not know that at the time. I returned to Sydney 
and spent most of the Friday in western Sydney looking at health facilities. 
People there told me that they were sick of the political crisis. I saw an old 
friend having dinner and he told me quite clearly and calmly that we would 
be done.

On Saturday, 8 November, we had a candidates’ convention at the Boulevarde 
Hotel. Many of these candidates were soon to win seats in Parliament. Speakers 
were Bob Cotton, Bob Ellicott, John Carrick, John Howard and Chris Puplick. 
Cotton was prolix and not really to the point; Ellicott was superb; Carrick and 
Howard were good; Puplick was cynical; and Don Dobie was cool to me, which 
was too bad. Later in the day, there were functions, at one of which I was cheered 
to the echo by 300 Croatians.

I recorded that day that I was beginning to ‘feel the Governor-General will 
intervene’.

The next day was Sunday, 9 November, and Jenny, Sarah, Ian and I went to 
Wollongong for a day with our dear friends Sue and Terry O’Malley. It was just 
what I needed. I recorded: ‘Sun and relaxation and bridge—wives got lucky 
cards to trounce husbands!’ 

Whitlam made an address to the nation that I thought was defensive and weak. 
Some of the radio and television programs, I noted, ‘were coming round to our 
view—at last’. I was able to write: ‘I approach this week with a little more 
confidence.’

There was a strange phone call from Bill Wentworth that day giving me the 
name of another shadowy loans affair person. Why me? At that time, with 
the vanity and arrogance that go with the job, the question might not have 
crossed my mind. But there it was: one of the most experienced members of 
the Parliament and a former minister making contact with one of the newest 
and least experienced over a matter of great delicacy and moment. At the time 
I  did not reflect on the strangeness of the contact, so great was my hubris; 
these days, I wonder. I made contact with the person and began negotiations 
for a meeting. He did not want another MP present but did want his lawyer. 
After more negotiation, we met the next day, 10 November 1975. I had John 
Howard with me and made an aide memoire of the conversation, which I signed 
the next day. The gentleman in question had with him a lawyer from Allen, 
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Allen and Hemsley. He presented for viewing a document indicating that he 
had played a small role in seeking funds and he made several hearsay statements 
about demands for part of the commission to be available for Labor Party funds. 
But he refused to let us hold any documents or do anything else to verify what 
he had said.

Earlier that day I had visited the Glebe Lands project with Chris Puplick and 
Misha Lajovic. This was an ambitious redevelopment of a working-class suburb 
in Sydney; it was done very well. We met the minister, Tom Uren, by chance 
during the morning. Considering the circumstances of the crisis, he was 
courteous and friendly.

On the evening of 10 November, I attended a meeting in Canberra of the medico-
legal society in place of Bob Ellicott, who was tied up with the ongoing crisis. 
I told the group, based on the excellent account that Ellicott had given to our 
seminar two days earlier, that the Governor-General would resolve the crisis 
by intervening on our side. I remember quite clearly that my assertions were 
greeted with disbelief and amusement. The audience was almost derisory of my 
view in discussion time.

The Dismissal occurred the very next day. For weeks after the Dismissal, I kept 
meeting people who had attended that dinner—they all treated me with much 
greater respect! While they might have thought I had known something, that 
I had some inside information or foreknowledge, the truth was that I had spoken 
with more bluster and certainty than my firm knowledge could justify; it just 
happens that I was an accurate predictor of what happened the next day.

The mail at Parliament House now had some support in it for our position and 
our course. We now faced another scheduled three-week sitting period and the 
sure knowledge that the crisis had to be resolved in that time. We knew, too, 
that there were no second prizes—that we had gambled heavily and that we 
must win or lose everything. I came to Canberra that week somewhat more 
buoyant than I had been for weeks, somewhat sustained by favourable comment 
in the community, and hopeful that we could still win. In the event I was to be 
proven right. 
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