
71

8
REMEMBRANCE DAY

This was the most dramatic day in which I have played any direct part. 
Though I was merely a minor actor, an insignificant courtier, I was there. I was 
present. I played some role. 

On this day all the events of previous weeks came together in one convulsive 
climax. On this day, the consequences of foolish and reckless ministerial actions 
came home to roost, the constitutional confrontation was resolved, Supply was 
obtained, prime minister Whitlam and opposition leader Fraser each saw in a 
historic confrontation the results of his respective gamble. While the crisis had 
begun much earlier—formally on 15 October—and while it would be finalised 
only at the general election of 13 December, this day was when the winning and 
the losing were determined decisively.

Looking back from a distance, the drama is less intense in memory than it was 
on the day. There is less thunder and lightning; less sense of Gotterdammerung. 
The harsh edges have gone. I remember the sweep of the events but have to 
search for those details that made each moment so memorable, so difficult, 
so frightening, so draining, so exhilarating.

Before me are the documents that bring back the day in such clear memory, 
which bring back so much that I had forgotten. My diary records the whole day; 
the journals of the Senate record the parliamentary decisions; the Hansard has 
the exact words spoken; the newspapers record the story; the cartoonist of that 
year, Larry Pickering, was able to summarise the events with the drama that 
only a cartoonist can bring. This day was a culmination.
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The atmosphere was unreal, the emotions were white hot. This was the only 
time I could use that phrase accurately. We who had been part of the crisis 
saw events come to a climax that day. What followed was unpredictable in the 
morning, a matter of history by nightfall. We were stretched tight when we 
arrived, in despair at lunchtime, and triumphant by evening. The election on 
13 December was no more than act five of a Greek tragedy, merely the acting 
out of the conclusion made inevitable by the events of that Remembrance Day.

Many other authors have described the crisis. Each of them has spent a lot of 
time on the events of 11 November, each from his or her own standpoint. Alan 
Reid, for example, describes where he was at each vital moment, to whom he 
spoke, and so on.1 Sir John Kerr2 does the same, as do Gough Whitlam3 and 
each of the other major participants. There is no value in my repeating their 
accounts; there is real value in my setting out what a backbench Opposition 
senator was doing on this critical day, which produced a major consequence 
of actions of which he had been part. So this chapter will deal with what I did 
on that day, without apology, and in the hope that it will be read alongside the 
accounts of the great and significant figures whose careers were so affected by 
the outcomes.

As always, my diary was written up on that day or the next morning. I recorded 
it was ‘a great and wonderful day’, so it would have been written up late in the 
evening or early on the morning of 12 November. On Remembrance Day, I came 
to the Parliament from my unit—early as always—and attended a meeting of the 
joint parties at 8.30 am. For minor players like me, this was important as a source 
of information and an even more important opportunity to smell the atmosphere 
and test the wind. This early meeting preceded a vital meeting recorded by 
other writers as occurring soon after 9 am between Whitlam, Simon Crean and 
Fred Daly on the one hand, and Fraser, Philip Lynch and Doug Anthony on the 
other. 

That meeting was recorded in my diary as involving an argument with Magnus 
Cormack and Peter Sim over the content of a press statement made the day 
before by John Howard. I cannot recall either what was in the press statement 
or why two such senior colleagues would get sufficiently upset to want to argue 
about it. But the episode demonstrates the extent to which we were all under 
enormous tension and likely to react to any irritant with unusual fierceness.

1  Reid (1976).
2  Kerr (1978).
3  Whitlam (1979).
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At the time I had, as already mentioned, a small extra task of dictating responses 
to some of Malcolm Fraser’s heavy mail. Such a task is routinely given by leaders 
of the Opposition to backbench colleagues as a form of minor patronage, and as 
one part of efficient office management. It is not necessary for prime ministers to 
do the same thing, as they have public service resources available for tasks like 
that. So after the early party meeting, I did some of this dictation while Fraser 
met with Whitlam, after which the joint parties met again; it was scheduled 
originally for 10 am but was put off for half an hour.

This meeting served merely to heighten the tensions and the sense of crisis on 
what we now knew was the Day of Judgment. Malcolm asked us simply ‘not to 
push’ him, and said that ‘developments were occurring’. It is indicative of the 
dominance of his leadership, and of the position in which we found ourselves 
on that day, that his request was not questioned and not pursued. How could it 
be? Our hopes rested with him totally. If he asked us for forbearance and time, 
he received both without serious question.

At 11  am we stood in the party room for the (then) traditional two minutes 
of silence—an unreal moment on an unreal day—and the meeting ended soon 
after. The Labor Caucus had met the same morning and Parliament House was 
awash with rumours. Soon afterwards, the House of Representatives sat and 
began a censure debate, which has been described in other books.

The Senate met at midday and proceeded in a desultory way with banal routine 
business, questions without notice and the introduction of a Bill to establish 
a Tertiary Education Commission. Somewhere in all this we broke for lunch, 
unaware of the drama being acted out at Yarralumla.

The midday news had announced the Labor Government’s decision to ask the 
Governor-General to call an election for half the Senate on 13 December. In the 
Members’ Bar, Labor MPs were taunting Don Cameron on our insistence that 
there be a double dissolution of the Parliament. I have recorded Keith Johnson 
as saying about 1.30 pm: ‘Did you think you’d get it? You might as well have 
showed your arse to the moon.’

One anecdote—possibly apocryphal—concerning Paul Keating, is worth 
recounting here. He was sworn in as Minister for Northern Australia on 
21 October, and had been a minister for only a few weeks on 11 November 1975. 
It is said that Whitlam, sacked before lunch, strode back into Parliament a little 
more than an hour later, saw Keating in the Government Lobby, still unaware 
of what had happened, pointed a finger at him, and thundered ‘Keating, you’re 
sacked!’ The story is that the performance had a great effect.
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At 2  pm the Senate reassembled for the most dramatic 24 minutes of my 
life. It was also the greatest failure by a government to retrieve a retrievable 
situation at the last moment, for had the Government not taken the course it 
did, we would have had the Budget held up for hours or days and Labor might 
yet have defeated us. It was as if Labor did all the unlikely things necessary to 
ensure that its ministers failed to retrieve the position in the Senate. Later in 
this chapter, I discuss some of the courses then open to Labor but not used 
because ministers did not know what the prime minister should have thought 
to tell them.

After we reassembled, Justin O’Byrne answered one of my questions on notice. 
Then a message came in to the Opposition and was passed orally down our side 
in something of the following form: ‘Do not allow your expression to change at 
all, but Whitlam has been sacked, Malcolm is prime minister, and we are going 
to pass the Budget as quickly as we can.’ Labor senators did not receive the news 
and we were told later that Labor members of the House of Representatives did 
not know until after we did.

The debate on the Tertiary Education Commission Bill was interrupted 
by agreement to allow the president to present again, as he had done daily, 
a resolution from the House of Representatives asserting that the Senate had no 
right to hold up the Budget, denouncing the actions of the Senate, and calling 
again on the Senate to pass without further delay the Appropriation Bill (No. 1) 
1975/6 and the Appropriation Bill (No. 2) 1975/6.

Senator Ken Wriedt, Leader of the Government (and ignorant of the events 
at Yarralumla), then moved at 2.20 pm:

That, responding to Message No. 406 of the House of Representatives again 
calling upon the Senate to pass without further delay the Appropriation Bill 
(No. 1) 1975/6 and the Appropriation Bill (No. 2) 1975/6, and responding to 
the Resolution of the Senate agreed to on Thursday, 6 November, on the voices 
and without division that the Appropriation Bills are urgent Bills, and in the 
public interest, so much of the Standing Orders be suspended as would prevent 
a question being put by the president forthwith—that the Bills be now passed—
which question shall not be open to debate or amendment

and I move:

That the Question be now put.4

This is the standard motion of urgency (known in Parliament as a guillotine 
motion) with a closure motion (gag) attached. Ken Wriedt had moved it more in 
hope than expectation, just as he had moved motions like it day after day. The 

4  Wriedt, Senator the Honourable Ken, Senate Hansard, vol. S66, 11 November 1975: 1,885.
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Leader of the Opposition did not, on our behalf, raise any objection, though 
he opposed that motion on our behalf on previous days. I noticed that Reg 
Withers, sitting in his place as Leader of the Opposition opposite Wriedt, said 
some words. It was reported—although Alan Reid5 has other words involved in 
the exchanges and his sources were renowned—that Wriedt asked Withers why 
we were caving in, and that Withers told him that Whitlam and the Government 
had been sacked. Withers had a habit of dropping laconic one-liners and Wriedt 
would not have known immediately how to interpret this.

But, without the benefit of briefing, Wriedt could scarcely believe his good 
fortune. The Opposition was caving in. The Budget would be passed. The crisis 
would be over. Some of his ministers could not understand what was happening 
and were not comfortable. Their professional political instincts screamed to 
them that something was wrong—but they did not know what it was.

The president then put, in quick succession, the three questions involved: 
first, the gag motion, and then the guillotine motion itself, and finally the 
consequential motion agreeing to the passage of the Appropriation Bills. 
They were agreed to on the voices and without dissent. Even as the questions 
were being passed, ministerial advisors were rushing in and trying to get to 
their ministers (particularly Doug McClelland) with the critical news—but all 
too late. Labor had failed to play its last and best card properly.

The president, still unaware, then declared: ‘The sitting of the Senate is 
suspended until the ringing of the bells.’6 The Senate was suspended at 2.24 pm. 
That Senate did not meet again as the Parliament was dissolved two hours 
later. The new Senate met in early 1976 with a membership determined by the 
election of 13 December, but it was a different Senate with a clear majority for 
the Liberal/Country Party Government and without Senators Cleaver Bunton or 
Pat Field.

For the record, the Senate was far more resistant to government legislation 
during these three months than during the sitting periods that had preceded 
it. During the period from 9 July, there were 71 government Bills introduced, 
of which 31 were passed by both Houses, 11 were negatived, two were laid 
aside in the House of Representatives, seven had consideration deferred in the 
Senate and 35 lapsed, still on the notice paper, at prorogation on 11 November. 
There were 201 non-government amendments moved and agreed to, 30 clauses 
of Bills negatived, three schedules negatived and 10 amendments to amendments 
agreed to.7

5  Reid (1976).
6  Senate Hansard, vol. S66, 11 November 1975: 1,885.
7  Business of the Senate 11 February – 11 November 1975, The Senate, Canberra.
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Let me now explain how Labor could have won the day even at the very end. 
Had Whitlam thought to brief his Senate leader (Ken Wriedt), or the manager 
of government business in the Senate (Doug McClelland), the obvious tactic 
would have been to delay passage of the Budget. If this had happened, Fraser 
would have failed to deliver to the Governor-General one of the elements in the 
solution that he had been commissioned to deliver that day. 

Since the Government controlled the business and a Labor president occupied 
the chair, delay would have been possible. Without a president willing to take 
the chair (or a president who suspended the Senate ‘until the ringing of the 
bells’), or without a minister to move for their passage, the Appropriation Bills 
could not have passed the Senate. There was no Liberal or Country Party Senate 
minister until the next day. The addition of a ‘gag’ to the motion or urgency 
was a device added deliberately to truncate and prevent debate. Without it 
senators could have debated the proposition that the Bills be declared urgent 
and could have done so each for an hour.8 In retrospect, the gag was unhelpful 
to Labor, and a long debate—as long as possible—would have suited Labor’s 
tactical needs much better. Even should the debate on the Appropriation Bills 
have commenced (in the absence of a guillotine and gag of the type moved by 
Senator Wriedt), the procedures of the Senate allow for detailed examination of 
the Budget at second reading stage and in Committee of the Whole. Odgers sets 
out some other readily available ways in which the ALP could have frustrated 
proceedings had Labor senators known of the situation, and I make reference 
later to ways in which Senate practices could have been used by Labor senators.9 

Had Labor done even some of these things, Fraser would not have been able 
to deliver what he promised to the Governor-General, certainly not by that 
afternoon when David Smith read the proclamation that dissolved the Twenty-
Ninth Parliament. The Senate chamber itself would have become the crucible and 
Labor might have regained an initiative. Any Labor leader with the competence 
of Wriedt or McClelland could have strung out the proceedings while we would 
have required a regiment of soldiers around Parliament to protect us from 
angry mobs.

But Labor did none of the things available to it. That it did not is a reflection of 
the style and priorities, on the attitudes and values of Edward Gough Whitlam. 
His failure of judgment at lunchtime on Remembrance Day cost his party dearly.

8  In fact, the Senate Standing Orders operating then provided (SO 407B) that the motion that a Bill be declared 
urgent ‘shall be put forthwith—no debate or amendment being allowed’. But another motion is necessary to 
allocate the times for the various stages of the Bill and that motion could be debated for up to one hour.
9  Odgers (1976: 69–70).
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We came out of the Senate about 2.30 pm. As I left the chamber, I found an 
elderly couple who had come into the Senate to see some of the drama that had 
been reported in such detail by the papers. Instead, all they had seen was low-
key agreement from all sides and the suspension of the sitting! To put them into 
the picture, I told them that we had just passed the Budget and that Whitlam 
had been sacked. They were stunned! I always tell people that the Senate does 
dramatic things quietly; it was never better demonstrated than that afternoon.

Just as everyone can remember what he or she was doing when John Kennedy 
was assassinated, so everyone can remember where he or she heard the news of 
Whitlam’s sacking. It was reported to me that the news was shouted in cafeterias 
and factories, that it was taken into classrooms and meetings, into offices and 
shops. There was further drama in the House of Representatives. But it was just 
that: drama. The real action, as always, takes place in the Senate, where the 
votes are balanced and the results less predictable. Whitlam never understood 
this and it was this, more than anything else, that defeated him in the end. 
I needed a pass to get into the House as the box reserved for senators was full 
of colleagues who had got into it ahead of me. Only when I heard what was 
happening did the full import start to sink in. Malcolm Fraser was now prime 
minister! Labor did him in quickly and efficiently on a motion of no confidence 
but it did not matter. Malcolm already had the double dissolution well in hand.

We had another meeting of the opposition parties at 3.30 pm. This time there 
were cheers for the new prime minister. Later in the afternoon, I was at the 
back of the crowd on the front steps10 when David Smith came to read the 
proclamation proroguing the Twenty-Ninth Parliament and setting 13 December 
as the date for the general election. It was an ugly scene on the steps. There was 
a large crowd out in front, a lot of police and some violence of mood and action. 
David Smith was booed as he read the proclamation. My diary records: ‘Labor 
rowdies turned on a poor show—Whitlam a disgrace.’

I walked back into Kings Hall with Doug Anthony and Ian Sinclair, who had 
been on the front steps with me. Staff of the Parliamentary Library lined the 
railings above and booed us. My two tough Country Party colleagues seemed 
less concerned by the reaction than I was. As I moved across Kings Hall, a senior 
parliamentary reporter who was standing quietly by the now closed main door 
to the Senate chamber called me over and said softly, ‘They’re booing you here, 
Senator, but Hansard’s with you!’ God bless him, I thought.

10  I am so recorded in the photograph of that occasion that was reproduced in Good Weekend magazine of 
2 November 1985: 1.
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We had a party in the Opposition Senate Party Room at 6.30 pm. By now a large 
crowd was gathered outside and we were hissed and booed when we appeared 
on our balcony. Somebody had turned on champagne for the troops. Prime 
Minister Malcolm Fraser was happy. John Carrick was exhausted but happy. 
I went back to my room and did a little more work. I drank some more alcohol 
and was home by 10 pm. There was a very ugly Lateline program on ABC TV. 
My diary contains a note that the ABC went overboard that day. The diary note 
goes on to say finally:

Fraser has defeated Whitlam face to face. The Governor-General has issued 
a marvellous statement and has destroyed Whitlam. And I have been part of it 
all. It will sink in—to me, to each of us, and to the community. I was able to sleep 
well again.
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