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To Mary, my prima donna




‘The two greatest joys earthly life has to offer [are]
either a passionate devotion returned, or a lifelong
happy marriage.’


W. H. Auden,


foreword to Dag Hammarskjöld’s posthumous Markings


‘I believe in you.’


Robert Browning,


in a love letter to Elizabeth Barrett (1845)




Author’s note


There have been many hundreds of thousands of words written about both Gough and Margaret Whitlam. Gough has written about his political career in numerous volumes and in a vast library of speeches. Having written the biography of Margaret Whitlam, I realised that there was still another story to be told. The story of their partnership and their love for each other is the key to the underlying strength of all they achieved both individually and together.


From the moment they entered the public stage, the media and the Australian public became fascinated with them. They were unlike any other political couple that we had known.


The fact that they were both very tall gave them the appearance of natural leaders. They were both well educated, well spoken, erudite, witty and shared a vision of Australia that no other Prime Minister and his first lady had ever articulated. Each of them had a very distinct and different personality from the other and yet it was hard to think of one without the other.


I wanted to tell the story of that extraordinary near seventy-year relationship, both personal and political, both private and public.


He had no small talk, she had the gift of easy conversation. He was often ill-at-ease in company and preferred his books. She was warm, inclusive and jollied him along.


He had a vicious tongue and a volatile temper. She always tried to see the best in people but was a great sulker when hurt.


He was easily flattered. She never burst into flames on a first meeting.


He knew everything about the ideology, history and heroes of every civilisation since the Greeks. She trusted her instincts.


They always saw each other as equals and never hesitated to express their different viewpoints.


Theirs is a story of respect, struggle, success, failure, disappointment, growth and resilience.


It is a story of how these two extraordinary people led the Australian nation into an exciting and turbulent new era and how their legacy lasted long beyond it. Gough and Margaret Whitlam were to Australia what Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt were to America.


It is a story of how a culture was changed politically, culturally and socially. It was the strength and endurance of their dynamic relationship that enabled these changes to be enacted and the values that they engendered to endure.


Why, long after they were no longer residents of the Lodge, did their mere arrival at Opera in the Domain cause a seated crowd of many thousands to stand up and applaud them?


This book will explore why they have been so loved and admired (and at times reviled) by the nation. Never before or since has there been a Prime Minister and his wife who have been the catalyst for such passionate feelings.


All of their married life they spent together, standing tall and strong. Neither one would have developed into what he or she became without the other.


He may have written and passed the laws that changed the nation but she made it possible for him to do it. Through every major political change, every election campaign, every triumph and every loss, they were always together. Side by side.


It is impossible to think of one, without the other.




Prologue


SYDNEY, December 1939


It was love at first sight. The members of the Sydney University Dramatic Society had gathered for a Christmas cocktail party at the house of the daughter of Alice Jackson, the editor of the Australian Women’s Weekly. It was a stylish gathering, with all the guests in their best finery despite the December humidity.


Margaret Dovey had arrived on time, dressed in a sophisticated light green ensemble which matched her eyes. The house overlooked the harbour, which was shimmering and sparkling like the chatter from the university students who milled about with cocktail glasses in their hands, their heads full of the latest Noël Coward play.


Friends of Margaret Dovey and Gough Whitlam had told each one about the other, Margaret’s friends emphasising the fact that she would be able to dance cheek to cheek with him, Gough’s friends telling him she was great fun, a good conversationalist and had swum for Australia in the Empire games.


Margaret’s long, dark brown hair was still damp from swimming earlier in the afternoon. It wound elegantly around the top of her head in two perfectly formed plaits. She stood straight-backed and confident; people were drawn to her because she made them feel at ease and listened to what they had to say. She laughed often and was always quick with a witty response.


The evening was sultry and the room was soon crowded with damp bodies and high-pitched laughter. As Margaret moved out towards the verandah to see if she could catch a small breeze, she glimpsed a tall, dark-haired, handsome young man towering above the crush. Their eyes met, literally across a crowded room.


For Margaret, ‘He was quite the most delicious thing I’d ever seen.’ For Gough, it was an ‘instant chemical reaction’.


Apart from the attribute of his height, he was very well dressed, elegant almost, which was one of her top requirements. She immediately noted he had exactly the same widow’s peak in his slicked dark hair as her favourite film star. When she was a schoolgirl her one and only fan letter had been sent to Robert Taylor. In return, she had received a signed photograph. And here he was, the Australian version, in the flesh, introducing himself to her.


They danced and talked and flirted with each other all evening. It was as if no one else existed. Their friends looked on, smiling and passing knowing glances to each other.


The most popular swoon song in 1939 was Oscar Hammerstein’s ‘All the Things You Are’.


As they danced and he mostly talked, Margaret could not get the words of that song out of her head.


She was twenty. He was twenty-three.


She was 6 foot 2, he was 6 foot 4.


This night was the beginning of a love story that was to last almost seventy years. It would change each of them. It would change a nation.




1


As the twigs were bent


Gough’s father, Fred Whitlam, who named his son after his father Henry Hugh Gough Whitlam, was a quiet, unassuming man with a very high intellect. Having attended his local state primary school in Armadale, Victoria, he won a much coveted scholarship to Wesley College, one of Melbourne’s most prestigious and academically successful private schools. Its educational objectives were ‘to provide a classical and general education of the highest order, such as to fit a young gentleman for mercantile life, for the public service, and for matriculation to the University’.


Fred proved himself a brilliant student; he was a champion debater and placed great emphasis on the use and power of words, their nuances and their grammatical accuracy. Even though he possessed a deep personal religious belief he was best known for his broad tolerance of views different from his own.


His parents did not have the social position or the money to send him to university but in December 1900, at the end of his final year at Wesley College, he topped the state in the Victorian Public Service examination. This was excellent timing because in January 1901, Australia became a federated nation and an entirely new Commonwealth Public Service was needed. Fred had found his lifelong career. It was a perfect fit.


By 1913 he was in the Commonwealth Crown Solicitor’s office. He had studied hard at night school qualifying as an accountant and then graduated in Law in 1914. A frugal and unpretentious man, Fred’s only indulgence was to buy himself a new book every pay day. This was to become the only real indulgence that he or his future family ever really allowed themselves. They were not mean. They were Baptists who did not believe in spending money on unnecessary acquisitions; they were not interested in the trappings of wealth or its pretentious displays. Books were pathways to knowledge, not ostentatious forms of intellectual superiority.


Margaret’s father, Wilfred Dovey, came from a family of corn and chaff merchants in Kelso, now a suburb in Bathurst in New South Wales. The sign on what was once their shop is still visible. Wilfred was the firstborn of Thomas and Mardi Dovey in 1894. Eventually his parents separated and his mother became a trained midwife, much in demand in country areas. Wilfred was a bright student who, after attending local schools in regional Bathurst, won an academic scholarship to Sydney Grammar, the prestigious private boys’ school still situated in the centre of Sydney. He boarded with a family in Stanmore and went on to win a bursary to Sydney University, where he completed an Arts degree and then started Law. The outbreak of World War I ended his studies. Photographs show him to be tall (6 feet 3 inches) with thick brown hair, brown eyes, aquiline features and olive skin. He was a lively, gregarious man with a wonderful singing voice which he loved to demonstrate and a warm, rich speaking voice.


When Fred Whitlam was twenty-four he fell in love with sixteen-year-old Martha Maddocks in the Collins Street Baptist Church. She too was tall. Quite deaf as the result of a childhood injury, she had taught herself to lip-read and could hear, but only when spoken to clearly, loudly and directly. This would influence the manner in which her son would address people. She was known for her wit, her sharp tongue and her strong will. When they married in 1914, after Fred had finished paying for his legal studies, Martha coughed during the wedding service rather than promise to ‘obey’. Not that Fred cared that she was strong-minded. He simply adored her.


A framed photo in a prominent place in Margaret and Gough’s apartment of a very beautiful young woman, peach-skinned, dark-eyed and dark-haired, was that of Mary Duncan, Margaret’s mother. Margaret believed she was ‘one of the unsung beauties of her period’. Always elegantly dressed and well presented, appearance was very important to her, perhaps because she had not had a mother to fuss over her after she was nine years old. Her mother had died of meningitis as a result of an ear infection. Her father’s family was from Portlethen, outside Aberdeen in Scotland, and Margaret’s mother was always very proud of her Scottish heritage. Her father was a carpenter who had arrived in Australia in 1884 when he was twenty. After the death of her mother, Mary Duncan and her two siblings, then aged seven and two, were looked after by relatives, especially when her father had to work outside of Sydney. Normally he returned home on weekends to be with his children, but one weekend in 1907 when it was very hot and he had work to finish, he jumped into a river to cool off. Almost immediately he had a heart attack and drowned. Mary was now an orphan but determined not to wallow in self-pity.


As the eldest child, she was expected to take charge and be responsible for the other children, even though she had aunts and uncles who cared for them all. She had won a coveted scholarship to the selective school for bright girls, Sydney Girls High, and was awarded academic prizes. Sydney University and an Arts degree followed, complete with a bursary for her tuition for the first year.


She was, however, forced to leave her university studies in the second year because her uncle, who had taken over the financial control, refused to pay for their continuation. This was very much in accordance with accepted attitudes in that period, which considered advanced education for women a waste of money as they were destined for marriage and motherhood.


Mary Duncan had loved university. Not only was she good at her studies, but she had thrown herself into the many social activities of the clubs. The Glee Club was the Sydney University Musical Society and one of her favourites. It was there that she met Wilfred Dovey, a tall, imposing young man who, like her, loved to sing, dance and perform on stage.


They were married in August 1914, and four days later, at only twenty years of age, Wilfred was called up to fight in ‘the war to end all wars’.


Margaret’s parents were a well-matched, gregarious, handsome couple. Having been forced to leave university and with a husband away at the war, Mary Dovey did not sit around bemoaning her fate. That was not her way. She simply accepted the situation and got on with it by taking on teaching jobs, in both academic subjects and sports, in small private primary schools.


After only fifteen months, Wilfred returned from the battlefront with dengue fever and was judged no longer fit for active service.


As an Arts graduate, he took a teaching job at Brisbane Grammar and completed his Law degree by correspondence. Mary was extremely helpful with his studies, spending hours summarising law books from the library. Meanwhile, she continued her own war work, making quilts and sewing on crosses for the army hospitals. Charity work with the Red Cross was to continue her entire life, during which she held various leadership positions. Making a contribution to the community was very important to her.


On 11 July 1916, Fred and Martha’s first child, Edward Gough Whitlam, was born. He was always known as Gough to avoid confusion with his maternal grandfather, Edward Maddocks. In 1918, his father Fred was promoted to the Sydney office of the Commonwealth Crown Solicitor and the family moved from suburban Melbourne to Mosman, then Chatswood, both suburbs situated on Sydney’s upwardly mobile North Shore. Martha was delighted to be able to run her own house, away from her in-laws and family pressures. She had very firm views on the best methods to bring up children and was determined to practise them to the letter.


In 1920, their second child, Freda, was born. Martha brought each of her children up as individuals, catering to what she saw as their particular strengths. Gough was slow to speak but once he did, it was in complete sentences. No baby talk for him. The family first heard him speak when, after listening attentively to his father telling a joke, he said, ‘That was a good one, Father.’ Humour, the ability to use it and respond to it, continued to play a large role in his life.


Books were central to his and his family’s world. The Whitlam home had no radio as it was viewed as a distraction from what children could learn from books. Martha had decided that Greek and Roman myths were less cruel than the traditional English nursery rhymes and fairytales and so ancient myths and stories filled their early lives. None of the traditional Grimm’s fairytales filled their dreams – young Gough’s imaginary world was peopled with characters such as Prometheus, Orpheus, Oedipus and Odysseus. He was a sensitive little boy, easily moved to tears. His mother once found him weeping while looking at a picture of Persephone. When she asked him what was wrong, he sobbed, explaining that Persephone had been taken away from her mother by the evil Hades. Gough’s emotional bond with his own mother was very strong. But it was his father to whom he looked for advice and instruction.


Both his parents took their roles very seriously and were determined that their children would be nurtured and disciplined to the strict plan they had both devised, which they believed would prepare the path towards the fulfilment of their individual talents. It was a very unusual method for bringing up children, especially in that period where children were to be seen rather than heard and they had a great deal of freedom to roam around with their friends outside the home. Gough’s parents focused their life on their children’s needs and the protective bubble of the home in which they were raised. They were a close and loving family and Gough was always safe in the knowledge that he was central to their world.


Born on the nineteenth day of the eleventh month in 1919, Margaret Elaine Dovey was a much wanted and much adored first child. Her parents had waited five years for her mother to become pregnant. Even then, the initial diagnosis had been that Mary Dovey had ‘a growth’. Fortunately, the doctor finally admitted that she was, in fact, seven months pregnant. Margaret’s father was so furious he threatened not to pay the full fee. When his daughter was born he was so overjoyed with her that he forgot his threat entirely. The front page of the family Christmas card for 1920 displays a bonny one year old; a long-legged, chubby-cheeked baby in a long crocheted dress with a matching bonnet. She is sitting up, unafraid, looking straight at the camera. From her first Christmas photo, Margaret’s confident interest in life and what was around her is apparent in her steady gaze.


In her nineties, when Margaret dug out the photo and stared hard at it, she said, ‘I looked like a proper baby, didn’t I? Well cared for. Loved and wanted.’


That simple statement encapsulates how she began her life and continued to live it. In any relationship in which she became involved, she behaved according to the rules by which she had been nurtured. As a wife, a lover, a mother and a friend she did her best never to let you down, never to betray you and always to let you know you were loved and appreciated.


In 1921, when Fred Whitlam was promoted to Deputy Crown Solicitor, the family moved again, this time to the leafy Sydney suburb of Turramurra, where they were delighted to be able to build their first house. After attending several primary schools, Gough was finally enrolled at the recently opened Knox Grammar in 1925, chosen because of its short walking distance from his home. He studied French and Latin with great success and his school reports noted ‘his very lucid mind’. From his earliest days he was praised for his intellect and his factual knowledge, which became his abiding obsession, apart from his delight in his mother’s cooking. Sport did not interest him. His only form of exercise was the long walks he took with his father while they engaged in serious, intellectual conversation.


Life for young Gough was structured around an ordered routine, and the seasons rolled by with regular familiarity. Summer holidays were always spent in Melbourne, where the children stayed for several weeks alone with both sets of grandparents. Christmas Day was divided into roast turkey for lunch at the Maddocks’s and supper with the Whitlams. Being the first grandchild, Gough was adored and cosseted by both families.


In 1924, Margaret’s brother Will, or William Griffith Dovey, arrived. Margaret wasn’t overjoyed to see him, particularly when she noticed that her mother and her grandmother Mardi were giving him all their attention. When her mother gave Willie bigger helpings of Margaret’s favourite coffee ice-cream, Margaret challenged her. Her mother’s reply was, ‘Because he’s little and he likes it.’ It made Margaret very cross. She declared, ‘When I’m grown-up I’m going to buy a whole block and eat it all myself.’


In order to compensate for what Margaret clearly thought was her mother’s preference for her little brother, her father made a special point of taking her to the beach with him every Sunday morning. Side by side, they strode along the beach, dumped their towels and belongings and jumped into the surf.


Her father was a competent swimmer but not as good as her mother, who had swum competitively at school. After their swim Margaret and her father would lie together on their towels, both of them slathered in oil, getting a tan. It was young Margaret’s special time of the week.


Willie was an outgoing, funny boy, and very tall, like Margaret. When he was one, grandmother Mardi brought Alice, a country girl, to live in with the family as a babysitter and a maid. It was quite common for middle-class families in those days to have live-in maids. When Margaret’s parents were out, Alice read them stories from Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia. These were very different from the stories Gough was read from The Myths of Greece and Rome by H.A. Guerber. She also told Margaret stories from the films she had seen, but left out the sexy bits. She was jolly and cheerful and very much a part of the Dovey family for the next twenty years.


When Margaret was five, she trotted off very happily with her mother to attend the local Bondi Infants’ School, a lovely old red-brick building which is still standing. In fact, in August 2005 Margaret Whitlam returned to her original classroom to open it as an ‘artist-in-residence’ studio, named after her.


The Dovey home was a rented, semi-detached house in Bondi (in the cosmopolitan eastern suburbs of Sydney). It had an upstairs and downstairs and a neat little garden. Her parents had a special nameplate made for it. Kabakaul was the first town her father had been sent to in 1914 when serving in the first expeditionary force to New Guinea. ‘Kabakaul’ was Margaret’s first home and she was the jewel in the crown of her parents’ lives.


Her earliest memory is of standing on the front lawn, dressed as a fairy. Her mother took a photo of her in a dress she had made, with tiered layers of white organdie, threaded with satin ribbons and a pair of matching white organdie wings. A sparkling star had been placed in the middle of her headband.


Margaret, long-legged and skinny, was acting up for the camera, arms outstretched, a cheeky smile on her face. She displayed an early love of performance and her mother indulged her wish to be a fairy because she did not want her to miss out on anything because she was already so tall. Margaret’s early life can be marked by the different uniforms she wore for her chosen activities.


When she was five her mother enrolled her in ballet classes. Off they would go, hand in hand, to the basement of the old Maccabean Hall in Darlinghurst. So confident was she of her skills as a ballet dancer that when she was seven and her mother took her to see the great ballerina, Anna Pavlova, young Margaret stood up during the ‘dying swan’ scene, announcing loudly, ‘I can do that!’ Her mother hissed, ‘Margaret, sit back on your seat,’ but Margaret refused and kept shouting out, ‘I can do that!’ Eventually her mother had to restrain her from demonstrating her skills in the theatre.


And then there were her music lessons, organised by her mother for 7.30 am. Miss McGarrity walked up the hill from her home nearby and climbed the steep steps to the Doveys’ house twice a week. Margaret threw herself into her lessons, practised hard, passed all her exams but, honest to the core, said her skills as a pianist were ‘merely adequate’.


Swimming, however, was her real talent. Having taught her to swim, her mother encouraged her to join the Bondi Swimming Club; Mary would eventually become its president. Not only was it a sport that Margaret’s parents loved, it was a sport where being precociously tall was an advantage. By the time she was seven, Margaret was swimming in competitions. By the age of nine she had made the club finals.


On Saturday nights district swimming carnivals were held at the Coogee Aquarium, which was used as a swimming pool during the summer. Having no car, Margaret and her mother caught a tram from Bondi Beach to Bondi Junction and changed trams for Coogee. Unlike her mother, who sat through the twenty-five heats that led to the final, her father only attended the major heats. Even when Margaret travelled with the team, she would look up from the pool and see her mother’s smart little red or green hat in the crowd. She was always there, clapping and cheering her on.


The only time Margaret found being taller than other children her age uncomfortable or embarrassing was when she and her mother went into the city to buy her clothes. Shop assistants could never resist remarking, ‘My, what a big girl you are.’ Her mother simply ignored them and would direct Margaret’s attention to something else. Mostly, her mother, who sewed beautifully, made Margaret’s clothes. Though this resulted in her mother deciding what Margaret wore, it didn’t matter, because she had good taste and was obsessed with dressing well. Margaret described her as always looking very ‘snappy’. There was only one occasion when she criticised her mother’s dress sense. Mary Dovey once came to a parents’ night at Margaret’s school wearing a linen dress with embroidery on it. Margaret told her, ‘Please don’t come to school again in a doily.’ She still winced with embarrassment every time she remembered it.


Her adoration of Willie not withstanding, Margaret’s mother continued to encourage and take part in every aspect of Margaret’s life.


Drama was one of Margaret’s great joys. She loved being on stage, even if her height dictated that she would always get the leading male roles. She loved to sing at Sunday School, which she attended every Sunday afternoon at 3 pm, after the family’s roast lunch. She always wore her best white silk, long-sleeved dress matched with black, patent leather shoes. Upon returning home she had to cover the shoes with Vaseline to stop them cracking and carefully put them away. There was a ritual and a routine to her life.


From the time she was eight her mother took her to regular symphony concerts, in the seats behind the orchestra, which was all they could afford at the time. Margaret loved observing the faces and hands of the musicians and the conductor. Occasionally her father would join them, but his preference was for opera and the latest musicals. Margaret was always included in the music and theatrical events attended by her parents, except for some shows at the Tivoli because her mother thought them a little ‘vulgar’ for a young girl.


When she was ten, her father invited her to take her mother’s ticket to see a show at the Theatre Royal. Her mother had made her a new silk dress and even allowed her to wear a pair of her silk stockings. When her father was proudly escorting her back from drinks for special guests in the manager’s office (there were no bars in theatres), she snagged her silk stockings on the side of a seat. Visibly upset, she announced quite loudly, ‘Pa, I tore my stocking.’ He told her to calm down and not worry about it. ‘But they’re Mum’s, they’re Mum’s,’ she said, even more loudly. Her mother described these public outbursts as her ‘extrovert stage’. Her father continued to adore her, however she behaved.


In early 1927, when Gough was nine, his father was promoted to Assistant Crown Solicitor, a position which was based in the newly emerging national capital of Canberra. Fred spent that year in hostel accommodation in Canberra while waiting for his house to be allocated and his children to finish the school year. Most weekends he commuted to Sydney. He chose to endure a five-hour trip each way rather than disrupt the children’s education and their settled home life.


In January 1928, Martha, Gough and Freda left their home at Turramurra for Canberra. Their last night in Sydney was spent at a cinema watching Ben Hur: A Tale of the Christ. Martha had chosen it as a treat for the children. It was a silent two and a half hour epic drama which Freda loved. The cruelty inflicted on the Christians, however, was very upsetting to Gough, even though it was during this year that he had stopped going to Sunday School. He had absolutely refused to accept that God could create the world in seven days. When he failed to get satisfactory answers to his many questions on this topic and others from the church leaders, he simply stopped being a believer. Neither of his parents would ever have forced him to attend church. In fact, his father chose which church he attended based solely on the quality of the preaching. His faith was strong, but he refused to be bored.


When they were all finally settled in the train compartment, about to leave, Freda with a new doll and Gough with a new book, they were shocked at their mother’s sudden tears. As the train pulled away from the station, she began to sob. She hated leaving Sydney as she had loved her life there; she did not want to have to start all over again in a strange city that seemed not much more than a name, bare paddocks and some public buildings. The children did not begin to understand their mother’s tears; for them, the move was just another new chapter in their lives. Martha knew it was where she was destined to spend the rest of her life.


Gough was enrolled in Telopea Park School, which was the only government secondary school in Canberra. It was too early for the private schools to have really established their reputations. He was very tall for a twelve year old and his direct and clearly enunciated manner of speaking – developed because of his mother’s hearing problem – often led others to consider him rather snobbish and arrogant. It was clear to his teachers at Telopea Park that he was an excellent student, especially in language studies. They placed him in Year 8 even though he had not yet completed the full first year of mathematics at his previous school. Already a dedicated perfectionist, like his parents, he had come to expect that he would be a high achiever, but this disruption in his education and the lack of a national curriculum meant that he always struggled to maintain good grades in mathematical subjects.


The Whitlam family life in Canberra revolved almost entirely around discussions of politics and the various abilities of the parliamentary performers. Gough’s fellow students, mostly the children of public servants, absorbed politics and parliament as a normal part of their lives. It was on a school excursion to parliament that young Gough glimpsed his first Australian Prime Minister. The sight of Stanley Bruce, confidently lounging on the government front bench, his spats in full view, made a lasting impression on the young boy. Here was a man of style, a man of power who luxuriated in it.


Telopea Park extended his reading from Greek and Roman myths to Shakespeare, Dr Johnson, Samuel Pepys, John Dryden and Alexander Pope. He developed a genuine love of literature and immediately began to write poetry in the style of Pope’s Augustan satire for the school magazine, which he later edited.


Gough was very fond of his younger sister Freda. She tells the story of how, when she was a little girl, she and a friend wrote a letter to the Fairy Queen, which they placed in the bell of a flower in the front garden. When they returned later, they found an answer written on a scrap of exercise book. It was signed ‘Titania’. Flushed with excitement, they rushed inside to tell Freda’s mother that they had received a letter from the Fairy Queen. Gough’s bedroom overlooked the front garden. When she recollected this story years later, Freda was very moved by the sensitivity and caring of her then twelve-year-old brother.


Both children developed an early and lifelong passion for reading. Freda would read any book she found anywhere. Gough preferred to own brand-new books which, once having read, he kept in meticulous order in his very tidy room. The Whitlams in Canberra were a tight family unit who simply loved being at home, together.


Their Baptist background was reflected in both parents being teetotallers, having no interest in frivolous pursuits and a firm focus on education and self-improvement through knowledge gained from books. They were not, however, joyless Bible-bashers. There was much laughter and banter between them, but their pleasures were simple ones enjoyed within the family. Often on a Sunday afternoon, Fred Whitlam would play the piano and the family would happily sing along.


Fred’s unmarried brother, George, a devout Baptist and also a Canberra public servant, came to live with them. Mealtimes consisted of Martha’s fine cooking and Gough testing himself in debate against his father and teasing his more staid and dogmatic Uncle George. His mother adored her son’s wit and erudition and he played up to her. His father was more serious and considered in his views than Gough’s mother, who voiced strong and sometimes acerbic judgements. While his father, ever the proper public servant, liked to set out each side of an argument in a fair and reasonable manner, Gough was more like his mother, who took a view and stuck to it. He loved practising the art of argument in an attempt to persuade others to his point of view. Everyday life for young Gough was like an endless Oxford seminar. He thrived on it.


Their house was overflowing with newspapers, journals and magazines from all over the world. The walls of their dining room were lined with books and after the meal, each member of the family leant back from the dining table to the bookcase behind them and selected an encyclopaedia to read. They would continue to sit there in quiet companionship.


Whenever Gough asked a factual question of one of the adults he was told, ‘Look it up.’ All he had to do was select one of the many encyclopaedias or history books from the overflowing book shelves that occupied every room but the bathroom. Philosophical and political questions were always directed at his father. Mr Kurshed K. Lalkaka, a Parsee, was a regular visitor for dinner at the Whitlam house. One evening young Gough asked his father, ‘Is Mr Lalkaka’s God the same as our God?’ His father replied, ‘Of course.’ Fred Whitlam had ensured that both of his children understood the injustice of racial or religious prejudice. This was not common among Australian families at this time, who tended towards bouts of xenophobia.


As a student at Telopea Park Gough found himself teased by some students for being different, an oddity. These days he would have been labelled a nerd. He still refused to play sport, preferring to swim or walk. This was because his height made him feel ungainly and conspicuous. He avoided anything that might result in him being mocked. His reaction to their teasing him because he was different was to withdraw from the group and read alone rather than mix with other students. His father’s interest in correct language and grammar had rubbed off on his son, who became an early convert to linguistic pedantry. The tendency to correct mistakes in other people’s use of language never left him. It also didn’t endear him to those he corrected, as they took it as a personal affront. Gough never quite understood this reaction, as he thought he was adding to their education. He also – it must be admitted – liked to show off. He was a performer as well as an aesthete.


The love of knowledge developed in him a lifelong tendency to give long, detailed answers to any question. It never occurred to him that others might not want a PhD answer to a simple question. He always tried to give the most erudite and complete answer, believing it was absolutely necessary to take all questions seriously.


He never learnt the art of small talk. Casual conversation bored him. It was, for him, a complete waste of time. Why bother conversing with someone unless it was about something in which you were interested or you had a contribution to make? Family was no exception to this rule.


His meticulous obsession with detail also extended to his personal appearance. If they were going to stare at him, he was determined it wasn’t going to be because of his clothes or his grooming. During his first months in Canberra he learnt to use his tongue like a whip to deal with those who continued to tease or criticise him. They thought twice before they did it again. He had a lethal tongue and a quick temper. He always went in for the kill; there were no half-measures with young Gough. Not that he ever discussed the teasing from other students with his parents. There was no such concept as ‘emotional intelligence’ in that era, or in that house. As Baptists, his parents were good people but outpouring of personal slights or emotion was discouraged and considered rather indulgent. As Gough no longer believed in God, he did not have the outlet of church or prayer through which to express his personal doubts or conflicts, and so he repressed them.


Students from Telopea Park were given free rein to browse among the books in the Library of Old Parliament House. For Gough it was heaven and he spent much of his free time there, purely out of interest and wonder at the range and depth of the books. Even though he was studying French and Latin, after school he learnt German, adding Greek in his spare time. It was as if he couldn’t cram enough knowledge into his head, such was his intellectual thirst.


By the time they had to choose a secondary school for their daughter, Margaret’s father was a successful barrister. They chose SCEGGS (Sydney Church of England Girls’ Grammar School), a private girls’ school nearby in Darlinghurst.


It was the middle of 1930 when she and her father boarded the tram and he walked with her to her new school on the first day. As they walked together down the hill of Forbes Street in Darlinghurst, famous for its brothels, her father said, ‘There’s no need to look to the left or right, Margaret. Just stare straight ahead, as you are going to walk past dens of iniquity.’


Margaret had no idea what he was talking about and didn’t think about it because she was so keen to get to school early. Her aim was to get on the swing under the biggest tree in the schoolyard. Later on, she joined in sessions in the prefects’ study where they discussed their next dramatic performances. She needed no encouragement to dress up and play the clown. She and her best friend, Sonya Johnston, used to do the minuet together, with Margaret’s tunic tucked up into her knickers so she could play the male lead.


At fourteen, as was expected of all good Anglicans, Margaret was confirmed as a member of the Church of England. Her mother was Presbyterian, her father baptised C of E, but they seldom went to church. Margaret wasn’t really sure what she believed, but she loved the colour and ritual of the daily chapel services at school and was a most enthusiastic singer in the choir.


Her teenage years were her most self-conscious. By the age of fourteen she had reached her full height of 6 feet 2 inches. School dances were agony. Boys rarely asked her to dance and if one did muster up the courage he would find himself staring at Margaret’s navel. Margaret made fun of it instead of letting it get her down.


Her mother instructed her in how to overcome her social shyness in group situations. ‘Just stand by the door, Margaret, look around and if you know anybody, go up to them. If you don’t know anybody, then introduce yourself and find out who they are. You know full well that you look just as good as anyone in the room. So off you go.’ Margaret did as she was told and, as her mother had promised, it worked.


Margaret filled her life with activities that gave her pleasure and was convinced that, ‘Everything will improve when you reach university.’


Her father encouraged her speaking talents. Those were the days of elocution and school eisteddfods and Margaret competed in what was called ‘reading at sight’. When she was fifteen she came third, at sixteen she came second and in her final year at school she won the top prize. She received her award standing proudly on the stage of the Sydney Conservatorium, her parents smiling and clapping loudly in the audience.


She had also decided she would become a famous stage actress. The school, however, didn’t have drama classes so she had to content herself with the annual school plays directed by the English teachers.


Addicted to reading, she won The Collected Works of Shakespeare as a school prize for ‘home reading’. When students returned from the summer holidays they had to write an account of what books they had read. Margaret loved nothing better than curling up with a book in a large comfy armchair, her long legs hanging over one of the armrests. When her mother told her to go outside in the sun and get some fresh air, she’d take her book and continue reading it on the swing outside the back door.


Her father always gave her books for her birthday and Christmas presents. She had read most of Kipling and Dickens but also comics like Schoolgirls’ Own. In fact, she read anything she could get her hands on.


The school took their pupils to concerts in the Sydney Town Hall, where Sir Bernard Heinze would take them through all the instruments of the orchestra. She continued to learn music as an extra subject at secondary school, becoming totally besotted with the romantic composers, particularly the Russians. It took her thirty years to extend her passion to Mozart and Wagner.


Her best friend, Sonya, was very musical, played the piano beautifully and they sang in the choir together. They were inseparable and always went on organised school trips together. Once when they were on a ski trip to Mt Kosciuszko a boy called Margaret ‘a big Jew with a big nose’. It was her first experience of overt discrimination. She was shocked that anyone would attack her for no reason. She also had no sense that she led a privileged life and simply took all her trips and treats for granted, assuming that was how everyone lived. She was shielded from the deprivations suffered by others during the Depression. She was oblivious to anything outside her immediate world of home and school and swimming.


She remembered her time at SCEGGS as good fun, but the fact that neither she nor Sonya nor Pip Street (daughter of the famous feminist and agitator Jessie Street) were ever made prefects angered her. Sonya couldn’t care less, but Pip and Margaret were furious that they never got to wear the coloured badge of a prefect on their blazer pockets.


Margaret blamed her failure on the fact that she was caught running a school sweep for the Melbourne Cup. Her father was a keen racing man and Margaret saw nothing wrong in what she had done. When she was given a Saturday morning detention (the worst sort), her mother was so furious she marched down to the school to confront the headmistress on Margaret’s behalf. The word ‘ridiculous’ was used a lot by her mother. Margaret was given a Wednesday detention instead, but clearly there was a black mark against her name. Treating people with fairness became one of the touchstones of her life.


While she was happy at SCEGGS, she was not devastated to be leaving it. She could not believe the number of girls who, on the last day, were sobbing uncontrollably with their arms around each other. She was far too excited by what the next chapter in her life held. She was always looking forward to new possibilities and new adventures. And – let’s not forget – new kinds of fun.


The onset of the 1930s Great Depression meant that Gough was well aware that some members of his class had parents who were unemployed. His family was insulated from it because of his father’s senior position in the fast-growing bureaucracy of the nation’s new capital. His father, however, took the time to explain the causes of this economic decline to him, emphasising that some of his fellow students were less privileged, through no fault of their own. Kindness and generosity were to be extended to those less fortunate than yourself. Gough’s mother was always the first to bake cakes and biscuits for newcomers to their neighbourhood and during the Depression she gave food generously to the stream of unemployed men who knocked on her door. Every day, she prepared a great pile of cut lunches not only for her own family but for the increasingly needy who came seeking help.


Their house in Canberra was a big mock Tudor whose bare backyard Gough’s father transformed into a productive vegetable garden, the produce of which Gough’s mother used in her delicious meals. Gough developed a lifelong passion for fresh, healthy produce. Unable to fully contribute to the increasingly fast-flowing conversation at the dining room table because of her deafness, his mother enveloped her family, especially her son, in the warmth of her fine home cooking. He became an enthusiastic trencherman at the family table and a lifelong gourmand. The pursuit of ideas and the sharing of good food were synonymous for the young man. When he was a student at the University of Sydney he visited the new continental food section in David Jones city department store for the first time. He spread his arms wide as if to embrace it all, sighed, and declared to his companions, ‘Isn’t civilisation wonderful?’


The early teenage years that formed Gough’s development marched hand in hand with the development of the new national capital. As he grew into early maturity, so too did Canberra. He saw, first-hand, every day, how a federal government, through centralised planning, could construct the best possible urban environment for all its citizens. Equal opportunity meant that every new suburb was supplied with a school, sporting facilities, roads and sewerage.


Gough’s long walks with his father were wonderful opportunities for father to explain to son how the public service mechanisms were necessary to making it all happen. Gough learnt from an early age how good government could directly improve the life of its citizens.


His mother’s pride in him instilled a firm belief that he would grow up to be a force for good in the world, and the desire to help those who were less fortunate.


His father also engendered, in both his son and his daughter, a fierce pride in being Australian. Freda remembers being brought up to ‘be proud that we were helping to build the national capital’. Young Gough never lost his strong sense of pride in belonging to this nation. One of his poems written at this time, while lauding the glories of the arts in European cities, emphasised that:






We have the verdant vista of the New,


New skies to scale, new paths to pioneer.








In these two lines we can sense the bubbling ambition inside this young man who was looking forward to scaling new heights and pioneering new paths. At this stage he had no clear idea how and where he would make his own contribution to the nation, but the urge to do so was strong. His somewhat aloof manner hid the excitement and passion that lurked within. He was far too shy to expose himself to possible rejection from those who did not share his vision or his commitment.


The most dramatic political event to occur at this time was the decision by the New South Wales Premier, Jack Lang, to refuse to repay interest due on British war loans, in order to maintain social welfare payments to those hardest hit by the Depression. The Sydney Morning Herald took a hard line against Lang’s proposals for greater public spending and pressured the New South Wales Governor, Sir Philip Game, to sack Lang. It split the federal Labor Party, resulting in the end of the Scullin Labor government. In May 1932 the Governor of New South Wales sacked Lang.


Meanwhile fifteen-year-old Gough had starred in the Telopea Park School Dramatic Society’s end-of-year performance at Canberra’s Capitol Theatre. The Governor-General, Sir Isaac Isaacs, also presented him with the special magazine prize for his contribution to the school magazine, Telopea.


Despite these public accolades, Gough’s father was called to the school by the headmaster to discuss his son’s behaviour. Fred was appalled to hear that his son constantly reminded the teachers that he knew more than they did on certain subjects. He was far too quick to display his knowledge and give his opinion, especially when it wasn’t called for. His habit of talking back when he considered his argument was the right one was particularly annoying to his teachers and yet he clearly had no conception of how this affected his teachers or his fellow students. He was genuinely shocked when his father informed him that he was leaving Telopea Park and going to Canberra Grammar the next year. No doubt his father thought that Canberra Grammar’s insistence on certain standards of behaviour and strict discipline, mimicking those of an English public school, were exactly what Gough needed. He did not take umbrage at his father’s decision, believing that his father knew best. Arriving at his new school in 1932, he studied English, Classics, Languages, History and excelled in Latin. He immediately joined the committee of the school magazine, The Canberran, and continued to contribute prose poems and meticulous translations of the Classics. He never viewed these interests as esoteric, or even eccentric. They were the products of his parents’ upbringing and wishes for his future success. He was, above all else, a loving and dutiful son.


At the end of Gough’s first year at Canberra Grammar, the Governor-General handed him the Fifth Year prize for Languages. What really angered him, and still does to this day, is the fact that even though he had gained the highest marks in Divinity, he was not awarded the prize. The headmaster told him the reason was that he didn’t believe in what he had written. For Gough, this was a clear act of injustice: the prize should go to the student with the highest marks, regardless of their personal beliefs. It was his first experience of being the victim of irrational and unfair treatment and being powerless to change it.


Knowing the importance of being able to mix socially, his parents encouraged him to take formal dancing lessons and to attend social occasions with students of his own age. They instructed him in the proper way to address his elders and the correct rules of social behaviour. As long as he knew the accepted guidelines, he would be secure in his ability to mix socially outside his family circle.


At the end of 1932, even though Gough had completed his Leaving Certificate, his father, ever vigilant regarding his son’s development, decided he was too young, at sixteen, to go to university. He returned to Canberra Grammar where, at the end of 1933, he was awarded a Canberra Scholarship ‘to read for a Classics Degree at the University of Sydney’.


However, his mother’s uncle, James Steele, who was headmaster at Carey Baptist Grammar School and himself a classical scholar, recommended to Gough’s father that Gough study Ancient Greek in order to include it as part of his university Classics degree.


And so the education of young Gough required that he return to Canberra Grammar to study Ancient Greek and sit for his Leaving Certificate for the third time. He succeeded in being Dux of the Fifth Year, gaining the school prize for Languages and Classics, coming fifth in the state for English and third for Latin. When he finally left Canberra Grammar to take up his scholarship at the University of Sydney, the school magazine opined that Gough Whitlam ‘by some strange caprice of fate happened to be attending school as a pupil instead of as a master’.


Margaret had been so busy with all her various activities and interests that she had not really spent much time on academic study. Even though she had matriculated, she had not passed well enough in Latin or Maths to fulfil the set requirements to do an Arts degree at Sydney University. In those days you had to have matriculated in a language and a science subject in order to be accepted into Arts. Margaret was shattered. It was the first time in her life that she had been prevented from doing something she wanted to do. And her parents couldn’t fix it. They never once expressed their disappointment with her results, but encouraged her to set her sights on other goals. When she showed some interest in doing nursing like her grandmother, her father said, ‘Why not do medicine?’ He even took her to the medical school. Seeing all the dead babies in bottles and specimens of body parts soon killed that idea.


When she suggested journalism, her father took her to meet Frank Packer, for whom he did legal work. Nothing but the best for his girl. Packer was the owner of the largest number of newspapers and magazines in Australia at that time and when he asked her ‘So, girlie, what do you want to do – the social notes?’ she replied that while she liked socialising, she preferred court reporting.


‘Oh no, girlie. Our girls only do social rounds.’


That was the end of journalism for her. While she liked engaging in the social rounds, she didn’t want to make a career out of it. If she was to do journalism, it was to be serious, not trivial. Despite the fact that she couldn’t do the degree she wanted at university, Margaret was not dejected. ‘I always feel when something ends, something new is going to begin and it’s going to be just as exciting.’


Besides, there was her swimming. All her years of training at Bondi Swimming Club and competing in carnivals had finally paid off. In 1937, she had the strong feeling that she was hitting her top form in the breaststroke. Her father was so excited at the thought of his daughter competing in the Australian Championships, she overheard him telling a neighbour, ‘If Margaret wins the national championships, I won’t call Bob my uncle.’


He was not disappointed. Miss Margaret Dovey became the 1937 Australian Breaststroke Champion. Winning this award meant that she qualified to be part of the team to compete in the Empire Games, the forerunner of the Commonwealth Games, the following year.


At seventeen her body was long, lean and powerful. Her face had an openness, an innocence. Her warm smile broke often into laughter. Her long brown hair hung in a perfectly braided plait down her back. She was everything her parents had hoped she would become. They had given her all the gifts that good parents can bestow on their children – unconditional love, a safe and secure home, a strong family life and the confidence to approach the world, and her future, without fear. Now she was rewarding them.


In January 1938, swimming well in the Empire Games was Margaret’s only preoccupation. She was training hard and totally focused on winning a medal for her country. Then fate struck her a cruel blow.


Just before the opening of the games in February, she contracted a debilitating streptococcal infection in her throat. There were no such drugs as sulphur or penicillin available then to cure her. Every day that took her closer to the big race, she could feel the infection getting a stronger grip. Her strength was draining away from her. As a child she had regularly contracted bronchitis and experienced bouts of pleurisy and pneumonia, but she simply would not and could not give in to this infection.


Her father was totally distraught. He fed her oysters and asparagus in the hope that they would build up her strength. Nothing worked.


A week before the big competition their doctor advised her that she was not well enough to compete. She simply refused to believe him. And continued to train. The day before the opening, her father was still searching for medication that could give her some relief. To no avail. She was not allowed to march in the opening ceremony because she had to swim the next day and it was necessary to conserve whatever strength she had left.


On the night of the big race her mother, father, brother and friends were sitting side by side in the stands, fingers crossed. Margaret stood on the blocks, the lights sparkling on the blue lanes of the pool. She felt so achingly sick she was afraid she might just fall in. When she eventually dived into the water for the 220-yard (200-metre) breaststroke, she was sure she would sink like a stone. Every stroke seemed to drag her backwards, not forwards. Her arms and legs were dead weights as she struggled to push them through the water.


She didn’t sink, however it took every last ounce of energy in her tortured body just to finish the race. This is not a Hollywood story: not only did she not get a place for her country, she came last.


Shaking with exhaustion, she dragged herself out of the pool. She was consumed with mixed emotions of shame, embarrassment and disappointment. Rationally, in retrospect, she admitted that she should have withdrawn from the race. But emotionally, Margaret was not a quitter. No one, not even her parents, could have convinced her to quit that race.


It takes a great amount of courage and determination to face the possibility of public failure but it takes even more to force yourself, against all the odds, to ‘give it a go’. ‘At least I gave it my best shot,’ she said, seventy years later, a firm believer that there is nothing shameful about trying and failing in life. She took responsibility for her decision and never regretted it. When the result is not what you would have wanted, you just ‘take it on the chin and get on with it’. Nevertheless, the first taste of public failure leaves its mark.


* * *


At the beginning of 1935, having been thoroughly and rigorously prepared for the next phase in his life, Gough Whitlam, now eighteen and a half, a year older than most first-year university students, was finally allowed to leave the protective bosom of his family.


His new home was St Paul’s College, the oldest residential university college in Australia, and the most conservative. Then and now, it insists that its all-male residents attend dinner five nights a week dressed in jacket, tie and academic gown. His father had chosen it because it had the necessary discipline and rigid adherence to ritual and structure that he believed his son needed. He also hoped (a forlorn hope) that Gough’s religious faith would be restored. It never was.


Still much taller than most of his fellow students, Gough was now good-looking, more self-confident and often described as resembling the film star Robert Taylor. His innate shyness was still there at his core, but his manner and bearing were such that no one would ever have suspected it. Obsessed with correctness of dress, social protocols and proper behaviour, he often appeared more mature than he actually was.


He settled in easily by simply replacing the strict routines and expectations of his home and his parents with that of the institution of St Paul’s. Rigorous and regimented, St Paul’s social calendar became his social calendar and along with all the other residents he attended the College’s annual dances, debates and revues. He edited St Paul’s magazine, The Pauline, and worked in the college library, taking pleasure in redressing its conservative political bias.


In the first year of his Arts degree he studied English, Latin, Greek and Psychology. As a student of Classics, he would major in Latin and Greek, eventually becoming a Classics scholar. His only form of rebellion was his determination to make people laugh in college debates. At this, he was very successful. He dutifully wrote weekly letters home to his parents where the only jarring note was a request for more money. Fred was by nature and lifelong habit a frugal man. He kept his son on a minimal budget to ensure that he didn’t succumb to wasteful spending and frivolous pursuits. It worked. Gough had no money to explore anything outside of college activities. He patched the elbows of his jacket and washed his own socks. Before asking for a replacement for his well-worn brown Harris tweed jacket he sent his parents detailed calculations to prove that when amortised, the jacket had cost them a mere twopence a day. Having argued a rational case for a new jacket, he was duly sent the money to purchase one.
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