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Editorial
James Watson

The ANU Historical Journal II is a young journal that bears a unique 
legacy. The first version of the Journal was founded in 1964 by student 
editors Alistair Davidson, Ron Fraser and Anne Kingston as a peer-
reviewed journal that welcomed submissions from historians at any stage 
of their careers.1 Over its 24 years of operation, it counted amongst its 
contributors several significant figures within the fields of Australian 
history and literature, including Manning Clark, Humphrey McQueen 
and Peter Corris. But what made the Journal a notable and significant 
endeavour were the names that were, at the time, less recognisable: the 
historians publishing their first, and maybe only, article or review in a 
peer-reviewed journal. The Journal was an opportunity for them to make 
their work public, and to become colleagues equal with their lecturers and 
established historians from other institutions. For some, it was the start 
of their careers; for others, the capstone to their undergraduate education 
before heading off to other pursuits.

When Emily Gallagher restarted the Journal in 2019, it was done as 
a continuation of this ethos. For this third issue of the Journal, I’ve also 
tried to continue this practice, in particular spotlighting the role of 
undergraduate and postgraduate students at The Australian National 
University and across Australia in writing meaningful works of history 
and criticism.

Fitting for a journal that comes from ANU, most of this issue’s articles 
centre on twentieth-century Australian history. James Cook University’s 
Lyndon Megarrity, building on his earlier works on Queensland political 
history, discusses what he calls ‘the Queensland difference’ in a study of 
the relationship between Gough Whitlam and Joh Bjelke-Petersen. The 
Australian National University’s Anton Pavic offers a historical analysis 
of government’s incentivisation of property investment in this country. 

1  For a comprehensive overview of the ANU Historical Journal, see the first issue of the ANU 
Historical Journal II, in which Emily Gallagher and Joyce Fan provide a history and index of issues, 
respectively (doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2019).

http://doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2019
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And Central Queensland University and Deakin University’s Lisa Hay 
and Geoffrey Robinson complicate the biography of Melbourne historian 
Margaret Kiddle with an article that considers her as an author of children’s 
literature and its relation to her historical works.

Bookending these articles on Australian history are two works that look 
beyond this country’s shores. The former is a study of how contemporary 
audiences interpreted the morality of medieval Robin Hood tales by 
William Hoff from ANU. And the latter, based on her 2021 Allan Martin 
Lecture, is an essay from the University of Sydney’s Sheila Fitzpatrick that 
traces the lives of Soviet displaced persons in Europe after World War II.

We were fortunate to receive an email from Honorary Associate Professor 
Alison Alder, of the ANU School of Art and Design, asking whether we’d 
be interested in publishing her artwork. Her piece, titled ‘One-to-Eight’, 
is a series of portraits of Australia’s first eight prime ministers that was 
originally exhibited at the Museum of Australian Democracy in 2017. 
Alder’s work could be considered a revisionist biography (of sorts) of 
Australia’s early political leaders and is a useful complement to Megarrity’s 
prime ministerial study. When editing a historical journal, you are not 
necessarily on the lookout for works of art; Alison’s work not only fits well 
as the centrepiece of this issue, but also as a reminder of the various forms 
historical works can take.

We are also pleased to include Michael McKernan’s 2020 Allan Martin 
Lecture, ‘Be Very Careful, Michael, They Think Up There’, especially 
considering that Michael is a former editor of the original journal. His 
lecture is a memoir, recounting his experience as a student of Manning 
Clark, as well his later role as the deputy director of the Australian 
War Memorial.

And, finally, we have reviews from Matthew Cunneen, Sarah Hodge, Liam 
Kane, Kelsie Long and Jessica Urwin; as well as a conversation between 
Eleanor Foster and Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy 
about their book Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire.

We are privileged to work with authors and artists of skill and discipline, 
and to publish their work in this issue of the ANU Historical Journal II.
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The current state of the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia is such 
a  totalising and ubiquitous part of our lives that to mention it almost 
seems banal, but it is important to note that this issue of ANU Historical 
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provided advice, author suggestions and books for review. As well as to 
those who took the time and effort to respond to edits, peer reviewed 
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‘God Grant That He Be True 
to Maintain Him in His Right’: 
Speculation on the Instructional 
Content of Medieval Robin 
Hood Media
William J . F . Hoff
The Australian National University

Abstract: The Robin Hood tales of the later Middle Ages feature narrative 
elements that reflect real world concerns of social transgression and community 
participation. Despite evidence for the ownership and performance of Robin 
Hood tales in gentry circles, the tradition’s narrative content represents Robin’s 
common, non-elite audiences, associated with the outlaw in earlier literature, 
in a consistently more favourable light than their aristocratic counterparts. 
By  examining both the social landscape of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, as well as other literary figures in this period’s popular culture, it is 
possible to reconcile the supposedly contradictory elements of social conformity 
and rebellion symbolised by Robin Hood and his outlaws. The way in which 
Robin and his band attack and protect respective social groups is dependent 
on their adherence to Robin’s moral code, which is drawn from the shared 
social framework applicable to all communities in the later Middle Ages. 
This process inherently endorsed the common, middling audiences of Robin 
Hood media, as they were encouraged to identify with the yeoman outlaws 
and their exemplary behaviour, instructing them to contribute meaningfully 
to their communities with an attentiveness that is implied to be lacking in 
representations of elite social groups.

The Robin Hood stories of the fifteenth century, of which only four are 
known to survive, are not uniform in their representation of the outlaw 
and his band of merry men. Robin’s name drew derogatory remarks in 
spiritual texts in the first years of the fifteenth century, yet by the close of 
the English Middle Ages at the turn of the sixteenth century, the outlaw 
was being praised by the king himself in popular literary narratives. 
The  polarising characteristics of the outlaw band persisted, from the 
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gruesome murder of a clergyman in one tale, the harmless humiliation 
of the sheriff of Nottingham in another, to the outlaws loaning cash 
to a poverty-stricken knight. Since the middle of the last century, 
historiography on the medieval Robin Hood texts has been unable 
to agree on by whom these tales were primarily intended to be heard. 
Rodney Hilton’s 1958 Past & Present paper ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, 
which supposed a plebian audience (as he put it), was swiftly challenged 
by James Holt’s 1960 paper in the same publication that advocated for 
a more genteel original audience.1 The argument has swayed towards 
either end of the spectrum since. The content and ownership of these 
texts has led historians to broadly agree that the social background of the 
outlaw’s audience, like his character, was mixed, as medieval texts could 
not only cater to different audiences at any one time but refer to multiple 
authorial positions.2

This polarisation complicates the question of what kind of literary character 
Robin Hood was intended to be: a social rebel; a loyal subject; perhaps 
both or, indeed, neither—merely a stock figure? Given the unstable 
political landscape of the fifteenth century, which saw the conclusion of 
the Hundred Years’ War and the eruption of the Wars of the Roses, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that one of the period’s most popular literary figures 
displayed inconstant priorities similar to those in patronised poetry and 
chronicles.3 Yet in examining popular media of the later Middle Ages, it 
is apparent that there were consistent, established traits Robin embodied, 
regardless of the action, violence or comedy of individual tales. With both 
literary and performance texts recited publicly, Robin Hood may have been 
a recognisable figure for some audiences and an idealised one for others, 
yet his peripheral social standing—an outlaw living in the greenwood, 
outside civilised society—was key to the successful transmission of the 
tales’ own form of the moral and social instruction that characterised 
outlaw literature.

1  R. H. Hilton, ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, Past & Present 14 (1958): 34–35; J. C. Holt, 
‘The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin Hood’, Past & Present 18 (1960): 94–98.
2  Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode: Introduction’, in Robin Hood 
and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2000), 82; Ruth Evans, Andrew Taylor, Nicholas Watson and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, 
‘Authorizing Text and Writer’, in The Idea of the Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle English Literary 
Theory, 1280–1520, ed. Ruth Evans, Andrew Taylor, Nicholas Watson and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne 
(Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 14.
3  P. W. Hammond, ‘The Reputation of Richard III’, in Richard III: A Medieval Kingship, ed. John 
Gillingham (London: Collins & Brown, 1993), 134–38.
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With Robin’s diverse audience accepted, the aim of this paper is to speculate 
as to the primary purpose of the outlaw tradition’s instructional elements 
to further understand its position in medieval life. Past historiography has 
typically assigned individual tales to either common or elite audiences, 
yet this binary opposition does not explain the sum of the outlaws’ social 
behaviour found across medieval media. The stories were circulated 
widely and heard in locales from taverns to gentry households, yet the 
moral instruction given by Robin and his men, in all forms of popular 
entertainment and to all rank of audience, consistently favoured the 
allegedly natural virtue of common folk while criticising the fickle elite.

Robin Hood’s England
The country that entertained the earliest Robin Hood stories was 
experiencing continuous social change at the time of the tradition’s 
emergence. In the years immediately following the arrival of the Black 
Death in England in the mid-fourteenth century, between 40 to 
50 per cent of the population perished.4 As A. T. Brown has stressed, 
historiography concerning social mobility in the fourteenth century has 
focused on this period as one of upward social mobility due to the sudden 
loss of life and simultaneous requirement for labour and handicraft.5 
While the turbulence of the pestilence paved the way for a radical shift in 
social relations, this was not a sudden upswing in the luck of the luckless. 
Assertive, reactionary labour regulation, such as compelled servitude 
and wage restrictions found in the 1349 Ordinance of Labourers and 
1351 Statute of Labourers, recognised that social change had occurred 
but did not create that change in and of itself.6 Landlords’ unwillingness 
to gamble their successes in securing new leases enabled peasant and 
gentry entrepreneurs alike to purchase agricultural land, and while these 
endeavours were not always viable, the negotiating power represented by 
these interactions marked an assertiveness that lower social ranks could 

4  David Stone, ‘The Black Death and Its Immediate Aftermath: Crisis and Change in the Fenland 
Economy, 1346–1353’, in Town and Countryside in the Age of the Black Death: Essays in Honour of John 
Hatcher, ed. Mark Bailey and Stephen Rigby (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 213, doi.org/10.1484/M.
TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703.
5  A. T. Brown, ‘The Fear of Downward Social Mobility in Late Medieval England’, Journal of 
Medieval History 45, no. 5 (2019): 599–600, doi.org/10.1080/03044181.2019.1660206.
6  ‘The Statute of Labourers, 1351’, in The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, ed. R. B. Dobson (London: 
Macmillan, 1989), 64–65.

http://doi.org/10.1484/M.TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703
http://doi.org/10.1484/M.TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703
http://doi.org/10.1080/03044181.2019.1660206
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consistently realise.7 As Brown has also stressed, social mobility was a two-
way street. Wealthy heiresses, for instance, were a lucrative match for 
enterprising, lower-born men, but a far cry from the affluent husband that 
could be expected in more populous times.8 There were not only concerns 
that lesser ranks could rise to their betters, but also that the betters could 
fall to meet them.

The duality of social opportunity and movement was not, however, 
assumed. Medieval concepts of social standing were entrenched in divine 
hierarchy, a sensibility heightened during this time of both upward 
and downward mobility. The long-established three estates of oratores, 
bellatores and laboratores (those who pray, those who fight and those who 
work) was based on hypothetical balance: bellatores and oratores protected 
society physically and spiritually, respectively, while laboratores provided 
sustenance for all.9 Despite the ease with which parties could shuffle along 
the social spectrum, philosopher John Wycliffe (d. 1384) cautioned that 
it was unwise, indeed unnatural, for people to act against their divinely 
ordained station: ‘as it were a foul thing beasts work against their kind, 
so it is a fouler thing [for] men to do against their state’.10 Yet change was 
unavoidable, and more accommodating attempts to arrange social orders 
emerged, such as that found in Geoffrey Chaucer’s (d. 1400) prologue to 
The Canterbury Tales: Chaucer described his motley crew of pilgrims in 
a manner befitting their station ‘so as it seemed [to] me’.11 Yet Chaucer’s 
meticulous categorisation, Maurice Keen has argued, does not indicate 
a straightforward acceptance of new ranks of English town and country 
folk, but calculation as to where the growing orders slot within existing 
social models.12 Reconciliation with the natural order ordained by God 
was attempted, yet constantly challenged.

7  Judith M. Bennett, ‘Compulsory Service in Late Medieval England’, Past and Present 209 
(2010): 20.
8  Brown, ‘The Fear of Downward Social Mobility’, 600; Peter Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 
in A Social History of England, 1200–1500, ed. Rosemary Horrox and W. Mark Ormrod (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 65–69, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154.
9  S. H. Rigby, ‘English Society in the Later Middle Ages: Deference, Ambition and Conflict’, 
in A Companion to Medieval English Literature and Culture c.1350–c.1500, ed. Peter Brown (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 26, doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355.
10  ‘Tractatus De Regibus’, in Four English Political Tracts of the Later Middle Ages, ed. Jean-Philippe 
Genet (London: Royal Historical Society, 1977), 9.
11  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales (Surrey: Alma Books, 2019), 4.
12  Maurice Keen, English Society in the Later Middle Ages, 1348–1500 (London: Allen Lane, 1990), 
7–8.

http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
http://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355
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With the turn of the fifteenth century, social terminology was being 
fervently re-examined. Henry V’s first parliament of 1413 specified that 
any legal proceeding ending in an award required the claim to specify 
the ‘estate or degree [or] occupation’ of all parties involved, making the 
assignment of a specific rank of utmost importance.13 There may have 
been mere degrees between one rank and another, yet they were stringently 
fought over. While gentry argued over who deserved the more prestigious 
peerage at the king’s court, lower orders were comfortable adopting more 
general terms to help raise their standing.14

One of the broader terms, and the most important for understanding 
the popularity of Robin Hood, is the rank of yeoman, a term whose 
medieval meaning has drawn endless debate.15 Generally, a yeoman in the 
fifteenth century was something between a gentleman (the lowest rank 
of gentry) and a husbandman (a landowner of low birth), and afforded 
a  generic, though contentious, status for common tenants.16 James 
Holt has suggested that it was the urban use of ‘yeoman’ for middling 
household ranks that caused its spread into rural areas, as such a well-
recognised yet unspecific, and therefore encompassing, category appealed 
to those with little social standing.17 The relative breadth of this lesser title 
allowed anyone from moneyed landowners to household servants to use 
the title freely.18

It is within this environment of social tension that the Robin Hood 
tales gained their popular momentum. Though the oldest extant Robin 
Hood tale dates from 1465, the first literary allusion to the tradition is 
found in the 1377 B-text of William Langland’s allegorical poem Piers 

13  ‘Henry V: May 1413’, in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, ed. Paul Brand, Anne Curry, Chris 
Given-Wilson, Rosemary Horrox, Geoffrey Martin, Mark Ormrod and Seymour Phillips (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2005), accessed 19 January 2021, www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/may-1413; L. R. Poos and Martha D. Rust, ‘Of Piers, Polltaxes and Parliament: Articulating 
Status and Occupation in Late Medieval England’, Fragments 5 (2016): 111.
14  Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 36–42.
15  For debate, see: Hilton, ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, 36–37; Holt, ‘The Origins and Audience 
of the Ballads of Robin Hood’,100–01; Maurice Keen, ‘Robin Hood—Peasant or Gentleman?’, Past 
& Present 19 (1961): 12–13; Richard Almond and A. J. Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin Hood 
and Social Terminology in Fifteenth-Century England’, Past & Present 170 (2001): 52–77, doi.org/ 
10.1093/past/170.1.52; R. W. Hoyle, ‘A Re-Reading of the Gest of Robyn Hode’, Nottingham Medieval 
Studies 61 (2017): 90–94, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.5.113865.
16  Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 65–69; Almond and Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin’, 53.
17  J. C. Holt, Robin Hood (London: Thames & Hudson, 1989), 117.
18  Philippa C. Maddern, ‘Social Mobility’, in A Social History of England, 1200–1500, ed. Rosemary 
Horrox and W. Mark Ormrod (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 114, doi.org/10.1017/ 
CBO9781139167154.

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/may-1413
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/may-1413
http://doi.org/10.1093/past/170.1.52
http://doi.org/10.1093/past/170.1.52
http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.5.113865
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
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Plowman. The drunken figure Sloth, a village priest embodying the sin, 
claims he cannot say his Pater Noster (‘Our Father’) as priests ought to, 
but can instead recite rhymes of Robin Hood, implying the outlaw’s tale 
was one for lowlier ears.19 Langland’s extended critique of overreaching 
labourers and clergymen following the pestilence links, however casually, 
contemporary thoughts on post-plague idleness and the reception of outlaw 
tales. This reputation appears to make way for a more accommodating 
figure in the next century, with the outlaws hosting knights and kings 
in their greenwood home while targeting civilian figures from artisans 
to clergymen.

The Medieval Robin Hood
As audiences today have their own mental image when hearing the name 
Robin Hood—Errol Flynn, Kevin Costner, a cartoon fox—so too did 
medieval audiences know different Robins from various plays, tales and 
games. Not only did localised literature record Robin’s adventures, but 
fifteenth-century national chronicles in both England and Scotland 
attempted to place the outlaw in a real space and time.20 Even a phrase 
meaning ‘stating the obvious’ was coined at Westminster in 1429: ‘Robin 
Hood in Barnsdale stood’.21 Barnsdale, in South Yorkshire, was named 
as Robin’s home more often than Sherwood Forest, both being used 
throughout the fifteenth century. Chronicles also gave varied locations 
and dates for the outlaw’s deeds, such that by end of the Middle Ages, 
tales of Robin Hood were known widely, but inconsistently.

There are four Robin Hood adventures that survive from the medieval 
period: the manuscript ballads Robin Hood and the Monk (c. 1465) and 
Robin Hood and the Potter (c. 1468), the printed ballad A Gest of Robyn 
Hode (c.  1495) and the manuscript performance fragment Robyn Hod 

19  William Langland, Piers Plowman, trans. A. V. C. Schmidt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 55.
20  For Scottish chroniclers, see excerpts from Andrew of Wyntoun (c. 1424) and Walter Bower 
(c. 1447) in: Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘The Chronicler’s Robin Hood’, in Robin Hood 
and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2000), 24–26. For an English chronicle reference, see: Julian M. Luxford, ‘An English 
Chronicle Entry on Robin Hood’, Journal of Medieval History 35 (2009): 70–76, doi.org/10.1016/j.
jmedhist.2009.01.002.
21  David Crook, Robin Hood: Legend and Reality (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2020), 35, 
doi.org/ 10.1017/9781787449411. 

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmedhist.2009.01.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmedhist.2009.01.002
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781787449411
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and the Shryff off Notyngham (c. 1475).22 The earliest tale, Robin Hood and 
the Monk, sees Robin go to St Mary’s church in Nottingham to pray, as 
it has been a fortnight since he had witnessed the Eucharist performed.23 
The outlaw is spotted by a past victim, a monk, who rushes to inform 
the sheriff. Robin is soon captured and, hearing the news, Robin’s men, 
Little John and Much the Miller’s Son, endeavour to rescue their master. 
They intercept the monk and his boy page on the road to London, 
the churchmen intending to inform the king of Robin’s incarceration. 
The  churchmen are both brutally beheaded by the outlaws, who meet 
the king and tell him the news themselves. The king demands they bring 
Robin to him, and so the outlaws return to Nottingham, deceiving the 
sheriff into inviting them into the castle. By night, the outlaws break into 
the gaol and rescue Robin, leaving the sheriff too humiliated to face the 
king. The ballad ends with the king quietly praising Little John’s loyalty, 
noting that he is more loyal to Robin Hood than his own men are to him.

By contrast, Robin Hood and the Potter has a more jovial tone. The tale sees 
Robin and his men halt a potter on the road to Nottingham, attempting 
to extort a road toll.24 After challenging the potter to a fight, Robin is 
beaten by the artisan and playfully offers to spruik his wares at market, 
to which the potter hesitantly agrees. In Nottingham, Robin confidently 
advertises the pots for foolishly low prices, the townsfolk making fun of 
his mercantile talents. The disguised Robin gifts the last of the pots to 
the sheriff’s wife, who invites him to dinner. Robin is soon dining at the 
sheriff’s own table, the lawman oblivious of his guest’s identity. After a 
shooting match with the sheriff’s men, the guest boasts he has shot with 
the infamous Robin Hood and promises to lead the sheriff to him. Robin 
then lures the sheriff into the forest, where he is promptly robbed by the 
outlaw band. After the sheriff is relieved of his clothes and purse, providing 
the potter his profit many times over, he is sent back to Nottingham on 
a new horse, a gift for his wife, who receives her husband with laughter.

22  Lister M. Matheson and Thomas H. Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk and the Manuscript 
Context of Cambridge University Library MS Ff. 5. 48’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 48 (2004): 
95, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.362; Lister M. Matheson and Thomas H. Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call, the 
Pastons, and the Manuscript Context of Robin Hood and the Potter (Cambridge, University Library 
Ee.4.35.1)’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 45 (2001): 217–18, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.327; 
Thomas H. Ohlgren, Robin Hood: The Early Poems, 1465–1560—Texts, Contexts, and Ideology 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007), 97–108; Crook, Robin Hood, 31.
23  ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and 
Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 37–56.
24  ‘Robin Hood and the Potter’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and 
Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 62–72.

http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.362
http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.327
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These relatively short tales provide contrasting impressions of the outlaw 
band. The Monk sees the outlaws gruesomely execute a clergyman and 
a child, whereas The Potter sees Robin whimsically undermine not only 
the cohesion of the marketplace, but also the sheriff’s competence. Robin 
and his band are consistently described as yeomen across medieval media 
but, as with the historical term, exactly how the outlaws embody the 
rank is uncertain, as the purpose for describing the outlaws as such varies 
between stories. While the term is a passive descriptor in The Monk, its 
use in The Potter is specific. The scribe takes pains to both interpellate and 
flatter this social rank:

Harkens, good yeomen, comely, courteous, and good, one of the 
best that ever bore bow, his name was Robin Hood. Robin Hood 
was the yeoman’s name, that was both courteous and [generous].25

The Potter manuscript was owned by Richard Call, a bailiff to the Pastons 
of Norfolk, the gentry family famous for their letter writing, whose copy 
was included in a collection designed to instruct its audience on table 
manners and market etiquette.26 The Potter’s forceful hailing of urban 
yeomanry is, therefore, fitting. Moreover, by assigning the outlaws to this 
rank, encouraging fellowship and trust between them and the potter, the 
tale instructs cohesion between men of this standing regardless of their 
condition as outlaw or freeman.

More curious, however, is the moral implied in the older tale, Robin Hood 
and the Monk, which survives as part of a didactic collection transcribed by 
a secular priest based in the West Midlands.27 There was vocal opposition 
against the recitation of Robin Hood stories in church, despite even the 
lives of saints being told with exaggerated gore and excitement to hold 
a congregation’s attention and hammer home a spiritual lesson.28 The 1405 
scriptural commentary Dives and Pauper bemoans that congregations 
would rather go ‘to the tavern than to holy church [to] hear a tale or a 
song of Robin Hood … than to hear mass or matins or [any] word of 
God’.29 Thomas H. Ohlgren has detailed that it was likely a feud between 

25  Ibid., 62.
26  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call’, 212–23.
27  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 109–14.
28  Michael P. Carroll, ‘The Early Robin Hood and “The Myght of Mylde Marye”: Revisiting the 
Lived Experience of Catholicism in Late Medieval England’, Studies in Religion 43, no. 1 (2014): 120, 
doi.org/10.1177/0008429813513231.
29  ‘Commandment I’, in Dives and Pauper, ed. Priscilla Heath Barnum (London: The Early English 
Text Society, 1976), 189.

http://doi.org/10.1177/0008429813513231
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the scribe’s diocese and another that motivated their transcription of 
The Monk, featuring as it does the vengeful punishment of a treacherous 
clergyman.30 Yet, in the wake of Dives and Pauper, that the scribe was 
a churchman at all is telling of how Robin’s tradition was mobilised in 
the period. It did not matter that a monk was slain, but that he broke 
his spiritual oath of protection, even despite Robin’s outlawry. While the 
yeomen hailed by The Potter were instructed in fellowship and trust, the 
audience of The Monk, some of which were likely church-bound, were 
instructed in the treachery of forsaking divine communal purpose.

The outlaws’ servile behaviour in the later tale, A Gest of Robyn Hode, 
similarly appears to conform to contemporary thoughts of divine 
function, yet it is the men’s agency in their social interactions that betrays 
a deeper significance. The Gest is a single narrative composed from at 
least four separate stories, surviving in several printed copies from the 
early sixteenth century but known to have been printed in London in 
1495.31 The Gest features Robin’s men apprehending a poor knight on 
the road from Barnsdale and inviting him to dinner, and, as per the 
outlaws’ regular scheme, the knight is expected to pay for his meal.32 
However, the knight is destitute, having mortgaged his lands to the abbot 
of St Mary’s, York, to pay compensation for his son killing two men in 
a tournament. If he does not repay the loan imminently, the abbot will 
acquire his property. Appreciating the knight’s reverence for the Virgin, 
Robin’s own patron, the outlaw loans the knight £400 to be repaid the 
following year. Twelve months later, the outlaws apprehend the cellarer of 
St Mary’s; after the cellarer lies about the amount of money he carries, the 
band rob him of over £800, with Robin happily accepting this fateful turn 
as repayment from the Virgin. The knight soon returns with gifts of gilt 
bows and arrows, and the £400, but Robin insists he has been overpaid 
his due, and instead gives the knight a further boon. The Gest continues 
with treacherous archery tournaments, swashbuckling sword fights and, 
ultimately, a pardon for the outlaws from the king himself.

The Gest contrasts with earlier episodes in its adherence to outward social 
performance. The attentiveness of the outlaws’ hosting duties reflects 
the expectations of household guests in the fifteenth century; a 1475 

30  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 104–06.
31  The oldest complete prints of the Gest (c. 1506–10) are close copies of this earlier print of 1495, 
surviving only as a damaged, single-page fragment. See Ohlgren, Robin Hood, 103–06, 112.
32  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 90–148.
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behavioural guide describes how guests should bestow ‘words lovely, sweet 
[and] blessed’ upon their hosts, and only then would they receive a warm 
welcome.33 The poor knight’s reception at Robin’s feast follows period 
expectations to the letter. The guide advises that when ‘you enter into 
your lord’s place, say first, “God speed”’; upon approaching Robin’s feast, 
the knight acknowledges the outlaw’s role as host, saying ‘God thee save, 
good Robin, and all thy fair many’.34 Despite Robin’s dual identity as both 
yeoman and host, Holt argues that as the Gest accurately reflects social 
etiquette, the stories at large were intended for gentry households who 
would recognise these social interactions.35 Yet, as R. W. Hoyle indicates, 
the knight’s financial strain reads as a ‘gentry nightmare’ wherein he 
is ostracised by his peers, hunted by authorities and is only pardoned 
by the direct intervention of the king.36 This latter point is a staple of 
outlaw literature, and it is by this direct intervention that Robin himself 
is pardoned in the Gest. Despite this similarity with other outlaw tales, 
however, the Robin Hood tradition adopts a uniquely defiant attitude 
towards established social groups and authorities.

Tradition and Transgression
As has been seen, medieval literature dealt with social mobility by 
attempting to either discourage careerism or absorb variation and dissent 
into pre-existing models. However, social mobility was not discouraged in 
outlaw tales if the elevation in status was earned, with this validation often 
coming by the king’s own hand. This convention was borrowed from 
fictionalised ballads based on real outlaws, such as Hereward the Wake 
(d. 1072) and Fulk FitzWarin (d. 1258), romantically ending in pardon 
or royal favour.37 A primary feature of adventure literature of this kind is 
an aristocratic protagonist learning from a damaging social transgression, 
stemming from either their own cruelty and foolishness or someone else’s.

Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley, a text popular 
during the fifteenth century, features outlaws who experience as much 
adventure and excitement as Robin Hood’s men. Identified as yeomen, the 

33  ‘The Babees Book’, in Middle English Literature: A Historical Sourcebook, ed. Matthew Boyd Goldie 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 193.
34  Ibid., 193; Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 94.
35  Holt, Robin Hood, 110.
36  Hoyle, ‘A Re-Reading of the Gest of Robyn Hode’, 95–96.
37  Maurice Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2001), 130.



13

‘God Grant That He Be True to Maintain Him in His Right’

trio became outlaws by their own act of shooting royal deer for venison.38 
Yet by the ballad’s end, after seeking a remorseful audience with the king, 
and earning the pity of the queen, the three are pardoned and made 
yeomen of the royal household. The story of Adam Bell and company 
reflects a common theme of returning to social normality. This resolution 
ensures that while rebellious outlaw adventures can be enjoyed, the tale is 
ultimately appropriate for elite reception, with the outlaws neutralised and 
absorbed into the world of the king’s justice. Alongside moral instruction, 
the violent landscape that maintained social order in the period is ever-
present in its literature.39 William of Cloudesley is shown to have a family 
who are besieged in their household, reinforcing the importance for him 
to revert to subservience to safeguard them.

This theme of violent retention is present even in knightly adventures, 
such as The Tale of Gamelyn. This mid-fourteenth-century ballad pits two 
brothers against one another, sons of a wealthy, recently deceased knight.40 
Gamelyn is cheated of his inheritance by his eldest brother, who has him 
beaten, bound and exiled as an outlaw. Gamelyn ultimately overcomes 
his treacherous brother with the help of his more honourable siblings and 
his new outlaw fraternity. The two brothers are of noble blood, but it is 
Gamelyn who adheres to the idealised quality of spiritual strength and 
truth of their status. Similarly, the late fifteenth-century tale of wicked 
Sir Gowther sees the man rape and pillage his way across Christendom, 
his behaviour considered extreme but typical of his standing as a noble’s 
son.41 Only once his true paternity is revealed, his mother having been 
impregnated by a demon, does he attempt to atone for his actions, now 
incompatible with his ignoble origins. In period literature, then, a figure’s 
social behaviour must conform to the expectations of their rank, with 
transgression either punished or atoned for. While protagonists of medieval 
ballads and romances engaged in morally questionable adventures, there 
are narratively constructed explanations for them. The transgressions and 

38  ‘Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw 
Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 
241–62.
39  David Raybin, ‘Critical Approaches’, in A Companion to Medieval English Literature and Culture 
c.  1350–c.  1500, ed. Peter Brown (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 20, doi.org/10.1002/ 
9780470996355.
40  ‘The Tale of Gamelyn’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas 
Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 194–219.
41  ‘Sir Gowther’, in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed. Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury 
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), accessed 20 January 2021, d.lib.rochester.edu/
teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-gowther.

http://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355
http://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355
http://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-gowther
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hardships of the yeoman Adam Bell, the elite Gamelyn and the demonic 
Sir Gowther must have an origin for their narrative cycles to function, 
each struggling to return to social normality.

Yet, Robin Hood and his band have no such origin. They are, instead, 
always already subjects of adventure stories. In each tale, the band are 
already positioned in the greenwood, already enemies of the sheriff and 
evidently already familiar to the audiences of the tales, featuring no 
introductory exposition as to the cause of their outlawry. This introduces 
an element of symbiosis to the outlaws and their environment. Robin 
belongs in nature or, rather, it is natural that he be there, always a yeoman 
of middling social rank. While the servile elements of the Gest can be 
read as conservative conformity on the part of Robin’s outlaws, no doubt 
fuelling theories such as Holt’s, it is the agency of the outlaws’ social 
performances that characterise the Robin Hood narrative cycle. Indeed, 
their conformity is all the more noteworthy as the social and moral 
instruction characteristic of the outlaw genre—the punishment and the 
favour—is administered by those who are typically reformed by it. There 
is a tension between social conformity and its enforcement that must be 
resolved, and it is at this point that the performance fragment Robyn Hod 
and the Shryff off Notyngham can be explored.

Contemporaneous with manuscript and print media, dating to 1475–76, 
the single-page fragment Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham is more 
stage direction than narrative, featuring punchy dialogue designed to be 
improvised around by actors playing the respective roles in a public space.42 
The piece opens with a knight promising the sheriff he will capture Robin 
Hood.43 After meeting the outlaw and playing at various sports, such as 
archery and stone throwing, the pair fight and the knight is killed and 
posthumously beheaded by Robin. The scene then shifts to gaol where 
Robin’s men are held by the sheriff, the latter goading Robin into rescuing 
them. The manuscript is important for assessing the reception of Robin 
Hood media as it, too, has been connected to the Paston family. In 1473, 
John Paston II wrote to his brother that he had taken a man into his service 
to ‘play Saint George and Robin Hood and the sheriff of Nottingham’.44 

42  Knight and Ohlgren, Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, 269.
43  Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham’, in Robin 
Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval 
Institute Publications, 2000), 275.
44  John Paston, ‘To John Paston III. 1473, 16 April’, in Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth 
Century: Part I, ed. Norman Davis (Oxford: The Early English Text Society, 2004), 461.
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As  John Marshall concludes, the letter is the only reference to a Robin 
Hood play in East Anglia across the whole Middle Ages, and so it is likely 
that Paston’s performance was based on the same tradition represented in 
the performance manuscript.45 So strong is the connection that the play 
now takes its name from Paston’s letter.

Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham bears strong resemblance to the 
seventeenth-century ballad Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne, whose archaic 
language, and similarity to the earlier play, has led analysts to accept, 
though not guarantee, its medieval origin.46 The plot of a bounty-hunting 
knight is expanded in Guy of Gisborne, with the full rescue of Robin’s 
men also depicted. Both Robin and Sir Guy are described as yeomen, 
which is crucial in understanding Robin’s striking reaction to Gisborne’s 
attempt on his life. In the tale, Robin encounters Sir Guy in the forest, 
the latter seeking the outlaw to claim the sheriff’s reward.47 After a friendly 
shooting match, Robin reveals his identity and the yeomen fight, resulting 
in Gisborne’s death. Robin stands over the dead man with targeted venom 
and strikes off his head: ‘He took Sir Guy’s head by the hair, and [stuck] 
it on his bow’s end: “Thou hast been [a] traitor all thy life, which thing 
must have an end”.’48 Gisborne is a yeoman promoted to knighthood, yet 
he hunts his fellow yeomen and breaks his knightly oath of protection. 
Robin cannot let that pass unpunished.

Once again, the Robin Hood tradition demonstrates a contrasting 
attitude towards the yeomen protagonists of its narratives and the elite 
groups of which several of the manuscript owners were part. That an elite 
audience might find casual entertainment in seeing a member of their rank 
beheaded, and their body desecrated, while lesser men go unpunished 
is questionable. Robin Hood performances may have been simple 
entertainment, yet at a time so concerned with maintaining an impression 
of social order, there must be more to the representation of unchecked 
yeomen targeting whomever they so choose. This is not to suggest that the 
stories, particularly public performances, functioned as a form of popular 
resistance to authority. In England, such performances were primarily 
benign fundraising entertainments, and any discord that may have arisen 

45  John Marshall, ‘“goon in-to Bernysdale”: The Trail of the Paston Robin Hood Play’, Leeds Studies 
in English 29 (1998): 186–88.
46  Crook, Robin Hood, 30–32.
47  ‘Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight 
and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 173–80.
48  Ibid., 178.
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was incidental from the tradition.49 What is being suggested, however, is 
that the medieval Robin Hood retained the disreputable characteristics 
hinted at in earlier literature, continuing to champion the virtue of 
his original, common audience despite his elevated reception within 
secondary, elite circles.

Social Immobility
Class consciousness such as that of Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne is 
not a theme explicitly repeated in the remainder of the medieval canon, 
yet underlying tensions can be seen, even among the outlaw band itself. 
Though Robin is the leader of the outlaws, denoted ‘master’, there is an 
agreed equality in their everyday conduct. In Robin Hood and the Monk, 
Robin casually tells Little John to bear his bow as they walk to Nottingham, 
that is, to carry Robin’s bow as a yeoman or page would for a lord when 
hunting. John rebukes this—‘Thou shall bare [your] own, [Master], and 
I will bare mine’— implying that Robin should have known better than to 
ask in the first place.50 Indeed, Robin’s poor sportsmanship in a shooting 
wager leads to John abandoning him, and it is only once Robin is captured 
that John revoices his support. Robin later renounces the leadership of 
the band in favour of John, who refuses and firmly confirms his existing 
fellowship with his master. So universal is Robin’s code that he himself is 
punished should he forget his place and pretend to elitism.

The outlaws’ behaviour towards their social superiors exaggerates their 
insistence on adhering to a lower social standing. Though Robin receives 
the poor knight of A Gest of Robyn Hode as a host of the period ought, 
and the knight respects him as such, the outlaws insist on providing for 
the knight to ‘maintain him in his right’, which includes regaling him 
with clothing, equipment, a horse and even John as a manservant, for 
‘it were great shame [for] a knight alone to ride, without squire, yeoman, 
or page, to walk by his side’.51 Robin is sure to maintain his own right, 
too, when he slyly remarks: ‘It was never the manner [for a] yeoman to 
pay for a knight.’52

49  Katherine L. French, The People of the Parish: Community Life in a Late Medieval English Diocese 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 127–34.
50  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 38.
51  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 98–100. 
52  Ibid., 94.
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While the origin of Robin’s outlawry is unknown, his objective is clearly 
established. His manifesto, so to speak, found in the Gest, makes clear 
his intention to target only those who do not fulfil the obligations of 
their estate:

Look you do no [husbandman] harm, that tills with his plough. No 
more ye shall no good yeoman that walks by green wood [thicket], 
nor no knight nor no squire that will be a good fellow. These 
bishops and these archbishops, you shall them beat and bind; the 
high sheriff of Nottingham, him hold you in your mind.53

It is not that people ought to be attacked for their birth and breeding 
alone, reflecting what Keen describes as vicarious peasant discontent, 
robbing the aristocracy of their undeserved wealth.54 Rather, Robin 
Hood’s outlaws measure their targets by whether they are ‘good fellows’, 
a term used throughout the Gest to align folk in fraternity-like bonds, or 
whether they are cruel or deceitful.55 There is demonstrated balance in 
how these judgements are made, evidenced in Robin’s treatment of fellow 
yeomen and artisans on the one hand, and elite figures on the other. In the 
case of the former, Robin is furious at the class traitor Gisborne, a yeoman 
who has betrayed his breeding. The potter, despite being an artisan, is 
challenged like any other traveller, yet his hearty spirit and fighting skill 
wins both Robin’s favour and a hefty payday. In the case of elite ranks, 
there is no better example than the precise contrast of the poor knight 
and the cellarer of St Mary’s in the Gest. When told who leads Little John’s 
band, they each reply inversely: the knight declares, ‘[Robin] is good 
yeoman, [of ] him I have heard much good’, while the cellarer curses, 
‘[Robin] is a strong thief, [of ] him heard I never good’.56 Both are given 
the chance to receive a cash loan from Robin if they disclose the contents 
of their coffers, yet only the honest knight receives the boon. It does not 
matter what position an individual holds in the world so long as they are 
true to that standing, not betraying it, as Gisborne did, nor betraying the 
purpose for it, like the greedy churchmen of The Monk and the Gest.

53  Ibid., 91–92.
54  Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England, 145.
55  A. J. Pollard, Imagining Robin Hood: The Late-Medieval Stories in Historical Context (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2004), 134–55, doi.org/10.4324/9780203005521.
56  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 93, 118.
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By contrast, and contrary to other outlaws like Adam Bell and company, 
Robin Hood’s outlaws avoid careerism entirely. In The Monk, John and 
Much deliver the news of Robin’s capture to the king, who immediately 
awards them £20 and employs them as ‘yeomen of the crown’.57 In the 
Gest, the sheriff of Nottingham recruits John while he is on loan to the 
poor knight, with the outlaw living in the sheriff’s home.58 In both cases, 
John is offered a secure life of service, indeed in the king’s own household, 
yet he never thinks to accept this turn of fortune’s wheel. In The Monk, 
John merely uses the king’s seal to enter Nottingham and rescue Robin, 
whereas in the Gest, John gleefully makes his intentions for his new 
position clear: ‘I shall be the worst servant to him that ever yet had he.’59 
Towards the end of the Gest, the king invites all the outlaw band to join 
his household; Robin agrees yet boldly warns that if he doesn’t enjoy his 
new life, ‘I come again [to the forest] full soon, and shoot at the dun 
deer, as I am want to do’.60 After 15 months at court, Robin does indeed 
return. Despite conforming to literary convention by receiving pardons 
and careers, the outlaws ultimately refuse them.

The outlaws are, in modern terms, staying in their lane. They refuse to 
act against their natural state as divinely ordained yeomen of fortune, 
even when elevated by invitation of the king. Robin and his band retain 
their identity as yeomen despite living outside the society that requires 
a labelled identity. Indeed, the outlaws of the ballads self-identify as 
‘yeomen of [the] forest’, continuing in roles of lesser rank despite being 
autonomous inhabitants of their own domain.61 As has been seen, Robin 
is always already an outlaw, naturally and perpetually so, and following 
literary custom he is punished for any social transgressions that jeopardise 
the harmony of the forest. Yet there is no final closure on his outlawry, 
as he either remains in or returns to the greenwood. The redemptive 
narrative of other literary outlaws is missing here. In short, there is no 
conclusion.62 There is no reconciliation between social transgression 
and final redemption in Robin Hood media, only reward for adherence 
and punishment for betrayal. Any redemptive element in the narrative 

57  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 44.
58  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 108–15.
59  Ibid., 109.
60  Ibid., 143.
61  Ibid., 138.
62  Robin’s throwaway death in A Gest of Robyn Hode, while attempting to provide finality to the 
tale, nevertheless features him dying while outlawed, never reconciled into the wider world. See: Ibid., 
147–48.
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would imply that God’s own order can be rewritten by humanity. Stories 
appropriate for elite courts, such as that of Adam Bell and company, 
feature this unnatural element, as William of Cloudesley, for example, is 
transformed from a yeoman into a gentleman.63 As Sir Guy of Gisborne 
discovered, this type of transgressive transformation is not acceptable 
in the world of Robin Hood. Robin’s story, therefore, is appropriately 
bookended, beginning and ending with the yeoman in the forest.

It is Robin’s conformity that perpetuates his natural virtuous state, 
contrasted with the inherent transgression of elite stories of social 
reconciliation. This potential for shaming makes Robin’s instructional 
element somewhat awkward when considering his elite audience. It is 
unlikely that elite audiences would appreciate being instructed how to 
behave from a mere yeoman, and an outlaw at that, making the tales’ 
attacks on elite figures all the more compelling. If the tales were intended 
to be equally as instructional for all its potential audiences, readers could 
expect to find in the tales more sympathetic elite characters who learn the 
error of their ways as the outlaws do. There are no such figures.

The Natural Order
It is in representation that the omnipresent issue of conflicting audiences 
and attitudes can be reconciled. There is a tendency to assign each tale to 
a single, representative audience, that is, either common or elite. Holt, 
for instance, staunchly places A Gest of Robyn Hode in solely aristocratic 
arenas.64 Hoyle, having dismissed the likelihood of gentry enjoying the 
tale, complicates matters by supposing that even yeomen audiences may 
have found nothing to appreciate in the Gest, as yeomanry are not given 
a similar, fantastic, financial boon as the poor knight.65 Yet it is more 
revealing to consider who is better represented across Robin Hood media, 
a view enabled by removing the binary argument as to who materially 
benefits the most from Robin’s behaviour. While the knight benefits 
monetarily in the Gest, it is not because of his status but rather because 
of his conformity to it. Like Robin, he is an exemplary member of his 
rank, the only positive elite representation. As Krista A. Murchison has 
outlined, there is an unreasonable tendency for narrative variation and 

63  ‘Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley’, 262.
64  Holt, Robin Hood, 106–10.
65  Hoyle, ‘A Re-Reading of the Gest of Robyn Hode’, 106–07.
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adaptation in medieval English texts to be understood as either clumsy 
composition or simply poor writing.66 What has historically been seen 
in Robin Hood tales as contradictory behaviour towards social equals 
and superiors in fact indicates a more simple, spiritual and social form of 
positive representation.

Considering Robin’s notorious early reputation, the character’s 
enforcement of social norms in later literature reads as a retention of non-
elite identity despite the increasing popularity of lower ranks’ popular 
culture. Traces of the earlier, common, fourteenth-century audience can 
be seen in the later, socially mixed, fifteenth-century Robin Hood tales 
when considering the confidence with which the outlawed yeomanry, 
regardless of this rank’s identification as household or rustic employment, 
command their social betters, from knights, to clergy, to the king himself. 
It is not that the outlaws are dissident; indeed, it is quite the opposite, 
as Robin proudly declares: ‘I love no man in all the world so well as I do 
my king.’67 Even the rebels of the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt accepted that 
service was a normal part of life, albeit that it ought to be ‘at [a man’s] own 
will’.68 Considering that the later manuscripts hail from the collections 
of priests, gentry and their officers, it is noteworthy that Robin’s negative 
reputation from this same period was not as diluted as it could have been. 
The outlaws perform an exaggerated form of the intermediary social role 
they are expected to perform, remaining servile not to their detriment but 
to similarly exaggerate the shortcomings of their social betters. Robin’s 
outlaws take the enforcement of social norms out of the hands of the 
failed, transgressive elite and into their own. This element, then, must 
have been perceived as essential to Robin Hood’s character.

It has been established that Robin had a mixed social audience, but that 
is not the same as suggesting that the stories had a mixed social message. 
Indeed, the moral instruction found in the tales is essentially the same for 
all social ranks: do not betray your breeding. Non-elite audiences could 
learn social harmony from Robin’s misguided feud with Little John in 
Robin Hood and the Monk just as elite audiences could learn humility 
and charity from the tale of the poor knight, abandoned by his wealthy 

66  Krista A. Murchison, ‘Is the Audience Dead Too? Textually Constructed Audiences and 
Differentiated Learning in Medieval England’, The Modern Language Review 115, no. 3 (2020): 498, 
doi.org/10.5699/modelangrevi.115.3.0497.
67  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 139.
68  ‘The Rebels in London according to the Anonimalle Chronicle’, in The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, 
ed. R. B. Dobson (London: Macmillan, 1989), 161.

http://doi.org/10.5699/modelangrevi.115.3.0497
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friends yet befriended by humble outlaws.69 However, where common 
groups learn and grow, elite groups, save only the poor knight, are 
fundamentally prone to transgression. That common groups are more 
willing to be self-reflexive in correcting their transgressions for the sake 
of their fellows, while elite groups greedily exploit their own, aligns the 
Robin Hood tradition with the former. That Robin’s reputation remained 
stained despite his popularity confirms the legend’s firm attachment to its 
common roots. Though elevated to national record in fifteenth-century 
chronicles, all mention Robin’s misdeeds, not his successes. Walter Bower 
described Robin in 1447 as a ‘famous murderer’ celebrated by fools, 
while a 1460 addition to Ranulf Higden’s Polychronicon describes Robin 
attacking the ‘faithful servants of the king of England’.70 That chronicles 
were commissioned by and for elite circles does not explain this reputation 
out of hand, as the clerical transcription of The Monk and performance 
of Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham demonstrates. It was Robin’s 
staunch adherence to established, shared social models as a platform for 
transmission that allowed for the championing of common virtues while 
simultaneously protecting this element from being dissolved, primarily 
by elite commentators whose ire was drawn by having their own virtue 
criticised in their own terms. Only once the medieval period ended, with 
both chronicles and stage plays claiming redemptive noble blood in the 
outlaw’s veins, did Robin resemble his literary contemporaries.71

Conclusion
Throughout the later Middle Ages, Robin Hood and his band of outlaws 
retained their fundamentally common characteristics despite their 
elevation to national popular culture as they actively enforced adherence 
to normative social hierarchy. The lack of a narratively redemptive quality 
in the outlaw reveals not a neglect of social matters, but an insistence that 
Robin already fulfils his social role, and indeed corrects the transgressive 
behaviour of others. The way in which Robin and his band attack and 

69  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 97.
70  Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘The Chroniclers’ Robin Hood’, in Robin Hood and Other 
Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 
2000), 24–26; Luxford, ‘An English Chronicle Entry on Robin Hood’, 70–76; Paul Booth, quoted in 
Crook, Robin Hood, 38–40.
71  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘The Chroniclers’ Robin Hood’, 27–29; Stephen Knight and Thomas 
Ohlgren, ‘Introduction to the Munday Plays’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen 
Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 297–98.
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protect respective social groups is dependent on their adherence to 
Robin’s moral code drawn from the shared social framework applicable 
to all communities in the later Middle Ages. This process inherently 
endorses the non-elite, middling audiences of Robin Hood media, as 
these audiences are encouraged to identify with the yeoman outlaws and 
their exemplary behaviour, instructing them to contribute meaningfully 
to their communities with an attentiveness that is implied to be lacking 
in elite groups. While both groups are ultimately taught the same moral 
lesson, it is the elite who must work consciously to fulfil their social role, 
lest Robin Hood choose to remind them of their obligations.
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The Lion and the Fox: 
Whitlam, Bjelke-Petersen 
and the Queensland Electorate 
1961–75
Lyndon Megarrity
James Cook University

Abstract: Queensland played a significant role in Gough Whitlam’s political 
career as a federal politician. Whitlam’s electioneering in the Sunshine 
State during the 1960s helped secure his reputation as a forward-thinking, 
progressive leader with both a national and regionally focused agenda. As a 
leading figure within the federal Labor Opposition, he skilfully employed 
a specific notion of ‘Queensland difference’ based on local resentment of 
perceived ‘southern’ neglect to enhance his appeal to Queensland voters. 
However, as prime minister (1972–75), his failure to maintain a strong 
connection with the Queensland electorate undid much of the political capital 
Whitlam had accumulated in the state during the previous decade. This was 
compounded by his increasingly toxic relationship with a state rights–oriented 
Queensland premier, Joh Bjelke-Petersen, who, energised by his own version of 
‘Queensland difference’, obstructed key aspects of Whitlam’s national political 
agenda. Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen’s individual approaches to the political 
issue of ‘Queensland difference’ are compared and contrasted in this essay, and 
it is argued that, ultimately, both were reliant on the same emotional message 
to Queensland electors: the idea that Queenslanders wished to be noticed, 
respected outside the state and to be perceived as good as, and to have the same 
material advantages as, other Australians. The paper concludes with a brief 
reflection on the continuities and discontinuities of federalism in Australia 
since the period under review.
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As part of his character portrait of Gough Whitlam, historian Geoffrey 
Bolton wrote:

Machiavelli, whom Whitlam was fond of quoting, remarked that 
the prince should combine the qualities of the lion and the fox. 
Whitlam was a lion who deluded himself into thinking he could 
also play the fox.1

Overconfident in his ability to push through his centralist agenda, and 
losing touch with the Queensland electorate between 1972 and 1975, 
the prime minister was politically ‘outfoxed’ by Queensland Premier Joh 
Bjelke-Petersen on the latter’s home turf and sometimes on the national 
stage as well. The electoral rise and fall of Whitlam also highlights the 
importance of federal parties maintaining the perception of committed 
engagement with Queensland electors, a theme that continues to be 
a feature of political commentary on Commonwealth elections.2

The importance of Queensland to Whitlam’s career has largely been 
underplayed in nationally focused Australian political historiography. 
When it is mentioned at all, Queensland is either reduced to a cameo 
role in Whitlam’s rise to the prime ministership, such as the Dawson by-
election of 1966, or, at best, Bjelke-Petersen’s contribution to the declining 
fortunes of the Whitlam government is briefly given centre stage in the 
narrative.3 The major exception to this rule has been Brian Costar’s 2006 
article ‘Political Leadership and Queensland’, which reflected on the 
leadership styles of Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen. Among other things, 
Costar argued that Bjelke-Petersen’s aggressive anti-Labor campaign 
cancelled out Whitlam’s political gains in Queensland:

1  Geoffrey Bolton, The Oxford History of Australia Volume 5: The Middle Way 1942–1995 (South 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1996 [1990]), 217. For the original quote, see: Niccolo 
Machiavelli, ‘The Prince’, chapter XVII, in The Prince and the Discourses (New York: Random House, 
1950), 64.
2  For example, some political commentators attributed the swing against Labor in the 2019 
federal election to the failure of then Opposition leader Bill Shorten and his team to secure broad 
appeal in a complex Queensland electorate divided by urban, regional and ideological differences in 
relation to issues such as the Adani coal mine development. See: John Wanna, ‘Political Chronicles: 
Commonwealth of Australia January to June 2019’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 65, no. 4 
(2019): 655–56, doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12626; Derek McDougall, ‘ScoMo’s Miracle: The Australian 
Federal Election of 18 May 2019’, The Round Table 108, no. 5 (2019): 498, doi.org/10.1080/00358
533.2019.1657717. See also: Anne Tiernan, ‘Active Citizens, Constructive Answers: Taking Control 
of the Processes of Democracy’, Griffith Review, no. 67 (2020): 11–12.
3  See: Jenny Hocking, Gough Whitlam: A Moment in History (Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press [hereafter MUP], 2008), 254–56; Jenny Hocking, Gough Whitlam: His Time (Melbourne: 
MUP, 2014), 300; Bolton, Oxford History of Australia Vol. 5, 236–37.

http://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12626
http://doi.org/10.1080/00358533.2019.1657717
http://doi.org/10.1080/00358533.2019.1657717
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By exploiting and exaggerating traditional Queensland separatism 
and hostility to Canberra, Bjelke-Petersen crafted a political 
culture that was as inhospitable to the Whitlam style in the 1970s 
as the 1960s culture was welcoming.4

This article builds on Costar’s insights by further investigating the popular 
assumption that Queensland has a distinctive political and cultural 
identity, a concept described by some scholars as ‘Queensland difference’.5 
The focus of this essay will be the specific aspect of ‘Queensland difference’ 
rhetoric most exploited by both Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen to develop 
their political appeal among electors. That is, the idea that Queensland’s 
interests were neglected or misunderstood by the Commonwealth. It is, 
of course, acknowledged in this article that ‘Queensland difference’ was 
employed by these two Australian politicians in ways that aligned with 
their own separate political worldviews. Whitlam’s call for support among 
Queensland voters was framed firmly within what he believed a future 
ALP government could do to ameliorate Queensland neglect, focused 
on centralised, Commonwealth initiatives. Bjelke-Petersen’s version of 
‘Queensland difference’ was influenced by his political conservatism and 
insistence on state rights. Nevertheless, it will be argued that both men’s 
use of the politics of ‘Queensland difference’ was ultimately reliant on 
the same emotional message: the idea that Queenslanders wanted to be 
noticed; be respected outside the state; and be perceived as being as good 
as, and as having the same material advantages as, other Australians.

‘Queensland Difference’: Political and 
Historical Context
Then Queensland Premier Anna Bligh delivered her most famous speech 
during the 2011 Queensland floods: ‘We are Queenslanders … We’re the 
people that they breed tough north of the border. We’re the ones that they 

4  Brian Costar, ‘Political Leadership and Queensland Nationalism’, Journal of the Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland 19, no. 9 (2006): 79.
5  For examples of the use of the phrase ‘Queensland difference’ to describe Queensland cultural 
and political identity, see: Paul D. Williams, ‘Queensland’s Role in the 2019 Australian Federal 
Election: A Case Study of Regional Difference’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 67, no. 1 
(2021): 4, doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12760; Peter Putnis, ‘The Construction of Queensland: Historical 
and Contemporary Perspectives’, Journal of Australian Studies, no. 4 (1989): 39; Lyndon Megarrity, 
‘The Queensland Legend’, Journal of Australian Colonial History 10, no. 2 (2008): 137.

http://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12760


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

26

knock down and we get up again.’6 In this rallying statement, Bligh used 
the notion of Queensland’s perceived difference from the rest of Australia 
to appeal to her electorate’s sense of parochial pride and dignity. However, 
the idea of ‘Queensland difference’ is more complex and contradictory 
than Bligh’s speech may lead Australians to believe. This essay does not 
intend to be drawn into a debate on the influence and extent of every 
strand of identified ‘Queensland difference’. However, to understand 
Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen’s political clash—and the ‘Queensland 
difference’ rhetoric these leaders used—it is necessary to explore the 
historical context of Queensland and its government between 1901 and 
the 1960s. During this time, the state was intermittently engaged in a 
game of economic and social ‘catch-up’ with New South Wales (NSW) 
and Victoria.

More often than not, ‘Queensland difference’ is viewed by commentators 
as profoundly negative. An unanticipated Queensland result in a federal 
election or a local politician’s eccentricity can lead to analysis implying 
that Queenslanders are ‘different’: slower to adopt the ‘reforms’ of their 
southern cousins, less cultured, less open to new ideas, more racist, more 
sexist and without the political sophistication of NSW and Victoria.7 
The  notion that reforms and systems originating from southern states 
should be the ‘gold standard’ to which Queensland should conform has 
sometimes been pushed by the same politicians who proudly proclaim 
‘Queensland difference’. Anna Bligh, for example, enthusiastically pushed 
the Beattie Labor government’s education policies that introduced changes 
to pre-school, primary and high school education to bring Queensland 
‘into line’ with NSW and Victorian norms.8

6  Anna Bligh, Through the Wall: Reflections on Leadership, Love and Survival (Sydney: HarperCollins 
Publishers, 2015), 258. The speech did not, however, prevent a landslide defeat for the Bligh 
government in the 2012 election.
7  For various overviews of ‘Queensland difference’ as a cultural and political phenomenon, see, for 
example: Megarrity, ‘The Queensland Legend’, 123–38; Humphrey McQueen, ‘Queensland: A State of 
Mind’, Meanjin 38, no. 1 (1979): 41–51; Costar, ‘Political Leadership and Queensland Nationalism’, 
65–81.
8  These reforms included increasing the minimum age for children entering primary school 
and introducing Prep five days per week to assist with Queensland’s educational competitiveness in 
national education tests. See: Maureen Truasheim, ‘Prep—The New Transitional Year for Queensland 
Schools’, Curriculum Matters 4, no. 1, (2005): 4–5; Bligh, Through the Wall, 128–35.



27

The Lion and the Fox

Figure 1: Prime Minister Gough Whitlam and Premier Joh Bjelke-
Petersen, c. 1973.
Source: Queensland State Archives, Digital Image ID 3077 © The State of Queensland 
(Department of the Premier and Cabinet), 2020.

Queensland is undeniably different from the rest of Australia because of 
the population and political strength of its many regional cities, making 
Brisbane less the focus of political attention than capitals in other states.9 
Despite the suburban lifestyle enjoyed by most Queenslanders now and 

9  Williams, ‘Queensland’s Role in the 2019 Australian Federal Election’, 154.
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in the past, the state’s regionalism is often used by feature journalists and 
historians to present Queensland as a ‘rural’ state with a rural culture. 
Supposed manifestations of this country-minded ‘Queensland difference’ 
have included a more relaxed lifestyle, a slower pace, a more casual 
outlook, an innate desire to develop the land for commercial purposes 
and an uncomplicated, friendly persona.10

The idea of ‘Queensland difference’ was part of the national conversation 
long before Bjelke-Petersen drew media attention to his Queensland 
chauvinism in the 1970s. For example, a version of ‘Queensland difference’ 
defined by a local sense of unjust neglect by the Commonwealth can be 
traced to the Federation era (1901–10). When Queensland joined the 
Commonwealth, it was placed at a distinct economic disadvantage. At a 
time when the state was suffering severe long-term drought, the Queensland 
Government lost major sources of revenue such as postal services (fully 
transferred to the Commonwealth); moreover, the federal imposition 
of interstate free trade meant that the state’s emerging manufacturing 
sector could not compete effectively with NSW and Victoria. The 
Commonwealth’s decision to deport Pacific Island labourers after 1906 
also disturbed sugar farmers who had become reliant on Islander workers 
to cut their cane because Europeans were not attracted to the industry.11 
These factors encouraged local resentment against the Commonwealth, 
and a Queensland secession movement briefly emerged in 1902 attracting 
the somewhat tentative support of Queensland Premier Robert Philp, 
who told the press that many former Federationists would ‘be glad … 
to see the Union dissolved’.12 Faced with the constitutional difficulty of 
withdrawing from the Federation, Philp soon backed down. It was an 
early attempt by a Queensland political leader to distract attention from 
local problems by scapegoating the Commonwealth.13

10  See, for example: Lech Blaine, ‘How Good is Queensland?’, Monthly (November 2019): 21–33; 
Paul D. Williams, ‘Leaders and Political Culture: The Development of the Queensland Premiership, 
1859–2009’, Queensland Review 16, no. 1 (2009): 15–34, doi.org/10.1017/S1321816600004943; 
John Harms, ‘Queensland: What is it?’, Monthly (October 2005): 30–40.
11  For Queensland conditions at the time of Federation, see, for example: Christina Ealing-
Godbolding, ‘Legislating for Transformation: Conditions for the Working Class in Brisbane 1900–
1910’, in Transforming Labour: Work, Workers, Struggle and Change, ed. Bradley Bowen and John Kellet 
(West End, Qld: Brisbane Labour History Association, 2003), 115; D. P. Crook, ‘Queensland Politics 
from 1900 to 1915’ (BA penultimate thesis, University of Queensland, 1957), 63; Anon., Our First Half 
Century: A Review of Queensland Progress (Brisbane: Queensland Government, 1909), 46–47.
12  ‘General Election’, Brisbane Courier, 4 February 1902, 5.
13  See: Robert Philp (Premier), Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 25 September 1902, 663–64.

http://doi.org/10.1017/S1321816600004943
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After this brief flirtation with secession, Queenslanders became 
accustomed to being a state within the Federation of Australia. Generous 
Commonwealth financial incentives enabled the sugar industry to replace 
Pacific Islanders with European labourers, and the official state identity 
began to revolve around primary industry and taming the wilderness.14 
A government tourist brochure from 1935, aptly entitled Queensland is 
Different, reflected a vision of a simple, rustic people who nonetheless 
were owed much by the nation as a whole. This was due to allegedly 
proving, by their presence, persistence and hard work, that white men 
could work in a tropical climate and prevent the so-called empty northern 
half of Australia from being invaded by non-Europeans by the deterrence 
of permanent settlement:15

Radiant Queensland, lavishly endowed by Nature, generous and 
open-hearted, bids you welcome. A million Queenslanders proud 
of their fruitful, smiling heritage, modestly invite you to see their 
achievements … to appreciate their difficulties, sympathise with 
their aspirations, and accept a hospitality as warm and genial 
as their sunny climate … a vulnerable outpost of [the British] 
Empire [has been] made secure against the invader by a race of 
sturdy Australians whose virility … has not been impaired by their 
continued residence in the tropics.16

By the mid-twentieth century, a sense of ‘Queensland difference’ was 
being expressed adamantly by both Queenslanders and ‘southerners’. 
Queensland politicians became frustrated by the failure of Commonwealth 
governments to seriously consider funding a range of development 
projects in the northern state, their assumption being that Queensland 
was generally regarded as a marginal concern in a national political scene 
dominated by NSW and Victorian politicians. This ‘Queensland against 
the Federation’ mentality was expressed in Queensland Premier Ned 

14  See: Patricia Mercer, White Australia Defied: Pacific Islander Settlement in North Queensland 
(Townsville: James Cook University, 1995), 77, 95; Marjorie Pagani, T. W. Crawford: Politics and the 
Queensland Sugar Industry (Townsville: James Cook University, 1990), 34; Clive Moore, ‘“Good-Bye, 
Queensland, Good-Bye White Australia; Good-Bye Christians”: The South Sea Islander Community 
and Deportation, 1901–1908’, New Federalist, no. 4 (1999): 23.
15  For a discussion of the idea of the ‘empty north’ and the fear of invasion it engendered, see, 
for example: Russell McGregor, Environment, Race and Nationhood in Australia (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2016), 1–43, doi.org/10.1057/978-1-349-91509-5_1.
16  Queensland Government Tourist Bureau, Queensland is Different (Brisbane: Queensland 
Government, c. 1935), accessed 8 July 2021, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2438513021.

http://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-349-91509-5_1
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2438513021
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Hanlon’s unsuccessful attempt in 1947 to use Queensland’s proximity to 
the Pacific War zone to persuade Prime Minister Ben Chifley to fund 
north Queensland bridges and other infrastructure:

The Burdekin River is much more important to the safety of 
Australia than is the Murray River. Your attitude has changed now 
because the Japanese are safely put away for a generation, but they 
have not been put away for all time. The northern part of Australia 
was considered to be very important a few years ago. The Burdekin 
River has just as much right to development as any other river.17

In the early 1960s, visiting British journalist Jeanne MacKenzie observed 
that:

Queensland is both socially and economically backward … When 
I was in Mackay I asked a local journalist what made the town 
‘tick’. He replied: ‘It doesn’t. It oozes—sugar’ … [In Queensland] 
There are noticeably fewer new buildings, fewer supermarkets; the 
hospitals and schools looked more dilapidated … there are fewer 
gadgets in the home, fewer motels … Other Australians refer to it 
with tolerant disparagement as ‘Bananaland’.18

As these words were being written, Queensland’s economic and social 
demographics were gradually changing as a result of multinational 
investment in the state’s mineral resources, along with an increasing 
emphasis on tourism in centres such as the Gold Coast. Greater prosperity 
led to raised electoral expectations between the 1960s and 1980s: the 
Queensland Government was now ‘catching up’ with the southern states, 
investing more in schools, tertiary institutions, infrastructure projects 
such as main roads, and events such as the Commonwealth Games. 
Similarly, local authorities spent more on community initiatives such as 
libraries, art galleries and civic theatres.19 But during the 1950s and 1960s, 
Queensland was known across the nation more for its economic potential 
than any tangible achievements. As Prime Minister R. G. Menzies wrote: 
‘one constantly feels the thrill which comes from the knowledge that the 

17  Hanlon, in ‘Extract of Report of the Premiers’ Conference, August, 1947, NADC [Northern 
Australia Development Committee] Interim Reports’, National Archives of Australia (hereafter NAA): 
A9816 1946/302 PART 3.
18  Jeanne MacKenzie, Australian Paradox (London: Macgibbon & Kee, 1962), 215–16, 220.
19  See: Ross Fitzgerald, Lyndon Megarrity and David Symons, Made in Queensland: A New History 
(St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2009), ch. 6.
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future possibilities of Queensland are unrivalled’.20 Tellingly, Queensland 
is mentioned only briefly in Donald Horne’s iconic critique of 1960s 
Australia, The Lucky Country (1964), which largely dismisses its relevance 
to the national scene:

Brisbane … is a city with its jacket off and its sleeves rolled up, 
hot, languorous, at times sensually indolent—generous in tropical 
flowers, beer, hospitality, dominated in politics by Catholics for 
half a century, now by the Methodists (the brothels have been 
closed). It is the least capital of Australian cities … the big firms in 
New South Wales … see Brisbane as just a branch manager town, 
a city of also-rans. Brisbane is a man’s city—matey, slow to change 
and a bit rough around the edges.21

The Queensland sense of being ignored or at best patronised by 
‘southerners’ is shown poignantly in British author Jeanne Heal’s 1959 
travelogue A Thousand and One Australians. On her travels, she met the 
wife of the Brisbane manager of the Golden Circle Pineapple cannery, 
who implored the writer to:

Please say nice things about us. So many people come out here and 
find fault and we do try so hard. Are we really very backward? We 
do so badly want not to be. I don’t think people realise how much 
they hurt us.22

At least one postwar federal politician saw the potential for ‘Queensland 
difference’—or, more accurately, a sense of Queensland being unjustly 
neglected by the Commonwealth—to become a key campaigning focus 
for his party at election time.

Whitlam’s Political Discovery and 
Championing of Queensland, 1958–72
Apart from being stationed in towns like Cooktown as a Royal Australian 
Air Force officer during World War II, Whitlam had little association 
with Queensland during his formative years.23 During the postwar era, 

20  R. G. Menzies, ‘A Special Message from the Prime Minister of Australia’ in Queensland Centenary: 
The First 100 Years 1859–1959 (Brisbane: Penrod Publishing, 1959), unpaginated.
21  Donald Horne, The Lucky Country (Ringwood: Penguin Books, 1986 [1964]), 52.
22  Jeanne Heal, A Thousand and One Australians (London: Michael Joseph, 1959), 156.
23  For Whitlam in Cooktown, see: Jenny Hocking Gough Whitlam: A Moment in History, 97–98.
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the young lawyer lived with his family in Sydney’s southern and western 
suburbs, where the population was growing faster than the supply of social 
amenities and basic infrastructure such as hospitals and schools. Much of 
Whitlam’s intellectual energies in the 1950s and 1960s went into policies 
designed to improve the quality of life in metropolitan areas, a  focus 
somewhat alien to the contemporary Queensland political emphasis on 
land development and addressing the concerns of regional towns.

Queensland nevertheless captured Whitlam’s attention as he sought to 
make a name for himself as a federal Labor MP during the 1950s. His 
interest in the northern state was sparked by the 1958 Commonwealth 
election, during which the Australian Labor Party (ALP) lost the 
Queensland seat of Herbert, a Townsville-based electorate held by Labor 
for three decades.24 This outcome suggested to Whitlam that Labor needed 
to spend more time building its electoral profile in northern Australia. 
While, technically speaking, northern Australia included the northern 
parts of the Northern Territory and Western Australia, Whitlam’s political 
focus tended to be on Queensland, the state with the highest population 
in the north.

As deputy leader of the ALP from 1960 to 1967, Whitlam made a strong 
effort to portray himself as a champion of Queensland progress and future 
development. Indeed, northern development was a major policy theme 
during Labor’s campaign for the 1961 federal election, which the ALP only 
narrowly lost. Candidate for the division of Oxley and future Opposition 
leader (1977–83) Bill Hayden later recalled Whitlam’s energetic attempts 
to persuade Queenslanders to vote Labor in 1961:

Whitlam dazzled the Queensland electorate. On a platform of 
northern development he mesmerised the northerners with visions 
of rivers being turned inland and running backwards, of dams 
and roads littering the vast and sparsely populated top end of the 
country … Thereafter Queensland loved Whitlam. Whitlam’s 
economics might have been fractured but his vision was perfect. 
It was this vision which helped get me elected.25

24  For general details about Whitlam’s foray into Queensland politics during the 1960s, see Gough 
Whitlam, The Whitlam Government 1972–1975 (Ringwood: Viking, 1985), 230–31, 760–63; 
Lyndon Megarrity, ‘Northern Visions: The Commonwealth and the North since 1945’, Northern 
Territory Historical Studies, no. 27 (2016): 26–36.
25  Bill Hayden, Hayden: An Autobiography (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1996), 68–69.
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Labor increased its Queensland representation in 1961 from three to 
11 seats: this constituted over half of the state’s 18 House of Representatives 
seats. The success of the ALP’s 1961 campaign in Queensland showed that 
a regional focus on ‘northern neglect’ was an effective electoral strategy. 
Although Labor subsequently lost Herbert and several other Queensland 
seats to the Liberal–Country Party Coalition as the decade progressed, 
Whitlam was not discouraged. He continued to emphasise Queensland 
and the ‘neglected’ north in his policymaking and political statements 
throughout the 1960s.

Whitlam’s passion for campaigning on the issue of Queensland and its 
alleged neglect by the Commonwealth reached its height in 1966. In this 
year, Whitlam helped former public servant Dr Rex Patterson win the 
Mackay-centred seat of Dawson in a by-election with a swing of 12 per 
cent. This achievement was influential in gaining crucial Queensland 
support for Whitlam’s internal struggles against the Labor hierarchy. 
By openly and publicly criticising the ALP federal executive’s decision 
compelling Labor MPs to oppose state aid to non-government schools, 
Whitlam’s political future hung in the balance. Because the Queensland 
delegates on the federal executive switched their votes, Whitlam narrowly 
escaped expulsion from the ALP in March 1966 on the grounds of ‘gross 
disloyalty’. He owed this result to the new member for Dawson, who 
found out by chance that Labor leader Arthur Calwell was boasting of 
having the numbers to oust Whitlam from the party. Patterson informed 
Queensland State Secretary Tom Burns, who then telephoned Queensland 
delegates and convinced them to change their votes.26

Small wonder that as leader of the Opposition from 1967 to 1972, 
Whitlam felt a special connection to Queenslanders, who, after all, had 
helped raise his political profile and saved him from political oblivion. 
Noting that the number of federal ALP seats in Queensland had fallen 
to  six compared to the Coalition’s 12 by 1968, there was a touch of 
nostalgia in Whitlam’s rallying cry to Queensland’s party faithful in the 
late 1960s:

26  Lyndon Megarrity, Northern Dreams: The Politics of Northern Development in Australia (North 
Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2018), 106.
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In the rural and provincial areas in Queensland we have shown 
what we can do, if we have the candidate … I will continue … 
to visit this State as often as there is a reasonable opportunity for 
us to advance the Labor cause. Give us the candidates and we will 
deliver the goods for you.27

By the late 1960s, the ALP campaign strategy in Queensland was settled. 
An advertisement with photographs and mini-biographies of Whitlam 
and Queensland ALP candidates for 1969 had the symbolic heading: 
‘Isn’t It Time We Took Australia’s Future Seriously? … and Put an End to 
Federal Neglect of Queensland’.28 Such media messages implicitly relied 
on appealing to the electorate’s perceived sense of Queensland neglect 
by Canberra along with a belief that the state and its people were seen 
as unimportant and peripheral within the national conversation.29 There 
was certainly an element of truth to this perception in the 1960s and 
early 1970s. Southern projects such as the Snowy Mountains Scheme 
continued to attract more Commonwealth investment and attention 
than northern projects,30 and Labor could and did point to infrastructure 
neglect in remote areas of Queensland.31 In the lead-up to the 1970 
half-Senate election, for example, Whitlam suggested that ‘Queensland’s 
future’ was being held back by the Liberal–Country Party government’s 
sluggish attitude to its development:

Ten months ago the Department of National Development 
prepared a document which discussed in depth developments in 
natural resources[,] particularly minerals, forests, water and energy. 
Ten months have passed—the Gorton Government has not yet got 
around to examining the report, much less acting upon it.32

27  Gough Whitlam, speech, Queensland Labor-in-Politics Convention, Surfers Paradise, 6 February 
1968, NAA: M170 68/3.
28  ‘Isn’t It Time We Took Australia’s Future Seriously? … and Put an End to Federal Neglect of 
Queensland’ [advertisement], Courier-Mail, 24 October 1969, 5.
29  See Harry Akers, Michael Foley and Pauline Ford, ‘“Remember Who We Are”: An Analysis 
of Brand Queensland’, Queensland History Journal 22, no. 6 (2014): 495–506; Henry Reynolds, 
‘Queensland: Past and Future’, Island Magazine, no. 14 (1983): 33–36.
30  See: Megarrity, Northern Dreams, 100.
31  For examples of Labor campaigning on the neglect of Queensland, see: ‘Whitlam Flays “Failure” 
over North’, Canberra Times (hereafter CT), 9 September 1967, 1; ‘Whitlam Pledges Money for Qld’, 
CT, 13 October 1969, 3; ‘Whitlam Says Qld. Standards Lowest’, Courier-Mail, 4 May 1971, clipping 
held by Whitlam Institute, University of Western Sydney; ‘The Future of Central Queensland: 
Trade, Power, Water’, Speech by the Leader of the Opposition, Mr. E. G. Whitlam, Opening the 
Rockhampton Show, 19 June 1969, held at Whitlam Institute, University of Western Sydney.
32  Gough Whitlam, ‘Queensland Broadcast No. 8: For Broadcast 15.11.70’, transcript held at 
Whitlam Institute, University of Western Sydney.
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The Commonwealth under Menzies and his successors had invested in some 
substantial Queensland projects in the 1960s, such as the development 
of beef roads for pastoralists, the establishment of a substantial army 
base in Townsville (1966) and the opening of the Townsville branch of 
the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation.33 
However, Whitlam offered a cynical interpretation of such federal 
initiatives, asserting that Queensland only gained attention from the 
‘Canberra Liberals’ when ‘Queensland votes Labor’:

You [Queenslanders] know this from your experience. Queensland 
suddenly became very important after the 1961 elections—after 
years of neglect. After 1963, Queensland was again ignored. Then 
in 1966 Rex Patterson won the Dawson by-election for the Labor 
Party, and the sugar industry … and northern development … 
became important in Liberal eyes, for the general election of 1966. 
One can only assume from this year’s Budget that the Liberals again 
believe that Queensland is in the bag. For the first time in living 
memory, the Budget contained no new development proposals.34

Whitlam presented himself as the man to end the ‘neglect of Queensland’ 
by showcasing positive policies that suggested that the future of Australia 
was in part tied up with the mineral and rural resources of Queensland, 
insisting that ‘what happens in the Fitzroy Basin in Central Queensland 
… is important to the people who live in Fitzroy, Melbourne’.35 Indeed, 
Whitlam’s statements brought Queensland coal and its new Japanese and 
US investors to the front and centre of his nationalist agenda:

Mr Whitlam said the governments should hang their heads in 
shame over the price being paid for the exploitation of mineral 
resources … The new coal deposits in Queensland were controlled 
by overseas interests … [Whitlam said that] ‘The Commonwealth 
Government has powers to ensure adequate processing in Australia. 
Export of ore should be made conditional on the establishment of 
processing plants within a certain period’.36

33  Peter Bell, Our Place in the Sun: A Brief History of James Cook University 1960–2010 (Townsville: 
James Cook University, 2010), 26; ‘Patterson Minister Who Knows the North’, Northern Territory 
News, 5 December 1973, 8.
34  Gough Whitlam, ‘Queensland Broadcast No. 5’, aired 14 September 1969, held at Whitlam 
Institute, University of Western Sydney.
35  E. G. Whitlam, Opening Address: 1967 Senate Election [speech at Blacktown Civic Centre, 
13 November 1967], copy held at Mitchell Library.
36  ‘Whitlam Critical of Mineral Exploitation’, CT, 14 February 1966, 9.
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He made ‘no bones about it’: what Queensland ‘has to offer the whole 
nation, the whole continent, should be emphasised throughout Australia’. 
Making reference to Labor wins in by-elections for Dawson (1966) and 
Capricornia (1967), the Opposition leader believed that Queenslanders 
were receptive to his nationalist development focus:

It is a disgrace to this nation that the whole of Cape York [i.e. its 
economic resources] … has gone into foreign hands. Governments 
could have made the facilities available to keep it largely or wholly 
in Australian hands … Now, with proper government initiative, 
and that’s what socialism is about in these days, we could have 
made certain that Australia’s resources were properly used by 
Australians … Now we have effectively convinced Queenslanders, 
whenever there has been the opportunity given to us, of these 
propositions.37

It is probable that, at least in part, the Whitlam team’s state campaigning 
contributed to the incremental rise in the number of Queensland members 
of the House of Representatives elected: from six (1966) to seven (1969) 
then eight (1972).38 Meanwhile, Whitlam sought to downplay the role 
of the state government in creating further Queensland development, 
claiming that:

The people of Central Queensland and North Queensland will 
know that the place and pace of the development of the resources 
and opportunities in these regions depends on Canberra, 
not Brisbane.39

In this statement, the contradictions in Whitlam’s appeal to Queensland 
electors is made clear. On the one hand, he emphasised Queensland’s 
potentially distinctive contribution to national development; on the other, 
he stressed Commonwealth rather than local control of that development. 
Whitlam’s assumptions about where the power lay in Queensland were 
sorely tested once he became prime minister in 1972.

37  Whitlam, speech, Queensland Labor-in-Politics Convention, Surfers Paradise, 6 February 1968.
38  Whitlam, The Whitlam Government, 761. Reflected in the ALP’s 1972 TV election campaign, 
‘It’s Time’, the nationwide mood for change away from the 23-year-old Liberal–Country Party 
government may also have been influential. See Mark Peel and Christina Twomey, A History of 
Australia (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 237.
39  ‘Speech by the Leader of the Opposition, Mr. E. G. Whitlam … at a Public Meeting, Brighton 
Hotel, Sandgate, Brisbane, Friday 8 November 1968’, in ALP Meeting Sandgate Queensland 
8 November 1968, NAA: M170 68/104.
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Enter the Fox: Joh Bjelke-Petersen
Born in 1911, Johannes (Joh) Bjelke-Petersen was only five years older 
than Whitlam, but their backgrounds were worlds apart. Whereas 
Whitlam grew up in Canberra in a comfortable, educated, middle-class 
environment, Bjelke-Petersen’s formative years were spent on a farm in 
Queensland’s Kingaroy district with his highly religious Lutheran family. 
By the age of 14, he was working full-time on the land, supporting his 
parents on their rural property. Before his election to state parliament 
as a Country Party MP in 1947, Bjelke-Petersen ‘owned and operated 
a successful contract harvesting and earthmoving business’.40 Serving as 
a member of the Frank Nicklin–led Country Party–Liberal Coalition 
government (1957–68), Bjelke-Petersen was subsequently appointed 
minister for works and housing (1963–68). He became premier in 1968 
after the untimely death of Jack Pizzey.41

Bjelke-Petersen’s premiership did not start well. The abstemious new 
premier had a limited affinity with his beer-drinking, gambling political 
colleagues, and was not naturally gregarious in his dealings with the 
general public. Crucially, Bjelke-Petersen’s media skills represented the 
man as more angry than articulate when defending himself and fellow 
government MPs from charges of conflicts of interest over their personal 
or family shareholdings in companies such as Comalco, which had mining 
operations in Queensland. The premier’s authority was also challenged 
internally by the presence of leadership rivals, such as Liberal leader 
Gordon Chalk, who, having been acting premier (1–8 August 1968), 
still nursed a strong desire to head up a government dominated by the 
Liberal Party. Narrowly surviving an attempt by his own party to remove 
him from office in 1970, Bjelke-Petersen subsequently shored up his 
leadership by transforming his political image. From then on, the premier 
would carefully craft a reputation as a ruthless political operator who 
would ‘go in hard’ against opponents, chiefly Labor and radical protestors. 

40  Fitzgerald, Megarrity and Symons, Made in Queensland, 157.
41  For Bjelke-Petersen’s early life, see: James Walter, ‘Johannes Bjelke-Petersen: “The Populist 
Autocrat”’, in The Premiers of Queensland, ed. Denis Murphy, Roger Joyce, Margaret Cribb and Rae 
Wear (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2003 [1990]), 304–09.
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A key aspect of Bjelke-Petersen’s survival, however, was support from the 
Queensland Country Party’s head office, which saw electoral dangers in 
a disunified coalition.42

As the early 1970s progressed, Bjelke-Petersen and his Coalition 
government took advantage of their incumbency by devoting substantial 
public funds towards building the premier’s profile within the local and 
national media and making the leader highly accessible to journalists. 
As the premier noted:

I am one of those who like the Press. They can get at me at any time 
from Sydney, Brisbane or Melbourne. They even ring me at home. 
I never hesitate to talk to them. I say to the local boys that they 
are a little bit like my chooks: they have to be fed every morning.43

A key part of his image was as a man of the land who retained a family 
farm near Kingaroy and was ‘in touch’ with regional Queensland, an 
important perception in a state where electors were often distant from 
the state capital and resentful of ‘Brisbane government’. To show support 
for isolated districts, the Bjelke-Petersen administration purchased 
a plane that enabled him, in the 1974 state elections, to ‘hold 70 political 
meetings strung out along a flight path 13,000 miles long’.44 Bjelke-
Petersen was impatient with criticism that the state-owned plane gave 
him an unfair advantage over the then state Opposition leader, who was 
officially permitted access only to free commercial flights:

If he [Perc Tucker] wants the aeroplane[,] let him win the 
government … They criticised us for buying the plane: now they 
say there should be two. He would be a hypocrite to get into it. 
We’re not like the Commonwealth with half a dozen VIP jets. 
We have one plane, and one Premier. Let him ask Gough Whitlam 
to restore the subsidies that wiped out country air services.45

42  James Walter and Kay Dickie, ‘Johannes Bjelke-Petersen: A Political Portrait’, in The Bjelke-
Petersen Premiership 1968–1983, ed. Allan Patience (Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1985), 35; 
Cameron Hazelhurst, Gordon Chalk: A Political Life (Toowoomba: Darling Downs Institute Press, 
1987), 232, 244, 249; John Wanna and Tracey Arklay, The Ayes Have It: The History of the Queensland 
Parliament 1957–89 (Canberra, ANU E Press, 2010), 312–19, doi.org/10.22459/AH.07.2010.
43  L. E. Mirtschin, ‘Queensland Premier Speaks at Gatton’, Lutheran 9, no. 19 (29 September 
1975): 9, in Premier of Queensland, 1975, [part 2 of 2 parts], 1 July 1975 [box 3], NAA: M515 14.
44  David Marr, ‘Joh Flies the Campaign Trail’, Bulletin (Sydney), 23 November 1974, 12.
45  Ibid., 13.

http://doi.org/10.22459/AH.07.2010
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Apart from glimpses of his developing political arrogance and vanity, the 
above quotation showcases Bjelke-Petersen’s instinctive employment of 
‘Queensland difference’ rhetoric to deal with political issues. There were 
many instances throughout Bjelke-Petersen’s career where the premier’s 
own personal preferences influenced state policies in a way that made 
Queensland seem ‘different’, including the banning of sexually permissive 
material long after the practice trailed off in other states, as well as the 
appearance of government support for the use of excessive police force 
against student demonstrators.46 In appealing to electors, however, the 
premier’s emphasis on the right of Queensland to follow a different path to 
a Commonwealth-dominated national consensus was what strengthened 
Bjelke-Petersen’s domestic political grip during the Whitlam era.

The Lion versus the Fox: The Prime 
Minister and the Premier
Soon after the federal ALP formed an administration in December 1972, 
it came into conflict with the Queensland Government. Premier Bjelke-
Petersen was pugnacious in his defence of states’ rights, and Whitlam 
was equally determined to pursue his Commonwealth-focused policy 
agenda across Queensland and elsewhere. In a 1973 speech in Brisbane, 
Whitlam said:

I suppose, like me, you have occasionally detected a slight sense 
of estrangement between Mr Bjelke-Petersen’s Government and 
mine … I seek an end to it … Queensland is a great state … 
in many ways the proudest and most individualistic of all … 
Yet I have to say that in many ways you are behind the rest of us.47

The patronising tone of that last sentence is symbolic of Whitlam’s increasing 
failure during his prime ministership to connect with a Queensland 
audience that resented southern ‘put-downs’. Whitlam’s open and intense 

46  Ray Whitrod, Before I Sleep (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2001), 177–78; ‘Students, 
Police in Fiery Clash’, Courier-Mail, 23 July 1971, 1; Peter Applegarth, ‘Civil Liberties’, in The Bjelke-
Petersen Premiership, ed. Allan Patience (Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1985), 148–50.
47  Speech by the Prime Minister, Mr E. G. Whitlam to the Annual Dinner of the Queensland 
Chamber of Manufacturers, Lennon’s Plaza Hotel, Brisbane, Monday 1 October 1973 [box 10], 
NAA: M533 176.
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frustration with the Queensland premier’s obstructionist attitude merely 
increased that sense of distance between the Commonwealth and the 
northern state.

Bjelke-Petersen was disturbed by the Whitlam government for many 
reasons. In the first place, the Whitlam era challenged old certainties 
about Australia’s relationship with Britain. Among other things, 1973 
legislation styled Elizabeth II as ‘Queen of Australia’, dropping references 
to the United Kingdom. The imperial honours scheme was scrapped, and 
the Whitlam government also hoped to terminate the right to appeal 
a legal case in the UK Privy Council.48 Bjelke-Petersen defied Whitlam’s 
downplaying of Australia’s royal connection by pushing for the Queen to 
also be given the title ‘Queen of Queensland’ (royal approval ultimately 
being granted in 1977)49 and rejecting Whitlam’s assertion that ‘Advance 
Australia Fair’ should be, for all intents and purposes, viewed as Australia’s 
national anthem. Bjelke-Petersen insisted that, as in the past, the national 
song was ‘God Save the Queen’, the playing of which was greeted with 
applause at various Queensland Anzac Day ceremonies in 1974.50

Even more worrying from Bjelke-Petersen’s perspective was the combined 
shock of the first federal Labor government in 23 years and Whitlam’s 
centralist style of policy, which implied a lesser, or at least subservient, 
role for the states in the federal system. For example, the Whitlam 
government’s pursuit of greater national ownership and control of 
mineral resources contrasted sharply with the Queensland Government’s 
established pattern of enthusiastically encouraging the presence of 
foreign mining companies and overseas capital.51 Bjelke-Petersen soon 
embarked on a political campaign to frustrate ‘the moves by the present 
Commonwealth Government to alter Constitutional relationships [with 
the states] other than by the accepted process’.52 The premier railed 

48  See: Rae Wear, Johannes Bjelke-Petersen: The Lord’s Premier (St Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 2002), 38; Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 21 November 1973, 1831; 
Brian Carroll, Whitlam (Dural: Rosenberg Publishing Pty Ltd, 2011), 106–08.
49  ‘Queen’s Land Now’, CT, 7 April 1977, 3.
50  M. N. B. C., ‘Queensland: Australian Political Chronicles January to April 1974’, Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 20, no. 2 (1974): 244; ‘“God Save the Queen” to be Used in Qld’, CT, 
8 May 1974, 7.
51  Ross Fitzgerald, A History of Queensland from 1915 to the 1980s (St Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 1984), 326–29.
52  Cabinet Submission no. 17655 (Joh Bjelke-Petersen), 3 December 1973, in O’Connell, telex 
on dismissal of Whitlam 3 December 1973 – Confidential, Constitutional Matters – Retention of 
Counsel, Queensland State Archives (hereafter QSA): Item ID2645079, Papers.
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against what he described as the ‘socialist policy of the Prime Minister … 
centralist control from Canberra; the ultimate elimination or gagging of 
the States’ and ‘the setting up of a republic in Australia to be patterned on 
the Communist way of life’.53

Bjelke-Petersen’s hyperbolic rhetorical style made him appear a figure 
of fun to state and national journalists, but his states’ rights protests 
had some political and administrative substance. In resisting Whitlam’s 
proposal for the Commonwealth to take over the state rail system, 
Bjelke-Petersen eloquently argued that the railways were an important 
state government policy lever, noting that ‘railways are an instrument in 
assisting development—e.g. special freight rates—and cannot be lightly 
let go out of the State’s control’.54

The premier’s skill as a state’s rights warrior was sharpest when Whitlam 
pressured him over the issue of Australia’s border with Papua New Guinea 
(PNG).55 In order to remove a potential source of conflict with soon-to-be 
independent PNG and the United Nations, Whitlam was convinced that 
Queensland should give up sovereignty over a substantial portion of the 
Torres Strait. This would involve ceding some Queensland islands to the 
PNG Government, a suggestion that upset the several hundred islanders 
potentially affected. They were concerned that Whitlam’s promise of 
continued Australian Government benefits after the transition to PNG 
rule would ultimately be hollow. Although the Queensland Government 
had developed a well-deserved reputation for hostility to the emerging 
public policy trend of supporting Indigenous self-determination and land 
rights,56 Bjelke-Petersen posed as the Torres Strait Islanders’ champion:

53  Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 21 November 1973, 1831.
54  Meeting between the Prime Minister and Premier of Queensland at the Premier’s Office, 
Executive Building, Brisbane, 23 March at 11.30 am, NAA: A1209 1973/6297.
55  For background see: ‘Queensland Border Dispute Coming to the Boil’, CT, 3 February 1973, 
2; ‘Whitlam Urges New Border’, Papua New Guinea Post-Courier, 26 September 1972, 7. As far back 
as 1965, Whitlam had been pushing for the border between PNG and Australia to be redrawn. See: 
‘Problem of Papua’s Offshore Islands’, CT, 22 December 1965, 2.
56  Jamie Walker, Goss: A Political Biography (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1995), 30–
44. Among other things, an old-fashioned ‘assimilationist’ attitude remained within the Department 
of Aboriginal Affairs. For example, the Indigenous ‘outstation movement’, designed to encourage the 
development of Aboriginal communities in remote areas, was condemned by department head P. J. 
Killoran, who regarded Commonwealth support for it as ‘deliberately re-inforcing the mendicant 
scarecrow image of [Aboriginal people]’. See: Lyndall Ryan, ‘Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders’, 
in The Bjelke-Petersen Premiership, ed. Allan Patience (Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1985), 121.
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I personally consider it to be an attitude of complete disloyalty 
even to suggest that we should ignore the rights of these people 
as fellow Queenslanders and Australians, and virtually give them 
away … These islands are part of Queensland. Their inhabitants are 
fellow Queenslanders, and they want to remain in Queensland.57

Whatever the premier’s true beliefs, which might have included a desire 
to retain sovereignty over land with commercial possibilities, Bjelke-
Petersen’s grassroots championing of the Islanders contrasted sharply with 
Whitlam’s more abstract concerns over international diplomacy. Unlike 
Whitlam, who merely received Islander representatives in Canberra, 
Bjelke-Petersen personally visited the Torres Strait Islands and reaped 
the publicity benefits.58 The notion that Bjelke-Petersen was fighting for 
Queensland’s rights played well with Queenslanders, as the Canberra 
Times argued:

As residents of a long-time ‘branch office State’ many Queenslanders 
resent direction from ‘the South’. They may not give a damn for 
the islanders’ rights, but they are angered when a suave Sydney 
lawyer tries to snip a piece off Queensland.59

The Torres Strait Islands remained fully attached to Queensland by the 
end of Whitlam’s term in office and the border issue gradually faded from 
the national agenda. Ultimately, negotiations between Queensland and 
the Commonwealth broke down over Bjelke-Petersen’s desire to reserve 
Queensland’s right to decide on mineral exploitation of the region.60

Bjelke-Petersen refused to countenance any Whitlam initiative that 
appeared to increase federal Labor powers. For example, the premier 
declined Whitlam’s proposal to transform Townsville into a regional 
growth centre, because it implied Commonwealth involvement in the 

57  Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Queensland Parliamentary Debates, 28 September 1972, 786.
58  ‘I remember last time you asked me to come to your islands. I still intend to come.’ Copy, 
Prime Minister’s Speech to the Torres Strait Island Delegation, Sydney, 30 June 1975, in Border 
between Queensland and Papua New Guinea File 649, QSA: Item ID541034, Batch File. For Joh’s 
well-publicised 1973 trip to the Torres Strait, see: Derek Townsend, Jigsaw: The Biography of Johannes 
Bjelke-Petersen (Brisbane: Sneyd & Morley, 1983), 329–33.
59  ‘Queensland Border Dispute Coming to the Boil’, CT, 3 February 1973, 2.
60  See: statement by Gough Whitlam in Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, 9 October 1975, 
1995–2002. The Council for Aboriginal Affairs (Nugget Coombs, Barry Dexter and W. E. F. (Bill) 
Stanner) advised Whitlam as early as March 1973 that it might be possible to preserve Australian 
sovereignty over the islands affected by the proposed relocation of the PNG–Australia border. See: 
Council for Aboriginal Affairs to Prime Minister, 19 March 1973, in Prime Minister’s Visit to 
Queensland 23 March 1973 – Briefing Notes, NAA: A1209 1973/6231.
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planning and development of new residential areas.61 Growth centres 
planned by the federal government, like the city of Albury–Wodonga, 
produced ‘artificial’ decentralisation, according to Bjelke-Petersen. On the 
other hand, the premier asserted, with some justification, that commercial 
investment in Queensland mining resulted in ‘natural decentralisation’:

We have continued our policy of encouraging Australian and 
overseas investment in our State’s resources. Again, this is 
providing jobs for miners, railwaymen, people in service industries, 
teachers, policemen and for all those in the new towns like Weipa, 
Blackwater, Moura, Goonyella … and Greenvale, as well as in 
our existing cities like Townsville … Mackay and Gladstone … 
Our coal, oil and natural gas fields have made Queensland—and 
Australia—independent of the energy crisis facing other nations.62

Bjelke-Petersen baffled Whitlam. Unlike the Liberal premiers in Victoria 
and NSW, who often cooperated with Whitlam’s agenda or at least were 
open to discussion, the Queensland premier was tardy in replying to the 
prime minister’s letters and was reluctant to socialise with him. Bjelke-
Petersen’s approach to his official relationship with Whitlam reflected 
a  relentless anti-centralisation rhetoric that assumed that Queensland 
had the right to determine its own cultural and political direction. 
Bjelke-Petersen’s confidence in his capacity to defend Queensland’s 
constitutional authority against Commonwealth encroachment was 
fortified by his access to a range of legal advisers. These included D. P. 
O’Connell, Chichele Professor of Public International Law at Oxford 
University, who the premier saw as ‘the vital link in a chain of legal people 
from whom we can seek advice’, and who he wanted to prevent being 
poached by the Commonwealth. Queensland Cabinet approved paying 
O’Connell a  $20,000 annual retainer fee for five years from January 
1974.63 However,  despite Queensland’s supposed hatred of Whitlam’s 

61  Prime Minister’s Press Statement to Brisbane Press Conference, 15 November 1974, held at 
Whitlam Institute, University of Western Sydney.
62  National Party – Liberal Party Government Policy Speech (Part 1) by the Premier of Queensland 
Hon. Joh. Bjelke-Petersen, MLA delivered at Southport 4 November 1974, in Premier of Queensland, 
1974 [part 2 of 2 parts] 1 July 1974 – 31 December 1974 Box 3, NAA: M515 12.
63  Cabinet Submission no. 17655 (Joh Bjelke-Petersen), 3 December 1973, in O’Connell, telex 
on dismissal of Whitlam 3 December 1973 – Confidential, Constitutional Matters – Retention of 
Counsel, QSA: Item ID2645079, Papers. In this same QSA file see also: Memo Premier’s Department: 
G. G. Cross, 7 September 1988.
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centralism, it was happy to quietly accept generous Commonwealth 
funding for areas such as education, public hospitals, northern dams and 
Aboriginal housing.64

Whitlam Struggles to Get the Labor 
Message across to Queensland, 1974–75
Frustrated by Bjelke-Petersen’s personalised version of ‘Queensland 
difference’, and understandably distracted by national concerns, Whitlam 
gradually allowed his relationship with the Queensland electorate to 
deteriorate. During the 1960s, the rising Labor leader had skilfully 
employed the notion that Queensland interests were neglected by the 
Commonwealth in his appeals to local voters; ironically, in the 1970s, 
Prime Minister Whitlam himself was accused of Queensland neglect.

From 1974, the Whitlam government’s popularity in Queensland began 
to decline. Indeed, so focused was Whitlam on his government’s push 
towards more independent bilateral relationships with foreign countries 
that his domestic political instincts dulled, at least in assessing the mood 
of the Queensland electorate. During the Brisbane floods of January 1974, 
Whitlam sent a message of sympathy but pressed on with his overseas 
tour, sparking anger from Brisbane residents. When Whitlam briefly 
visited Brisbane on his way back to Canberra on 13 February, he did not 
leave the airport and was dismissive of the local media:

A reporter asked: ‘What do you say to criticism that you did not 
come during the floods?’ In answer, Whitlam picked up his papers, 
strode past the television cameras, past the dozens of people who 
had come to see him, and left … Queensland behind him.65

Certainly, Whitlam’s press secretary, Graham Freudenberg, later reflected 
that Whitlam’s inability to comprehend the political significance of the 
floods was a major turning point in the prime minister’s relationship with 
the state:

64  Denise Conroy, ‘Federal–State Relations’, in The Bjelke-Petersen Premiership 1968–1983, ed. Allan 
Patience (Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1985), 255–59.
65  Hugh Lunn, Joh: The Life and Political Adventures of Johannes Bjelke-Petersen (St Lucia: University 
of Queensland Press, 1978), 160. See also: Margaret Cook, A River with a City Problem: A History of 
Brisbane Floods (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2019), 116–19; ‘National Disaster Plan to 
be Considered’, CT, 14 February 1974, 1.
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I have always thought the disastrous decline of [Whitlam’s] 
personal standing in Queensland can be dated from the 1974 
Brisbane floods, when he refused to postpone or delay his trip to 
… Asia. The most he could be prevailed upon was to put down 
for an hour at Brisbane airport to talk to Bjelke-Petersen & offer 
some Federal aid.66

Whitlam’s standing fell further as 1974 progressed. Nationwide inflation 
and unemployment were growing concerns, but rural and regional 
Queensland was hit especially hard by the Whitlam government’s cost-
saving decision to remove petrol subsidies to country areas and to abolish 
the superphosphate bounty by the end of the year.67 Whitlam also 
stumbled badly when he secretly arranged a diplomatic appointment for 
Democratic Labor Party Senator Vince Gair, former Queensland premier. 
Gair’s appointment was designed to increase the chance of Labor gaining 
a Senate majority in the forthcoming half-Senate election in May 1974, 
with six Queensland Senate seats being contested rather than five. The 
news about the imminent diplomatic posting leaked out before Gair had 
formally resigned, allowing Premier Bjelke-Petersen and his allies time 
to temporarily prevent the Queensland senator from handing in his 
resignation to the Senate president. In an incident known as the ‘Night 
of the Long Prawns’ (2 April), the Country Party Senate whip—fellow 
Queenslander Ron Maunsell—obligingly distracted Gair with Townsville 
prawns, beer and good company to postpone the latter’s formal departure 
from the Senate.68 Meanwhile, the premier arranged for the Queensland 
governor to issue a writ for five Senate vacancies:

The move relied on an early High Court decision; Sen. Gair’s 
resignation which had not yet been recorded would now create 
a casual vacancy to be filled in the first instance by the state 
parliament and ultimately at the next election—after the one 
scheduled for 11 May.69

66  Graham Freudenberg to Lyndon Megarrity, 21 April 2011, letter in possession of author.
67  Fitzgerald, A History of Queensland from 1915 to the 1980s, 254; Jim Keeffe to Gough Whitlam, 
15 August 1975, in Living Conditions in Northern Australia, NAA: AA1978/70 1973/353.
68  Wanna and Arklay, The Ayes Have It, 360–61; Rosemary Laing, ‘Maunsell, Charles Ronald (1922–
1910)’ in Biographical Dictionary of the Australian Senate Vol. 3: 1962–85 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2010), 
346–51.
69  C. A. H., ‘The Commonwealth: Australian Political Chronicle January–April 1974’, Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 20, no. 2 (1974): 234.
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Politically humiliated, Whitlam subsequently decided that instead of 
holding the half-Senate election, he would hold a double dissolution 
election. The Gair appointment would have been acclaimed as a 
Machiavellian masterstroke by the press if it had succeeded on Whitlam’s 
terms. But, yet again, Whitlam had been outfoxed and embarrassed by the 
Queensland premier.

The federal ALP lost two Queensland House of Representatives seats in the 
1974 Commonwealth election, leaving Labor with six out of 18 members.70 
Coinciding with an increasingly worrying global economic downturn, 
the precariousness of Whitlam’s electoral position in Queensland was 
useful for Bjelke-Petersen’s own political ends. In campaigning for the 
1974 Queensland state election, Bjelke-Petersen emphasised a number of 
new initiatives such as a women’s advisory council and greater investment 
in preschools.71 Yet the premier spent much of his campaign attacking 
Whitlam instead of the state Opposition leader, Percy Tucker, claiming: 
‘It’s all the one A.L.P.; pledged to the same socialist platform and to the 
same socialist goals.’72 Whitlam spent considerable time campaigning for 
the state ALP during the election, but was arguably too focused on airing 
his grievances against the premier. The prime minister also undermined 
the state Labor leader by making flattering comments about Queensland 
Liberal leader Sir Gordon Chalk, with whom he got on well and thought 
might be in a position to become the next premier.73

The state election result was devastating for both the Queensland ALP 
and  Whitlam himself. The Bjelke-Petersen government was victorious, 
while the Labor Opposition numbers in parliament dropped from 
33 to 11.74 Queensland ALP officials such as Commonwealth Northern 
Development Minister Rex Patterson were quick to blame Whitlam’s 
alleged failure to understand the different nature of Queensland for 
this result:

70  Whitlam, The Whitlam Government, 761.
71  Henry Mayer, ‘PM Must Take Bjelke Seriously’, Australian, 12 November 1974, 10.
72  National Party – Liberal Party Government Policy Speech (Part 1) by the Premier of Queensland 
Hon. Joh. Bjelke-Petersen, MLA delivered at Southport 4 November 1974.
73  ‘Sir Gordon Chalk makes no secret of his wish to take over the Premiership. Queensland may 
not get her Queen but she looks certain to get a palace revolution.’ Notes for the Prime Minister, 
Civic Square, Brisbane, 22 November 1974, in [Personal Papers of Prime Minister E G Whitlam] 
Speeches and Press Releases Regarding Queensland – November 1974 [box 12], NAA: M539 124. 
Chalk received his knighthood in 1971.
74  ‘Anti-Labor Fury’, CT, 10 December 1975, 2.
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Mr. Whitlam is the best national leader in Australia … But his 
message … is not getting to the people now … The great benefits 
of the Federal Labor Government’s achievements in education, 
health and social services have been completely lost because of the 
large number of pin-pricking policies which have been resented 
by Queensland and the north in general … Queensland is fiercely 
parochial—a feeling which intensifies the further north one goes. 
Melbourne is closer to Brisbane than Cairns to [Brisbane] … 
The pouring of millions of dollars into heavily-subsidised Sydney 
and Melbourne … make[s] no impression in the north … such 
actions only intensify the feeling of neglect when they are skilfully 
handled by anti-Labor forces.75

The Queensland branch of the ALP was undoubtedly correct in surmising 
that many conservative Labor voters in Queensland, especially in mining 
and agricultural areas, had been or were in the process of being ‘poached’ 
by Bjelke-Petersen because Whitlam represented an inner city–oriented 
‘new’ Labor that meant little to them.76 The decision by the Queensland 
Country Party to change its name to the National Party in April 1974 may 
also have broadened its appeal to former ‘dyed-in-the-wool’ ALP voters.77 
But there was also a level of complacency within the Queensland Central 
Executive (QCE) about the election result, reflected in State Secretary 
Bart Lourigan’s comment on the poll: ‘How could anyone have withstood 
a tidal wave like the one that hit us on Saturday?’ QCE protestations 
that the Whitlam government was out of touch could also be applied 
to the blue collar–oriented Queensland Labor hierarchy, which was 
unresponsive to the growth in potential Labor voters in the professions 
and minority groups. Tellingly, the QCE held meetings ‘during the day—
which meant only party officials, union officials and Parliamentarians 
were able to attend’.78

A subsequent Labor-commissioned survey of Brisbane, Toowoomba and 
Townsville electors suggested that Commonwealth factors such as federal 
ALP policy and anti-rural bias were key to Labor’s poor showing in the 
1974 state poll. Notably, the surveyors found no great love for Bjelke-
Petersen, who was frequently viewed as obsessive in his anti-Canberra 
attitudes. But equally evident and probably crucial to the electoral result 

75  ‘Minister says PM Out of Touch’, Courier-Mail, 10 December 1974, 1.
76  See: Mayer, ‘PM Must Take Bjelke Seriously’, 10.
77  Wanna and Arklay, The Ayes Have It, 359.
78  ‘Labor Claims Leader Lack: Call for Federal Action’, Courier-Mail, 10 December 1974, 3.
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was ‘the very defensive reaction of the Queenslanders interviewed … in 
a number of the responses there were signs of the very real resentment of 
elitism and “southern sophistication”’. Examples of this cited included 
the expensive purchase of the abstract painting Blue Poles in 1973 and 
Whitlam’s overseas trips.79

The authors of the mid-1975 survey stressed the need for the Whitlam 
government to acknowledge the chip on Queensland’s shoulder and 
change the presentation, if not the substance, of Labor policy to appeal 
to Queensland parochial sentiment. But before any solid work could be 
done on this communication strategy, Bjelke-Petersen once again got on 
Whitlam’s nerves. When Queensland Senator Bertie Milliner died in June 
1975, the premier was expected to follow the convention of appointing 
a candidate from the same party, in this instance Labor, to take Milliner’s 
place. Instead, the premier ultimately chose 64-year-old Albert Patrick 
(‘Pat’) Field, a disenchanted, old-fashioned ALP branch member and 
public servant who made it clear to Bjelke-Petersen over ‘tea and scones 
at his [the premier’s] office in George Street’ that he disapproved of the 
Whitlam government’s general direction and would use his place in the 
Senate to fight the federal ALP. (‘They were about these gays and abortions 
… and I didn’t like it.’)80 Expelled from the ALP, Field’s presence in the 
Senate made it possible for Fraser to block supply and, in due course, force 
an early election.81 Furious at this turn of events, Whitlam was widely 
reported as referring to Bjelke-Petersen as a ‘Bible-bashing bastard’, which 
he later admitted was ‘a bit strong, I suppose, but he is a hypocrite and I’m 
entitled to say it’. In making this statement, Whitlam risked alienating 
the vocal minority of evangelical Christians living in Queensland regions 
such as the Sunshine Coast, who were already inclined to vote for Bjelke-
Petersen, the devout Lutheran. As events turned out, Whitlam would 
soon need as many Queensland electors onside as possible.82

79  Folder containing ‘A Queensland Political Research Study’ by ANOP (National Opinion 
Researchers of Marketing, Advertising, Political and Social Attitudes), September 1975 [box 12], 
NAA: M540 77.
80  David Monaghan, ‘Pat Field: The Man Who Brought Gough Whitlam Down Is Alone Again, 
Naturally’, CT, 27 October 1985, 79. Field worked as a French polisher in the Department of Public 
Works’ furniture repair depot.
81  See: Geoffrey Hawker, ‘Field, Alfred Patrick (1910–1990)’, in The Biographical Dictionary of the 
Australian Senate, Vol. 2, 1962–1983 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2010), 371–75.
82  ‘Criticism a Bit Strong: PM’, CT, 22 September 1975, 3. See also: Ray Kerkhove, ‘Towards a 
Multi-Faith History of the Sunshine Coast’, Australian Religion Studies Review 17, no. 1 (2004): 81.
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The dismissal of the Whitlam government on 11 November precipitated 
the December 1975 election.83 During the 1975 election battle, Whitlam 
tried to appeal to Queensland voters, extravagantly praising prominent 
Queensland ALP figures such as former ministers Bill Hayden and Doug 
Everingham.84 But perhaps unwisely, Whitlam also reminded Queensland 
electors of his personally damaging struggle with the Queensland premier:

Queenslanders value fair play and they like straight talk … Bjelke-
Petersen tore up the rules again. He appointed a non-Labor Man 
[for the Senate]. He tore up the votes of more than 450,000 
Queenslanders.85

Following the 1975 federal election, the number of Queensland Labor 
MPs in the federal House of Representatives was reduced from six to one, 
in contrast to 17 newly elected Queensland Coalition members. Labor’s 
electoral results in the Senate between 1961 and 1975 was relatively 
stable: two out of five seats in every half-Senate election, and four out 
of 10 seats for full Senate elections (1974 and 1975).86 Nevertheless, the 
numbers in the Lower House determined which party was elected to 
office, and the heavy swing to the Coalition at the 1975 poll suggests 
a strong protest vote in Queensland against the Whitlam regime, assisted 
by Bjelke-Petersen’s political strategies.

It was a sad climax to Whitlam’s relationship with the Queensland 
electorate. As a key Labor figure in the 1960s, Whitlam had skilfully 
employed Queensland-focused themes to secure greater national and 
Queensland popularity for his party and his personal profile. With 
varying degrees of electoral success in Queensland, Whitlam as a politician 
pursued themes such as Queensland’s feelings of southern neglect and 
scorn, and the related desire of Queenslanders to feel important and 
acknowledged by the nation. As prime minister, Whitlam lost touch with 
the Queensland electorate, allowing himself to become distracted by his 
personalised conflict with Bjelke-Petersen. The premier, on the other 
hand, was able to use his states’ rights conflict with Whitlam to build up 

83  Having served his purpose, Field was effectively disowned by the Bjelke-Petersen government and 
lack of concerted Coalition support facilitated his return to private life. Monaghan, ‘Pat Field’, 79.
84  ‘Rockhampton 8 December 1975 [Whitlam Speech]’, held at Whitlam Institute, University of 
Western Sydney.
85  Ibid.
86  Stephen Barber, Federal Election Results 1901–2016 (Canberra: Parliamentary Library 
[Commonwealth], 2017), 127; Whitlam, The Whitlam Government, 761.
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his media and political reputation as a leader personifying ‘Queensland 
difference’, consequently developing political capital that lasted well into 
the 1980s.87

The federal ALP subsequently worked hard to regain Queensland votes, 
most notably in the 1983 elections, during which the notion of northern 
neglect—and Labor’s ability to understand north Queenslanders and their 
concerns—was successfully used to win the north Queensland seats of 
Herbert and Leichhardt. Policy commitments such as a popular proposal 
to build the Burdekin Falls Dam, and the ALP National Executive’s very 
deliberate endorsement of north Queensland–based Margaret Reynolds 
as a Senate candidate, were designed to give substance to Labor’s claims 
of a special connection to Queensland. Soon-to-be Prime Minister Bob 
Hawke echoed the Queensland campaign style of Whitlam in the 1960s 
when he told north Queenslanders that ‘an ALP Government will not 
forget you, as governments have done in the past’.88

Conclusion
During the 1977 state election, Bjelke-Petersen presented a somewhat 
ambiguous message: that Queensland was finally measuring up to the 
standards of NSW and Victoria, as well as making a significant national 
contribution in its own right:

Queensland 20 years ago was Australia’s backwater. You remember 
the terms—Cinderella State, Deep North, great potential, but little 
else. No one calls Queensland that today. Just look at the media’s 
coverage of Queensland! … Our contribution of one quarter 
of the nation’s entire export earnings helps keep Australia afloat.89

These words reflect the so-called ‘Queensland difference’ explored most 
prominently in this study: an anxious perception among Queenslanders 
that they were unjustly forgotten or put down by the southern states, 

87  See: Peter Coaldrake, Working the System: Government in Queensland (St Lucia: University of 
Queensland Press, 1989), 10–11.
88  Bob Hawke, ‘Australian Labor Party: North Queensland Policies’, February 1983, accessed 
24 February 2022, parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/library/partypol/995077/upload_binary/ 
995077.pdf; fileType= application%2Fpdf#search=%22North%20Queensland%22. For further details 
of ALP campaigning in 1983, see: Megarrity, Northern Dreams, 148–52.
89  Premier, address to Queensland Press Club at Lennon’s Plaza Hotel on Wednesday 9 November 
1977, in Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen Papers 1977, John Oxley Library: OM 77-58. See also Coaldrake, 
Working the System, 10–11.
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combined with desire for ‘due’ recognition of Queensland and its regional 
districts. Bjelke-Petersen recognised this defensive style of ‘Queensland 
difference’ and fashioned much of his electoral appeal and personal 
following around addressing it: ‘It’s ordinary Queenslanders—the men 
and women living from Coolangatta to Saibai Island, and in the West—
who have made Queensland what it is today.’90

The above reference to Torres Strait Islanders in Saibai Island was 
undoubtedly an electoral reminder of Whitlam’s failure to impose 
Commonwealth will in Queensland over the PNG border issue. Whitlam 
was no longer prime minister by 1977, but Bjelke-Petersen remained in 
place. The premier now presumed to lecture Whitlam’s successor, Malcolm 
Fraser, on how the game of politics should be played. He suggested 
disapprovingly that the NSW premier had received all the kudos for 
increased federal funding for railways after the Granville train disaster:

[Fraser’s] not an old stager at the game like I am. I would have 
gone to the crash at Granville, I would have gone round with the 
TV people and said ‘I’m not going to allow that ever to happen 
again. I’m going to make sure no more people get killed … I’m 
going to give you 100 million for your railways’.91

These words suggest that one result of Bjelke-Petersen’s periodic outfoxing 
of Whitlam on the national stage was the increasing hubris that would 
ultimately lead to his political demise in 1987.92 In particular, the 
premier’s unrealistic ‘Joh for PM’ campaign divided his own party and 
fatally distracted him from state matters. The ‘fox’ that had cunningly 
dominated Queensland state politics for nearly two decades, could not, 
ultimately become a federal ‘lion’ like his old foe Gough Whitlam.

The clash between Whitlam and Bjelke-Petersen casts an interesting light 
on the nature of the Australian federal system. Basking in the luxury of 
Opposition, Whitlam could pose as Queensland’s political saviour while 
showcasing his alternative national policies. As prime minister, his role 
was sharply different. In the latter role, Whitlam was expected to represent 
all Australians, both domestically and internationally, while still retaining 
empathy for regional and local sensibilities. This was a delicate balancing 

90  Premier, address to Queensland Press Club, 9 November 1977.
91  Bjelke-Petersen, cited in David McNicoll, ‘The Thoughts of Premier Joh’, Bulletin, 8 October 
1977, 25.
92  See, for example: Paul Davey, Joh for PM: The Inside Story of an Extraordinary Political Drama 
(Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2015), 1–6.
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game, making him vulnerable to Queensland accusations of ‘southern’ 
neglect and the political machinations of Premier Bjelke-Petersen who 
relentlessly pursued his own version of ‘Queensland difference’ at the 
expense of Whitlam and his government.

Bjelke-Petersen’s states’ rights victory over Whitlam now seems 
anachronistic. Indeed, the federal trend towards centralism has only 
intensified since 1975, as successive Commonwealth governments 
have imposed tighter controls on social and economic policy on the 
states. Notwithstanding the occasional rhetorical flourish proclaiming 
state difference, Queensland premiers now largely conform to the 
Commonwealth’s expectation that the states are focused on service delivery 
in health, education, local government and other areas, whereas ‘big 
picture’ policy initiatives tend to be the preserve of the more financially 
powerful federal government.93

93  See: John Summers and Jan Lowe, ‘The Federal System’, in Government, Politics, Power and Policy 
in Australia (9th edn), ed. Dennis Woodward, Andrew Parkin and John Summers (Frenchs Forest: 
Pearson Australia, 2010), 140–66.
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Abstract: Property investment is an increasingly popular investment activity 
in Australia, yet it attracts criticism in contemporary debates on housing 
affordability, inequality and precarity generally. As more Australians invest in 
real property, and as issues involving property investment become intractable, 
this activity becomes increasingly axiomatic and unquestioned. The extent 
to which property investment has been encouraged by federal governments 
and the perceptions of investor-landlords towards their investments must 
be historicised. Through an analysis of federal government policies affecting 
property investment between 1978 and 1991—such as money supply, financial 
deregulation and taxation reform—this essay argues that while the government 
influenced property investment, it seldom directly encouraged or discouraged 
it. Moreover, through an exploration of investor-landlord reactions to these 
policies, this essay finds common attitudes among this class of investor: a sense 
of victimhood in the face of government regulation; a sense of entitlement 
towards profitability; and a firm belief that their investment activities should 
remain unquestioned, unchallenged and unaffected by broader government 
policies. Ultimately, the seeds of the current policy inertia concerning property 
investment were sown during this period.

Australia is a property-loving nation. While Australians have always been 
enamoured of the ideal of home ownership, we are becoming a nation of 
investor-landlords, increasingly acquiring real property in addition to our 
principal place of residence. In the 2018–19 financial year, 2,227,174 
Australians had a direct investment in real property, up from 1.3 million 
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in 1998–99.1 Today, our print and televised media are inundated with 
property-based entertainment and advertising that are aimed at both 
sophisticated and entry-level investors. Yet the activity of property 
investment is rarely justified by investors themselves, and the relationship 
between landlords’ sense of prosperity and their investment properties is 
often unquestioned.

As property investment becomes an increasingly important part of the 
nation’s economy and psyche, the historical changes giving rise to these 
circumstances warrant explanation. This essay’s primary concern relates to 
how property investment came to be so common. It asks: to what extent 
and in what ways did governments encourage property investment? Yet 
assessing the extent and form of government intervention addresses only 
half the story of Australian property investment. If government policies 
are to be analysed, how those policies were perceived and acted upon 
by a class of investor who was often not the target of those policies also 
requires explanation. A subsequent question must therefore be posed: 
what was the relationship between investor-landlords’ investment 
properties and their sense of prosperity? Although the link between 
property investment and Australian landlords’ sense of prosperity initially 
appears straightforward—investors seek income and/or capital gains from 
their assets—this relationship is more complicated. This latter question is 
equally important for ascertaining the extent to which landlord reactions 
influenced government policies affecting property investment.

For several reasons, this essay focuses on the period 1978–91, spanning 
the latter part of the Fraser government and the entirety of the Hawke 
government. The 1980s was a period of significant financial reform in 
Australia and profoundly affected property investment.2 Characterised by 
rising real incomes and real estate prices, this period ended in the 1991 
recession. This period was also important as it coincided with the rise of 
neoliberalism. The hallmarks of this economic framework—deregulation, 
privatisation, a new emphasis on the contractual marketplace relation and 
the withdrawal of the state from areas of social security—distinguished the 

1  Australian Taxation Office, ‘Taxation Statistics 2018–19’, see: ‘Table 8: Individuals – Interest 
in a Rental Property, by Overall Net Rent Income, 2017–18 to 2018–19 Income Year’, accessed 
18 February 2022, www.ato.gov.au/About-ATO/Research-and-statistics/In-detail/Taxation-statistics/
Taxation-statistics-2018-19/?anchor=Individualsstatistics#Table8Individuals.
2  Andrew Beer, ‘Housing Investment and the Private Rental Sector in Australia’, Urban Studies 36, 
no. 2 (1999): 260, doi.org/10.1080/0042098993592.
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Australian economy of the 1980s from the immediate postwar economy.3 
As will be shown, these features of neoliberalism were equally present 
in the story of Australian property investment in the 1980s. In fact, 
as argued by David Harvey, the years 1978–80 will be looked upon as a 
turning point in the world’s social and economic history.4

The popularity of property investment and the axiomatic acceptance 
of investor-landlordism are important issues whose roots must be 
uncovered. Scholars have historicised the rise and fall of both owner-
occupied housing and public housing from the postwar period, through 
the advent of neoliberalism, to today, but these analyses have tended 
to obscure the dynamics of investor-landlordism.5 More contemporary 
scholarship on housing policy has worked to some degree to address this 
gap. Renata Ribeiro Ferreira has tracked the rise of an exclusionary model 
of home ownership in Australia at the expense of an inclusionary model.6 
Whereas the former treats the home as a means for capital accumulation 
to self-fund retirement, rather than as a secure place to live, the latter 
prioritises the social security and use value of home ownership. Moreover, 
Rowan Arundel and Richard Ronald argue that, in practice, marketised 
home ownership models contradict the embedded ideologies of home 
ownership.7 Ray Forrest and Yosuke Hirayama concur, adding that the 
commodification of housing has undermined home ownership.8 Yet, 
though these studies identify the detrimental impact of neoliberal policy 
on home ownership, they do not evaluate the extent to which exclusionary 
ownership models were encouraged by governments, and how they were 
received by investor-landlords. They also focus on the owner-occupation 
side of the story, without delving as deeply into investor-landlordism. This 

3  David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 3.
4  Ibid., 1.
5  Greg Whitwell, Making the Market: The Rise of Consumer Society (Melbourne: McPhee Gribble 
Publishers, 1989), 38–46; Patrick Troy, Accommodating Australians: Commonwealth Government 
Involvement in Housing (Sydney: Federation Press, 2012); Michael Keating, ‘The Evolution of Australian 
Macroeconomic Strategy since World War 2’, in The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, ed. Simon 
Ville and Glenn Withers (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 448–51.
6  Renata Ribeiro Ferreira, ‘Stepping Stone to an Exclusionary Model of Home Ownership in 
Australia’, Journal of Australian Political Economy 77, no. 1 (Winter 2016): 79–109.
7  Rowan Arundel and Richard Ronald, ‘The False Promise of Homeownership: Homeowners 
Societies in an Era of Declining Access and Rising Inequality’, Urban Studies 58, no. 6 (2021): 1120–40, 
doi.org/10.1177/0042098019895227.
8  Ray Forrest and Yosuke Hirayama, ‘The Financialisation of the Social Project: Embedded 
Liberalism, Neoliberalism and Home Ownership’, Urban Studies 52, no. 2 (2015): 233–44, doi.org/ 
10.1177/0042098014528394.
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essay seeks to enhance existing discussions regarding models of property 
ownership by emphasising the extent to which such commodified, 
exclusionary models were encouraged by government policy.

The perceptions of and reactions to government policy regarding 
private rental housing investment by investor-landlords themselves have 
also been addressed to varying degrees by scholars. Nicole Cook and 
Kristian Ruming have explored contemporary motivations of owner-
occupiers as property investors, revealing that home owner investors 
are inclined to influence urban development through local politics and 
planning.9 Conversely, Gavin A. Wood and Rachel Ong have identified 
how government fiscal and monetary policy settings shape rental 
housing investment decisions, and how tax expenditures can encourage 
investment in private rental housing.10 Hazel Blunden has demonstrated 
that tax expenditure favouring private rental housing investment is still 
a heated subject in investor-landlord circles, the discourse of which has 
contributed to the current policy inertia surrounding negative gearing.11 
This essay aims to historicise such investor-landlord perceptions that are 
explored in contemporary social research.

The advent of neoliberalism, and specifically ‘asset-based welfare’, 
has influenced the histories of housing in Australia as well. Andrew 
Beer, Bridget Kearins and Hans Pieters have tracked the influence of 
neoliberalism on housing policy in Australia with a focus on housing 
affordability, housing stress and governance by states in an era of increased 
government withdrawal from housing provision.12 They argue that the 
neoliberal philosophies of government directed to the urban planning 
system are insufficient to adequately improve housing affordability.13 
Further, Judith Yates and Bruce Bradbury argue that owner-occupation 
can be considered a form of asset-based welfare; they classify owner-
occupation of private housing as an additional pillar of the retirement 
income system designed to supplement the age pension, superannuation 

9  Nicole Cook and Kristian Ruming, ‘The Financialisation of Housing and the Rise of the 
Investor-Activist’, Urban Studies 58, no. 10 (2021): 2023–39, doi.org/10.1177/0042098020931320.
10  Gavin A. Wood and Rachel Ong, ‘When and Why Do Landlords Retain Property Investments?’, 
Urban Studies 50, no. 16 (December 2013): 3243–61, doi.org/10.1177/0042098013484544.
11  Hazel Blunden, ‘Discourses around Negative Gearing of Investment Properties in Australia’, 
Housing Studies 31, no. 3 (2016): 340–57, doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2015.1080820.
12  Andrew Beer, Bridget Kearins and Hans Pieters, ‘Housing Affordability and Planning in 
Australia: The Challenge of Policy Under Neo-Liberalism’, Housing Studies 22, no. 1 (2007): 11–24, 
doi.org/10.1080/02673030601024572.
13  Ibid., 11.
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and voluntary savings.14 Kath Hulse, Margaret Reynolds and Chris Martin 
show how the politico-cultural language of ‘Mum and Dad investors’ is 
used to justify maintaining policy settings that benefit older, wealthier 
investor-landlords.15

Most of these accounts focus on owner-occupiers at the expense of more 
direct assessments of the impact of policy on investor-landlords. Where 
the focus is on investor-landlords, such as in Hulse, Reynolds and Martin, 
the language describing investor-landlords and their investments comes 
from government, rather than from the investors themselves. As such, this 
essay seeks to plug gaps in the existing literature to assess the history of 
property investment in Australia from a more explicitly investor-oriented 
perspective. As this topic is at the confluence of many important historical 
developments—global macroeconomic changes, the housing and financial 
policies of successive governments, the impact and influence of landlord 
perceptions, and investment priorities—this essay will sort policy from 
policy outcome, landlord rhetoric from landlord action.

In Parts I and II, the economic and housing policies of the Fraser 
government (1975–83) will be explained. Policy questions relating to 
inflation and public housing will be discussed. In Parts III, IV and V, 
the liberalisation and deregulation of the economy under the Hawke 
government (1983–91) will be explored, as well as the introduction of the 
capital gains tax (CGT) and the abolition and reintroduction of negative 
gearing. Part VI summarises the diverse motivations of investor-landlords. 
Landlord reactions to these various government policies as discerned from 
surveys, industry publications from leading property bodies and leading 
investment publications, such as the Australian Property Investor and Real 
Estate Review, will be discussed throughout. Few contemporary sources of 
investor-landlord attitudes are available, and fewer convey those attitudes 
in as much depth as the sources used in this essay. These are appropriate 
sources of investor-landlord perceptions and reactions as these industry 
bodies influentially lobbied for government policy change on behalf of 

14  Judith Yates and Bruce Bradbury, ‘Home Ownership as a (Crumbling) Fourth Pillar of Social 
Insurance in Australia’, Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 25, no. 1 (2010): 193–211, 
doi.org/ 10.1007/s10901-010-9187-4.
15  Kath Hulse, Margaret Reynolds and Chris Martin, ‘The Everyman Archetype: Discursive 
Reframing of Private Landlords in the Financialization of Rental Housing’, Housing Studies 35, no. 6 
(2020): 981–1003, doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2019.1644297.
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property owners and investors.16 Contemporary surveys of landlords also 
convey landlord attitudes and offer a more quantitative approach to the 
issues raised than do the industry publications.

This article will argue that while the policies of successive governments 
during this period affected property investment, governments seldom 
directly encouraged or discouraged it. The popularity of property 
investment today can be explained, perhaps contradictorily at first, by 
government policies that treated property investment as an afterthought. 
The reactions of those whose livelihoods relied on property investment 
reveal how property investment has today become widespread and 
difficult to challenge. Despite different categories of landlords conceiving 
of their investments in different ways, common attitudes unified them: 
a sense of victimhood in the face of government regulation; a sense of 
entitlement towards profitability; and a firm belief that their investment 
activities should remain unquestioned, unchallenged and unaffected by 
broader government policies.

Part I: Recession and Inflation: Property 
Investment As an Afterthought
The Australian economy faltered during the Fraser government’s tenure. 
‘Stagflation’, a phenomenon of high inflation, high unemployment and 
low economic growth, hampered economic activity. Worldwide fiscal 
and commodity crises during the 1970s culminated in a ‘crisis of capital 
accumulation’ affecting most advanced capitalist nations.17 During this 
period, the federal government’s priority was reducing spending and 
inflation by maintaining a strict control over the rate of growth of the 
money supply.18 Spending allocations to the states were restricted and 
interest rates were capped at around 9–10 per cent.19 Property investment 
was not a priority of the Fraser government.20

16  Hulse et al., ‘The Australian Private Rental Sector: Changes and Challenges’ (AHURI Positioning 
Paper no. 149, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, Melbourne, July 2012): 18.
17  Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 14–15.
18  Ian Huntley, Australian Property Investor 59, no. 1 (June 1978): 3.
19  Parliament of Australia, ‘Home Loan Interest Rates and Repayments’, November 2007, accessed 
11 February 2022, www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_
Library/pubs/BN/0708/HomeLoanInterestRates.
20  Ferreira, ‘Stepping Stone to an Exclusionary Model’, 87.
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Sluggish economic activity and the lack of credit were the main influences 
on property investment during this period. Landlords craved certainty but 
the availability of credit was erratic. In June 1978, the Australian Property 
Investor commented on the lack of credit for owner-occupiers but praised 
the comparative amount for large-scale investors.21 For property investors, 
the government’s decisions in April 1978 to ease lending conditions on 
banks, and in August 1978 to decrease the liquid asset requirement for 
savings banks from 45 per cent to 40 per cent of total deposits, were 
welcomed, as lending hit a new peak of $605.7 million in November that 
year.22 Yet such zealous lending was short lived, as landlords commented 
in February 1980 that ‘the housing sector is bedevilled at present by a 
lack of finance from the banking sector’.23 The nature of housing finance 
during this short period soon became lethargic as recession loomed. 
Investor-landlord publications claimed in February 1981 that:

High interest rates and the lack of availability of finance are 
combining to put a squeeze on the housing sector and the 
capital accretion seen throughout 1979 and most of 1980 slowed 
considerably towards the end of last year.24

Despite temporary sugar hits to financial markets, the Australian Property 
Investor was broadly critical of the Fraser government’s lack of policies 
concerning property investment. The looming recession was ‘a fitting 
climax to an uncertain age faced with puny politicians, frightened 
consumers, and industrialists who have lost the spirit of enterprise’.25 
The government was criticised for its ‘orthodoxy and conservatism’ 
regarding economic policy and for lacking imagination that would ‘put 
Australia ahead of the pack’.26 A quotation from a ‘highly professional 
real estate investor’ in March 1982 summed up contemporary investor-
landlord attitudes: ‘It’s liquidity, the lack of it, that kills the property 
investor—not the property!’27 Clearly, investor-landlords considered 
government interventions unenterprising, unsustainable, too short term 
and insufficient to meet their most basic needs.

21  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 59, no. 1 (June 1978): 3.
22  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 66, no. 1 (February 1979): 3.
23  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 77, no. 1 (February 1980): 6.
24  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 88, no. 1 (February 1981): 3.
25  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 55, no. 1 (February 1978): 17.
26  Ibid., 23.
27  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 100, no. 1 (March 1982): 3.
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Despite recognising the parlous state of the economy, investor-landlords 
nevertheless expected high returns on their investments. In March 1978, 
the Australian Property Investor spruiked high rates of return on property 
investments: 9.5–12 per cent on industrial and commercial properties, and 
8.5–11 per cent on residential investments.28 In March 1982, landlords 
bemoaned the forecast that interest rates would surpass 8 per cent, 
affecting their return on investment: ‘interest rates are moving up quickly 
… Implications for mortgage rates are obvious’.29 While ‘professional 
real estate investors’ were becoming ‘extremely nervous’ at the costs of 
borrowing, the Australian Property Investor confidently spruiked that 
‘those with good cash flows and high liquidity will be able to buy real 
plums during the course of 1982’.30 Notwithstanding federal budgetary 
pressures, the high demand for credit coupled with low availability 
and high inflation, which together depressed the Australian property 
market, meant ‘bargain property buying’ was expected to emerge for the 
remainder of 1982.31 An important aspect of the eventual popularity 
of property investment is clear from this example: profitable returns on 
investments in property were anticipated regardless of the worst recession 
since World War II.32

This lofty expectation has numerous explanations. In a survey of 
Melbourne  landlords in 1978, 37 per cent classified themselves as 
‘self-employed’ as opposed to 6.6 per cent as ‘investors’. Conceiving of 
rents like a quasi-wage divorced landlords from the reality that their 
investments were not guaranteed to rise in the same way wages were at the 
time. Further, landlords considered their properties to be safe, long-term 
investments, as the majority of landlords were firmly committed to 
long-term rental income rather than accrued capital gains. Given that the 
property industry was so dependent on confidence in the sector, it was no 
wonder that existing landlords spruiked the high returns on investment, 
even in poor economic conditions. Safe, long-term investments would 
be at risk if landlords or their industry publications were to cast doubt 
on the viability of property investment. Additionally, investors with 
rental properties held a relatively high proportion of their total assets in 

28  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 56, no. 1 (March 1978): 19.
29  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 100, no. 1 (March 1982): 8.
30  Ibid., 3.
31  Huntley, Australian Property Investor 101, no. 1 (April 1982): 9–10, 25.
32  Keating, ‘The Evolution of Australian Macroeconomic Strategy’, 448.
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property, and few were actively engaged in buying and selling.33 But an 
even simpler reason for the expectation of a high rate of return is possible: 
landlords simply could not accept losses on their investments, or, as will 
be explained in Parts V and VI, could ill-afford such losses.

Part II: The 1978 Commonwealth–State 
Housing Agreement
An analysis of private investor-landlordism would be incomplete without 
an assessment of the public housing system. To date, the histories of the 
private and public housing systems have only been analysed in isolation 
and from an owner-occupier perspective.34 Exploring the interaction 
between government public housing policy and private investor-landlord 
reaction unveils surprising and seemingly contradictory landlord 
motivations. This interaction is a missing element in the story of Australian 
property investment.

Commonwealth and state housing agreements governed public housing 
policies. These agreements had been struck between the Commonwealth 
and the states since the end of WWII. Typically, the Commonwealth 
would advance low-interest loans to the states who would then build and 
maintain the public housing system.35 The 1978 Commonwealth–State 
Housing Agreement (CSHA) was different. This agreement exemplified 
some of the most influential pillars of the Fraser government’s political 
and economic agenda. On the one hand, the 1978 CSHA embodied the 
spirit of ‘New Federalism’ in which states were given greater administrative 
autonomy for their respective public housing schemes. On the other, 
it was designed to reduce pressure on the federal budget. The states found 
they had been given a poisoned chalice: although given more autonomy, 
they had fewer resources with which to operate.36

The goal of the Commonwealth’s housing policy was neither to encourage 
property investment nor increase public housing, but to facilitate home 
ownership. In fact, the 1978 CSHA provided loans to help public housing 

33  Judith Yates, Landlords and Rental Property in Melbourne: A Report Based on a 1978 Survey 
(Melbourne: Australian Housing Research Council, 1982), 38, 58, 90.
34  See: Whitwell, Making the Market; Troy, Accommodating Australians.
35  Whitwell, Making the Market, 41.
36  Troy, Accommodating Australians, 181–82.
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tenants buy their own homes. Public housing tenants were also subjected 
to income testing and many were forced into the private market.37 Fearing 
the idea of ‘wealthy public housing tenants’ taking advantage of the public 
purse, the Commonwealth adopted a policy of market rents for public 
housing tenants, rather than the subsidised rents of previous CSHAs.38 
As a result, many were unable to reliably pay market rents or access the 
Commonwealth’s desired social mobility through home ownership.39 
Poor tenants were stripped of an affordable alternative to the private rental 
market. The 1978 CSHA can therefore be situated within the advent of 
neoliberalism. The shift to a market-based method of housing supply 
was at least partially justified through the ‘bogeyman’ of the undeserving 
public housing tenant.

Landlords were unsupportive of these changes to public housing policy. 
While greater demand for private rental accommodation would appear 
beneficial for landlords, this demand came from renters who were unable 
to meet the financial obligations of the private rental market. In this 
instance, increased demand for private rental housing did not translate into 
increased profits for landlords. In 1981, the Property Owners’ Association 
of New South Wales published an article asking the treasurer John 
Howard for CSHA figures from the previous 10 years.40 The association 
became increasingly concerned that landlords were losing income due 
to poorer tenants being unable to meet their private rental obligations. 
Landlords felt burdened with the states’ increased responsibility for 
housing low-income households. The association blamed the states and 
the states blamed the Commonwealth. In reply, Howard provided figures 
showing an increase in grants and loans to the states every year for the 
previous 10 years, and especially large increases the previous five years. 
He evoked the government’s ‘New Federalism’ policy by stating that the 
states were responsible for determining housing priorities and claiming 
that the Commonwealth provided a greater proportion of housing funds 
by way of non-repayable grants rather than loans.41 In fact, the landlords 
accurately identified the link between reduced Commonwealth housing 
funding and the increase of low-income tenants on the private market. 

37  Ibid., 182.
38  Chris Paris, Bob Stimson and Peter Williams, Public Housing and Market Rents in South Australia 
(Canberra: Australian Housing Research Council, 1984), 13; Troy, Accommodating Australians, 183.
39  Troy, Accommodating Australians, 183.
40  Property Owners’ Association of NSW, Real Estate Review: Journal for Property Owners & Investors 
31, no. 6 (March/April 1981): 37.
41  Ibid., 37–39.
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The ‘grants’ mentioned by Howard were actually interest-bearing loans 
repayable by the states.42 In this respect, the 1978 CSHA demonstrates 
another aspect of the advent of neoliberalism. Low-income tenants being 
housed by landlords exemplified the broader trend of the private sector 
increasingly bearing responsibilities previously considered as belonging to 
the public sector.43

At first glance, landlords appeared to be champions of the welfare state: 
‘It is grossly unfair that any individual should be penalised by having 
to provide housing that should be provided by welfare services.’44 But 
they were not motivated by concerns for tenants. Previous articles in 
Real Estate Review challenged both state and federal governments on 
tenant–landlord regulation. Moreover, article titles such as ‘How Much 
Is It Costing You to Support Your Protected Tenant?’ and ‘Who Pays 
the Rent When Your Tenant Can’t?’ were commonplace. Landlords saw 
their investments as besieged by governments offloading undesirable 
tenants: ‘What other sector of the community is forced by law to become 
a charitable institution?’ Unwilling to tolerate any loss of profitability on 
their investments, they threatened policymakers with passing increased 
costs onto tenants: ‘Government action detrimental to owners for the 
benefit of tenants is counter-productive and can only make the position 
for those waiting to rent more difficult.’ Landlords walked a fine line 
between advocating for public services and challenging any public services 
likely to interfere with their return on investment. Indeed, landlords were 
philosophically opposed to their investments suffering due to government 
policy. Invoking liberal ideals, landlords claimed that ‘one buys [property] 
or does not buy as one wishes’, and that tenants should be forced to meet 
rental obligations as one ‘voluntarily enters a lease’. Ultimately, landlords 
were not inspired to advocate for low-income tenants out of magnanimity; 
they were primarily motivated by concerns for their investments.45

42  Troy, Accommodating Australians, 185.
43  Kath Hulse and Terry Burke, ‘Private Rental Housing in Australia: Political Inertia and Market 
Change’, in Housing in Twenty-First Century Australia: People, Practices and Policies, ed. Rae Dufty-
Jones and Dallas Rogers (London: Routledge, 2015), 141.
44  Property Owners’ Association of NSW, Real Estate Review 31, no. 6 (March/April 1981): 39.
45  Property Owners’ Association of NSW, Real Estate Review 31, no. 6 (March/April 1981): 11-15, 
33, 39.
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Part III: Deregulation and the Availability 
of Finance
While the lack of credit was a major issue for property investment during 
the Fraser years, credit was abundant during the Hawke years due to the 
deregulation of the financial industry. The Australian economy underwent 
deep structural changes from 1983. As a result, property investment 
began to improve after years of asphyxiation.46 The most important 
effects on property investment from the mid-1980s were the changes in 
the availability and the cost of housing finance.47 The Australian postwar 
finance sector was heavily regulated and the major providers of housing 
finance were banks and building societies.48 Set by the Reserve Bank, 
interest rates were the cornerstone of the regulation of the banking industry, 
as controlled interest rates rationed the availability of credit. Strict control 
on the proportion of income spent on debt repayment and on loan-to-
value ratios effectively prevented investors from bidding up the price of 
housing.49 Interest rates were so tightly regulated that, in some years, 
accounting for inflation, real interest rates were negative; a difference of 
two percentage points between investor and owner-occupier loans further 
discouraged investing.50

Australia’s banking system went from one of the most to one of the least 
regulated of any advanced capitalist society during the Hawke years. The 
difference between investor and owner-occupier rates was removed as 
interest rates were now fully determined by market forces.51 Moreover, 
controls on trading and savings banks were removed and credit queues 
became a thing of the past.52 Following an in-principle guarantee to 
allow foreign banks into Australia by the Fraser government, the Hawke 
government allowed 16 foreign banks to establish Australian operations 
in February 1985.53 As a consequence, fearful of foreign competition 

46  Ferreira, ‘Stepping Stone to an Exclusionary Model’, 97.
47  Chris Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale: Australian Cities in the 1980s’, Urban 
Studies 31, no. 1 (1994): 20, doi.org/10.1080/00420989420080011.
48  Terry Burke, Private Rental in Australia (Melbourne: Swinburne University of Technology, 
1999), 6.
49  Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale’, 20. 
50  Burke, Private Rental in Australia, 6.
51  Burke, Private Rental in Australia, 6.
52  Troy, Accommodating Australians, 194; Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale’, 21.
53  Ann Neville, ‘Financial Deregulation in Australia in the 1980s’, Economic and Labour Relations 
Review 8, no. 2 (1997): 278, doi.org/10.1177/103530469700800206.
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and capitalising on the relaxed lending standards, Australian banks 
went out of their way to attract new custom. Creditors and debtors 
took unprecedented risks by accruing high-interest loans, basing their 
decisions on the high inflation of the 1970s. Low credit standards 
were offset with high real interest rates, and together with a tax regime 
favouring high levels of gearing, risky and speculative investment became 
commonplace.54 Indeed, as interest rates remained high throughout the 
1980s, investors required high rates of return on investments in order to 
meet repayment obligations. This explains in part the unwillingness of 
landlords to accept reduced returns on investments. The lack of credit was 
no longer an issue; now a lack of judgement and foresight on the part of 
investors characterised the sector.

During this period, Australians’ belief in the security of housing was 
reinforced. With the advent of easily obtainable credit in an inflationary 
context, many Australians shifted their attitudes on money from 
a  savings-oriented to a credit-oriented framework. At the same time, 
threatened pensioner asset tests, inflation and impending taxation meant 
that Australians began looking for alternatives to superannuation in 
planning for their retirements. Consequently, property became a popular 
investment choice due to its perceived security: ‘At least when you’ve got 
your money tied up in bricks and mortar, they can’t take it away from 
you through inflation or taxation.’55 The term ‘investment’ continued to 
carry the connotation of high risk, and average Australians did not yet 
consider themselves as ‘investors’. Nevertheless, these factors combined 
to encourage Australians to invest in property. As a survey participant 
informed the Mackay Report:

I have a feeling that there’s more choice than ever before. A friend 
of mine is buying these property units or something, and he 
reckons that he’s not being taxed on them.56

The seeds of the entrepreneurial spirit of the 1980s can be found in these 
attitudes on personal finance.57 Security through property investment 
awaited those willing to use money. By using their superannuation to 
invest in property, Australians reified the image of property being a secure 
investment, as only secure investments befit the use of retirement savings. 

54  Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale’, 21–22.
55  Hugh Mackay, The Mackay Report: Money (Sydney: Mackay Research Pty Ltd, 1984), 10.
56  Ibid., 7–22.
57  Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 23.
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This in turn would reinforce the popularity of property investment, 
especially when investor-landlords perceived their investments as under 
threat from government policy.

Part IV: Capital Gains Tax
In addition to liberalising the financial industry, the Hawke government 
embarked on taxation reform, most notably in the form of the capital gains 
tax (CGT). The CGT applied to assets acquired on or after 18 September 
1985, with the taxation rate varying depending on the relevant marginal 
tax rate.58 Owner-occupied homes were exempt, leaving the proceeds 
from the disposal of additional real property assessable. Investor-landlords 
argued that the CGT ‘contributed to a great deal of disincentive in 
property as a form of investment’,59 and the pending introduction of the 
tax spurred a ‘flurry of activity in the property market’ as investors sought 
to maximise their gains before the tax came into effect.60

The introduction of the CGT was hotly debated. Arguments forwarded 
by the government included that it provided for ‘horizontal equity’, as it 
was a tax on wealth achieved through capital accumulation rather than 
through effort and skill; and that it acted as a disincentive to those entering 
transactions due to favourable ‘after tax’ results.61 Such arguments rested 
on notions of ‘justice’, ‘equity’, the useful allocation of resources and 
community perceptions. Arguments forwarded by landlords included the 
high cost of enforcing the tax compared to the little revenue expected, 
especially in the early stages of implementation; the inability to predict 
future revenue; the inhibition of the free market; and the penalisation of 
honest investors.62 Above all, landlords believed that investment would be 
discouraged by the new tax.63

58  Cabinet Memorandum 3204—Capital gains tax—rollovers and averaging—Decisions 6583/
TSC and 6626/M 1985, 2 September 1985 – 17 September 1985, 1, National Archives of Australia 
(NAA): A14039, 3204.
59  Real Estate Institute of New South Wales (REINSW), ‘Government Charges’ (working paper, 
REI Position Paper 6, Real Estate Institute of New South Wales, July 1987): 4.
60  REINSW, ‘Federal Government Discrimination Against Property Owners: The Impact of Capital 
Gains Tax and the Abolition of Negative Gearing on Property Investment’ (working paper, REI Position 
Paper 3, Real Estate Institute of New South Wales, February 1987): 3.
61  N. E. Renton, Capital Gains Tax, The Options for Australia (Sydney: The Institute of Actuaries of 
Australia, 1985), 76–77.
62  Ibid., 76–79.
63  I. C. F. Spry and Richard Shaddick, Specialised Tax Series—Capital Gains Tax: How the New Tax 
Will Affect Your Clients (Melbourne: Leo Cussen Institute, 1986), 1.
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The CGT was poorly received by landlords. Leading accounting firms 
instructed clients that as the property industry had traditionally been an 
area where capital gains were an intrinsic consideration when assessing 
the viability of an investment, the impact of the CGT would be severe, 
especially for those investors indebted prior to the tax.64 Investors were 
also warned that the rate of returns from rental properties would be much 
lower.65 Such claims were echoed by landlord associations such as the 
Real Estate Institute of New South Wales (REINSW), which believed 
that property owners were facing ‘discrimination’ as a result of the new 
tax. According to them, the CGT amounted to an ‘unwarranted assault 
on responsible investment decision-makers’. The tax allegedly created 
a ‘psychological impact’ on investors who withdrew from the market, 
which would in turn result in a ‘severe decline in the amount of rental 
accommodation available’. ‘Small investors’ who had channelled all of 
their savings into real estate for retirement were particularly affected, 
having already begun withdrawing from the market. Additionally, it was 
argued that because investors relied upon capital gains to offset associated 
costs in property investment, the CGT would lead them to search for 
other investments.66 Landlords were keen to portray themselves as the 
targets of malicious government greed and used the image of the ‘small 
investor’ to justify the repeal of what was considered an unfair tax.

If the REINSW is to be believed, landlords were fleeing the market in 
droves. However, according to its own survey of investor attitudes, the 
CGT had a negligible impact on landlord activity. When asked what 
factors were likely to influence the investment market in 12 months’ 
time, only 6.9 per cent of real estate agents listed the CGT as influential, 
compared to 17.24 per cent listing ‘market factors’ and 27.6 per cent listing 
interest rates.67 Doubt over the impact of the CGT was raised elsewhere. 
In a publication from the Institute of Actuaries of Australia, the allegedly 
severe impact of the CGT on investors was rebuked. The institute argued 
that individuals invest in property for reasons other than capital gains: 
for the steady rental income, for the increased borrowing potential from 
property ownership and due to the fact that fixed interest securities would 

64  Richard Friend and Tony Stolarek, Capital Gains Tax Explained: A Practical Guidebook Through 
the Complex Capital Gains Tax Legislation and an Overview of Investment Strategies (Melbourne: 
Centre for Professional Development, 1986), 1–2, 159.
65  Ibid., 159.
66  REINSW, ‘Federal Government Discrimination Against Property Owners’, 4, 12–17.
67  Ibid., 9.
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attract the CGT as well. It also dismissed landlord arguments that the 
absence of the CGT would result in investors returning to the property 
sector, stating that future investors would prefer capital profit less tax to 
no capital profit at all. Landlords would also be unable to pass any losses 
onto tenants by increasing rents, as rents were primarily determined by 
supply and demand.68 Property investors’ reactions to the introduction 
of the CGT demonstrated investor-landlord aversions to taxation and 
government intervention in what was perceived to be an efficient market.

Part V: Negative Gearing
If the introduction of the CGT concerned landlords, the abolition of 
negative gearing petrified them. Negative gearing allowed a property 
investor to offset the costs of a loss-making asset. Where the interest 
expense on a loan used to purchase a property exceeded the net rental 
income, this loss could be offset against the investor’s other taxable 
income.69 Moreover, landlords could write-off the costs of maintenance, 
repairs and interest on loans to maintain high returns. This tax regime was 
effectively a government subsidy to the overheads of asset accumulation.

On 17 July 1985, negative gearing was abolished. The government 
introduced what became colloquially known as ‘quarantining’: interest 
on a loan relating to a particular property could now only be deducted 
from the income generated from that property, not an individual’s total 
income.70 The government was motivated by concerns of fairness and 
could no longer tolerate ‘a situation in which the general body of taxpayers 
effectively subsidises the property investments of a particular group of, 
usually high-income, taxpayers’.71 Additionally, the government was 
concerned about future tax losses and the little housing benefit derived 
from negative gearing.72 Notably, the construction of new rental properties 
was exempt, provided that the project had been financed prior to 17 July 
1985.73 This exemption reflected the Hawke government’s attempt to 

68  Renton, Capital Gains Tax, 100, 101.
69  Ian Taylor, Specialised Tax Series—Negative Gearing: Seminar Papers (Melbourne: Leo Cussen 
Institute, 1988), 2–3.
70  Cabinet Submission 3032—Negative gearing of rental property investments—Decisions 6243/
TSC and 6265, 12 July 1985 – 16 July 1985, 1–2, NAA: A14039, 3032.
71  Ibid., 10.
72  Hulse and Burke, ‘Private Rental Housing in Australia’, 144.
73  NAA: A14039, 3032, 11.
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strike a delicate balance: encouraging the construction of affordable homes 
on the one hand, and protecting the budget from extractive tax avoidance 
on the other. The abolition of negative gearing threatened investment in 
pre-existing property, and just like the introduction of the CGT, landlords 
went on the offensive.

The REINSW argued that the absence of negative gearing had ‘a severe 
and detrimental impact on the residential property market’, and unfairly 
treated small and large investors alike. Landlords took offence at the 
implication that negative gearing had been an unsanctioned activity: 
‘the  small investor in real estate is now unable to legitimately deduct 
the costs associated with generating income by negatively gearing the 
investment’.74 They warned that without negative gearing, there would 
be both an increase in rental prices of existing investments, and an ‘acute 
shortage of residential rental accommodation’ due to divestment.75

Despite landlord assertions that without negative gearing investors 
would flee the market, negative gearing was a little known and little 
used tax provision at the time of its abolition.76 In 1978, although many 
landlords were ‘highly geared’, there was little evidence that they managed 
mortgage debt so as to reduce tax liabilities, nor that these properties 
were being managed at a loss.77 But, after intense lobbying from the 
property industry, and after only recuperating one-fifth of the anticipated 
savings, negative gearing was reintroduced in 1987.78 The government 
hoped that the reintroduction of negative gearing would free up more 
private rental housing as high-income households traded up and vacated 
their dwellings, leaving them to be occupied by low-income households. 
Yet,  coupled with the CGT, which did not apply to the family home, 
negative gearing only increased investment in higher-priced ‘McMansion’ 
housing, encouraged speculative investment in rental housing and forced 
prices upwards.79

74  REINSW, ‘Federal Government Discrimination Against Property Owners’, 17.
75  Ibid., 17; Housing Industry Association, ‘Victorian Housing Newsletter’, Housing Industry 
Association 22, no. 3 (April 1987): 1.
76  Hulse and Burke, ‘Private Rental Housing in Australia’, 144.
77  Yates, Landlords and Rental Property in Melbourne, 90–91.
78  Cabinet Submission 5247—Negative gearing and depreciation provisions for income producing 
properties—Decisions 10233 and 10256/REV, 31 August 1987 – 8 September 1987, 3, NAA: A14039, 
5247.
79  Troy, Accommodating Australians, 196, 198.
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Negative gearing eventually gained a new-found popularity. Mortgage 
brokers, property advisers, accountants and other intermediaries used 
it as a hook to attract investors into the residential property sector.80 
Negative gearing was spruiked as the ultimate risk-mitigation strategy: 
if the government effectively subsidised the costs of property investment, 
then an already attractive investment now seemed even better. While 
tentatively advertising property investment in 1986,81 by 1989 the Real 
Estate Institute of the ACT was emphatic about the advantages of negative 
gearing: ‘expenses … are again fully tax deductible’.82 Landlords celebrated 
‘a remarkable about-face from the government’, hailing a victory for all in 
the industry, especially small investors and tenants:

The re-introduction of negative gearing will place investment 
in rental accommodation on a par with other investments, help 
to end the erosion in the supply of established rental stock and 
take the pressure off rents which have forced many families into 
financial hardship.83

The negative gearing debate revealed similar landlord attitudes as did the 
public housing and CGT issues. Landlords would not tolerate a loss on 
their investments and lobbied the government accordingly. The supply 
of rental accommodation and tenant welfare were once again used as 
justifications for maintaining a tax regime suitable to landlords. Despite 
publications enticing investors to the property industry claiming that 
property is ‘not a short term investment’, and that new investors would 
be ‘assured of capital growth’, investor-landlord publications repeatedly 
claimed that both large- and small-scale landlords were withdrawing from 
the market as a result of the changes to negative gearing.84 While landlords 
perceived of their investments as secure, guaranteed long-term income 
generators, they were quick to lobby or threaten to divest if they did not 
receive the returns they believed they were entitled to.

80  Hulse and Burke, ‘Private Rental Housing in Australia’, 144.
81  Real Estate Institute of the Australian Capital Territory, ‘Personal Investment Money Show: 
Home Ownership, Investment in Residential Property, Investment in Commercial Property’, Real 
Estate Institute of the Australian Capital Territory 1 (1986): 6–7.
82  Real Estate Institute of the Australian Capital Territory, ‘Property Investment 1989/90: Home 
Ownership, Business Premises Ownership, Investment in Residential Property, Investment in 
Commercial Property’, Real Estate Institute of the Australian Capital Territory 1 (November 1989): 9.
83  Housing Industry Association, ‘Victoria/Tasmania Housing Newsletter’, Housing Industry 
Association 22, no. 9 (October 1987): 1, 5.
84  Real Estate Institute of the Australian Capital Territory, ‘Personal Investment Money Show’, 
6–7; REINSW, ‘Federal Government Discrimination Against Property Owners’, 16.
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Part VI: Indirect Encouragement and 
Landlord Attitudes
The extent to which the federal government encouraged property 
investment during this period is complicated. While many policies 
affected property investment (e.g. the reduction of funding for public 
housing, the deregulation of the finance industry, the CGT), few were 
directed towards property investment. With respect to property and 
housing, the Fraser and Hawke governments were primarily concerned 
with public housing reform, discouraging tax avoidance and encouraging 
affordable owner-occupation. The exception to this trend was the abolition 
of negative gearing, which was justified on the basis that high-income 
property investors received unjustifiable government subsidies.85 But the 
Hawke government left property investment fundamentally unchanged 
when negative gearing was reintroduced. Not even the CGT acted as 
a real disincentive to property investment as interest rates and credit 
availability were far greater influences on investor decision-making.86 
Property investment therefore became a popular activity without 
significant direct government encouragement. While government policies 
indirectly benefited the property industry by spurring on an asset-price 
boom in the late 1980s, property investment was not the desired policy 
goal. The popularity of property investment can be said to have bloomed 
in a fit of absent mind.

Landlord perceptions of their investments varied depending on the 
category of investor. Individual investors sought the potential for capital 
gains, rental income and tax concessions, preferring to invest long term. 
These were the ‘small investors’ that landlord organisations used to 
justify their opposition to the CGT. Corporate investors were primarily 
concerned with profitability through capital accumulation and raising 
rents, while owner-manager investors had modest to large property 
holdings in the existing housing stock. These investors were particularly 
affected by tenants who were unable to pay—such as those evicted from 

85  NAA: A14039, 3032, 10.
86  Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale’, 22.
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public housing—and by interest rates and the CGT.87 Consequently, 
reactions to government policies were rarely uniform as different landlords 
had different motivations, borrowing capacities and tax liabilities.

One attitude, however, persisted across all categories: the conviction that 
the government was taking advantage of landlords. Landlords frequently 
criticised government attempts to regulate landlord-tenant relations, mis-
characterising laws to suit their arguments. Landlords saw themselves as 
providers of a key human necessity and perceived of their investments 
as impervious to government interference by natural right: ‘The owner 
is entitled to profit from his investment, without which housing would 
not exist in the first place.’88 Landlords considered their investments 
as threatened by ‘ticket-clippers’ seeking an unearned share of their 
hard-earned assets. All complained of the hidden costs of investor-
landlordism—repairs, rates, stamp duty, legal fees, agent commissions, 
interest repayments, insurance premiums, vacancy costs—arguing that 
even taking negative gearing into account, real estate was often a ‘losing 
venture’. Landlords believed they were unfairly maligned, claiming that 
‘considerable traumatic publicity is given to the plight of evicted parents 
and the landlord is always the villain’.89 Above all, landlords stressed their 
neutrality in leasing arrangements and shunned the term ‘landlord’ as 
it had anachronistic, ‘nineteenth-century’ connotations. Contrary to the 
finding of the 1978 survey of Melbourne landlords, by the end of the 
1980s, landlords increasingly referred to themselves by the more neutral 
term ‘investors’.90 Finally, landlords were more certain that property was a 
safe form of investment after the 1987 stock market crash. But the fall of 
interest rates following the crash drove an already heated property market 
into overdrive, and as interest rates hit 17 per cent in 1989, the market 
was quickly driven into recession. From 1991, property investment was 
viewed more cautiously.91

87  Chris Paris, Private Renting: Public Issues—Private Rental Housing in New South Wales (Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Urban Studies, 1985), 4.
88  Property Owners’ Association of New South Wales, Real Estate Review 31, no. 6 (March/April 
1981): 33.
89  Property Owners’ Association of New South Wales, Property Investors’ Review: Journal of Australian 
Property Owners & Investors 20 (1987): 47, 50.
90  Paris, Private Renting, 2.
91  Maher, ‘Housing Prices and Geographical Scale’, 5, 21–22.
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Conclusion
This essay has sought to explain the popularity of property investment: to 
what extent has it been encouraged by government policy and how was 
it is perceived by its investor participants? Government housing policy 
during the period 1978–91 was concerned primarily with encouraging 
owner-occupation and reforming the public housing sector. Although an 
upheaval of the financial industry was a catalyst for the uptake in property 
investment, this was not by government design. Investor-landlords 
perceived of their properties as investments that would rise along with 
inflation and growth. They felt threatened by government tax policies 
and were weary of ungrateful tenants and the hidden costs of their assets. 
They downplayed their agency in the housing market, preferring to see 
themselves as ‘housing providers’ during growth periods and victims 
during periods of economic contraction or when faced with taxes. Above 
all, they saw their investments as establishing rights to good returns, with 
little regard to the broader economic context.

The wider neoliberal economic and social forces unleashed during the 
period from 1978 to 1991 profoundly shaped Australia in the subsequent 
decades: the economic policies of the Howard government, the global 
financial crisis and the ongoing policy inertia surrounding negative 
gearing. More and more Australians seek financial autonomy and security 
and are turning to the property market to facilitate this. Financiers, 
mortgage brokers, real estate agents and real estate media encourage this 
autonomy and security to the extent that the ‘fear of missing out’ on the 
property investment wave has become institutionalised by the very ‘ticket-
clippers’ maligned by the investors themselves.

In many respects, the prevalence of investor-landlordism has reduced 
our ability to talk of ‘landlords’ as a homogenous, landowning class 
and instead makes us think of ‘landlords’ as a diverse cross-section of 
society often motivated by disparate concerns and only unified through 
a common investment activity. Ultimately, however, Australia is an 
increasingly unequal and precarious society. House prices and rates of 
home ownership are distorted by investor-landlord participation in 
the marketplace. The  social and economic security home ownership 
provides is becoming more and more unobtainable, especially for young 
Australians. Combating these issues requires an increased focus on 
investor-landlordism, which, when situated in the appropriate historical 
context, reveals the complexities of property investment in Australia.
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Abstract: Margaret Kiddle’s experience as the author of children’s literature 
was a critical aspect of her intellectual development. She would not have been 
able to recreate the world of Men of Yesterday without writing the fairytale 
Moonbeam Stairs or the historical fiction West of Sunset. The imaginative 
opportunities that fiction offered contrasted greatly with the frustrations she 
experienced in preparing her first historical work: a biography of Caroline 
Chisholm. Kiddle’s experience as a fiction writer in some respects mirrored that 
of Manning Clark. Creativity and imagination assisted in their break with 
the progressivist and developmentalist orthodoxy of Australian historiography. 
Kiddle’s tentative and limited attempt to engage with the tragic impact of 
colonisation upon Indigenous Australians in her fiction helped to make her 
more aware of the costs of ‘progress’. She persisted with fiction despite the 
burden of ill health and economic upheavals that disrupted the publishing 
industry. Her decision to put fiction aside was a response to her ill health but 
also reflected her belief that she had learnt what she could from such work.

Margaret Kiddle (1914–1958) is best known for her historical works 
Caroline Chisholm and Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western 
District of Victoria 1834–1890. These works, however, were only one 
aspect of Kiddle’s intellectual life; she also published two works of 
children’s fiction. Kiddle’s engagement with fiction played a crucial role in 
her intellectual development, as it did for the historian Manning Clark. In 
the 1940s and 1950s, a new generation of Australian historians, including 
Kiddle, shifted the focus of Australian historiography away from its 
nationalist and developmentalist ‘Whig’ approach towards a more nuanced 



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

76

understanding of the national past.1 A similar shift was also apparent in 
children’s literature, as fairy stories and evocation of the contemporary 
‘outback’ gave way to a greater emphasis on historical themes. This was 
apparent in Kiddle’s fiction. An examination of her career as a fiction 
writer not only reveals the struggles of a precarious female academic but 
also her role in transforming Australian historiography.

Margaret Kiddle: Historian and Writer
Popular memory of Margaret Kiddle is inextricably linked with her 
major work, Men of Yesterday, published posthumously in 1961 after her 
premature death from chronic kidney disease in 1958. The book broke 
new ground in its focus on social history and by providing an account of 
the Western District squatters, whose aspirations to form an antipodean 
aristocracy were thwarted by the triumph of goldfields democracy. 
Kiddle’s other historical work was her 1948 biography of the colonial 
humanitarian Caroline Chisholm, famous for her defence of the rights of 
female immigrants in the 1830s and 1840s.

Kiddle’s Creative Writing
Discussions of Australian historiography and children’s writing have paid 
little attention to Kiddle’s creative work. Kiddle published two books for 
children, Moonbeam Stairs (1945) and West of Sunset (1950).2 A short 
story, The Candle (1950), appeared in newsprint. Several stories remained 
unpublished with only ‘The Skylark’ (1951) receiving acknowledgement.3 
Research for this article led to the discovery of a collection of drafts and 
completed short stories. The drafts of two unpublished novels for young 
readers, a fairy tale, ‘The Little Witch’ (1942), and a work of historical 
fiction, ‘Grenfell Gold’ (1949), were also located. Neither have been 
referenced elsewhere.

1  Allan W. Martin, ‘The “Whig” View of Australian History: A Document (1962)’, in The ‘Whig’ 
View of Australian History and Other Essays, by Allan W. Martin (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2007), 1–27; Peter Coleman, ‘Introduction: The New Australia’, in Australian Civilisation: A Symposium, 
ed. Peter Coleman (Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire, 1962), 1–11; John Manning Ward, ‘Historiography’, in 
The Pattern of Australian Culture, ed. A. L. McLeod (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1963), 241–43.
2  Margaret Kiddle, Moonbeam Stairs (Sydney: Australasian Publishing Co., 1945); Margaret 
Kiddle, West of Sunset (Sydney: Australasian Publishing Co., 1949).
3  Raymond Crawford, ‘Margaret Loch Kiddle’, in Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western 
District of Victoria, 1834–1890, by Margaret Kiddle (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1983), ix–xii.



77

Writing Fiction and Writing History

Kiddle’s reputation as a children’s author secured her contracts with several 
radio stations to write educational radio plays from the late 1940s to the 
early 1950s. This work, which is not the focus of this article, has not been 
discussed in any biographical outlines of Kiddle’s life and work; nor does 
it figure in histories of Australian educational radio. Kiddle also reviewed 
children’s books for newspapers. This article enlarges our understanding of 
Kiddle’s life and work by focusing on her fictional work for children, using 
this to illuminate shifts in academic historical practice in mid-twentieth-
century Australia. Kiddle found her experience as a children’s author 
frustrating, eventually leaving fiction to focus on Men of Yesterday; however, 
as is evident in the shift from the conventionality of Caroline Chisholm to 
the innovation of Men of Yesterday, completion of her great work would not 
have been possible without her experience of creative writing.

Writing Moonbeam Stairs
I had been ill for two years and when it seemed as if I would never 
be well enough to have a job again I decided to try to write.4

At first glance, a children’s author seems an unlikely career choice for 
Margaret Kiddle. She later described her labours in the field as unplanned, 
stemming from a decision made when there were few alternatives left to 
consider. It would, however, have a lasting impact on Kiddle’s intellectual 
development. Earlier, she had sought to follow a well-worn professional 
path available for women graduates at the time—that of the schoolteacher. 
As a student at the University of Melbourne, Kiddle completed a bachelor 
of arts with honours in 1937 and a diploma of education in 1938. 
The teaching of Australian history at Melbourne had been pioneered by 
Professor Ernest Scott. He emphasised the project of ‘scientific history’ 
based on primary sources that revealed the ‘romance’ of colonial settlement 
and progress.5 By the 1930s, students such as Manning Clark complained 
that whatever Scott’s technical skills, he lacked the imagination that would 
enable his work to truly enter the minds of others.6

4  M. Kiddle, Draft notes: background and personal information for talk given to MLC, 25 
October 1948, State Library of Victoria, Margaret Loch Kiddle Papers, c. 1937–c. 1965, MS 8637 
(hereafter Kiddle Papers), Series 950/1b/3c.
5  Stuart Macintyre, ‘Ernest Scott: “My History Is a Romance”’, in The Discovery of Australian History 
1890–1939, ed. Stuart Macintyre and Julian Thomas (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1995), 
79–86.
6  Richard J. W. Selleck, The Shop: The University of Melbourne, 1850–1939 (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Publishing, 2003), 637–39; Stuart Macintyre, ‘Ernest Scott’, 79-86.
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The product of a middle-class South Yarra upbringing, Kiddle had attended 
Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Grammar School. The University 
of  Melbourne’s undergraduate program was suited to Kiddle’s initial 
career aspiration of school teaching, which she shared with many other 
young middle-class women. The onset of kidney disease, however, dashed 
her aspirations.7 Hampered by illness, Kiddle did not have an outstanding 
undergraduate record. Her honours thesis was on an English rather than 
an Australian topic: the writer Daniel Defoe.8 Kiddle’s identification as a 
historian of Australia took time to develop. Her experience as a children’s 
author was an important part of this process.

The story that would become Kiddle’s first book, Moonbeam Stairs, was 
drafted around 1941 and published in June 1945.9 After rejection by 
three other publishers, the manuscript was accepted by the Australasian 
Publishing Company (APC) in 1941.10 It was a fairy story written for 
children aged seven and above. The fairy story genre had experienced 
a triumphant return in the early twentieth century through the vast 
success of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the 
Willows.11 The genesis of an antipodean illustrated book of fairy stories 
is generally traced back to the publication of May Gibbs’s Snugglepot and 
Cuddlepie (1918).12

Kiddle received the contract for Moonbeam Stairs in November 1943, two 
years after the manuscript had been accepted for publication.13 Kiddle 
was by then employed in the public service in Melbourne and Canberra. 
Her work as a librarian and research assistant for Douglas Copland, 
Professor of Commerce at Melbourne University and Commonwealth 
Prices Commissioner, continued throughout the war. Copland, 
ambitious, driven, a consummate networker and keen advocate of public 
engagement by intellectuals, was a major early supporter of Kiddle’s 

7  Janet McCalman, Journeyings: The Biography of a Middle-Class Generation 1920–1990 (Carlton: 
Melbourne University Press, 1995), 185.
8  Student Record Card: Kiddle, Margaret Loch, University of Melbourne Archives (UMA), 
University of Melbourne, Student Administration 1855–1957, Accession No. 1988.0051. Kiddle’s 
enrolment details state only the conferment date of her master of arts, which was March 1947.
9  M. Kiddle, Ideas, November 1941, UMA, Kiddle, Margaret Loch (1914–1958) Collection 
(hereafter Kiddle Collection), Accession No. 1992.0042.
10  Kiddle to Crawford, 20 March 1951, UMA, Raymond Maxwell Crawford (Professor) Collection, 
Accession No. 1991.0113, Box 17 Series 7/ 27.
11  Frank Eyre, 20th Century Children’s Books (London: Longmans, Green, 1952), 72.
12  May Gibbs, Tales of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie: Their Adventures Wonderful (Sydney: Angus and 
Robertson, 1918).
13  Bartlett to Kiddle, 30 November 1943, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
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intellectual aspiration.14 In 1942, Kiddle commenced a master of arts 
at the University of Melbourne. Her topic was a biography of Caroline 
Chisholm. She completed the degree in 1946.15 In these years, Kiddle 
balanced competing employment, creative and academic demands. This 
pattern continued throughout her life.

Kiddle’s ability to bring Moonbeam Stairs to print demonstrated that, like 
Copland, she had skills beyond the merely academic. Wartime economic 
regulation prioritised paper for school textbooks, technical manuals 
and the operations of government.16 Projects unapproved by regulators 
could only access limited stocks of paper available in the open market.17 
Despite the doubts of APC’s General Manager Stanley Bartlett, Kiddle 
mobilised family and academic networks in a quest for paper that she 
likened to ‘black magic’.18 She found a contact at the Burnie Paper Mill, 
which enabled her to access the required paper by June 1945.19 Yet, even 
as Kiddle celebrated her success, the project faced new obstacles, as strike 
action by printers slowed the production of the engraved blocks required 
for the printing of an illustrated book.20 Copies of the book finally reached 
Melbourne distributors in July 1945.21

Moonbeam Stairs took three years and seven months to progress from 
final draft to bookstore shelves. Kiddle’s venture into writing for children 
narrowly escaped abandonment at a time when technical and textbook 
publication was prioritised. World War II ended before Moonbeam Stairs 
was published. Its eventual publication was due both to the cessation of 
hostilities and Kiddle’s determination. The experience did not dampen 
her enthusiasm to write fiction for a young audience and she and her 
publisher began making plans for a second story in November 1945.

14  Selleck, The Shop, 606–08, 645–46.
15  Student Record Card: Kiddle, Margaret Loch.
16  Sydney Butlin, War Economy, 1939–1942 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1955), 433, 
doi.org/10.2307/2551288; ‘Easing Book Shortage: New Committee’s Function’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 25 January 1944, 4.
17  Bartlett to Kiddle, 5 September 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
18  Bartlett to Kiddle, 28 June 1945, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
19  Bartlett to Kiddle, 6 November 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a; Grantham to Kiddle, 
10 September 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a/h; Grantham to Kiddle, 8 November 1944, Kiddle 
Papers, Series 948/3/4a; Bartlett to Kiddle, 14 November 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
20  James Hagan, Printers and Politics: A History of the Australian Printing Unions, 1850–1950 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, in association with the Printing and Kindred Industries 
Union, 1966), 274–75; Brian Alderson, ‘The Making of Children’s Books’, in The Cambridge Companion 
to Children’s Literature, ed. M. O. Grenby and Adrea Immel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 37.
21  Bartlett to Kiddle, 13 July 1945, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
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Evaluations of Moonbeam Stairs

Critical analyses of Moonbeam Stairs are in short supply. It is acknowledged 
as one of few Australian fairy stories of the era produced for the seven- 
to nine-year-old audience.22 Its production quality was exceptional.23 
The  flowing Art Nouveau–influenced lines of Anne Montgomery’s 
illustrations received praise.24 The fairy story itself, focused around 
a journey in search of the magic stairway to fairyland and complete 
with anthropomorphised Australian animals, has been described as 
‘imaginative’ by one reviewer, but ‘unconvincing’ by another.25 The fairy 
genre, so popular for decades, would soon seem unexciting in the age of 
suburban affluence. Children would find the exotic not at the bottom 
of the garden but in outer space or entirely imaginary worlds. The 
awkward description of the stairway as an ‘escalator beam’ evoked the 
real world of the department store: the emerging magical kingdom of 
mass consumption. Kiddle seemed to anticipate doubts in her foreword, 
in which she reminded readers to suspend disbelief.

Caroline Chisholm and the Turn to 
Australian Themes
As Moonbeam Stairs made its way to press, Kiddle began revising her 
masters thesis on Chisholm for publication as a book in 1948.26 As a woman 
and a Catholic, Chisholm stood out among the nationalist pantheon of 
gold diggers and explorers. In 1930, W. K. Hancock had suggested the 
need for her biography to be written.27 In pursuing this project, Kiddle 
was frustrated by her inability to locate any personal papers of Chisholm. 

22  Henry Saxby, A History of Australian Children’s Literature 1941–1970 (Sydney: Wentworth 
Books, 1971), 270.
23  Robyn Sheahann-Bright, ‘For Children and Young Adults’, in Paper Empires: A History of the 
Book in Australia 1946–2005, ed. Craig Munroand Robyn Sheahann-Bright (St Lucia: University of 
Queensland Press, 2006), 279.
24  Juliet O’Conor, Bottersnikes and Other Lost Things: A Celebration of Australian Illustrated Children’s 
Books (Carlton: Miegunyah Press; Melbourne: State Library of Victoria, 2009), 236.
25  Stella Lees and Pam Macintyre, The Oxford Companion to Australian Children’s Literature 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1993), 245; Saxby, A History of Australian Children’s 
Literature, 271.
26  Margaret Kiddle’s Caroline Chisholm has been published six times, including a second edition 
in 1957 and two abridged editions (1969 and 1990, which was reprinted in 1996), all by Melbourne 
University Press. The paperback abridged edition from 1992 was still in print in 2015.
27  William Keith Hancock, Australia (London: Ernest Benn, 1930), 44, doi.org/10.2307/20628898.
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Even after publication of the biography in 1948, she continued to search 
without success.28 Copland provided an introduction, in which he praised 
Kiddle for resisting the temptation to ‘dramatize the story’.29 Historians 
have been more sceptical. J. M. Ward argued that Caroline Chisholm’s 
life was better suited to history than biography.30 The work aided the 
integration of Chisholm into the story of national progress.31 Kiddle’s 
undergraduate education had taught her the importance of careful 
empirical research but her struggles with the Chisholm project reminded 
her of the importance of imagination. However, the work did mark her 
turn towards Australian themes.

Writing West of Sunset

In West of Sunset, Kiddle mostly eschewed the fantasy of Moonbeam Stairs 
but sought through fiction to retain a place for the imagination that had 
been absent in Caroline Chisholm. Colonial Australia was to be her life’s 
focus, but she was unsure how to proceed.

Despite the success of Moonbeam Stairs, and early discussions with her 
publisher, the publication of a second book was not guaranteed. Bartlett 
had made no promises about a subsequent publication. Pleading oversight 
in failing to address Kiddle’s interest in writing a second title, Bartlett 
consoled his author: ‘as far as publishing is concerned things have been 
terribly difficult … at times we wonder where we are going’.32

In February 1946, Kiddle found employment in the Department of 
History at the University of Melbourne. Her new occupation corresponded 
with the completion of her thesis on Chisholm. Kiddle’s recruitment 
into the expanding department meant that her career as an academic, 
albeit an untenured woman, had begun. At the time, few women held 

28  Margaret Kiddle, ‘Acknowledgments’, in Caroline Chisholm, abridged, by Margaret Kiddle 
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31  Patricia Grimshaw, ‘Introduction to the 1990 Edition’, in Caroline Chisholm, by Margaret Kiddle 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1990), xix–xx.
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appointments in university history departments.33 When a contemporary 
of Kiddle’s, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, became associate professor of 
history at the University of Melbourne in 1948, she became the first 
woman in a non-scientific department to achieve such a position at an 
Australian university.34

Kiddle’s appointment occurred at a time of great increase in University 
of Melbourne enrolments. In 1946, as returned soldiers enrolled to 
study, history student numbers swelled from a projected 950 to 1,443. 
As department head, Professor R. M. Crawford lobbied for additional 
staff to ease the teaching burden on existing staff. Officially employed as 
a part-time tutor, Kiddle initially acted as Crawford’s research assistant.35 
The royalties from fiction writing, along with earnings from her broadcast 
playwriting, were a useful supplement to her income. At the University 
of Melbourne, Kiddle never rose above senior tutor. Chronic illness likely 
contributed to her lack of professional academic promotion, but she 
insisted that this was not her aspiration.36

Completing West of Sunset drew Kiddle away from her university work 
and family responsibilities. The manuscript was completed in just over 
a year.37 Bartlett reported in December 1946 that he looked forward 
to the completed typescript, which ultimately arrived in April the 
following year.38

Bartlett was determined to have the novel assessed by APC’s in-house 
reviewer and side-stepped Kiddle’s insistence on providing a report written 
by her colleague Dr Aughterson from the School of English. Undaunted, 
and dogged about persuading Bartlett of the manuscript’s merit, Kiddle 
relayed Aughterson’s opinion of the work: ‘He likes the book v. much 
indeed—he says it is something which has not been done before in print 
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… I hope you will agree with him.’39 The success of Moonbeam Stairs 
increased Kiddle’s confidence as an author and perhaps enabled her to be 
more direct and demanding of Bartlett.

Upon receipt of a report by an unnamed reader, Bartlett decided to send 
it directly to the author, perhaps wisely extricating himself from Kiddle’s 
likely reaction to criticism.40 The report supported publication of West of 
Sunset but made three recommendations. It suggested the length be reduced 
from the excessive 78,000 words submitted and that the ‘wearisome’ Irish 
dialect be reworked. The third proposal was caustic, suggesting that the 
manuscript be ‘submitted to a historian … for verification’.41 Kiddle 
conceded to the first two recommendations, but vigorously denied any 
inaccuracies in the text:

I refer your reader to [book title and bibliographic details] pp. 301, 
319, 298 for the relevant passage. I also refer her to Dr Aughterson 
who says he did not notice any such ‘grievous misquotation’ … 
And I’m prepared to bet he knows as much or more abt Eng. Lit. 
as she [the unnamed reader] does.42

The critique of the veracity of the historical component had stung, 
more so than any commentary on her plot, characters or dialogue. She 
responded as a historian rather than as a fiction author. As with Moonbeam 
Stairs, Kiddle was tenacious in her endeavours to push West of Sunset to 
publication. Not wanting acceptance of the manuscript to be stymied by 
critical analysis, she called upon academic support:

I asked Manning Clark … to read through the MS. & leap upon 
historic inaccuracies. He couldn’t find any!! But he made useful 
suggestions. & he said the atmosphere was v. good.43

In demonstration of her own exacting thoroughness, Kiddle found an 
Irish Jesuit priest with a PhD from Louvain ‘and Lord knows what else’ 
who had left Ireland only two years earlier to assess the authenticity of 
the dialogue.44

39  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 1 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
40  Bartlett to Kiddle, 25 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2b.
41  Reader’s report, 25 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 949/1a/2b.
42  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 29 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
43  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 18 October 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
44  Ibid.
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There were resemblances between Clark’s and Kiddle’s projects. He 
also wrote fiction, not to understand history but to illuminate personal 
mysteries, such as the circumstances of the estrangement between his 
parents. Some of what began as fiction appeared in Clark’s autobiography 
as truth.45 Kiddle’s approach to Clark’s overall project was ambiguous. 
In his 1954 inaugural address, Clark dismissed much past Australian 
historiography as indifferent to the role of ideas, and excessively influenced 
by a sentimental utopianism of ‘mateship’. A predominant progressivism 
had led it to neglect the importance of religion and the squatters. Clark 
insisted that the response to such failures was not a turn to the aridities of the 
social sciences but a focus on the great questions of the human condition.46 
Kiddle attended the address. She considered Clark overwrought and prone 
to claim ideas that circulated among younger historians as his exclusive 
property, but she agreed with much of his substantive thesis, in particular 
his call for a greater emphasis upon ideas.47

The Dutiful Daughter
Kiddle as author and Bartlett as publisher continued to dispute the 
length of West of Sunset. He wanted a one-third reduction, but Kiddle 
countered with a proposal of 65,000 words.48 Kiddle was persistent with 
her demands despite the weight of personal circumstances. Within a span 
of less than two years, she experienced the death of three members of her 
close-knit family. Kiddle’s mother died in October 1948, then her father 
in June 1950.49 Weeks after this second death, Kiddle’s brother-in-law 
also died.50 All three deaths were the result of long illnesses. Kiddle’s life 
as a single, working woman was unusual but not unique. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, the idea that women could have a career outside the home 
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became more accepted and was ‘equated with freedom, modernity and 
mobility’.51 However, even when women escaped marriage, they were still 
subject to gendered expectations. The unmarried daughter was expected 
to be the family carer and Kiddle fulfilled this role for her parents and 
brother-in-law while she struggled with her own health, disputed with 
Bartlett and worked as an academic.

The impact of caring for family members was a constant theme of her 
correspondence. ‘I have little time for my own work at the present’, she 
wrote in January 1949.52 Her father’s death necessitated the sale of the 
family residence at South Yarra, to finalise his estate. This left Kiddle 
without a home.

Finally, in June 1950, Bartlett announced: ‘We are distributing the book 
in the course of a day or so.’53 Her father had died suddenly before the 
receipt of the advance copies of West of Sunset. Kiddle expressed her grief 
in her usual practical manner: ‘It was such a gentle peaceful death that I cd 
[sic] feel nothing but thankfulness for him—my mother’s ending was so 
different.’ That her father had not lived to see the publication of her latest 
book was, for Kiddle, her ‘only regret’ over her father’s death. Despite this 
trauma, she remained focused, proud of the quality of the production and 
congratulated all involved at APC on their work. In the midst of personal 
upheaval, Kiddle transitioned smoothly back into publishing life.54

West of Sunset as Australian Literature
Historical fiction became a popular genre in 1930s Australia. Prominent 
works included those of female authors such as Eleanor Dark and 
Katherine Susannah Pritchard.55 This turn towards history also became 
apparent in children’s literature. Rurality, especially the ‘outback’, had 
been a theme of Australian children’s literature for decades but, by mid-
century, improved transport and communications had bridged the gaps 
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between city and bush. In search of the exotic, children’s literature took 
a historical turn and West of Sunset was an early example of this.56 It was a 
story for older children, aged 12–16, and 60,000 words in length. It was 
published with a hardcover and full-colour dust jacket. Full-page black-
and-white illustrations were also featured. Set against the background 
of the Bland district of New South Wales, West of Sunset drew upon 
Kiddle’s own family history and folklore to create a tale of colonial life. 
The story is told from the perspective of female protagonists, 11-year-
old Harriet and her cousin Jane, who emigrate to Australia in the 1840s. 
They are assisted by Caroline Chisholm, who finds work for them at a 
remote pastoral station operated by a widow. In large part, it is much 
more realist in style than Moonbeam Stairs. Fantasies of fairies and flights 
to the moon are restricted to the musings of Irish supporting characters, 
and animals in the form of pets are not anthropomorphised but are part 
of the narrative. It is a story of female ingenuity and pluck, in which men 
play marginal roles. There is also a disabled character: a blind woman who 
lives independently.

Depictions of Aboriginality are framed around a series of dichotomies: 
between the degradation of life in Sydney and the relative freedom of 
those who live around the station and are able to preserve their customs, 
but also between the latter and the ‘wild blacks’. A child is taken by the 
‘wild blacks’ but is eventually returned unharmed. As Clare Bradford 
has argued, these dichotomies are a common feature of depictions of 
Aboriginality within Australian children’s literature.57 The lost, possibly 
kidnapped, child was a common trope of Australian fiction. It drew 
both on a Western Australian case in 1830 and stories passed down 
through Kiddle’s family.58 The narrative arc of West of Sunset is, for its 
main characters, one of mild difficulty triumphantly overcome. In this 
respect, it fits clearly within the developmentalist and optimistic vision of 
Australian history that Clark criticised. The depiction of the Indigenous 
experience, however, adds an element of tragedy. They are cast as victims, 
and even the violence of the ‘wild blacks’ is explained as an inevitable 
response to their mistreatment. Fictional portrayals of Indigenous people, 
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such as the narratives of Eleanor Dark, helped settler-colonial intellectuals 
of the mid-century come to terms with dispossession.59 It was understood 
as a tragedy but a necessary one—the sad price of progress.60 Brenda 
Niall’s suggestion that West of Sunset is ‘the work of a historian rather than 
a novelist’ is a useful insight.61 The strongest passages in the book are in 
the depiction of landscape, not character.

Bartlett was impressed with West of Sunset and hoped sales numbers would 
give the title ‘the reception it also deserves’.62 Three thousand copies had 
been printed, but only half of those had been bound.63 A year after its 
release, Kiddle questioned Bartlett over the success of the book. Sales had 
not been as high as expected. Bartlett was philosophical, stating that it 
was a risk that publishers took in backing their own judgement. Bartlett 
assessed the sales of West of Sunset as ‘somewhere near average’ given the 
book’s genre and price.64

Despite disappointing sales, a request by publisher Longmans, Green and 
Company was received by APC in 1952. Longmans asked permission 
to include an extract from West of Sunset in a series of school readers.65 
Privately, Bartlett vented his frustration about this type of request, whose 
number was increasing: ‘it could grow to the extent that any one publisher 
could produce a book composed entirely of material that was culled from 
other publishers’.66 Discussion about school readers and Kiddle’s fiction 
for children had already occurred in relation to ‘The Skylark’, a story 
destined to remain unpublished. Although Kiddle’s work as a children’s 
author did not cease with West of Sunset, it was her last APC-produced 
book and her last children’s book to be published.
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Further Projects: ‘Grenfell Gold’, 
The Candle and ‘The Skylark’

Goodness knows when it will be done, but I hope you will like it. 
There will be lots of blood and thunder … But in spite of it I do 
get a bit done here & there & I think the goldfields book might be 
worthwhile when it is written.67

The difficulties of publishing during and immediately after the war 
had failed to dampen Kiddle’s enthusiasm for writing children’s fiction. 
In 1949, while enduring the slow progress of West of Sunset, Kiddle set 
about preparing the manuscript of its successor. Although she stressed 
it was ‘not a sequel’, Kiddle’s plan was for the next story to be written 
for the same age group with a background of the goldfields in 1867.68 
The manuscript would eventually be titled ‘Grenfell Gold’.

Although Bartlett expressed interest in receiving the manuscript on 
completion, his predictions about the future of the industry remained 
pessimistic. Kiddle had usually withstood Bartlett’s forecasts of publishing 
gloom, but her usual, unflappable optimism now wavered. The writing 
of ‘Grenfell Gold’ had commenced in the months following the death 
of Kiddle’s mother and continued, intermittently, until her father’s 
death. Personal and professional responsibilities began to encroach 
on Kiddle’s output of children’s fiction. Shortly after the death of her 
father, Kiddle  lamented that she might never write another book: 
‘The upheaval in the house now is such that I just can’t get anything but 
the bare essentials of Prof Crawford’s work done.’69 Barrett encouraged 
Kiddle, even supporting her reluctant acceptance of work as a reviewer 
of children’s  books in the short-lived Australian Week-End Review.70 
He  recognised that Kiddle was hesitant to take up this distracting 
work: ‘I  agree and can quite understand that you feel it preferable to 
write your own work.’ However, he felt that these reviews might assist 
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Kiddle to get ‘into line’ again.71 In December 1950, the Week-End Review 
featured Kiddle’s short story, The Candle, a nativity tale based on Kiddle’s 
recollections of her grandmother.72

Work on ‘Grenfell Gold’ was set aside for a year as other commitments 
depleted Kiddle’s energies for writing children’s fiction. In March 1951, she 
returned to the incomplete draft, declaring: ‘I feel I must keep writing.’73 
With a more realistic target of 50,000 words, Kiddle pushed on with the 
manuscript. She had a systematic approach to writing. When diverted 
to other projects, she recorded story ideas and edits to be made at the 
next opportunity. In a note, Kiddle reminded herself to increase the pace 
of ‘Grenfell Gold’: ‘Tighten story—get onto gold digging sooner.’74 Her 
extensive notes and draft chapters signalled Kiddle’s belief that the story, 
already populated by foundling Indigenous children, tattooed sailors and 
dying lepers, was worthy of completion.75

Bartlett lost track of Kiddle’s creative plans and sought to channel her 
efforts elsewhere: ‘As far as the goldfields story is concerned … I would 
suggest that you leave this alone for the time being.’76 He attempted to 
steer Kiddle towards writing a historical novel for adults.77 The reception 
and sales of Caroline Chisholm likely contributed to this advice. APC 
published Katharine Susannah Prichard’s goldfields fiction trilogy between 
1946 and 1950. ‘Grenfell Gold’ was set aside for a time when publication 
would be more likely. The near-complete manuscript appears to have 
been abandoned at this stage. Undaunted, Kiddle agreed to write a school 
reader for APC’s York Series. Bartlett’s advice that each title in the series 
had so far been published by APC’s London office for the British market 
probably sweetened the deal.78 Kiddle’s subject was the acclimatisation of 
English fauna and she reported feeling ‘inspired’ to write once more.79 
She named her piece ‘The Skylark’. There was an added incentive: John 
Feely, the assistant librarian at the Melbourne Public Library, suggested 
entering the story in one of the writing competitions on offer as part of 
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the centenary of Victoria celebrations: ‘it will probably not win, but if 
it does £100 will be very useful’.80 Financial issues, as always, remained 
a consideration.81

Creative labour was soon interrupted again by personal events. Kiddle 
shared responsibility for caring for her dying brother-in-law, Peter Polak, 
while continuing with her University of Melbourne employment. After 
Polak’s death in July 1951, Kiddle confessed to her publisher: ‘I  felt 
so bad about Pete that I simply couldn’t write. I think I’ll wait now 
until I feel able to give my best to it.’82 Bartlett encouraged her to put 
‘The Skylark’ aside. Without a formal decision being made, Kiddle’s time 
as an author of children’s literature had drawn to a close. Work on ‘The 
Skylark’ ended at the second draft stage. There is no record of the typed 
manuscript being presented to a publisher. No further children’s literature 
authored by Kiddle appeared in print.

Kiddle’s social circle challenged this cessation of activities as a children’s 
author. Her friend Rohan Rivett encouraged her to travel overseas to 
build an international reputation as a children’s author. He suggested she 
meet with Enid Blyton’s publisher, William Collins, Sons and Company, 
and start ‘bombarding them with children’s manuscripts’.83 No evidence 
of Kiddle approaching Collins has survived. Her time abroad was 
instead occupied with efforts to gather the primary research necessary to 
document her history of the Western District. Additional activities, such 
as reviewing scholarly histories for academic journals, suggests Kiddle’s 
attention was focused squarely on her activities as a historian.84

Kiddle was also aware of her declining health. Her sister Elizabeth Bush 
later observed: ‘She only had one year Sabbatical Leave and she also knew 
but she didn’t tell me her health time was running out.’85
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Towards Men of Yesterday

As her career developed, Kiddle found that, like Manning Clark, she had 
learnt as much as she could from the process of fiction writing.86 Her 
focus shifted. In 1949, while awaiting the release of West of Sunset and 
Caroline Chisholm, Kiddle turned her thoughts to new book projects. 
The eventually discarded ‘Grenfell Gold’ was part of her plan for writing 
more historical fiction for children, but now Kiddle sought a new 
non-fiction project.

Her self-assigned task was to locate a topic that would yield a level of 
primary documentation that had eluded her with Caroline Chisholm.87 
A  chance remark by Sir Clive McPherson, that someone should write 
a book about ‘the good old days’, gave Kiddle the inspiration she needed.88 
The planning for what would become Men of Yesterday: A Social History of 
the Western District, 1834–1890 had already begun by September 1949. 
By January 1952, Kiddle had left for a 12-month visit to the United 
Kingdom to locate primary records. These materials, comprising largely 
letters and diaries, would form the basis of the research for her next work 
of adult non-fiction.

In many respects, Men of Yesterday was distinct from Kiddle’s earlier work. 
West of Sunset had focused on the struggling squatters of the arid frontier, 
but now she turned to the Australian aristocracy of the verdant Western 
District. This shift was encouraged and praised by critics of the ‘Whig 
version’ of Australian history.89 However, it was an interest criticised by 
historians loyal to the traditions of the old left such as Martin Sullivan. 90 
Yet the sense of tragedy in West of Sunset is carried forward and developed 
in Men of Yesterday. The march of colonial democracy not only crushed 
Indigenous resistance but also refuted the hopes of those who imagined an 
Australia that would not be an antipodean America of levelling democracy 
and irresponsible plutocracy.
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Critics of Men of Yesterday have complained that it ‘relegated Aboriginal 
involvement on the frontier to the fringes of settlement’.91 Second-wave 
feminists stated that Kiddle had a ‘preoccupation with the activities of 
men’.92 Indeed, Kiddle was accused of historical silences in relation to 
Indigenous people, women and the lower social classes. A 1996 thesis 
was entitled ‘What Kiddle Forgot’.93 However, Kiddle’s subjects in Men of 
Yesterday should be understood in the context of her overall body of work, 
both historical and fiction, and as a project of understanding colonial 
Australia as more than just a story of progress.

The Posthumous Life of Kiddle’s Fiction 
for Children
Margaret Loch Kiddle died in May 1958 at the age of 43. Seven months 
before her death, Kiddle had added a codicil to her will, bequeathing 
her literary estate, including unpublished works, to the University 
of Melbourne.94 This was designed to benefit the Department of 
History specifically. Posthumous publication of Men of Yesterday was 
the author’s priority, as her literary executors were left with Kiddle’s 
detailed instructions for the book’s acknowledgements and its retail price 
following publication.95

The bequest also encompassed Kiddle’s works of fiction for children. MUP 
published a paperback edition of West of Sunset in the same year as Men of 
Yesterday’s release.96 The re-release, probably intended to capitalise on the 
success of Men of Yesterday, acknowledged Kiddle as an author of fiction 
for children. The publication was part of an MUP series, ‘Melbourne 
Paperbacks’, and sat awkwardly among works of non-fiction for adults by 
Vance Palmer, Peter Ryan and Geoffrey Sawyer.
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MUP’s support of Kiddle’s works of children’s fiction was fleeting. 
Crawford’s statements about the pending publication of ‘The Skylark’ 
proved to be unfounded.97 Decades later, Kiddle’s sister briefly pursued 
the promise of ‘The Skylark’s’ publication, with a response from the 
Department of History on behalf of MUP incognisant of any prior 
arrangements: ‘the Press does not publish fiction, so the question of 
their agreeing to publish the novel could not have arisen’.98 Time and 
the unreliable nature of institutional memory had rendered Kiddle’s brief 
appearance as an author of fiction published by MUP non-existent.

Conclusions
Comparing Kiddle’s writing, in which she often wrote simultaneously 
as a historian and a children’s author, can inform our understanding of 
both her historical and creative practices. Despite being a woman and 
a  member of the University of Melbourne’s Department of History, 
Kiddle has been criticised by feminist historians. Unusually for public 
historians, she existed outside of the academy through children’s writing. 
Writing children’s fiction led Kiddle to write for radio, further distancing 
herself from the confines of academia.

In her children’s fiction, Kiddle provided glimpses of the future historian. 
The detail, the landscape and the lively narrative are all present. Many 
of the subjects in West of Sunset, and the unpublished ‘Grenfell Gold’ 
and ‘The Skylark’, are significant in light of modern critiques of Kiddle’s 
work as a historian, for these titles are populated with people and groups 
allegedly absent from her non-fiction work. Indigenous people, women, 
lower classes and other minorities all dwell comfortably within their pages.

Kiddle took to the writing of children’s literature with all the determination 
and focus that she demonstrated through her short life. It was for a time 
her profession, not a sideline or a distraction from the disappointments of 
illness. Kiddle had determined that her health excluded her from marriage 
and motherhood, but she did not experience this as a personal tragedy.99
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Kiddle’s career as a children’s author straddled the completion of her 
academic studies, as well as the commencement of her employment at the 
University of Melbourne. In turn, her employment with the university 
marked an interval bracketed by the writing of the two history books 
synonymous with her name: Caroline Chisholm and Men of Yesterday. She 
was a distinguished member of the famed Melbourne School of History, 
but never fully regarded herself as solely an academic. Despite the burdens 
of illness and gendered expectations, she made her own history at the 
personal and creative levels. Writing children’s literature called upon 
Kiddle’s skills for historical research and writing. It demonstrated her 
interest in an outward-looking and community-based focus. Kiddle’s 
outreach contrasted with the introspection of the academy to which she 
would later belong.

Ultimately, Kiddle’s fiction writing for children displays a historian in 
the making. In considering Kiddle, it is important to raise the stature 
and scope of her early works, for these forgotten writings provide an 
alternative imagining of the historical epilogue Kiddle did not have the 
opportunity to produce.
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The end of World War II left many problems that, within a couple of 
years, had acquired a Cold War colouration as the former wartime allies, 
Britain and the United States on the one side and the Soviet Union on the 
other, moved apart. Not least among them was the problem of so-called 
displaced persons (DPs)—men and women who found themselves outside 
their own countries as a result of becoming prisoners of war (POWs) to 
the Germans, being taken by the Germans to Germany as forced labour 
or simply departing with the retreating Germans from occupied regions at 
the end of the war. Eastern Europeans, including Soviet citizens, formed 
the majority of the millions displaced, and were the hardest to dispose of.1

This was truly an international problem. International relief organisations 
were involved: first the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency 
(UNRRA), set up by the Allies during the war, and then from 1947 the 
International Refugee Organization (IRO), set up and financed largely 
by the Americans, which the Soviet Union declined to join. The great 
powers were also deeply involved in multiple ways. Britain, the United 
States and, on a smaller scale, France were running occupation regimes 
in Germany and Austria where the majority of DPs were housed in DP 

1  Classic works on DPs include Mark Wyman, DPs: Europe’s Displaced Persons, 1945–1951 (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1989); Ben Shephard, The Long Road Home. The Aftermath of 
the Second World War (London: Vintage Books, 2010); Gerard Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake: Europe’s 
Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); David Nassau, 
The Last Million: Europe’s Displaced Persons from World War to Cold War (New York: Penguin Press, 
2020); Ruth Balint, Destination Elsewhere: Displaced Persons and their Quest to Leave Postwar Europe 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2021), doi.org/10.1515/9781501760235.

http://doi.org/10.1515/9781501760235
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camps managed by UNRRA and then IRO; and, in addition, the US 
was the major desired place of resettlement for DPs (but with a hesitant 
Congress and public opinion) while Britain was the country taking most 
DPs on contract employment schemes before IRO’s resettlement scheme 
got underway. The Soviet Union was running occupation regimes in 
Germany and Austria too, and, in addition, was pushing for the speedy 
repatriation of DPs of Soviet origin in Europe, who, at the end of the 
war, numbered about 5 million and were becoming deeply resentful 
of decreasing Allied cooperation. Another large contingent of DPs was 
Jewish, many of them wishing to go to Palestine, initially in the face of 
British objections but with US and Soviet support, so that the DP issue 
was part of the complex web of conflict and negotiation between the great 
powers that led to the establishment of the state of Israel in May 1948.

Possible Outcomes for DPs in Germany 
after WWII
There were over 1 million DPs left in Germany, Austria and Italy when 
IRO took over. These were predominately Polish, Jewish and Baltic 
peoples, according to UNRRA’s figures, but there was also a substantial 
Soviet component.2 Viewed in retrospect, the three possible fates of the 
DPs were repatriation, resettlement and remaining in the countries they 
had landed in as DPs—Germany, Austria and Italy—after the DP camps 
were closed.

At the end of the war, repatriation seemed the obvious solution, starting 
with the soldiers who, by usual practice and Allied agreement at Yalta, 
would normally be repatriated. The majority of Germany’s POWs were 
from the Soviet Army, and with Allied cooperation the Soviet Union 
set about repatriating them with all possible speed. But there were 
complications. During the war, many Soviet POWs in German camps 

2  IRO figures show only 2 per cent Soviet DPs (see: Louise W. Holborn, The International 
Refugee Organization [London: Oxford University Press, 1956], 197), but this is undoubtedly a 
gross underestimate, since DPs from the Soviet Union, fearing forced repatriation, rarely identified 
themselves as such to the authorities. See: Sheila Fitzpatrick, White Russians, Red Peril: A Cold War 
History of Migration to Australia (Melbourne: University of Latrobe Press/Black Inc., 2021), 13–14, 
doi.org/10.4324/9781003179474. A Russian historian calculated that over 200,000 Soviet-origin DPs 
(excluding the Baltic states) were still in Europe as of 1 January 1952, even after mass resettlement by 
IRO. See: V. N. Zemskov, ‘Rozhdenie “vtoroi emigratsii”, 1944–1952’, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia, 
no. 4 (1991): 21.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9781003179474
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had been recruited to the so-called Vlasov Army to fight the Soviets 
under German command, which made them collaborators at risk of 
Soviet punishment (and also, strictly speaking, ineligible for UNRRA 
protection). Many bitterly resisted repatriation. When the British at Lienz 
tried to force a large group of Cossacks (mainly Soviet citizens) to return in 
the custody of Soviet forces, there were suicides, distress and confusion on 
the part of the British troops involved, as well as questions in parliament. 
Other Soviet DPs, including Ostarbeiter (forced labourers taken to 
Germany during the war), were similarly disinclined to return, partly for 
economic reasons (Germany, even in ruins, was visibly richer than the 
Soviet Union) and partly because of wartime propaganda suggesting that 
anybody who consorted in any way with the Germans was at risk of being 
sent to Gulag when they returned.3

Resettlement on a mass scale was not an option for UNRRA, which 
defined its role vis-a-vis DPs as care and maintenance until they could be 
repatriated. So for the first two years after the end of the war, most of the 
DPs sat aimlessly in the DP camps, waiting to see what would happen. 
The breakthrough came in July 1947, when UNRRA was replaced by 
IRO, with a new policy of mass resettlement outside Europe. Australia, 
with a postwar labour shortage, was among the first to sign up; however, 
for several years, demand for resettlement places was far higher than 
supply. It was not until 1948 that the logjam was broken, first by the US 
passing the DP Act allowing selective immigration and second by the 
formation of the state of Israel and its opening (despite ongoing civil war, 
which made many Jewish DPs hesitant) to DP migration. Even then, all 
the recipient countries had preferences and priorities, generally for young, 
healthy manual workers. Unpopular groups like Jews could expect trouble 
getting selected, and it was almost impossible to find placement for the 
old, sick, disabled (and their families) and intellectuals.4

3  When Soviet archives opened in the 1990s, it was found that the actual figures were much 
lower. Of 4.2 million civilians and prisoners of war repatriated to the Soviet Union as of 1 March 
1946, just 6.5 per cent were handed over to the NKVD for punishment in Gulag and prison, while 
58 per cent were sent straight home. The rest were drafted back into the army or into labour brigades. 
Nick Baron, ‘Remaking Soviet Society: The Filtration of Returnees from Nazi Germany, 1944–49’, 
in Warlands: Population Resettlement and State Reconstruction in the Soviet-East European Borderlands, 
1945–1950, ed. Peter Gatrell and Nick Baron (Basingstoke, Hants: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 115, 
n.80, doi.org/10.1057/9780230246935_5.
4  On Jews, see: Shelia Fitzpatrick, ‘Migration of Jewish “Displaced Persons” from Europe to 
Australia after the Second World War: Revisiting the Question of Discrimination and Numbers’, 
Australian Journal of Politics and History 67, no. 2 (June 2021): 226–45, doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12750. 
On disadvantaged groups, see: Balint, Destination Elsewhere.

http://doi.org/10.1057/9780230246935_5
http://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12750
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As of 1947, remaining in place was a very dubious option, despite the 
wistful dream of some DPs of creating their own country (‘Dipistan’) 
in Europe. Germany, where the largest number of DPs were, was still 
divided into four occupation zones, with their respective governments 
mainly giving lip service to the notion of reunification but who were 
actually unwilling, given developing Cold War hostilities, of yielding 
anything to the other side. To be sure, the British and the US wanted 
a speedy departure to remove the burden of running the occupation 
regimes, but the Berlin crisis of 1948 showed the near impossibility of 
reaching a solution cooperatively, as well as the real danger of a new war, 
this time between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union. The solution 
formalised in 1949 was the creation of two Germanies, the Federal 
Republic of Germany, comprising the British, American and French 
occupation zones, and the Democratic Republic of Germany, consisting 
of the former Soviet zone. While the Federal Republic ended up doing 
well economically, thanks to the Marshall Plan and an effective currency 
reform, its ‘economic miracle’ was not foreseen, and nobody knew how 
well it would cope with hundreds of thousands of former DPs, many of 
them old and sick.

Contrasted Positions on Soviet DPs
The Soviets regarded all DPs who were former Soviet citizens as ‘ours’, 
subject to repatriation regardless of nationality, religion, sex, age, state 
of health, criminal record or political attitudes, and also regardless of 
individual wishes. They cited the Yalta agreement, which did indeed 
endorse the speedy return of all DPs to their home countries and appeared 
to condone the use of force if necessary. To suggestions that individual 
wishes should be taken into account, they invoked the notion both of 
ownership and entitlement (on the basis of having taken the brunt 
of war casualties and damage). When the IRO adopted a new policy of 
resettling the DPs outside Europe in 1947, the Soviet Union regarded 
this as ‘stealing’ and accused them of wanting to gain cheap labour for 
the colonies. Soviet spokesman Andrei Vyshinsky told the UN General 
Assembly on 12 February 1946: ‘We refuse to accept this tolerance 
[of non-return by DPs]. We paid a high price for it, with too much blood 
and too many lives.’5

5  Speech to UN General Assembly, 12 February 1946, quoted in Cohen, In War’s Wake, 26.
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The issue of repatriation was greatly complicated by the fact that the 
Soviet definition of ‘Soviet citizen’ included inhabitants of the regions 
of the Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia that, while historically 
part of the Russian Empire, had been part of Poland since the World 
War I settlement. These regions were incorporated into the Soviet Union 
after the Nazi–Soviet Pact of 1939, the relevant population having no 
say in the matter but automatically acquiring Soviet citizenship. These 
new involuntary Soviet citizens were over-represented in the Ostarbeiter 
DP group by virtue of having lived closer to the border and Germany, 
therefore, they were the first to be mined for Ostarbeiter. Ukrainian 
nationalism was strong among the West Ukrainians, and they were more 
likely to see the Soviet Union as an illegitimate occupying power than 
as a homeland.

The Western Allies, having at first supported Soviet repatriation efforts, 
backed off after evident resistance. In light of Yalta, they could not openly 
oppose Soviet repatriation, but after the first months they did everything 
to drag their feet. Britain and the US refused to accept the Soviet 
contention that citizens of the Baltic states (Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia), 
incorporated in 1939, were Soviet citizens liable for repatriation, and 
West Ukrainians and West Belorussians soon acquired the same protected 
status. The UK and US occupation regimes made it increasingly difficult 
for Soviet repatriation officers to visit DP camps, citing DP hostility and 
fears, and finally forced the Soviet repatriation missions to close.6

The issue of voluntary return became central in one of the first big human 
rights arguments in the UN, in which Eleanor Roosevelt, President 
Roosevelt’s widow and the US representative to the UN on human rights, 
opposed Vyshinsky with an argument on democratic principle:

Are we so weak in the United Nations, are we as individual nations 
so weak, that we are going to forbid human beings to say what 
they think and to fear whatever their friends with their particular 
type of mind happen to believe in … It is their right to say [things] 
and it is the right of men and women in refugee camps to hear 
them and to make their own decision.7

6  Shelia Fitzpatrick, ‘The Motherland Calls: “Soft” Repatriation of Soviet Citizens from Europe, 
1945–53’, Journal of Modern History 90 (June 2018): 323–50, doi.org/10.1086/697460.
7  The Eleanor Roosevelt Papers, Vol. 1. The Human Rights Years, 1945–1948, 248 (Speech to UN 
General Assembly, 12 February 1946).

http://doi.org/10.1086/697460
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Here the US had the moral high ground, but on the issue of war criminals 
its stance was less elevated. In principle, the Western Allies, particularly 
the British, were in favour of discovery and punishment of war criminals, 
including collaborators and those who had fought under German command 
during the war, but in practice they almost invariably protected them. They 
would not accept the Soviets’ list of war criminals and were uneasy at Soviet 
war crimes trials, and, as the archival record reveals, did everything possible 
to weasel out of handing over individuals that they themselves regarded 
as collaborators. Some of the more egregious were helped by Western 
intelligence agencies to emigrate under assumed names in the IRO mass 
resettlement schemes.8 Soviet requests for their extradition for trial in the 
1960s were ignored, and it was not until the 1980s that a new mood set 
in and the US, Britain and Australia all initiated prosecution—usually 
unsuccessfully, due to the difficulties of finding reliable witnesses—of a few 
war criminals who had entered their countries 30 years earlier as DPs.

DP Agency
The DPs were keen on describing themselves, especially in retrospect, as 
pawns of fate, deprived of all agency or ability to influence what happened 
to them. But this picture can be misleading, even though their collective 
disposition was a matter discussed and decided at great power level. There 
were many ways in which the DPs could and did take initiatives and made 
choices to influence outcomes. First and most egregiously was the self-
identification offered to UNRRA and the occupation authorities at the 
end of the war: name, age, place of birth, prewar occupation, nationality/
citizenship. The DPs did not usually arrive with documents, but if they 
did, they often destroyed them and acquired false documents (easy and 
cheap in Europe at the time). The authorities did not usually speak their 
language, so communication was through an interpreter. If a 45-year-
old Russian lawyer who had been a Communist Party member and had 
a wife and children back in Siberia claimed to be an unmarried anti-
communist 35-year-old Polish bricklayer or Serbian physician, the only 
person who could prove him wrong—if, in fact, his Polish or Serbian 
were elementary—was the DP interpreter, who was likely to be on his side 
rather than that of the authorities.

8  David Cesarani, Justice Delayed: How Britain became a Refuge for Nazi War Criminals (London: 
Heinemann, 1992); Mark Aarons, War Criminals Welcome: Australia, a Sanctuary for Fugitive War 
Criminals since 1945 (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2005).
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I have used documents of Michael Danos, a Latvian born in 1922, who 
was a DP from 1945, as illustrations in this paper.9 He was one of the 
most honest of DPs, but even he took out a bit of insurance: in addition 
to registering as a DP in Hannover in the British zone as a Latvian, he 
also registered in Frankfurt in a Jewish camp in the American zone with 
slightly different details as Jewish, probably with the aim of doubling his 
chances of getting back into university. Education (secondary, specialised, 
tertiary) were among the options available to DPs. (Michael, in fact, 
finished his engineering degree in Hannover and went on to complete a 
PhD in Heidelberg by the time of his departure to the US in 1951.) But 
this was not the only option available. Michael’s mother, Olga Danos, set up 
several small businesses as a DP with UNRRA help. Other DPs found work 
with UNRRA, IRO or the occupation forces, particularly the American 
forces. Apart from the good wages and conditions, this offered personal 
connections that were likely to be helpful when applying for resettlement 
(or, in the case of DP woman, finding a GI husband). Some adventurous 
young male DPs signed up with the French Foreign Legion to see the world, 
although in theory the legion was not supposed to recruit DPs.10

Figure 1: Michael Danos’s DP card (c. 1945).
Source: Author’s private collection .

9  His story is told in: Shelia Fitzpatrick, Mischka’s War: A European Odyssey of the 1940s (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 2017).
10  For more on such DP adventurers, see: Shelia Fitzpatrick, ‘The Prodigal’s Return: Voluntary 
Repatriation from Displaced Persons’ Camps in Europe to the Soviet Union, 1949–50’, Cahiers du 
monde russe 62, no. 4 (2021): 529–51, doi.org/10.4000/monderusse.12654.

http://doi.org/10.4000/monderusse.12654
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Figure 2: Latvian DP students in Hannover, late 1940s (Michael Danos 
at left).
Source: Author’s private collection .
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Within the world of the DP camp, there was also a range of possibilities. 
The camps were largely self-governing, often by a strong nationalist/anti-
communist DP elite, so that seeking office and a designated (paid) position 
in the administration and policing of the camp was an option, as was 
participation in the various aspects of camp life (schools, choirs, church, 
drama and sporting groups, Boy Scouts, and a range of émigré political 
organisations like NTS [Narodnyi trudovoi soiuz or National Labor 
Union], a conspiratorial Russian organisation operating internationally 
and dedicated to the overthrow of the Soviet Union).11 Participation in 
black market activities was also possible and often very profitable given 
the supply of UNRRA/IRO goods and the needs of the surrounding 
German population.

National selection committees, through which the DPs had to pass to 
be chosen for migration to a particular destination like Australia, posed 
other requirements, to which savvy DPs did their best to conform in their 
self-presentations. Age might be reduced if there was a cut-off age of 40 or 
45; marriages might be suppressed if single men or women were preferred 
(or, alternatively, contracted with partners who better fit the particular 
committee’s nationality requirements). Latvian was a good nationality 
for selection; Jewish was a bad one. Intellectuals did well to forget their 
former professions and become manual workers or nurses for the benefit 
of selection committees.

Outcomes
From 1947, DPs had the choice to apply for emigration to one of the 
destinations available under IRO mass resettlement. Of course, the 
decision to apply to, say, Chile did not guarantee that Chile would take 
you; many DPs ended up rejected by their first choice and emigrating 
to a place that wasn’t even on their list (often Australia). But there was a 
decision involved in the first place, and there were even a limited number 
of strategies available that might help you get your wish. In the period 
before the establishment of the state of Israel and the regularisation of DP 

11  The National Labour Union (NTS) was a Russian émigré organisation dedicated to the overthrow 
of the Soviet Union, with some collaboration with Nazi Germany in its past and cooperation with 
the CIA in its postwar present. See: Benjamin Tromly, Cold War Exiles and the CIA (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2019), doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198840404.001.0001. On its Australian branch, 
see: Fitzpatrick, White Russians, Red Peril, 194–98.

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198840404.001.0001
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migration there, adventurous Jewish DPs might allow themselves to be 
recruited and smuggled out of Europe by underground Jewish organisers. 
All in all, over 1 million DPs of all nationalities chose resettlement, with 
the US, Australia, Israel and Canada taking the largest contingents.12 
It is harder to put a number on the subgroup of Russian/Soviet DPs, 
since they were mainly sailing under false national colours, but a figure of 
100,000 resettled Russian and Soviet DPs, including over 60,000 Soviet 
DPs (not counting Balts and Ukrainians), is probably close to the mark.13

The number of voluntary repatriates to the Soviet Union in the years 
1947–52 was smaller, about 30,000. This was a minority choice, since the 
fear of punishment and recognition of the West’s higher living standards 
were deterrents for all, and those from the newly incorporated territories 
had the additional reason of not regarding the Soviet Union as their 
homeland. For certain subgroups, however, the choice made sense—
namely single mothers,14 criminals and people unlikely to meet the 
selection criteria for resettlement (i.e. TB or VD sufferers, the mentally 
ill, the aged and intellectuals). Even after resettlement, the Soviet Union 
continued its efforts to convince its citizens to return, sending two agents 
under diplomatic cover to Canberra to locate DPs who had migrated 
to Australia and persuade them to return.15 Their efforts were largely 
unsuccessful, but a trickle of resettled DPs did repatriate in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s from England, Latin America, Australia and elsewhere.

12  Holborn, International Refugee Organization, Annex 43, 442, gives a total of 1,038,750 DPs 
of all nationalities resettled between 1 July 1947 and 31 December 1951, the largest number in the 
United States (328,851), followed by Australia (182,159), Israel (132,109) and Canada (123,479).
13  According to IRO figures (clearly underestimates, for the reasons discussed above), 41,000 
Soviet citizens were resettled, plus 26,000 ‘stateless’ (or without Nansen passports from the League of 
Nations) persons, the majority of whom would have been Russian émigrés (or Soviet citizens passing 
as such), for a total of around 67,000. Of these, 24,838 went to the US, 9,424 to Canada and 8,840 
to Australia, with smaller groups ending up in Brazil, Argentina and other Latin American countries. 
See: Holborn, International Refugee Organization, Annex 41, 437–40. But at a US Senate hearing in 
1956, Alexandra Tolstoy of the Tolstoy Foundation, active in moving Russian DPs from Europe to 
the United States, estimated that an additional 15,000 former Soviet citizens had entered under other 
national identities. See: Scope of Soviet Activity in the United States. Hearings before the Subcommittee 
to Investigate the Administration of the Internal Security Act and Other Internal Security Laws of the 
Committee on the Judiciary, Eighty-Fourth Congress, Scope of Soviet Activity in the United States, April 
27 and May 17, 1956, Part 21 (Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), 
1327. This would bring the US number to almost 40,000 and, by extension, the total number of 
Russians/Soviets resettled after the war to over 100,000.
14  See: Shelia Fitzpatrick, ‘The Women’s Side of the Story: Soviet Displaced Persons and Postwar 
Repatriation’, Russian Review 81 (April 2022): 284–301.
15  For a detailed discussion based on the agents’ reports in Soviet archives, see: Shelia Fitzpatrick, 
‘Soviet Repatriation Efforts among “Displaced Persons” Resettled in Australia, 1950–1953’, Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 63, no. 1 (2017): 45–61, doi.org/10.1111/ajph/12322.

http://doi.org/10.1111/ajph/12322
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Figure 3: Michael and Olga Danos depart from Bremerhaven for 
New York, 1951.
Source: Author’s private collection .

A hard core, upwards of 100,000 DPs, remained in Europe after the 
closing down of IRO and its camps in the early 1950s, many of them 
old and sick. IRO managed to place some of them in various European 
countries (e.g. TB sufferers to Switzerland), and the rest stayed in the new 
Federal Republic of Germany, being reclassified from ‘displaced persons’ 
to ‘homeless foreigners’ (heimatlose Ausländer).16

Conclusion
The disposition of DPs in Europe after WWII became an early Cold War 
battle in which the Soviets were badly defeated. It was not just that they 
lost almost half a million people, on top of millions of wartime civilian 
and military casualties. That loss also created a strongly anti-Soviet and 
anti-communist ‘second wave’ emigration that, as the Soviets had feared, 
could be used against them by the West. In addition, there was huge 
reputational damage. Since the Soviets were never willing to admit that 

16  Wolfgang Jacobmeyer, Vom Zwangsarbeiter zum Heimatlosen Ausländer (Göttingen:Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1985), 224–31, doi.org/10.13109/9783666357244.

http://doi.org/10.13109/9783666357244
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there might be any difference between prewar Soviet citizens, for whom the 
Soviet Union really was the ‘homeland’, and 1939 acquisitions (perhaps 
three-quarters of the whole Soviet DP contingent), for whom the opposite 
was true, the impression was left in the West that no Soviet citizen who 
got out would ever want to go back. This reputational damage would 
be adroitly exploited in later phases of the Cold War, when all defectors 
from the Eastern bloc tended to get maximum publicity emphasising the 
‘I chose freedom’ motif.

The Soviets were caught in a similar cleft stick with regard to punishment 
of those repatriated: according to DP rumour and Allied belief in Europe 
in the late 1940s, all repatriates were likely to be sent to Gulag, although, 
as we have seen, the numbers actually sent there were reasonably small, 
with some categories (e.g. women Ostarbeiter) extremely unlikely to 
meet such a fate. But since the Soviets habitually denied the existence of 
a Gulag or that any repatriates were sent there, they were unable—even 
if the thought had occurred to them—to correct this misapprehension.

The fact that the issue was badly mishandled by the Soviets should not 
obscure the fact that it was an enormous achievement for the West, 
unmatched in any subsequent international refugee crisis. For six to seven 
years, DPs were comfortably housed, comparatively well fed and clothed, 
and even educated at the expense of the international organisations and 
the occupying powers (with the US paying almost all the bill, despite 
continual complaints from Congress). The resettlement program was 
spectacularly well executed by IRO, supported by various voluntary 
organisations like the World Council of Churches, in a period of under five 
years. The new migrants of course encountered their share of difficulties, 
but there were no real disasters, certainly no bloodshed, no starvation, 
no mass homelessness. Later refugees, likely to be stuck for decades in 
miserably ill-equipped camps with no employment or prospect of escape, 
would think themselves lucky to do as well—and so, on the whole, did 
the resettled DPs.
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One-to-Eight: Australia’s First 
Eight Prime Ministers
Alison Alder
The Australian National University

The imprint of ink on paper in newspapers, journals, magazines, posters 
and ephemera was, until the introduction of Movietone newsreels in 1929, 
the primary source of visual information available to the general public 
regarding Australia’s prime ministers. The combination of text and image, 
be they from the lens of a camera or the hand of a cartoonist, influenced 
opinions and provided a sense of familiarity, or conversely derision, with 
or from the leaders of the nation.

My research, initially funded through an Australian Prime Ministers 
Centre Fellowship at the Museum of Australian Democracy (MoAD) in 
2016, focused on the legacy and images of the first eight Australian prime 
ministers—Barton, Deakin, Watson, Reid, Fisher, Cook, Hughes and 
Bruce—with the aim of visualising this relatively unknown history into 
a series of accessible, contemporary artworks.

I sought to contemporise these figures from our past to engage a new 
audience by setting the importance and relevance of the printed images 
of our leaders in the context of modern-day political posters. However, 
unlike contemporary political posters, the screen-prints did not put 
forward a party position. Inspired by a picture of Stanley Bruce wearing 
a lapel button, I chose to present each prime minister adorned with at 
least one badge to reference a key aspect of their time in office. Neither 
explicitly positive nor negative, I resolved to leave it to audiences to form 
their own opinions of the men and their roles.

The artworks, exhibited at MoAD, propel the first eight prime ministers 
into a bright new light, building on how they presented themselves and 
describing their key legislative legacies. The portraits, in combination 
with  artwork commissioned by MoAD, including a ‘Term-O-Meter’ 
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animation that tracks each man’s tenure as prime minister, and 
a site-specific wallpaper honouring their wives, presents a dramatic history 
that has considerable parallels to the rough and tumble of Australian 
politics today.

I am currently researching and developing the artwork for the next eight 
prime ministers—Scullin, Lyons, Page, Menzies, Fadden, Curtin, Forde 
and Chifley—who served between 1929 and 1949, completing the first 
half-century since Federation.
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No. 001 Barton, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Raphael Tuck & Sons, The Right Hon, 
Sir Edmund Barton, Premier of the Australian Commonwealth, c. 1901–03, MoAD.
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No. 002 Deakin, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Papers of Alfred Deakin, National 
Library of Australia, MS1540 .
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No. 003 Watson, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: T. Humphrey & Co., Portrait of 
J. C. Watson, 190?, National Library of Australia, PIC/6596.
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No. 004 Reid, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Bains News Service, Sir Geo. Reid and 
Mrs Oliver T. Johnston, c. 1910–15, Library of Congress.
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No. 005 Fisher, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Vandyke Pty Ltd, Portrait of the Right 
Honourable Andrew Fisher, National Library of Australia, PIC/6607.
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No. 006 Cook, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Brookes family, Joseph Cook and 
Alfred Deakin at Point Lonsdale, 1909, Alfred Deakin Photographic Collection, Deakin 
University Library .
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No. 007 Hughes, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Portrait of Billy Hughes walking along 
a footpath, National Library of Australia, MS 1538.
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No. 008 Bruce, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: T. Humphrey and Co., New Bruce-Page 
Ministry at its swearing in ceremony, 1923. National Library of Australia, PIC/6617.
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Allan Martin Lecture 2020: 
‘Be Very Careful, Michael, They 
Think up There’
Michael McKernan

We meet this evening in the Research School of Social Sciences (RSSS) 
building. The school has moved from the Coombs Building to its new 
location, which is not yet named after a prominent politician, scholar, 
bureaucrat or university identity unlike so many other buildings on 
campus: the Copland Building, the Menzies Library, the J. B. Chifley 
Building, the Hancock Library, the Florey Building, the Beryl Rawson 
Building, to name just a few of the approximately 163 buildings on 
campus. Universities depend for their growth and status on their histories, 
on what was achieved in the past. To some extent this is the reason for the 
naming of their buildings. Few students walking past the Florey Building 
would reflect on the achievements and significance of Sir Howard Florey. 
But they might.

However, such ancient naming policies can be less permanent than they 
might seem. We had the wonderful and comfortable Manning Clark 
Lecture Theatres bowled over within a dozen years of their arrival. Given 
Clark’s suspicion and occasional hostility to the RSSS historians in the 
past, I doubt it would be appropriate to transfer the Manning Clark name 
to this building.

Allan Martin arrived at RSSS in 1955 as the Department of History’s first 
doctoral student. After a distinguished teaching career in various state 
universities, he returned to History at RSSS in 1974, as I was finishing 
my thesis. I met with Allan and others at morning and afternoon tea but 
had little else to do with him and then I left for the University of New 
South Wales. My next dealing with Allan was not encouraging. In 1977 
I was appointed co-editor of the Australian Historical Association Bulletin. 
I might note that the association then had 119 financial members. Professor 
Ken Inglis was embarking on his adventure to sell the bicentennial history 
project to history academics across the country. I offered him space in 
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the Bulletin to outline his proposal and invited a couple of academics to 
comment on it. The commentary was not supportive of Ken’s proposal. 
Indeed, Professor Beverley Kingston wrote: ‘the slice volumes have my 
complete disapproval’. As I will explain later, I had every reason to be 
deeply grateful to Ken Inglis for a timely intervention in my starting 
scholarly career and I had no intention whatsoever of undermining the 
project or the man I regarded most highly in academic life.

But Allan Martin thought I had ambushed Ken and wrote me a stinging 
and angry letter. It showed his sense of loyalty to Ken and his own 
determination to insist on appropriate academic standards. I replied and 
soon our correspondence was respectful and friendly. Allen wrote for the 
next issue of the Bulletin so we must have buried the hatchet. Whenever 
we met Allan was affable, friendly and interested in what was going on 
in the profession. He never referred to that incident again. I was able 
to convince Allan that, far from being antagonistic to The Australian 
National University (ANU), as he had assumed, I regarded the university 
with the greatest affection as the place where my historical understanding 
had been nurtured. I explained that it had been a privilege to work among 
some of the finest historians teaching and writing in Australia in both the 
School of General Studies and at RSSS.

I had arrived at ANU in February 1968, soon to turn 23. All incoming 
arts students were required to make an appointment with Pat White, 
sub-dean of the Arts Faculty, in her office on the ground floor of the 
Haydon-Allen Building. After a pleasant and friendly welcome, Miss 
White, as she was known, reviewed my matriculation record, even though 
I had matriculated in 1962, and looked over my intended study program. 
I was hoping to major in history so she made an appointment for me with 
the head of the department, Professor Mick Williams: what pastoral care!

I then attended the vice-chancellor’s welcome to new students. This was 
held in the Childers Street Hall on an extremely hot morning in February. 
The Childers Street Hall was a wooden building, iron roofed, a depressing 
leftover from prewar Canberra. It was, frankly, a dump, and it couldn’t 
be dressed up to look as though it belonged in a university. Canberra 
was then also in severe drought and generally looked terrible. The vice-
chancellor, Sir John Crawford, was short man and, as the students were 
standing to fit them all in, it was difficult to see him clearly. It was almost 
impossible to hear him, also, over the noise of the industrial-sized fans 
brought in to help in the heat. Improbably, but truly, the Childers Street 
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Hall did not boast microphones and speakers! It was decided to turn the 
fans off so that the students could hear their vice-chancellor. This was an 
unwise decision because the hall soon became unbearably hot. I left early 
and read the vice-chancellor’s address in the next day’s Canberra Times.

It was a dispiriting message. Sir John stated that there was a view among 
the student body that the university was a refuge that the police could 
not enter without the permission of the university authorities. This was 
not true, the vice-chancellor proclaimed. If students broke the law, the 
university would cooperate with the police to bring them to justice. 
Without spelling it out, Sir John was speaking directly to potential draft 
dodgers, young men, who, at 20, were required to register for national 
service in the army. I was to discover that many of Sir John’s academic 
colleagues did not agree with his support for the government and the 
conscription of the youth of Australia.

The interest of staff in their students in the School of General Studies never 
lessened, in my experience, during the four years of my undergraduate 
life. Staff members became friends, or, perhaps more accurately, were 
friendly. I never passed Professor Clark in the corridors or on the stairs 
without being offered a comment from him that I often found mystifying. 
We were a large honours year, the largest the department had yet had, and 
things were re-arranged for us, with just one class a week in the first half 
of the year and the honours thesis due in July. Then we had intensive 
classwork for the rest of the year.

Professor Clark traditionally held a party after the results came out for 
the fourth-year students. Famously, he placed a laurel wreath on the head 
of the student who took first place. Towards the end of the academic 
year 1971 he invited our group to his party. We replied, through our 
spokeswoman, that we would love to have a party so long as it was held 
before the results were released. So a tradition died, never to be revived.

Once the examination period came to an end, I took a job with ANU 
administration. Carefully driving the university’s Morris mini-van around 
the campus, I ferried student files from student admin to faculty and 
departmental offices and back again. I continued once the examination 
results had been posted, dealing now with incoming student files. Hard 
work, of course, but it tided me over while I waited to see if I would be 
awarded a postgraduate scholarship.
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I accepted an offer from History, RSSS. Running into Professor Clark 
on the stairwell of the Haydon-Allen Building with a sackful of files, 
I told him of my good fortune. He looked at me somewhat sorrowfully, 
and leaned into me, speaking softly as always. ‘Be very, very careful 
Michael, they think up there.’ Then he was off, and I dragged my files 
to the departmental office. Thinking—careful, sure and considered, and, 
crucially, informed by a knowledge of, and an understanding of, the 
past—is at the heart of, is the essence of, good academic and institutional 
leadership. So perhaps it was good that they thought up there.

I met with the head of the new department, Professor John la Nauze, who 
told me that, as he would be retiring in three years, he was looking for 
one last good student to supervise. Might I be that student? Quite frankly 
I didn’t know. But, for a while, I was quite unnerved by the thought of all 
the thinking going on behind those firmly closed and solid doors.

John la Nauze, I soon discovered, was a shy man, very kindly, who used 
a cutting tongue to protect himself in his shyness. He was an engaged and 
meticulous historian and a demanding supervisor. I was required, from 
the beginning of my candidature, to provide a piece of written work to 
him by Wednesday afternoon each week in term. He would then discuss 
it with me the next day, on Thursday morning. I had chosen to work on 
the responses and reactions of the Australian churches to World War I. 
La Nauze told me, disarmingly, that he knew nothing about churches and 
religion, and very little about war. But, he said, he would do his best for 
me. Goodness knows what rubbish I must have dished up to him in the 
first months of my thesis work, but he ploughed through it, teaching me 
about history and writing.

Quite early on in this process, Professor la Nauze (we were never on first 
name terms until I graduated) told me that I would be having a sandwich 
lunch the next day at University House with the vice-chancellor of the 
University of Papua New Guinea, Professor Inglis. Inglis knew a great 
deal about churches and about war, la Nauze told me, and I might learn 
a great deal from him. At least, la Nauze said, in typical la nauzean style, 
it would do me no harm.

Did I reflect on the generosity Professor Inglis showed in helping me? 
I  hope so. He was vice-chancellor of a new university in a country 
not yet independent from Australia, with, surely, a raft of meetings in 
Canberra during his fleeting visit to the capital, with ministers, senior 
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public servants, university administrators, seeking resources, ideas, 
collaborations. Even so, he had made time for a student at the very 
beginning of his study. Professor Inglis, Ken, he emphasised, was a very 
tall, youthful-looking man—he was then 41 years of age—softly spoken, 
like Manning Clark, and surprisingly respectful of his lunch guest. That 
hour or so with Ken Inglis was undoubtedly the most important hour of 
my time as a doctoral student.

In a gentle, wondering fashion, Ken Inglis drew out of me what I intended 
to show in my thesis. He asked me about my understanding of churches 
and of the interaction between church and society. He asked me if 
I intended to study the work of the chaplains in the Australian Imperial 
Force, as likely to throw light on the interaction between churchmen and 
the men in the trenches. He wondered if I had yet used the collections 
of the Australian War Memorial (AWM) and was not too shocked when 
I admitted I did not know that it contained a library or what might be 
in it. He explained the wealth of the archival holdings there, which were 
among the best in the world, he told me. I do not know what he reported 
back to John la Nauze, if anything, but he had given me an agenda for 
a great deal of research.

It wasn’t long before I was a familiar in the library of the AWM. I met 
and discussed my project with Arthur Bazley, Charles Bean’s batman 
during the war, factotum and friend thereafter and long-term Memorial 
employee. Baz, 76 years of age in 1972, the year in which he died, knew 
more about the archival collections of the AWM than any other person 
ever would. He helped locate an invaluable collection of chaplains’ diaries, 
letters and reflections that would provide the bulk of two chapters of my 
thesis. Ken Inglis had asked me to remember him to Baz, so I had the 
dream introduction. I quickly became a trusted reader and soon was given 
unfettered access to the collection. I could walk along the rows and rows 
of shelving, taking things off the shelves and to my desk in the reading 
room without the burden of any staff supervision. It was a dangerous and 
unwise liberality, but it was immensely helpful.

Browsing, I discovered the remarkable breadth of the AWM’s holdings. 
When bored with the doings of chaplains I would immerse myself in the 
school annuals, bewildered to discover that schoolboys, on leaving school, 
many of them, went together as a group to the recruiting sergeants. I read 
their poems and their accounts of incidents at the war, unfiltered apart 
from some field censorship. I glimpsed a book, just in that collection 
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alone, that would eventually be The Australian People and the Great War 
with school children, women, bishops and priests, farmers, workers front 
and centre. Few, if any, Australian historians looked then at women and 
children for their understandings of Australian life. The AWM had shown 
me the way.

The AWM came to mean a great deal to me. With a small number of staff, 
most of whom had been in their jobs for many years, with unchanging 
exhibitions, with very few researchers (one or two at the most), with little 
interest being shown anywhere in Australian military history, and with 
one of the greatest but unknown collections of WWI in the world, there 
was an air of defeatism or irrelevance about the place that is now almost 
impossible to understand.

A new and activist director, Noel Flanagan, wanted great change. Key 
members of AWM Council supported him, including Professor Bryan 
Gandevia, a professor of medicine at the University of New South Wales, 
highly regarded expert in diseases of the chest, Korean War medical 
veteran and published historian. Gandevia was then 47 years of age and at 
the height of his powers. He and I became good friends after I moved to 
the University of New South Wales at the start of 1975.

Gandevia, understanding how history worked, wanted to apply his insights 
to the AWM. He wanted to create a research grants scheme to draw 
academics to the facility; then he wanted to establish an annual AWM 
history conference to ignite interest in military history and encourage 
debate and new ways of looking at things. He wanted an academically 
qualified and suitably senior historian to develop these programs, to build 
a professional staff and to attract mainstream Australian historians to 
the field.

I received that appointment, on secondment from my university position, 
and decided that I needed to better understand the place where I would 
be working. I had first visited the AWM with my father in 1961. 
We had searched the Roll of Honour for the names of my mother’s two 
uncles, both in the 14th Battalion, both killed in 1918. I knew that my 
grandfather kept his two older brothers in the forefront of his memory 
throughout his life, but now I came to understand more of what Charles 
Bean, the founder of the AWM, was trying to achieve with the Roll of 
Honour and the Hall of Memory. Bean realised that few Australians then, 
or into the foreseeable future, would have the opportunity of visiting 
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the battlefield cemeteries of Gallipoli, the Western Front or the Middle 
East to grieve for their loved ones in front of their graves. They would be 
able to do this, Bean believed, at the AWM in Canberra, with the names 
engraved in bronze on the walls, with the Hall of Memory as a central 
commemorative space.

Charles Bean had also begun collecting evidence of Australians at war 
through a newly created Australian War Records Section in 1917, headed 
by an enterprising young army captain, John Linton Treloar. Treloar 
became the second director of the AWM and Bean’s closest collaborator 
on this national project. But Charles Bean had the words. In September 
1917, he had written that the Australian War Records Section would 
‘preserve and tenderly care for the sacred things that will one day constitute 
the greatest public possession Australia will have’. Much later in life, but 
still as chairman of the AWM’s Board, Charles Bean once again set out 
his vision:

The purpose of the Memorial is to preserve the memory of the 
men and women of our fighting services who gave their lives in 
our country’s wars. The display of relics and pictures in the galleries 
is a vivid means of keeping their memory green. It should be in 
keeping with the character and probable wishes of those whom 
it commemorates.

Bean recognised from the beginning that only those Australians who had 
lived on the frontline, or had seen it, could really understand the horror 
and evil of modern warfare and the appalling conditions that all frontline 
troops endured. But he would try, through objects, paintings, dioramas 
and plan models to give some understanding. Bean and Treloar agreed to 
collect about 20 uniforms but one was of very special significance. Staff 
asked a soldier, George Giles, coming out of the line, covered in mud and 
slime after several days of frontline service, to strip off. They provided 
him with a fresh uniform and carefully packed his used clothes. Giles 
was probably a random choice, although it transpires that he was a good 
choice. Enlisting at 33 in 1916, married, he was awarded the Military 
Medal at Villers-Bretonneux. Look at the puttees and the trousers and 
jacket, thickly coated in mud and on display in the AWM’s Western Front 
gallery since 1941. Perhaps this display conveys the awfulness and disgust 
of war as eloquently as any other display.
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When I started work at the AWM I found a small but dedicated and 
enthusiastic staff, a passionate group of volunteer guides and a public 
that was deeply invested in the Memorial and its meaning. We proposed 
moving some of the dioramas, perhaps retiring one or two. The public 
outcry was ferocious, and it must be asked where had this public come from?

When, years earlier, the AWM’s management had decided to retire the plan 
models over which Charles Bean had given such extraordinary attention, 
there was no public outcry, in fact, no one seemed to notice. The models 
depicted the principal battle sites of the Australian Imperial Force in all 
its theatres, rendered with complete accuracy, to give visitors the best 
possible understanding of the terrain over which Australians had fought 
and the challenges they had faced and overcome. There was a plan model 
of Gallipoli, the Somme, Peronne, Mont St Quentin, Villers-Bretonneux, 
Flanders and Megiddo. Bean and Treloar had devoted enormous energy 
towards ensuring their accuracy. Indeed, when the plan models were on 
display in Melbourne and Sydney in the 1920s and 1930s, a returned 
man might bring along the mother of a fallen mate and show her exactly 
where her son suffered his fatal wound and, possibly, where he had been 
initially buried.

Sometime in the early 1970s, military instructors at the Royal Military 
College, Duntroon, suggested to the AWM’s management that the 
plan models would make superb instructional devices for the cadets. 
The Memorial handed them over to the army without any fuss and with 
no paperwork that I ever found. These essential parts of the Memorial’s 
displays, in the minds of Bean and Treloar, were never seen by the public 
again. They were massive works, large and easily comprehended. Not all 
the mistakes at the AWM are of recent origin.

The transfer took place without the involvement of the AWM Council 
and without sufficient thought by senior staff. Perhaps management 
considered the transfer as a loan, confident that the plan models would be 
returned when requested. That request was never made and, at some point 
in time, the army must have disposed of the AWM’s property. The whole 
episode demonstrates the danger of a lack of care and thought, and also 
the danger of ignoring the intentions and ambitions of the men whose 
vision of the Memorial should be treated, in my view, as a sacred trust.
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I left the AWM in 1996 for my own business reasons and to pursue 
a  variety of tasks including writing, tour guiding and consultancy. 
The  Memorial prospered in the Howard years, achieving funding we 
could only have dreamed of. An addition at the rear of the main building, 
Anzac Hall, received widespread acclaim as it added additional exhibition 
space without intruding on the nobility of the appearance of the original 
building. There was also a total redesign of the World War II galleries, 
which I found confused and confusing. But, despite this, the spirit of 
the AWM and its way of interpreting war continued much as it had 
in the earlier decades.

Then the government appointed Dr Brendan Nelson as director. Nelson, 
a former senior cabinet minister in the Howard government, had become 
leader of the Opposition on the defeat of the government at the 2007 
election. Tossed out by his party after only a few months in the job to 
make way for Malcolm Turnbull, Nelson quit parliament and accepted 
the appointment as Australian ambassador to Belgium and Luxembourg. 
It surprised me to read that, while in Brussels, Nelson had made the 
90-minute trip to Ypres for the Last Post ceremony at least 60 times. 
I have been to the ceremony with my tour groups perhaps 20 times. 
The ceremony never changes, is quite brief, and, though moving on first 
acquaintance, the gloss soon wears off and it became necessary thereafter 
for me to seem as engaged as my first-time tourists. What Nelson got out 
of it on so many repetitions utterly eludes me.

Visiting the AWM very occasionally during Nelson’s directorship, 
I came to detect an increasing sentimentality in the presentation of the 
exhibits and the functions of commemoration in general. This made me 
uncomfortable and worried. In my view, sentimentality has no part in the 
presentation of war and the people’s response to war. Teary music, text 
panels guiding the emotional responses of visitors, directing visitors to 
feel grief and sorrow, had no part in Bean’s or Treloar’s Memorial and they 
should have no part today.

Taking a friend from South Australia to the AWM a couple of years ago, 
we stopped, in the introductory gallery, in front of Lambert’s magnificent 
and iconic painting, The Landing at Gallipoli. I thought I heard the 
sounds of gunshot and the cries of wounded men, but I was doubtful 
that this could be the case. The AWM, for some years after its opening 
in 1941, played funereal music in the courtyard, as an aid to solemn 
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commemoration. But this somewhat mawkish practice ceased when the 
music company asked for royalties. Thereafter sound played little part in 
the presentations at the Memorial.

Confused, I thought I must be subconsciously adding to the mood 
of Lambert’s painting until, looking up, I discovered a small speaker, 
pumping out the sounds of battle to assist the visitor in understanding 
what the artist was depicting: that Australian soldiers were being shot at 
as they attempted to gain a foothold on the peninsula. Some of the men 
were dying, others were awfully wounded—at least this is what the sound 
told us. What a horrible intrusion into the work of the painting and the 
intelligent visitor’s interpretation of it. I told my friend to take as long as 
she liked in the Memorial. I would sit outside in the sun and await the 
completion of her visit.

Then came the news that the government had approved Nelson’s proposal 
for a $500 million renewal of the AWM: knocking over the relatively new 
Anzac Hall (for something even more monstrous) that would overshadow 
the original Memorial building, giving space for massive items of military 
technology associated with Australia’s most recent wars, providing space 
for the counselling and healing of veteran victims of post-traumatic stress 
disorder, and allowing the story of Iran and Afghanistan to dominate the 
ancient galleries of the past. These changes would set the Memorial on an 
entirely new mission. Little did the government seem to care about, or the 
AWM’s senior management and Council take any notice of, the traditions 
and spirit that had animated the Memorial since Bean’s inspired vision 
of 1916. Where the past is lost, the present is at risk.

Thoughtful people in the past recognised the AWM as a special place that 
must be treated with enormous care and a large degree of conservatism. 
In  1993 I was closely involved with the reinterment of the Unknown 
Soldier in the Hall of Memory. This project had been anticipated by some 
in the RSL in the early 1920s and slowly made its way to decision. It was 
Ken Inglis, a great friend of senior management at the Memorial in my 
years there, and a cautious supporter of new developments, who told 
us, from his careful study and observations, that the Hall of Memory 
perplexed visitors who hesitated to enter and did not know how to read 
it. To some extent, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was an attempt 
to fix this problem. But the project was years in contemplation and, 
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once approved, was approached with a full understanding of the spirit 
and intent that had always animated those who cared for what Bean and 
Treloar had established.

National cultural institutions, like universities, have their good years and 
their fallow years. When I think of the men and women involved in my 
university education at The Australian National University (1968–74), 
I have nothing but the greatest respect and gratitude for every single one 
of them. Men and women like Don Baker, Hector Kinloch, Dorothy 
Green, Bruce Kent, Daphne Gollan, Bill Mandle, Barbara Penny and Eric 
Fry. And others too, such as Gene de Toth, animating the student union 
with a sense of debate and intellectual excitement; Colin Plowman, caring 
for every student in trouble or difficulty; Dr Bryan Furnass, dispensing 
wise and caring medical support, and much wisdom; Pat White and so 
many others in administration.

I have the view that ANU is now in equally careful and thoughtful 
hands. Of course I only know a few of the current people, most of them 
historians, but the university appears to know its traditions and its past 
and that is so good for its future.

And now for the name to be bestowed on the new RSSS building. 
My suggestion is …
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Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: 
Indigenous Australia in British 
and Irish Museums by Gaye 
Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent  
and Howard Morphy
(London: British Museum Press, 2021), 256pp

In Conversation with Eleanor Foster
The Australian National University

Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish 
Museums (British Museum Press, 2021) is one outcome of a multistage 
project led by curator and section head of Oceania at the British Museum, 
Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, historian and co-director of the Australian Centre 
for Indigenous History at The Australian National University Dr Maria 
Nugent and Emeritus Professor of Anthropology Howard Morphy. The 
collaboration began with an Australian Research Council Linkage project 
awarded in 2011 entitled ‘Engaging Objects: Indigenous Communities, 
Museum Collections and the Representation of Indigenous Histories’ 
and resulted in two major exhibitions during 2015 and 2016: Indigenous 
Australia: Enduring Civilisation at the British Museum, followed by 
Encounters: Revealing Stories of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Objects from the British Museum at the National Museum of Australia.1

Both exhibitions garnered international attention and facilitated increased 
interest in the ways material culture featured in colonial encounters. Some 
objects, such as the now famous ‘Gweagal Shield’, were singled out for 

1  Gaye Sculthorpe et al., Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation, ed. British Museum (National 
Museum of Australia, 2015); Thérèse Osborne and Julie Simpkin, eds, Encounters: Revealing Stories of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Objects from the British Museum (National Museum of Australia 
Press, 2015).
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advancing social and political action.2 A new iteration of the thinking 
behind ‘Engaging Objects’ emerged in a second Australian Research 
Council Linkage project, ‘The Relational Museum and Its Objects’. 
This project:

In collaboration with Indigenous communities and regional 
museums in the UK and Australia, aim[ed] to develop and 
pilot approaches that facilitate Indigenous people’s access to and 
engagements with distributed collections and objects.3

It also aimed to bring together little-researched collections to illuminate 
the way dispersed objects were entangled in imperial processes. Ancestors, 
Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums is the 
culmination of the relational museum project that concluded in 2021.

The book draws together diverse authors, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 
in 23 chapters. For many of the 150 objects discussed, it is the first time 
they have been the source and subject of sustained and interdisciplinary 
research. The visual element of the volume is significant, bringing the 
objects themselves and visual archive of colonialism into circulation. 
As a testament to the unfinished nature of the project, there is also 
a comprehensive appendix detailing museums in Britain and Ireland that 
hold Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander objects as well as a guide for 
finding and researching these collections. These resources will be major 
contribution to sharing knowledge and inspiring further research.

During the decade in which these collaborative projects have been pursued, 
there has been a growing interest in material culture, with the Australian 
Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies identifying over 
100,000 objects held in overseas museums, as well as a shift in the way 
museums engage with their ethnographic collections.4 In  April 2021, 

2  Maria Nugent and Gaye Sculthorpe, ‘A Shield Loaded with History: Encounters, Objects 
and Exhibitions’, Australian Historical Studies 49, no. 1 (2018): 28–43, doi.org/10.1080/103146
1X.2017.1408663; Paul Daley, ‘The Gweagal Shield and the Fight to Change the British Museum’s 
Attitude to Seized Artefacts’, Guardian, 25 September 2016; Sarah Keenan, ‘Give Back the Gweagal 
Shield’, Critical Legal Thinking, 11 November 2016, accessed 11 February 2022, criticallegalthinking.
com/2016/11/11/give-back-gweagal-shield/.
3  Maria Nugent, ‘The Relational Museum and its Objects (LP150100423)’, Dr Maria Nugent, 
The Australian National University, accessed 11 February 2022, researchers.anu.edu.au/researchers/
nugent-ml.
4  Lyndall Ley et al., Return of Cultural Heritage Project 2018–20 (Canberra: Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2020).
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I conducted a conversation with Gaye, Howard and Maria over Zoom, 
asking them to reflect on the book they had just finished and the broader 
projects and contexts that shaped it.

Eleanor: You have brought together 21 different authors and over 150 
objects in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire. You mention in the introduction 
that some of these contributors were not actively participating in 
object research beforehand. How did you identify authors to engage 
in this research, and how did you encourage people to think about 
colonialism materially?

Gaye: I think most of our authors had engaged with objects in some 
way before. So, if we’ve said that in the introduction, maybe we need to 
clarify that …

Maria: I think what we mean is that … It was not like we put a call 
out to museum anthropologists or museum curators only. The group of 
authors is actually more mixed than that. There are definitely some people 
who are engaged in object research and have been for a long time, like 
Philip Jones, Howard Morphy and others.5 And Ian Coates and Robyn 
McKenzie have been members of the research team, but they’re not all 
like that. I remember some of the authors saying to us early on: ‘Oh, I’ve 
never really done this, I haven’t really worked with objects before!’ Perhaps 
that is a small minority. What we added to the mix of authors were some 
historians more used to working with documents than with things. But 
what they bring is this incredible, intimate and sophisticated knowledge 
around histories of colonialism. They brought this contextualisation and 
interpretation to the objects we invited them to write about.

Howard: I really like the way you phrased all that Maria. You and Gaye 
had the central role in collecting the authors, but I was involved along the 
way. There’s a sense of the book developing organically. The authors were 
people we were in dialogue with, and who we wanted to put in dialogue 
with the objects. Many people have been more engaged in material culture 
objects than one may think. Someone like Julie Finlayson, who is a native 

5  Philip Jones, Ochre and Rust: Artefacts and Encounters on Australian Frontiers (Kent Town, 
South Australia: Wakefield Press, 2007); Howard Morphy, Aboriginal Art (London: Phaidon, 1998); 
Howard Morphy, Museums, Infinity and the Culture of Protocols (Routledge, 2019), doi.org/ 10.4324/ 
9780203705186.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203705186
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203705186
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title anthropologist, actually started off with Museum Victoria.6 There 
has been that relationship, especially in Australia, between anthropology, 
history and museum collections—however, museum collections have 
still been a neglected resource. Museum collections are the equivalent of, 
or a complement to, archival data, and they add a completely different 
dimension to what is available to us. Material objects themselves come 
from the times and places that historians of empire and colonialism are 
interested in and can give all sorts of information and insight that you 
can’t get from archival records.

Gaye: I think one of the other factors about the authors was that they all 
had some connection to or knowledge about a particular place that they’ve 
written on—either they’re from there, or they have done some research 
in that area before. So the book is building on some local contexts and 
relationships to place that already exist.

Maria: Adding to that, some of the authors’ connection and involvement 
with museums has been emerging as well. Partly because museums have 
become such critical public sites; they are where big collaborative and 
interdisciplinary projects are happening. Historians have been drawn 
into that work, and that’s why they were good choices to contribute to 
the book.

Eleanor: I think what you said about linking objects to histories of 
place is really important Gaye, and in the Australian context can really 
be helpful in illuminating the way material objects can be an untapped 
historical source, as you mentioned Howard. It’s also good to see that 
there’s a relationship between researchers and objects that doesn’t 
necessarily need to be mediated by museums, and I suppose that speaks 
to the culture of open access that’s increasingly being advocated for. 
From what I understand, Gaye, you spent a considerable amount of time 
visiting museums throughout Britain and Ireland to identify Indigenous 
Australian objects, effectively bringing together dispersed material into 
a singular frame. What difficulties did you face in piecing together this 
vast material archive? Is there work still to be done?

6  Julie Finlayson, ‘Life and Death: Funerary and Mourning Objects’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, 
Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and 
Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021), 112–20.
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Gaye: I think it’s important to say that, surprisingly, we are not the first 
wave of people to do this research. I think we need to acknowledge that 
our academic ancestors played a role. People like Isabel McBryde, Vincent 
Megaw and David Moore.7 And then Howard working at Oxford himself. 
There are some Australian people who have researched collections before, 
but surprisingly, since probably the 1990s, there hasn’t been a lot of 
engagement with these collections, and they haven’t been well known until 
the joint projects with The Australian National University, the National 
Museum of Australia and the British Museum. In continuing that work 
we’ve been aided by the internet, which helps research processes, but also 
all the museums to distribute information.

One difficulty in identifying collections in the regional museums in Britain 
and Ireland was that most are underfunded and under pressure. They have 
curators who are responsible for perhaps all the collections such as natural 
history, social history and ethnography, and sometimes collections have 
moved from one place to another. So, for example, collections that were 
once at Norwich Castle Museum were purchased or acquired by the World 
Museum in Liverpool after World War II, because Liverpool Museum 
collections were bombed. Therefore, to research objects at Liverpool, you 
then have to go back to records at Norwich, since not all records moved 
with the objects. So, there’s the challenge of finding out where the relevant 
documentation is and being reliant on very enthusiastic but overworked 
curators to actually get access to view the objects, and then beginning the 
process of piecing together some of the research from the documentation 
that they do have.

Howard: I’d like to follow up something that Eleanor said about people not 
having to work in museums to work on the objects, and so forth. I think 
we can, from a historical perspective, reverse those kinds of questions to 

7  Isabel McBryde, ‘Some Wooden Artefacts from the North Coast of NSW: New Archeological 
and Ethnographic Data’, Records of the Australian Museum, Supplement 31, no. 16 (1978): 660–71, 
doi.org/10.3853/j.0067-1975.31.1978.207; Isabel McBryde, ‘“Barter … Immediately Commenced 
to the Satisfaction of Both Parties”: Cross-Cultural Exchange at Port Jackson, 1788–1828’, in The 
Archaeology of Difference: Negotiating Cross-Cultural Engagements in Oceania, ed. Anne Clarke and 
Robin Torrence (Florence, United States: Taylor & Francis Group, 2000), 245–84; J. V. S. Megaw, 
‘Something Old, Something New: Further Notes on the Aborigines of the Sydney District as 
Represented by Their Surviving Artefacts, and as Depicted in Some Early European Representations 
in F. D. McCarthy, Commemorative Papers’, Records of the Australian Museum, Supplement 17 
(1993): 25–44, doi.org/10.3853/j.0812-7387.17.1993.57; Carol Cooper and Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal Studies, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collections in Overseas Museums (Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press, 1989).

http://doi.org/10.3853/j.0067-1975.31.1978.207
http://doi.org/10.3853/j.0812-7387.17.1993.57
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say, well: ‘What did the people who built collections, the people who 
made objects, knowing that they were going to be in collections, want 
museums to do?’

People who made collections or deposited objects in collections wanted 
them to move out into world and into a future that would appreciate 
them and understand the lives of the people who made them. Clearly, 
in many cases, the makers did not have a museum in mind—but they 
wanted people to be engaged with objects and see value in them, to view 
them and use them and so on. On the whole, curators today are really 
oriented to that too, in the same way that librarians want people to access 
and read books.

So, the issue of access has always been in the minds of people who have 
been building collections in different periods of time. Obviously, access 
was seen in different kinds of ways in the eighteenth century, and when 
museums were first beginning to morph into public institutions, there 
was a move from audiences being the friends of the aristocrats who were 
building the collections to people in general.8 So, it was a foundational 
aim of museums, like the British Museum and the Louvre, to actually 
create collections for publics.9 Over time, the idea of who those ‘audiences’ 
are has broadened, but often you find when you’re actually looking at the 
details, the issue of broadening was in the mind of many museum curators 
and professionals.

Maria: I think the point Gaye made was interesting. There have been 
many people here before us, but not all of that research has been public. 
So there have been surveys of collections, large and small, but they can be 
hard to find or are quite obscure. This collective effort to make things and 
knowledge public and the politics around that, and the changing idea of 
audiences and access, is really complicated. So, this project is about saying: 
‘Well, this research has been done, let’s make it public.’ And then people 
sometimes say: ‘Why would you do a book?’ as though that’s not the right 

8  Caroline Vout, Classical Art: A Life History from Antiquity to the Present (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2018), doi.org/10.23943/9781400890279; David K. van Keuren, ‘Museums and 
Ideology: Augustus Pitt-Rivers, Anthropological Museums, and Social Change in Later Victorian 
Britain’, Victorian Studies 28, no. 1 (1984): 171–89, .
9  Andrew McClellan, Inventing the Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern Museum in 
Eighteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

http://doi.org/10.23943/9781400890279
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form in which to make this accumulated knowledge public. But a book 
can move around and becomes an object itself. It exists through time in 
a way that perhaps an exhibition, or access to the storeroom, cannot.

Eleanor: How did the book grapple with the many legacies and contexts 
for collecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander objects?

Howard: The book covers a whole series of very different motivations 
at different periods of time for making collections. You can separate the 
motivations of the people who made naval collections from the fact that 
occasional objects were the result of warfare and that the navy was linked 
very much to colonialism.10 Everything in the nineteenth century in 
Europe can be linked to colonialism. But what was colonialism? It was 
very many different kinds of things in different places. And you can’t say 
that just because there was a process of colonisation that that was all that 
people were interested in.

The materials that people were collecting were thought to be intrinsically 
important for people to understand the different cultures, societies, 
landscapes in the world, as they did it in a period where that knowledge 
was very different from the knowledge that one has today. So, collecting 
was part of that process of building knowledge and, in many ways in the 
long term, building understanding, but through the completely different 
motivations of different people. I mean, if you compare A. C. Haddon 
with someone like Inspector Ord in the Kimberley, at the same periods 
of time, their motivations were just so totally different. So, one cannot 
lump these collections together in any way. At the same time, however, 
because of the diversity that makes collections this incredible source of 
information, one can actually begin to understand historical processes in 
a way that is very difficult otherwise.

Maria: That goes back to that first question, because it’s important to 
consider: ‘How did we get our authors to think about colonialism 
materially’? That happened at so many different points in the making of 
the book. One was in the conceptualisation of it. I remember Gaye and 
I spent an intensive week in London really thinking about how these 
objects would be put together in various ways to illuminate diverse and 
various ways of thinking about colonialism.

10  Daniel Simpson, ‘Naval Pathways: Tracing Objects from Nineteenth Century Royal Naval 
Voyages’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums ed. Gaye 
Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021), 69–78.
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We’d been committed for a while to the idea of pluralistic encounters, 
to the local being important, and to the frontier as complex—a violent 
and an intimate space. We came to the book with the idea of empire and 
colonialism, not as that which explains everything, but rather as the actual 
context of the nineteenth century when most of the objects in the book 
were taken overseas. The explanatory power of empire and colonialism 
appears differently when you get down to the nitty gritty details of the 
objects and the people and the places and the events and episodes that 
surround them.

Gaye: It’s interesting too, because it’s impossible to be completely 
comprehensive, but we did try to cover most regions of Australia one way 
or another. And perhaps as a reflection of what is in British collections, 
the area least discussed is the centre of Australia, which was where later 
in the nineteenth century Spencer and Gillen and then lots of other 
researchers went and that isn’t so well represented here. But like many 
early encounters, we do have a strength in the book in coastal regions 
and then inland New South Wales and Queensland with shields on 
colonial frontiers.

Eleanor: As you say in the co-authored introduction to Ancestors, Artefacts, 
Empire, the book ‘is focused on ways to bring together dispersed objects 
with archival material, Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives, and 
disciplinary approaches’. Given the diversity of the authorship and objects 
discussed, how has the book engaged with these different elements? 
Does one element—whether the materiality of the object, the colonial 
archive or Indigenous perspectives—ultimately appear the most visible?

Gaye: I think it varies from chapter to chapter. I’m not sure if there’s 
one overall.

Maria: I think it reflects where the intensity is. When there’s a rich 
archive, you get a sense of that; where there’s Indigenous engagement 
with particular object types or practices, then you get those perspectives 
emphasised. I would say that it’s the materiality of the object that comes 
most consistently across the chapters because that’s what keeps drawing 
people back.

Howard: The significance of the archive is going to depend enormously 
on the age of the objects and how much, or how little, is known of them 
in the first place. So, the first thing to do is to contextualise the material 
in relation to the maximum amount of information one can get from that 
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period of time, or as close to that period of time as possible, so you can 
begin to ask and answer the next sets of questions. Now, the next set of 
questions are going to be very, very different according to the time that 
the artefacts were collected but also according to the nature of the sort 
of ideas that people had in that period.

The most exciting thing about one of the chapters that I was involved 
in writing—on the bark painting collection of the National Museums 
Scotland—was that making the collection challenged some of the 
presuppositions that many people had at the time.11 It was a collection 
of bark painting that was largely put together in 1980 by the curator, 
working with an Australian Government organisation, Aboriginal Arts 
and Crafts Ltd. At that time museums had only just got the idea that bark 
paintings might be an authentic object.

It took a very, very long time for museums outside Australia to show any 
interest in bark painting because they were often made in the context of 
‘settlement’, and so, by definition, were made for sale. As a result, they 
were considered to be ‘inauthentic’ objects. It was generally believed that 
they were postcolonial objects made at the behest of the missionary or 
anthropologist. Such was not the case and should not have been relevant, 
but it was the general assumption that people had done this, and people 
were very dismissive of an Australian Government agency working on 
behalf of Aboriginal people in the marketing of art. Forty years on, the 
collection is recognised to comprise exceptional works and I found the 
correspondence on the making of the collection very revealing as it showed 
how much work went into making the collection at a distance and the 
high level of expertise involved. Museums in Europe have relatively few 
curators for their ethnographic collections. They’re not going to be experts 
on all the areas of the world, but they’re hopefully going to draw the 
public’s attention to the value and richness of cultural production outside 
Europe. Dale Idiens, the senior curator, visited Australia aiming to add to 
the museum’s Aboriginal collections. She recognised the significance of 
bark paintings and the fact that few were held in British collections. She 
established a relationship with Australian museums and sought curatorial 
advice, but in buying the works she was very much dependent upon the 

11  Howard Morphy, Antje Denner and Bree Blakeman, ‘Excellent Judgement: Bark Paintings in 
National Museums Scotland’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish 
Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 
2021).
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judgement of Ian Primrose who worked for Aboriginal Arts and Crafts 
Ltd. It was extraordinary how that body of committed and knowledgeable 
people working with Indigenous art centres were able to make a collection 
at a moment in time when Australian art galleries were only beginning to 
collect bark paintings.

The intervention of Australian Government agencies associated with the 
Aboriginal Arts Board of the Australia Council in the 1970s and 1980s 
played a crucial role in the recognition of Aboriginal art after years of 
neglect and invisibility at the national level. It came at a time when 
Indigenous Australians were really becoming visible and present, and the 
collections were one of the things that shouted out for recognition, not 
simply of the richness of Indigenous cultural production but also of rights 
more generally. And the acquisition of works by overseas institutions was 
an important part of the process.

Eleanor: Maria and Gaye, do you remember what excited you most with 
your particular chapters and what excited you most about the objects you 
were looking at?

Gaye: When I first saw and heard about Mithina’s pin cushion and 
doll, I think that really touched my heart.12 Mithina was an Aboriginal 
Tasmanian girl who was sent to live at Government House in Hobart 
with the family of Sir John Franklin, lieutenant governor of Van Dieman’s 
Land, around 1841. The doll and pin cushion were found with the Gell 
family papers in Matlock, Derbyshire, and were probably taken back to 
England by Eleanor Gell, John Franklin’s daughter. Other objects struck 
me by their beauty or manufacture or history, but I think the doll, to 
bring out the story of Mithina more, was the one that made me take a step 
backwards and reflect on so many things.

Maria: I would probably add a similar story as it’s about coming to your 
own relationship to things. For me, it would be the little orphan shellwork 
shoe at Warrington because it affirmed stories told at La Perouse (and in 
missionary records) that these objects travelled from Australia to Britain.13 
Yet we’d never really found shellwork outside Australia. It hadn’t been 

12  Gaye Sculthorpe, ‘Exile and Punishment in Van Diemen’s Land’, in Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: 
Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums, ed. Gaye Sculthorpe, Maria Nugent and Howard 
Morphy (London: British Museum Press, 2021).
13  Maria Nugent, ‘Shellwork on Show: Colonial History, Australian Aboriginal Women and the 
Display of Decorative Objects’, Journal of Material Culture 19, no. 1 (2014): 75–92, doi.org/10.1177/ 
1359183513509535.

http://doi.org/10.1177/1359183513509535
http://doi.org/10.1177/1359183513509535
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collected in museums in Australia; the collections that now exist were 
reasonably recent. And then it also had that sense that if people keep 
writing about these once overlooked things, curators and others get new 
eyes to see what had not before been noticed. And then before long you 
think, ‘Oh, this could be a flood eventually’.

Gaye: What’s particularly interesting about that story and the whole 
process, and it applies to museums in Australia as well as in Britain, is that 
museum storerooms are full of surprises and people don’t necessarily realise 
what the objects actually are or how significant they are. With the shell 
slipper in Warrington, they didn’t have them on their list of Australian 
objects before I went there and the curator was looking for something 
else and he lifted a box of miscellaneous objects off a shelf to look and he 
said, ‘Oh, I don’t know what this is’, and I said, ‘yes well I do and I hardly 
believe it’. So, they were found when looking for something else and that’s 
the excitement of doing the work.14

Maria: Sometimes the excitement is that it just opens up a whole new 
story. The other excitement is that sometimes, at last, there is material 
evidence for what is already well known—that La Perouse Aboriginal 
women’s shellwork had global reach!

Howard: Often it’s something that Indigenous people have been telling 
anthropologists or historians for a long time, but they’ve taken no notice 
of it without material evidence.

For example, anthropologists and historians are very familiar with the 
Macassan voyages and the links and connections across New Guinea 
through to Indonesia really going way, way back. There’s been continuous 
relationships and interactions, and a spear that was collected in Macassar 
had been labelled as Melanesian and was then re-identified as Yolngu; it’s 
almost exactly the same kind of hook spear that you’ll use today. I was 
so excited by this because it had been clearly traded by Yolngu before 
European colonisation in that region. But, Yolngu were completely 
uninterested at one level in this. ‘Well, you know, we’ve always told you 
we traded with Indonesia’, they said, ‘of course [the spear] is there!’ So, you 
can’t predict in every case what the source community—the Indigenous 
community, the descendants of the makers—are going to say.

14  Hannah White, La Perouse Shellwork: Indigenous Craft and the Australian Economy, Warrington 
Museum and Art Gallery, wmag.culturewarrington.org/2020/12/03/la-perouse-slipper/.

http://wmag.culturewarrington.org/2020/12/03/la-perouse-slipper/
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One of the things that I hope we are showing in this book is that people are 
going to say very different things in relation to the nature of the colonial 
experience, and that is something that you have to take on board. You’ve 
got to approach relations in very different kinds of ways because something 
that came from northern Victoria at that same moment in time is going 
to have a very different resonance with people in that region today, for all 
sorts of different kinds of reasons that you can’t predict. And what people 
may immediately feel is not necessarily what people will feel the following 
year or the following decade and so on and so forth. In a way, what we’re 
trying to do is really be part of a process that we know is ongoing and, 
in a sense, facilitating that kind of process. We’re facilitating it with the 
research that we’ve done and understandings of the historical processes 
that are involved. We know that objects are a dynamic thing, that there is 
change going on and we are part of the changing process.

Maria: I think that’s really important. I think at one level the power of 
this project is the insistence on engaging with the colonial archive. If we 
were responding to just what the objects mean in the present moment, 
there might be less interest in and emphasis on finding out about what 
they also meant in the past—at various different times, places, contexts in 
the past. If we were only responding to a contemporary issue or problem, 
we would soon find that things had changed.

Howard: It’s empirical, but it’s also theoretical. In a sense, the theory that 
we have is also descriptive. The world is changing; things are determined 
by multiple factors and extremely complex. So, the present is not a good 
moment to make final determinations about almost anything, if those 
determinations cannot be reversed. We’re not just holding place; indeed, 
by bringing the archival material forward, we’re doing the opposite. We’re 
bringing material that is going to be of relevance, but we’re not saying 
how it’s going to be of relevance in the future. We’re saying that in order 
to actually connect and make this material alive again, you have to make 
it alive with your knowledge about what its life was in the past.

Eleanor: Following from that, is there a way you’ve understood 
collaboration with Indigenous communities throughout the relational 
museum project and the process of researching and writing this book? 
Given the regional diversity of the volume, was consultation undertaken 
with specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups? And if not, who 
is the overarching ‘community’ you are speaking about, and intending 
to reach?
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Gaye: Well, in some cases the objects don’t have a clear provenance. 
For example, in the chapter that I wrote on shields from colonial frontiers 
in Queensland, very few had a specific provenance.

Maria: All of the work presupposes that people know where and which 
community the object belongs to. That’s true in some of the work we’re 
doing, but this book is also about the work that ultimately contributes to 
community consultation.

Howard: To look at objects from the basis of the community, ‘community’ 
is one of these really problematic concepts both sociologically and also in 
terms of governmental structures. Communities are always being created. 
So, the question that you’ve asked poses all sorts of problems because 
we don’t necessarily know which groups at a particular time of the past 
‘belonged’ to the material culture. We want to set objects into a historical 
framework of the time of their collections so that we can, as meaningfully 
as possible, connect them to people who today may be seen to come from 
the same region. So, region may be something that we could talk about 
more easily than a community. We’ve done many consultations with 
individual people as well.

Gaye: We also have various contacts within communities. I send 
information back to various people in Tasmania about objects I come 
across, even if they haven’t been reproduced in the book. It’s also the 
same with people connected with other parts of Australia where I know 
people are working on certain object types, such as at Stradbroke Island. 
I have shared with them different bags and baskets, and sent images and 
information to different people. So, it’s not just what’s in the book, it’s 
the other things that have happened along the way, it’s part of a broader 
and ongoing process.

Howard: In a way, we are posing a series of practical problems without 
imposing simplistic solutions, but we’re certainly pointing to them. 
The hub and spokes model that you were referring to Eleanor, linking 
distributed collections with source communities, means that we do actually 
have to say: ‘There’s got to be some evolving networks of communities 
within Australia.’

Gaye: Not so long ago, I shared an eighteenth-century kelp water container 
that I helped to uncover in the collections of the Quai-Branly Museum 
in Paris on my Facebook page, and one of the senior artists in Tasmania, 
Lola Greeno, responded: ‘Thanks so much for sharing. I’m teaching 
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young women and girls how to make these and it’s so important to see 
this.’ So, I think that, indirectly, social media helps. I also think a very 
important part of the book is the detailed appendices that indicate what 
objects are where. While it’s not comprehensive, it will be a springboard 
for so much more research to come.

Maria: There are also opportunities that some Indigenous people have 
had to go and look at the collections in Britain. At La Perouse the other 
day, it was really critical that someone in the room—Noeleen Timbery—
had been to the British Museum and Cambridge and was able to talk 
about and generate an interest in the objects from the coastal Sydney 
region that have been identified in overseas collections. So, she’s one 
pivotal person who is a part of this network, building relationships and 
forming exchanges as people become engaged with objects.

Eleanor: This research has clearly taken on political utility in recent 
decades as museums are pushed to confront their colonial legacies and 
calls for repatriation are staked. Some argue that research pushes these 
new frontiers, while others would see object research as complicating some 
contemporary claims. How does Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire speak to this 
current moment, and what conversations do you hope it will encourage?

Gaye: I think anyone who has worked in Aboriginal Australia realises that 
the most fundamental thing is to ask: ‘Who has the right to speak for an 
object or a place, and what is people’s connection to that?’ If you start 
to look closely at objects in museum collections, you’ll find that these 
questions are not at all clear, especially with early historic objects, because 
the information isn’t there. To start doing fundamental research on objects 
is part of a process of developing that conversation and engaging the right 
people in it. Perhaps those less familiar with museums might assume that 
there’s information sitting on a database somewhere that you can easily 
extract to say where an object comes from. Often, it’s such a general level 
of information that exists, or no information at all, such as the shellwork 
slipper in Warrington, that much more research is needed as a first step.

It’s interesting because, in my experience, Indigenous people who visit our 
collections are not generally interested in looking at objects unless they 
come from a particular recorded place, related to them. So, even though it 
might be within the region, there’s less interest because of the uncertainty. 
Because so many of the objects do need further research to try and 
identify even the region or subregion from which they come, there’s much 
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fundamental research to be done before you begin to engage with the 
right people in any conversations and taking these conversations forward. 
So, in part, that’s the aim of the book—to encourage more research on 
these collections that remain little researched and under-documented.

Maria: Yeah, it’s been interesting in the ‘Gweagal’ shield case because 
people have sort of said, ‘Oh we made a claim for repatriation and now 
they’ve done more research’.15 But repatriation claims typically trigger 
research. So, in a way, we’re trying to pre-empt this, by saying: ‘Here is 
the current state of information; let’s build on that.’

Howard: I hope that this book will complexify all the discussions about 
repatriation. Part of the question is, ‘repatriation: not just to whom 
but to where?’ Then there’s the question of actually how many cases 
and applications for repatriation have there been? Is it something that 
museums are receiving all the time? How have museums responded to 
those particular requests? You’ll find that it’s an infinitely more complex 
picture than people imagine and that many Indigenous Australians are 
playing a major role in adding to collections both as makers and curators.

There are many substantial reasons for some things to be repatriated. 
But what is the process? How and what did it involve? Initially the process 
involves a massive amount of research on the material so that people can 
know what is there; later, the question is: ‘where can the material go?’ 
Many Indigenous Australians, as they gain better access to material, see 
the presence of material in museums as being objects in action in the 
present-day context. Well, what is better access? What does that mean? 
The whole history of creating keeping places is an interesting one, as 
they have been movements often initiated by governments or library 
systems and the like. They think: ‘Let’s have a solution. Let’s provide the 
funding for keeping places.’ And communities often say: ‘Yes, we’ll have 
a keeping place.’ And then, over time, that keeping place no longer exists, 
and it’s not because people have been derelict in using them, it’s because 
it wasn’t the right solution to the problem that they themselves saw or 
what they actually wanted in terms of using objects. So, this makes things 
more complex.

15  Marc Fennell, ‘Shots Fired’, in Stuff the British Stole, ABC Radio National, 2020; Nugent and 
Sculthorpe, ‘A Shield Loaded with History’.
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Maria: It also goes back to that idea that people’s interest in the material 
is multiple. At a meeting at La Perouse the other day it was very clear 
that there was a sense of satisfaction that the material had been, in a 
way, preserved and that what they would really like to know are all the 
details about how those things were made, what they were made from 
and the environmental knowledge they hold. They knew that there were 
different groups, like the rangers, like the men doing the fishing and like 
the women still making shellwork, that would have different interests in 
different objects. They were very clear about what the return from the 
objects was, which is not the same as the return of the object.
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‘Go on, go on. Don’t be afraid’, uttered the menacing Mrs Danvers by 
the window of Manderley’s west wing.1 Judith Anderson displayed an 
effortless intensity in her role as Mrs Danvers for the 1940 adaptation 
of Rebecca. She was the looming housekeeper, always dressed in black. 
Mrs Danvers is certainly Anderson’s best remembered role among film 
lovers, but its status within the canon of cinematic characters has largely 
overshadowed the actress herself. Fans of Rebecca may be surprised, for 
example, to discover that, while Anderson was able to capture this rigid, 
old-world figure, and act so masterfully alongside English actors Laurence 
Olivier and Joan Fontaine, she herself came from an impoverished 
childhood in Adelaide.2 The story of Anderson’s life spans continents and 
societal shifts; its setting and content form an utterly unique life story that 
greatly deserves to be told in detail.

Desley Deacon’s Judith Anderson: Australian Star, First Lady of the 
American Stage is a comprehensive exploration of the many seasons in 
the life of Judith Anderson (1897–1992).3 Anderson was an Australian-
born stage and screen actress active between 1915 and 1990.4 Deacon’s 
account of her life begins with the circumstances that led to the birth of 
Frances Margaret Anderson (later Francee and Judith, as she changed it 
for the stage) in Adelaide. The biography goes on to trace the trajectory of 

1  Alfred Hitchcock, Rebecca (United Artists, 1940).
2  Desley Deacon, Judith Anderson: Australian Star, First Lady of the American Stage (Melbourne: 
Kerr Publishing, 2019), 5–12.
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid., 463–81.
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her life and career, primarily in Australia, the United States and Britain, 
ending not with the death of Dame Judith Anderson in 1992, but with an 
examination of both her immediate and more lasting afterlives.

Deacon weaves a detailed and compelling biography that captures Judith 
Anderson’s private and public life, along with the grey area in between. 
The biography is, very appropriately, arranged not into parts but ‘acts’, 
each containing multiple ‘scenes’, chapters and even an ‘interlude’. This 
stage-inspired motif not only helps to demarcate different aspects and 
eras in Judith’s life, but also allows Deacon to create a clear climax for the 
narrative with Anderson’s acclaimed stage portrayal of Medea in the late 
1940s.5 This structure is achieved without compromising on the detail 
that Deacon provides within the chapters themselves.

The biography features carefully selected images to correspond with each 
chapter, ‘scene’ and ‘interlude’. The purpose of the scenes is primarily to 
evoke a sense of place, the images chosen for this purpose help not only 
to situate the reader geographically, but also often evoke a sense of the 
time period within which that section of the biography is set. Beginning 
in turn-of-the-century Adelaide and ending in 1990s California, the text 
features seven ‘acts’, nine ‘scenes’ and an ‘interlude’. While the ‘acts’ mark 
out the skeleton of Anderson’s life and career trajectory, the chapters 
play an important role in separating themes, important periods, and 
ideas within Deacon’s text. Each chapter features an image, usually of 
Judith herself, visually demonstrating the changing and evolving face and 
image of Anderson. The images display the changes brought by ageing, 
different types of acting roles, and the contrast between the private and 
the public Judith.

The narrative arc of this biography revolves around Anderson’s acting 
career and the achievements or disappointments that came with it. 
The examination of her private life acts more as an intermission to the 
career that governed and influenced much of her life. The frequent 
contrast between the professional and private aspects of her life bring to 
light the struggles of women dedicated to their careers during the early 
to mid-twentieth century. Anderson is shown to fall in love with relative 
ease; however, both her marriages were short lived due to her love of 
acting and strength of character. This information is carefully interwoven 
with Deacon’s account of Anderson’s career.

5  Ibid., 278–304.
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The chronological structure of the biography highlights how technological 
and societal changes affected Anderson’s life and career. From more obvious 
historical events (like both world wars) to technological advancement, 
the linear timeline displays the impacts of these changes to great effect. 
It emphasises the fact that Judith Anderson was discovered, or rediscovered, 
many times during her career. An important example of this, for both her 
career and posterity, was the rise of television as a medium for theatrical 
performance. This allowed Anderson to be broadcast into the homes of 
millions of people during the 1950s and 1960s.6 As Deacon writes, ‘her 
glorious voice has been preserved on recordings that brought her younger 
admirers’, with her televised theatricals, dramas and films acting as the 
posthumous record of her acting career.7 Even now, years after her death, 
these dramatic performances have a greater effect on Anderson’s audience 
than the written record of her early theatrical roles.

Deacon’s authorial voice guides the reader through the many seasons of 
Anderson’s life. It has an omniscient quality, foreshadowing rather than 
giving away future details. This style is seen to best advantage in a biography 
like this, which has the chief aim of revealing a lesser-known story. 
Deacon also balances the use of her own descriptions and the insertion of 
long quotations to provide readers with a strong sense of Judith’s character 
both on and off the stage. When there are the sources available, Deacon 
leaves space for Judith to speak her story in her own words, supported or 
contextualised by the words of her friends and partners. This was used to 
great effect in the retelling of her long romance and short marriage to Ben 
Lehmann.8 Deacon draws on their decade-long correspondence, which is 
now held by the University of California. These private words reveal the 
hopes, dreams and disappointments of a younger Anderson, before she 
played the roles of Mrs Danvers or Medea.

The final ‘act’ of the text departs significantly from the style that governed 
the biography prior to its final instalment. Titled ‘Afterlife’, this act 
has only one chapter and is much more analytical, abandoning the 
chronological approach to evaluate the impact of Anderson’s career on 
popular culture. This section centres around her role as Mrs Danvers, 
delving into its long-term reception, not previously discussed in ‘Act III: 
Greatness’. Deacon argues that Anderson has become so intertwined with 

6  Ibid., 349.
7  Ibid., 453.
8  Ibid., Act III: Greatness, 129–214.
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her portrayal of Mrs Danvers in the public memory that it has invited 
speculation about her own sexuality. This was not previously discussed in 
the biography and even in this final chapter, Deacon’s primary response 
to this aspect of Anderson’s afterlife was to quote from her subject: ‘I do 
not associate myself with anyone—group or individual … I won’t join 
up with anything. Ever.’9 This discussion of Judith’s life after death makes 
a valuable contribution, ensuring that the biography fully engages with 
Anderson’s afterlife. Treating this section as an ‘act’ within the main text 
is slightly jarring due to the sudden introduction of ideas not previously 
alluded to and the stark shift in writing style. For many readers, however, 
this information will be the most familiar to them and it does provide 
a satisfying, yet open-ended conclusion to the biography.

Undoubtedly the most engaging aspect of this biography is the 
comprehensive characterisation of its central figure. The many seasons 
of Judith Anderson’s private life and acting career are given thorough 
examination. As a woman, Judith is seen to change greatly over time, 
just as her career and reputation changed. Deacon’s writing and depth 
of research combine to create a sense of a real woman. Deacon describes 
brave young Francee Anderson, who sailed across the world in pursuit of 
a dream. She writes about a woman whose visions of a family were never 
quite realised. She conjures an opinionated Judith, whose ambition and 
strength of character fly off the page, and who frequently had creative 
differences with her theatrical collaborators. Yet she also reveals a fragile 
Judith, who struggled with her health, and an aging Dame Judith, 
frustrated that she no longer had the physicality to play the roles she loved 
so much. It is the skill of Deacon’s writing and the fruit of her careful 
research that enables each of the many faces of Judith Anderson to both 
have their moment and fit within the overall biography.

Deacon’s biography reveals not only the story of Judith Anderson’s life, 
but also the origins of the attributes from which her enduring image is 
built. From the way she wore her glamorous clothing to the qualities she 
was able to depict on screen and, perhaps more notably, on stage, there 
is no doubt that this is the biography of a woman and an icon. Upon 
reaching the end of the text, the reader understands that while she became 
‘Dame Judith’ that path was neither certain nor linear. The chronological 
order of the biography enables the ebb and flow nature of her professional 

9  Boze Hadleigh, Hollywood Lesbians (New York: Barricade Books, 1994), 176.
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acting career to be communicated with great clarity. Deacon’s writing and 
narrative construction carefully guide the reader through almost a century’s 
worth of people, places and performances. Thoroughly researched and 
carefully constructed, this biography can engage the interest of both 
academic and more general readers. It is a thoughtful biography that 
brings Judith Anderson out from behind the long shadow of Mrs Danvers 
to place her, once again, in the spotlight she deserves.
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Recently, and for the first time in a long time, I was able to drive from 
Canberra to Sydney. The Hume Highway curves along the edge of the 
shining, shallow waters of Lake Werriwa (Lake George), past small towns 
and expansive fields of sheep. As I drove along this familiar route, I came 
to a point where the road crosses a bridge high above a river. I glimpsed 
beautiful, rocky, forested views on either side, but it was a signpost that 
caught my eye: ‘Nepean River’. The highway crosses part of the Dyarubbin 
(Hawkesbury-Nepean River) that I had just been reading about in Grace 
Karskens’s new book People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia. I had 
never noticed the sign or thought about the region before. Like so much 
of Australian history and geography, it had fallen into the background, 
irrelevant and unimportant. Karskens brings the forgotten history of this 
region to the foreground. She explores the importance of the Dyarubbin 
to Aboriginal people whose ancestors lived there for 50,000 years and 
who continue to live there today, and to British colonisers who fed the 
colony’s population with maize and wheat grown on the river’s fertile 
banks. People of the River is mainly concerned with the period between 
the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, but Karskens weaves 
together sections on the deep history of the Dyarubbin and modern 
Australian history, creating a richly detailed narrative that is beautifully 
written and engaging. There is an energy and passion thrumming through 
every chapter, encouraging you to keep reading, keep learning and stay 
open to new ideas and perspectives.

Grace Karskens is an Australian historian and emeritus professor of history 
at the University of New South Wales. Her work focuses on Australian 
colonial and cross-cultural history, Aboriginal history and environmental 
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history. People of the River emerged from her collaborative project with 
Darug/Dharug knowledge holders, artists and educators along with 
archaeologists, linguists and historians titled ‘The Real Secret River: 
Dyarubbin’. In the book that culminated from that project, Karskens 
describes and dispels many of the myths and stereotypes that we may not 
even realise we have about the people of this period. Through considered 
research and collaboration with present-day Darug/Dharug communities, 
whose Country the Dyarubbin winds through and whose ancestors, along 
with those of the Darkinyung and Gundungurra people, have lived in 
the area for at least 50,000 years, Karskens explores the life of Aboriginal 
people and settlers on the riverbank.

The differences between Aboriginal people and colonial farmers are 
obvious, but less discussed are the commonalities. Karskens explores both: 
the friendly arrangements and shared loves, and the conflicts, payback 
law and frontier wars, never shying away from the darker parts of this 
period—the massacres of Aboriginal people, the stealing of Aboriginal 
children and the assault of Aboriginal women.

Throughout the book, Karskens emphasises the continued and constant 
presence of Aboriginal people on their Country, as well as their autonomy 
and active participation in events. Aboriginal people were not a single, 
solid and unchanging culture but were and are dynamic and active 
responders and adaptors to the changing world. As Karskens writes:

They chose to draw on new ideas and things, weaving them into 
their own cultural and spiritual practice … they quickly learned 
English, befriended parsons and farming families … attended 
horseraces and fairs … They also continued to hold corroborees 
and initiation ceremonies, to make and maintain their sacred art, 
to speak their Language, and to cling steadfastly to Country.1

One of the more surprising things I learned about was the lack of fences 
in the early years of convict farming and settlement in the area. These were 
only established later, and some land was initially reserved as commons 
for all in the community to use. I had also always thought of convicts as 
being from the cities, but most came from rural areas of England and so 
were already familiar with farming and living in regional communities.

1  Grace Karskens, People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2021), 11.
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Karskens’s book, to me, strives for and achieves a difficult balance, giving 
careful consideration to most aspects of this time and place, and to the 
people who lived and died there. She manages to discuss broader trends 
and movements while keeping us grounded in the everyday lives of 
individual people.

The structure of the book is somewhat linear, moving from the deep past 
50,000 years ago to focus on the period when British settlers and convicts 
arrived and set up farms in the region in the 1790s. Part 1 focuses on 
the region prior to British invasion, how historians have deployed and 
engaged with deep time historiographical methods, and the way these 
understandings have evolved over time. In Part 2, Karskens explores 
encounters between Aboriginal people and British settlers. There were 
massacres of Aboriginal people along the Dyarubbin and in many other 
places across Australia, conducted with the full support of governors. This 
should not be forgotten or left out of the history books, and it is not left 
out here. But there are also rebellions and resistance and victories. In some 
areas along the Dyarubbin’s banks, Aboriginal warriors were able to drive 
settlers from their Country for years at a time, such that ‘settlement was 
stopped in its tracks by fierce Aboriginal resistance’2—something we don’t 
hear or read enough about in history books.

Part 3 focuses on forests and floods: the connections of Aboriginal people 
and the sacredness of trees, what the forests looked like, how rapidly they 
were cleared and how settler farmers related to them. Karskens draws on 
the written records of settlers and the data they collected and recorded. 
She tracks the rate of clearing of trees along the Dyarubbin for King’s 
1803–04 Nepean settlement by examining the 1806 and 1822 muster 
reports. Calculating the total amount of land cleared by subtracting 
cultivated and fallow land from the total held, she finds that only 11 per 
cent of alienated land had been cleared by 1806 and that two-thirds of 
the Nepean farmlands were still forested in 1822. Therefore, she argues 
that there was ‘no instant transformation from forests to farms: the forests 
continued to dominate’.3 Again and again Karskens pulls apart what we 
think we know about colonial and Aboriginal history of this region and this 
period. She refers to a wide range of primary and secondary sources, not 
limited to written accounts but also oral histories, archaeology, paintings, 
maps and rock art. Images of these are found throughout the book and 

2  Ibid., 91.
3  Ibid., 195.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

160

aid in deepening our understanding of the described environments and 
people. This section also considers the impacts of floods on the mentality 
and lives of people, for, in Karskens’s words:

The shining river commanded admiration, but also respect and 
wariness. In flood, it brought plenty in the form of rich alluvium 
that replenished the earth—but it also brought devastation.4

Part 4 takes a closer look at what mattered most to people at this time 
(‘families, cultures and spirituality’5) and popular culture (pleasures and 
pastimes), exploring the similarities and differences of Aboriginal and 
settler peoples’ culture, beliefs and worldviews.

Karskens does not tell a broad brushstrokes history; instead, she reaches 
out and finds individual people, investigating stories, myths and popular 
culture about them to uncover the most likely truths. Her writing shows 
that a nuanced, balanced and truthful history can be told about even the 
most difficult of topics, and that this can be done in a respectful way, 
where each event, person and group are given time in the light. As she 
says: ‘By following the river, and paying close attention to its history and 
geography, the deep past and the present may be reconnected and seen in 
one another’s light.’6

4  Ibid., 277.
5  Ibid., 13.
6  Ibid., 3.



161

Semut: The Untold Story of 
a Secret Australian Operation 
in WWII Borneo by Christine 
Helliwell
(London: Michael Joseph, 2021), 576 pp

Liam Kane
University of New South Wales

Semut: The Untold Story of a Secret Australian Operation in WWII Boreno 
offers a very fine account of Allied special operations in Sarawak, north-
western Borneo, in mid-1945. An anthropologist whose speciality is 
Borneo, Christine Helliwell, Semut’s author, provides deep insights into 
locals’ (principally Dayaks’) involvement in a series of Australian military 
operations referred to as Semut—a feat that no author has managed 
to achieve with such sophistication. Intended for a general readership, 
Semut is written in plain but engaging prose. While not an academic 
monograph, Semut does not eschew exploration of the complexity of 
military operations, Dayak cultures and the rich, if porous, source material 
available. If academics wish to write good history for a general readership, 
Semut represents the quality to which they should aspire.

Semut occurred towards the end of the Pacific War in what the Allies 
called the ‘South-West Pacific Area’. The operation was planned and 
executed by an Australian military intelligence organisation known as 
the Services Reconnaissance Department. This department was part of 
the Allied Intelligence Bureau, which, in turn, came under the purview 
of the American theatre commander General Douglas MacArthur’s 
General Headquarters in Manila. Yet the British Special Operations 
Executive exerted considerable influence over the Services Reconnaissance 
Department’s activities, and the Government of the United Kingdom had 
a special interest in Borneo. Prior to the Japanese invasion of Borneo in 
1942, the British and Dutch shared the island, with Sarawak and northern 
Borneo being controlled by the British and the remainder of the island 
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being Dutch territory. The tacit expectation that Semut’s operatives would 
lay the ground for the return of colonial governance existed alongside the 
operation’s stated objectives: the establishment of intelligence networks 
and raising of guerrilla forces to support a string of amphibious landings 
on Borneo’s coast carried out by the Australian 9th Division with Allied 
air and naval support.

Shortly after Semut commenced with the parachute dropping of operatives 
into Sarawak in March and April 1945, it morphed into three operations. 
This book principally examines Semut II and III, embracing operations in 
the Baram River valley and along Rejang River, respectively. Helliwell has 
relegated Semut I (operations around Brunei Bay and into former Dutch 
territory) to a projected second volume.

Semut is among the most socially and politically complex operations 
undertaken by Australian military forces during World War II. With the 
9th Division’s operations largely contained to the coastal areas, local support 
was crucial to the success of Semut’s operations further inland. Dayaks 
provided warriors, shelter, intelligence and counsel. Using guerrilla tactics, 
Semut’s operatives and their Dayak allies generally succeeded in pushing the 
Japanese out of territories that the latter loosely held. Civil administration 
added to the military challenges faced by Semut’s leaders. Semut II’s 
commander, Major Toby Carter, took this responsibility most seriously. 
This was partly because Carter, unlike the commanders of Semut I and III, 
possessed no adjunct responsible for civil affairs, but also due to the strong 
bonds that he developed with locals. Carter’s compassion for the Dayaks 
did not necessarily endear him to his superiors and, as Helliwell persuasively 
shows, he was probably sacked for his preoccupation with locals’ welfare.

Helliwell delves into the experiences of those who participated in the Semut 
operations. The personalities of Semut’s leaders, especially the self-effacing 
Carter and Semut I’s vainglorious commander Major Tom Harrrison, are 
richly rendered. Personal accounts (including oral histories conducted 
by Helliwell) are well used to draw out white operatives’ experiences of 
Borneo’s environment, combat and, of course, the Dayaks. While Semut’s 
leaders were selected partly because they had been employed in colonial 
Borneo, many operatives had no experience of Borneo or the Dayaks whose 
headhunting traditions gave them a fierce reputation among Europeans 
and Japanese. Helliwell demonstrates that Semut’s operatives generally 
came to appreciate the Dayaks’ resourcefulness, humour and hospitality.
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Semut’s greatest strength is how Helliwell, using a range of sources, 
carefully exposes Dayak subjectivities. Rejecting portrayals of the Dayaks 
as lost subjects desiring the return of European colonial administration, 
Helliwell suggests that pragmaticism explains why so many Dayak 
groups took the risk of supporting the Semut operations. Shrewd and 
spiritually potent chiefs and their advisers put probing questions to 
Semut’s leaders during many conferences in impressive longhouses. They 
wanted assurances that the Allies were powerful and willing to provide 
equipment and troops to oust the Japanese. The Dayaks knew that the 
Allies’ enemy was weakening. By 1945, Japanese forces on Borneo, while 
still a menacing presence, were isolated from the shrinking empire’s centre 
and hamstrung. Semut’s leaders authorised and encouraged the taking 
of Japanese heads. This tactic proved very effective in soliciting local 
support, although headhunting became difficult for operatives to control, 
with some zealous Dayaks (especially Ibans) taking the heads of civilians 
(mostly Chinese).

Headhunting receives special attention in Semut. Though enthusiasm 
for headhunting varied between Dayak groups, it was an important 
practice in British Borneo that had been prohibited by the previous 
colonial administration. Repugnant as this practice was to the Allies and 
(especially) the Japanese, the taking and smoking of an enemy’s head to 
adorn longhouses, Helliwell explains, was not act of hatred or disrespect 
for Dayak warriors but, rather, an activity designed to increase the spiritual 
and bodily health of the individual and their community. Helliwell 
occasionally attempted to favourably compare Dayak headhunting to the 
destructive effects of modern weaponry, which could obliterate bodies 
entirely, and the tendency of Allied troops to mutilate Japanese bodies, 
including the removal of heads. These comparisons, while apt, could 
have been further developed and strengthened through the incorporation 
of more recent scholarship on brutality on the battlefield in the Pacific 
War, such as the work of Peter Schrijvers, Lachlan Grant, Tarak Barkawi, 
Simon Harrison and Mark Johnson.1

1  Peter Schrijvers, Bloody Pacific: American Soldiers at War with Japan (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), doi.org/10.1057/9780230292307; Lachlan Grant, Australian Soldiers in Asia-
Pacific in World War II (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2014); Tarak Barkawai, Soldiers of Empire: 
Indian British Armies in World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), doi.
org/10.1017/9781316718612; Simon Harrison, Dark Trophies: Hunting and the Enemy Body in 
Modern War (New York: Bergaham Books, 2012), doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt9qchnf; Mark Johnston, 
Fighting the Enemy: Australian Soldiers and Their Adversaries in World War II (Port Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

http://doi.org/10.1057/9780230292307
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316718612
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316718612
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt9qchnf
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Finally, Helliwell succeeds in evoking a sense of wonder at the Borneo of 
1945. The reader is guided through dense jungles that do not exist today 
and beautiful, sprawling longhouses that are long gone. Only a scholar 
with Helliwell’s experience could weave such ecological and social depth 
into an account of Allied military activities in Borneo during WWII.
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It is hard to evoke the stench that would have wafted into the nostrils 
of Kate and Rob McBride, and their friend Dick Arnold, on 8 January 
2019. While drought had reduced the once mighty Darling River to a 
recreational motorcycle track for local townsfolk, Kate, Rob and Dick had 
made their way to its banks 1,000 kilometres north-west of Sydney, near 
Menindee, to check the quality of any remaining water. What they found 
was evidence that the Murray–Darling Basin was in severe crisis.

‘This is bloody disgraceful, this is the most disgusting thing I’ve seen in 
my life,’ Rob McBride said into the camera of his daughter’s phone.1 
Clutching the carcasses of two Murray cod estimated to be over 50 years 
old, Rob and Dick held back tears. The remains of thousands of rotting 
fish—mostly native to Australian waterways—surrounded them, floating 
amid blooms of blue-green algae. By the time Kate’s video of her father 
and Dick went viral in the Australian media, it was estimated that over 
a million fish had fallen victim to the kills. The sheer devastation of this 
mass death of native fish evoked ‘the Old Testament’s “bloody Nile fish 
kill”’.2 But, as Quentin Beresford reminds us, ‘the Menindee fish kill was 
only the latest in a long history of ecological crises in the Murray–Darling 
Basin’.3 Wounded Country: The Murray–Darling Basin: A Contested History 
seeks to document this ‘long history’.

1  Quoted in: Quentin Beresford, Wounded Country: The Murray–Darling Basin: A Contested History 
(Randwick: NewSouth Publishing, 2021), 9.
2  Ibid., 8.
3  Ibid.,10.
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At its core, Wounded Country is a response to the 2019 Menindee fish 
kills. This environmental disaster moved Beresford to action. He explains:

What was witnessed on the Darling in early January 2019 was not 
just a tragedy of dead fish, but a ‘canary in the coal mine’ moment 
for the ailing river system and the wider Murray–Darling Basin.4

Geographically, the basin and its rivers span south from Queensland into 
New South Wales, the ACT, Victoria and South Australia, encompassing 
over a million square kilometres. Through its various ecosystems, the 
basin has supported life for over 60 million years, its rivers home to rich 
varieties of fish. The native flora on the banks of the Murray and Darling 
rivers—including native grasses—provided vital habitat for waterbirds, 
snakes and other native fauna, many of which established their homes 
below or within towering red gum trees. Since colonisation, the basin’s 
fertile soils and abundant resources have been over-exploited, propping 
up the Australian nation while contributing to growing environmental 
degradation.

Almost two centuries of warning signs—‘unnatural’ flooding patterns, 
severe drought, ailing soil fertility, increased salinity, endangered wildlife, 
loss of habitat, deadly algal blooms and, now, fish kills—have been 
ignored by those who exploited the basin environmentally, economically 
and politically—colonisers, capitalists and politicians alike. In Wounded 
Country, Beresford argues that only by exploring the complex history of 
the Murray–Darling since the European settlement of Australia can one 
make sense of how we find ourselves at the brink of disaster. He does 
so through exploring several interlinked themes and phenomena that 
have contributed to the severe altering of Australia’s lived environment. 
Of particular interest for this review is Beresford’s demonstration of how 
the Murray–Darling Basin’s decline reflects fundamentally European 
attitudes towards resource possession and the mastery of nature, and how 
the exploitation of nature has fostered and fuelled Australian nationalism. 
These ideas can be extrapolated and applied to other contemporary 
environmental concerns, including the Australian Government’s attitudes 
towards climate change. In exploring these themes, Beresford thus offers 
an alarming example of the consequences of ignoring the environment’s 
calls for help.

4  Ibid., 27.
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European attitudes towards resource possession and exploitation—
attitudes central to colonisation—have undeniably contributed to the 
Murray–Darling Basin’s decline. Beresford makes this clear from the 
first few pages of Wounded Country, drawing links between the current 
environmental crises facing the basin and our dark colonial history. In 
the book’s early chapters, he explores how, as Australia’s eastern settler 
colonies sought to expand into more ‘productive’ lands, the exploration 
of the basin was made both possible and unavoidable. This exploration 
was, at first, guided by empire: a Union Jack was hoisted by Charles Sturt 
and his men upon ‘discovering’ the Darling River, ‘three cheers’ ringing 
out among the red gums as Sturt claimed the mighty waterway for the 
British Empire.5 This (seemingly) abundant body of water, and the lands 
surrounding it, was considered ideal for grazing sheep and cattle, the 
backbone of settler colonialism in Australia. Such attitudes perpetuated 
the notion among European settlers that lands near the basin, and across 
the Australian continent in general, were ripe for the picking. The act 
of seizing productive lands and waters for grazing, large-scale agriculture 
and, later, irrigation, required the erasure of Aboriginal communities and 
their connection to the basin.

In this way, Aboriginal dispossession is directly linked to the decline of 
the ecological health of the basin. Beresford reminds the reader of this 
point in every chapter. He begins by referencing the ways that explorers 
exploited Aboriginal knowledge of the basin and its rivers in order to 
‘open’ it up to empire. Aboriginal environmental management techniques 
were ignored and replaced with European practices of overexploitation. 
But, as Wounded Country progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that 
this dispossession is not a historical relic. Beresford’s final, albeit brief, 
chapter explicates how Aboriginal communities within the basin remain 
largely absent from scientific and political discussions about the region’s 
regeneration. While Aboriginal people in the basin lost their lands and 
livelihoods during European occupation, those seeking to rectify the 
environmental consequences of this occupation continue to ignore 
Aboriginal voices. Clearly, in more ways than one, the colonisation of 
the Murray–Darling Basin echoes the broader history of the European 
invasion and continued occupation of Australia.

5  Ibid., 41.
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Throughout Wounded Country, settler occupation of the Murray–Darling 
Basin is presented as representative of settlers’ perceived, or even desired, 
mastery over nature. The history of the basin is a history of humans 
attempting to force the environment to their will. Destructive farming 
practices, such as the widespread removal of trees, facilitated agriculture’s 
monopoly of the basin in the nineteenth century. ‘Innovations’ in 
large-scale pastoralism and agrarianism well into the twentieth century 
furthered settlers’ domination of the lands and waters encompassed within 
the basin: hooved animals destroyed native grasses; koalas, wombats, 
dingoes and eagles were hunted to endangerment; rivers were overfished; 
‘the rhythmic thudding sound of axes echoed throughout the red gum 
forests’ as trees were removed in their thousands; and the innovation of 
the stump jump plough facilitated the clearing of large tracts of the basin 
with alarming efficiency. Today, irrigation threatens to suck the basin dry. 
These processes, among countless others, constitute a ‘war on nature’, 
according to Beresford.6 They were, and in some cases, continue to be, 
representative of a slow violence perpetuated by ‘centuries-old hard-baked 
cultural attitudes that nature was subservient to human needs’.7 This 
perceived subservience of nature has led to the basin’s destruction. Yet, 
as Beresford explores in depth, the basin was, and remains, integral to 
Australian national development. So how do we reconcile this seemingly 
stark juxtaposition?

Beresford comprehensively demonstrates how, from its early ‘discovery’, 
the Murray–Darling Basin has contributed to Australia’s nation-building 
efforts while being slowly annihilated. It has done so both literally, through 
the provision of resources, and figurately, through romantic representations 
of settlers toiling the land. Regarding the former, the basin’s provision 
of land, water, flora and fauna has ensured the survival of local settlers 
since the mid-nineteenth century. It provided the water, pastoral land and 
wood necessary to feed settlers and facilitate transportation through much 
of eastern Australia, either via the rivers or on railway tracks made from 
river red gums. Today, the basin remains the ‘food basket’ of Australia, 
enabled through large-scale irrigation. However, this alone has not sealed 
the basin’s fate.

6  Ibid., 112.
7  Ibid., 113.
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The pursuit of pastoralism and agrarianism in the basin has also contributed 
to various manifestations of settler nationalism. As Beresford explains: 
‘The Murray–Darling Basin was seen as the gateway to the nation’s 
success.’8 The resources of the basin ‘could service the needs of the colony 
and the Empire’ if only settlers could master their environment.9 Those 
who attempted to do so were revered initially as ‘men of empire’ and, later, 
as possessing ‘the pioneering spirit’ necessary to ‘open … up the Murray–
Darling Basin’.10 By Federation, settlement of the basin was considered a 
matter of ‘national survival’, as fears over the need to ‘populate or perish’ 
gripped the new nation.11 Driving development of the basin was the belief 
that ‘the vacant inland areas must be the homes of millions of people if 
Australia is to remain a white man’s country’.12 This fear only increased as 
the twentieth century wore on, with postwar soldier settlement schemes 
an attempt to remedy such concerns by perpetuating the notion that 
Australia was ‘a land fit for heroes’.13 However, such narratives failed to 
acknowledge the failures that many ‘yeoman farmers’ faced in the basin, 
especially as environmental degradation gripped the region.14

Beresford argues that ignoring environmental decline has been key 
to Australian national development, especially its economic growth. 
Examples of this periodically populate the Australian news cycle, not 
least in relation to mining and issues of climate change. But this is not a 
peculiarity isolated to contemporary Australians. Beresford demonstrates 
that, alongside initiatives encouraging the settlement and destruction 
of the basin, attempts to slow and reverse environmental degradation 
in the region were actively ignored or undermined. For example, those 
who posited that soldier settlement schemes were doomed to fail due to 
the low yield and declining fertility of the lands provided were labelled 
as ‘unpatriotic’ and ‘pessimistic’.15 Similarly, experts who pointed to the 
severe 1930s dust storms in America as examples of what would eventually 
happen in Australia if unsustainable farming techniques persisted, were 
ignored. More recently, scientists warned that algal blooms within the 
basin’s rivers pointed to severe environmental stress, the proof of which 

8  Ibid., 5.
9  Ibid., 50.
10  Ibid., 185.
11  Ibid., 195–96.
12  Ibid., 197.
13  Ibid., 204.
14  Ibid., 204.
15  Ibid., 211.
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was the Menindee fish kills. For Beresford, these examples represent only 
a handful of instances in which ‘the disappearance of the natural world is 
of less concern than the potential disappearance of jobs’.16

By exploring these themes, Beresford provides vital historical context 
for contemporary controversies surrounding the basin, discussed in the 
final chapters of Wounded Country. As the content of Wounded Country 
approaches the 2000s, Beresford moves away from broader discussions 
of settler nationalism and overdevelopment, delving into the minutiae of 
the Murray–Darling Basin’s management—or rather mismanagement—
since John Howard’s election in 1996. Here, the detail becomes denser 
and more technical in nature, existing in stark juxtaposition to the 
rather general historical discussion provided earlier. In finishing with 
this discussion, Beresford demonstrates environmental history’s ability 
to exhibit the immense (and historical) impact of human beings upon 
nature. ‘History is the starting point in dealing with the unfolding tragedy 
of the Murray–Darling Basin’, he argues.17 But it is the contemporary 
discussion that demonstrates the sheer immensity of the task he took on 
in writing Wounded Country.

In 2015, environmental historian Andrea Gaynor described the 
Murray–Darling Basin as ‘an environmental, economic and political 
behemoth’, thus rendering any environmental history of the basin ‘an 
ambitious undertaking’.18 In light of this challenge, Gaynor commended 
environmental historian Emily O’Gorman’s decision to tackle the basin 
through a focus on flood in her 2012 book Flood Country, rather than 
taking on the behemoth as a whole. Beresford’s broader and more general 
history of the Murray–Darling Basin—or, rather, the impact of European 
Australians on the basin—is certainly ambitious and mostly effective. But 
by virtue of the geographical, economic and political immensity of the 
basin, there were times I craved more from Wounded Country: greater 
discussions of major flood events, deeper engagement with Aboriginal 
resistance to settler colonialism and a clearer picture of what contemporary 
mismanagement means ecologically for the basin. However, had Beresford 
delved deeper into such issues, the book would be double, if not triple, 
the length.

16  Ibid., 350.
17  Ibid., 361.
18  Andrea Gaynor, ‘Review: Flood Country: An Environmental History of the Murray-Darling 
Basin by Emily O’Gorman’, Australian Historical Studies 46 (2015): 142, doi.org/10.1080/103146
1X.2015.992836.
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Naturally, tackling a topic of such breadth and depth has its limitations. 
Mostly, these are reflected in the bibliography. Even if Beresford’s intended 
audience is a popular rather than a strictly academic one, the absence 
of several key articles from the reference list cannot go unremarked. 
O’Gorman’s articles on waterborne diseases, wildlife slaughtering and 
rice production within the basin are not cited.19 Nor is the work of 
geographers Sue Jackson and Lesley Head on the Menindee fish kills, 
the basis for the entire book.20 Finally, although contemporary scholarly 
discussions of Indigenous water management are acknowledged, they are 
not comprehensively cited.21

This said, Wounded Country is an evocative invocation of the need for 
Australia to examine its relationship with the environment. Beresford 
convincingly demonstrates how two centuries of European occupation 
and overproduction within the basin have left its ecosystems in crisis. 
This was not without warning, but we have ignored the signs. Beresford 
concludes Wounded Country by pointing to the future. ‘Respecting 
environmental values by harnessing scientific knowledge, Indigenous 
cultural values and regenerative farming techniques’, he argues, is the 
‘only way … that the wounded country of the Murray–Darling Basin 
might heal and a sustainable Basin be achieved’.22

19  See: Emily O’Gorman, ‘Growing Rice on the Murrumbidgee River: Cultures, Politics, and 
Practices of Food Production and Water Use, 1900 to 2012’, Journal of Australian Studies 37, no. 
1 (2013): 96–115, doi.org/10.1080/14443058.2012.748673; Emily O’Gorman, ‘The Pelican 
Slaughter of 1911: A History of Competing Values, Killing and Private Property from the Coorong, 
South Australia’, Geographical Research 54, no. 3 (2016): 285–300, doi.org/10.1111/1745-
5871.12169; Emily O’Gorman, ‘Imagined Ecologies: A More-than-Human History of Malaria in 
the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, New South Wales, Australia, 1919–45’, Environmental History 
22, no. 3 (2017): 486–514, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emx056.
20  Sue Jackson and Lesley Head, ‘Australia’s Mass Fish Kills as a Crisis of Modern Water: 
Understanding Hydrosocial Change in the Murray-Darling Basin’, Geoforum 109, (2020): 44–56, 
doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.12.020.
21  See the following for examples of just some of the work currently being done outside of history 
regarding Indigenous water rights, in particular in the Murray–Darling Basin: Lana D. Hartwig, 
Sue Jackson and Natalie Osborne, ‘Trends in Aboriginal Water Ownership in New South Wales, 
Australia: The Continuities between Colonial and Neoliberal Forms of Dispossession’, Land Use Policy 
99, (2020): 104869, doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2020.104869; Marcus Barber and Sue Jackson, 
‘Identifying and Categorizing Cobenefits in State-Supported Australian Indigenous Environmental 
Management Programs: International Research Implications’, Ecology and Society 22, no. 2 (2017): 
11, doi.org/10.5751/ES-09114-220211; Sue Jackson, ‘Water and Indigenous Rights: Mechanisms 
and Pathways of Recognition, Representation, and Redistribution’, Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews. 
Water 5, no. 6 (2018), doi.org/10.1002/wat2.1314; Lana D. Hartwig, Sue Jackson, Francis Markham 
and Natalie Osborne, ‘Water Colonialism and Indigenous Water Justice in South-Eastern Australia’, 
International Journal of Water Resources Development 38, no. 1 (2021): 30–63, doi.org/10.1080/0790
0627.2020.1868980.
22  Beresford, Wounded Country, 362.
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Defiant Voices: How Australia’s 
Female Convicts Challenged 
Authority by Babette Smith
(Canberra: National Library of Australia Publishing, 2021), 288 pp

Matthew Cunneen
The Australian National University

In late 2021, Australia lost a prominent and influential historian of convict 
Australia, Babette Smith. Just months before her passing, Smith’s final 
book, Defiant Voices: How Australia’s Female Convicts Challenged Authority, 
was published by the National Library of Australia. As its title implies, the 
book is an exploration of convict women’s resistance in colonial Australia. 
In it, Smith sheds light on their ‘use of shouting, wailing, singing and 
ridicule as weapons in a war of attrition against authority’, arguing 
that ‘the range and depth of it [was] much greater than we realised’.1 
Smith’s emphasis on women’s use of their voices is intended to refocus the 
attention of historians ‘distracted by our feminist preconceptions about 
sexuality and gender power imbalance’, and complicate understandings of 
convict women’s agency, survival and ability to flourish.2

In Defiant Voices, Smith deviates from her usual method of sampling 
a shipload of prisoners, as for those on the Princess Royal in A Cargo of 
Women (1988), on the Hive in The Luck of the Irish (2014), and a selection 
of six ships in Australia’s Birthstain (2008), to instead narrate what is also 
a chronological history of Australia’s women convicts.3 She follows their 
story from the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788 to the cessation of convict 

1  Babette Smith, Defiant Voices: How Australia’s Female Convicts Challenged Authority (Canberra: 
National Library of Australia Publishing, 2021), 251.
2  Ibid., 251.
3  Babette Smith, A Cargo of Women: Susannah Watson and the Convicts of the Princess Royal 
(Kensington: New South Wales University Press, 1988); Babette Smith, The Luck of the Irish: How a 
Shipload of Convicts Survived the Wreck of the Hive to Make a New Life in Australia (Crows Nest: Allen 
& Unwin, 2014); Babette Smith, Australia’s Birthstain: The Startling Legacy of the Convict Era (Crows 
Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2008).
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transportation to Van Diemen’s Land in 1851. Adopting such a scope 
allows Smith to draw on the stories of all convict women to produce 
an informative and captivating general history that examines the many 
aspects of their lives and experiences. The latter theme is particularly 
potent. Throughout the book, Smith maintains an emphasis on the convict 
women’s point of view. In a nuanced fashion, she acknowledges that some 
perceived themselves and their experiences differently from what is often 
understood by historians. As Smith rightly argues, emphasising the female 
point of view brings to the fore new questions and interpretations of the 
past. Some 25,000 women made up approximately 15 per cent of the 
convicts transported to Australia.4 These women have been relatively 
overlooked, with general understandings shifting over recent decades 
from a view of them as whores unworthy of marriage to conceiving of 
them as passive victims.5

Challenging these assumptions, Smith demonstrates that relationships of 
all kinds were one of the most fundamental aspects of the lives of convict 
women. The pain and anguish of being torn from family in England and 
Ireland, as well as often having their children taken from them in Australia, 
testify to the fact that their daily life ‘involved many concerns other than 
their sexuality’.6 Examining individual and collective acts of defiance in 
the workplace, Smith reveals that, in aggregate, women absconding from 
work in both penal colonies occurred on a scale previously unrecognised.7 
Delving into the romantic lives of early women prisoners, she further 
shows that, in contrast to traditionally held views, many formed long-
lasting, not exploitative, relationships.8

These arguments are bolstered by rich case studies of convict lives and 
episodes of resistance recorded in the vast surviving convict archives 
and contextualised by letters, diaries and other official documents. 
The strengths of these sources also make them problematic. Archival 
sources featuring convicts most often survive in situations in which 
individuals encountered record-producing bodies, namely the convict 
administration, the court system and newspapers. The types of records 
these bodies produced are skewed towards documenting instances of 
lawbreaking and other disputes. While this is beneficial given the main 

4  Smith, Defiant Voices, 6.
5  Ibid., 10.
6  Ibid., 188.
7  Ibid., 128.
8  Ibid., 76.
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subject matter, Defiant Voices also seeks to provide a general history of 
the lives of convict women in narrating the range of their experiences 
in the Australian colonies. In focusing on resistance, Smith somewhat 
overlooks those convict women who arrived in the colonies, behaved 
themselves (according to official standards), married, formed families 
and led full lives. While their lives were arguably less dramatic than their 
defiant counterparts, their stories appear notably absent in a work intent 
on laying out the full range of convict women’s lives in Australia.

This caveat aside, Smith not only draws on these varied sources effectively 
to argue her position but also uses them to enliven the book’s presentation. 
Designed for a general readership, Defiant Voices is elegant in its layout. 
There is rarely a page without an illuminating photograph or piece of 
historical artwork. Rich in variety and quality, they not only make the 
book aesthetically pleasing but also allow the reader to immerse themselves 
more deeply in Smith’s prose and the history it describes. Occasional 
standalone text boxes showcase fascinating and insightful biographical 
character studies that flesh out the broader historical phenomena under 
discussion. While informative, these at times disrupt the flow of the main 
text. Pages featuring enlarged one-sentence quotations pulled from the 
writing pique the reader’s interest. They highlight the key themes being 
explored in that section.

Smith dedicated her book to ‘the thousands of family and academic 
historians whose research into women and convicts has produced 
such riches’.9 In doing so, she acknowledged the profound impact that 
biographical studies of convicts from both kinds of historians have had 
on the historiography and indeed her own research. Smith epitomised 
this dialogue and collaboration in her work, particularly in her pioneering 
study of Susannah Watson and the convicts of the Princess Royal, on which 
Defiant Voices builds. She was also a generous mentor to many emerging 
historians of convict Australia, ranging from those completing doctoral 
theses to former undergraduates such as myself. Defiant Voices contains 
much of what will define Smith’s legacy of contributions to Australian 
convict history: an emphasis on the convicts’ perspective, the use of 
individual convict stories, keen attention to detail, provocative historical 
arguments, fascinating stories, and the above-mentioned collaboration 
between academic and family historians. Vale, Babette.

9  Ibid.





177

Contributors

Alison Alder: Honorary Associate Professor, School of Art and Design, 
The Australian National University.

Matthew Cunneen: Research Editor, National Centre of Biography, 
The Australian National University.

Sheila Fitzpatrick: Professor, Institute for Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Australian Catholic University.

Eleanor Foster: Bachelor of Philosophy (Hons), The Australian National 
University.

Lisa Hay: HDR student, Creative Industries, Central Queensland 
University.

Sarah Hodge: PhD Candidate, Centre for Art History and Art Theory, 
The Australian National University.

William J. F. Hoff: Bachelor of Arts, The Australian National University.

Liam Kane: PhD Graduate, University of New South Wales.

Kelsie Long: Postdoctoral Fellow, School of Archaeology and Natural 
History, The Australian National University.

Michael McKernan: Former Deputy Director, Australian War Memorial; 
Alumnus, The Australian National University.

Lyndon Megarrity: Adjunct Lecturer, College of Arts, Society and 
Education, James Cook University.

Howard Morphy: Distinguished Professor, College of Arts and Social 
Sciences, The Australian National University.

Maria Nugent: Co-Director, Australian Centre for Indigenous History, 
The Australian National University.

Anton Pavic: Bachelor of Law and Bachelor of Arts, The Australian 
National University.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

178

Geoffrey Robinson: Senior Lecturer, School of Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Deakin University.

Gaye Sculthorpe: Head, Oceania Section, Department of Africa, 
Oceania and the Americas, British Museum.

Jessica Urwin: PhD Candidate, School of History, The Australian 
National University.

Tandee Wang: Bachelor of Arts (Hons), The Australian National 
University.

James Watson: PhD Candidate, School of History, The Australian 
National University.



  

Published by ANU Press
The Australian National University
Canberra ACT 2600, Australia
Email: anupress@anu.edu.au

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying 
or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

The ANU Historical Journal II (ANUHJ II ) is a peer-reviewed academic history journal 
of The Australian National University, edited by undergraduate and postgraduate history 
students. It is a revival of the ANU Historical Journal (1964–87) and maintains a special 
interest in publishing the research of students and recent graduates. The editors welcome 
submissions from students and academics across Australia.

The ANUHJ II is open access and published annually. It is freely available online with 
ANU Press (press.anu.edu.au) or at the ANUHJ II ’s website (www.anuhj.com.au). Print 
copies are also available to purchase. All correspondence and books for review should be 
addressed to:

ANU Historical Journal II
Coombs Building (9)
School of History
The Australian National University
Canberra ACT 2600, Australia
anuhj@anu.edu.au

The second issue of the ANUHJ II is edited by Jessica Urwin. It is jointly sponsored by the 
ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences and the ANU College of Asia and the Pacific.

This title is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) licence.

The full licence terms are available at creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode

Cover design and layout by ANU Press

This edition © 2022 ANU Press

ISSN 2652-015X (print)
ISSN 2652-0281 (online)

http://press.anu.edu.au
http://www.anuhj.com.au
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode



	Editorial
	Acknowledgements
	Articles and Essays
	‘God Grant That He Be True to Maintain Him in His Right’: Speculation on the Instructional Content of Medieval Robin Hood Media
	The Lion and the Fox: Whitlam, Bjelke-Petersen and the Queensland Electorate 1961–75
	Investing in the Great Australian Dream: Government Policy, Landlords and Property Investment, 1978–91
	Writing Fiction and Writing History: Margaret Kiddle as Children’s Author
	Resettle, Repatriate or Remain: Soviet ‘Displaced Persons’ in Germany and Their Options in the Early Cold War

	Artwork
	One-to-Eight: Australia’s First Eight Prime Ministers

	Lecture
	Allan Martin Lecture 2020: ‘Be Very Careful, Michael, They Think up There’

	Reviews
	Ancestors, Artefacts, Empire: Indigenous Australia in British and Irish Museums by Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, Associate Professor Maria Nugent and Professor Howard Morphy
	Judith Anderson: Australian Star, First Lady of the American Stage by Desley Deacon 
	People of the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia by Grace Karskens
	Semut: The Untold Story of a Secret Australian Operation in WWII Borneo by Christine Helliwell
	Wounded Country: The Murray–Darling Basin: A Contested History by Quentin Beresford
	Defiant Voices: How Australia’s Female Convicts Challenged Authority by Babette Smith

	Contributors

