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The MUP Masterworks series celebrates distinguished Australian authors and ideas. This volume, the fourth in the series, is drawn from Donald Horne’s memoir Into the Open. Horne is best remembered for his book The Lucky Country, an ironic and influential critique of the Australian way of life, which became an instant best seller on release in 1964, was twice revised and updated, and remains a point of reference in debates about national politics, society and culture.


As this extract shows, The Lucky Country was the culmination of an established career in journalism and letters. From 1945, on and off, Donald Horne worked for the media baron Sir Frank Packer. Despite the ultraconservative, anti-intellectual culture of the Packer organisation, Horne made his mark as an editor of ideas, first with the small fortnightly magazine The Observer, from 1958 to 1961, and later at The Bulletin. After leaving the Packer organisation, he worked in advertising, then found his intellectual home in the academy, becoming professor of political science at the University of New South Wales. In the course of his career, he also co-edited Quadrant, chaired the Australia Council, wrote several books, including a three-volume autobiography, contributed to both Australian and international publications, travelled widely and became a leading voice in the Australian republican movement.


A liberal sceptic by instinct, the trajectory of Horne’s intellectual journey led from the anti-Communist conservatism of the 1950s to a more nuanced interpretation of liberalism and its role in contemporary society. By the 1970s, old friends from the conservative side of politics regarded him as a ‘radical’. Like their left-leaning competitor, Nation, the journals that Horne edited fed the burgeoning public appetite for a more intellectual Australian press. He wrote:


 


How would I measure The Observer? In a memo I had written that there were ‘new kinds of educated Australians in the universities, the public service, and in all kinds of niches in private firms’, so perhaps, ‘like the journals of the eighteenth-century’, The Observer could attach itself to ‘a rising class who didn’t really know what they thought, who they were, or where they were going’.


 


As a public intellectual, editor and writer, Horne accurately anticipated the social, political and intellectual concerns of ordinary Australians, and explored them in a stimulating way. He died in Sydney on 8 September 2005, aged 83.





Fun and Brilliant Improvisation
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The Court of Sir Frank Packer


I began writing editorials, if only in my head, in my last year at high school, aged sixteen. It was in 1938, during what later became known as the Munich crisis when, over a fortnight, it seemed more and more likely that Neville Chamberlain would deliver Czechoslovakia to Hitler. Since I had become committed to standing up to ‘the dictators’ after reading the Daily Telegraph at breakfast every morning, this meant that Neville Chamberlain was betraying not only Czechoslovakia: he was also betraying me. So, after spending three hours each night on my homework, I would listen to a commentator known as ‘the Watchman’ on the wireless, until his indignation with Chamberlain worked me up enough to go for an angry walk along the foreshore of Botany Bay, near where we lived: I would take hold of my ‘sorrow and hatred’, as I put it in my diary, and shape them into a short editorial—each of them a verbal denunciation of human error, as in the Telegraph, and each with a beginning, a middle and an end, as in a schoolroom essay. Twenty years later, at the age of thirty-six, when I launched a fortnightly intellectual periodical, The Observer, in which I could write editorials more or less as I pleased, it seemed strange that this had taken so long.


The Observer was given to me by Frank Packer, the principal owner of the Daily Telegraph I had read as a high school boy. It is 1958, in the ninth year of the rule of Sir Robert Menzies. Packer sits behind his dictator-sized desk, with his head tilted up encouragingly, almost gracefully, but breathing threateningly as he makes this gift.


I don’t know why he has done this. I can’t even accept the apparent immediate cause: that he knows that this is something I want and he is giving it to me because I am of use to him. Four years before, out of boredom, in a kind of privateering adventure, I came back to Sydney from London for what was meant to be only six months because he asked me to launch a very foolish magazine called Weekend, which became a pioneer in opinion-leading by putting on its cover every week headings that were much more fatuous than those on the cover of any other Australian magazine at that time. When I started Weekend, Packer made a kind of promise that if Weekend worked, he would finance a small intellectual journal for me to edit in a grotesque combination with editing Weekend. Now that, four years later, Weekend is contributing about £100 000 a year to The Firm’s profits, with prospects of growth (that, as it turns out, will prove false) he is making his promise good. But Packer is a man who, if he sees himself provoked, is ready to show the world he depends on no one. In his world there are two voices—his own, and its echoes: when the butler brings him the Daily Telegraph at breakfast he can open it and find nothing with which he disagrees; at home, and in the office, like a naughty child, he can shut up anyone who contradicts him; he can keep all kinds of subjects and perspectives out of the Telegraph and, in an atmosphere of potential terror, most of his staff prudently keep it like that.


To use an old-fashioned word, by giving me The Observer he is about to become, in a classic sense, its patron. (Thereby changing my life, not that this was what he had in mind.) Patron is the exact word, with a history of several thousand years behind it as a normal relationship. It is true that without me The Observer’s social and cultural comment, its reviews, political and economic analysis, comment on foreign affairs, laid out every fortnight in three neat columns to a page, wouldn’t have existed. But it was Packer’s firm that paid the bills, with a loss of £300 per issue because the bookkeepers loaded it with more than its rational share of overheads—although there was the money saved because I took The Observer instead of a salary rise. And he paid the bills without talking about it. And, apart from two or three petty rows (that became strong from their own pettiness), he left it to me to decide what to put in it, or not to put in it, and, in general, he showed a useful indifference. In effect, whatever he intended, he was an accommodating patron, this cantankerous, bullying master of surprise and dominance, who wanted to get his hands on everything in the running of the daily and Sunday Telegraphs, and in most of the other escapades being conducted from the three cramped, adjoining rundown buildings that made up what I used to describe as his ‘duchy’. I don’t know why he went on with The Observer or what he saw in me.
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If patron was the word for Packer, ‘pamphleteer’ and ‘prophet’ might fit the next two ‘characters’, trouble-makers both, one an editor, the other a professor, who might be imagined at the birth of The Observer, even if the editor was already eight years dead and I now hardly ever saw the professor.


Pamphleteer, with its eighteenth-century sound, seems the word for Brian Penton, the Daily Telegraph’s second editor, who, with his wanton, sidelong glances and menacing charm, in some ways bore to mid-twentieth-century Sydney the relationship John Wilkes had to mid-eighteenth-century London: he would sound the trumpet of liberty and take on governments with vigour, but at the same time he was notorious for libertinage, quarrelsomeness and lack of scruple. In the 1930s Penton had shocked patriotic feeling by chiselling out two rough, tough novels on the cruelties of Australian pioneering life and in 1941 had written a ninety-page pamphlet Think—Or Be Damned, that he described as ‘ill-mannered, cantankerous, unpatriotic and destructive—a subversive note on national pride, patriotism, and other forms of respectable ostrichism’ in which he lammed into the philistinism of Australians, their deferential fear of authority, their looting of the land, their dispossession of Aboriginal society, their anxious White Australia Policy. It seemed such a fine thing to write in a way that might encourage people to be interested in Australia that, in 1945, when I was out of the army, I began to plan a book that would be more thorough than Penton’s—Penton was, after all, too angry, with an overuse of words like ‘gobbledegook’ and ‘jiggerypokery’ and far too journalistically superficial. This idea for explaining Australia to itself was carried out 20 years later when I wrote The Lucky Country.


Nevertheless, memories of Penton were there when I began to feel that sense of a rising physical pleasure that can come with the thought that people might actually read something you have written. I would imagine a conversation being carried on by 20 000 readers of The Observer, even 30 000 (assuming that most copies were read by two or three people). Had Penton also shown the way in this—as a ringmaster of debate? For a season, he would sometimes run a ‘symposium’ in the Daily Telegraph; follow it by offering prizes for readers’ 300-word comments and panel discussions on ABC radio; then explain to everyone what it had all been about. Was I influenced by him? Not in technique. I didn’t believe in these discussion extravaganzas.1 But I had worked on Penton’s staff as a feature writer, watching his moods change, like the clouds, as he sat there, always threatening (Packer also seemed always threatening, but with fewer cloud changes) and I knew one could write good ‘think pieces’ even in a mass-sale, mainly downmarket, newspaper and some of the techniques were carried on in The Observer. No difficult words. No verbal jams. Cut out the first two paragraphs of almost anything contributed by someone from a university. Penton had set an example in one thing: a belief in the possibility that, if you take the trouble, you can give people something to think about.


At first I wasn’t sure which word to give to the professor: Sage? Mentor? … Ayatollah? But the word that seems to describe this intellectual leader who had an answer to everything (usually ‘no’) and a strong charismatic power, although himself decrying authority, is prophet—for John Anderson, professor of philosophy at Sydney University when I was there, an intransigent believer in the exposure of all illusions and a prophet of the ideal of a life lived in permanent protest, if on a good salary and with a comfortable suburban home; a Scot, driven so immovably by the criticisms he made of the views of others and the faith he expressed in views of his own that he attracted followers who, in following him, changed their lives. (And all of this was done through a personal intellectual force that was, in itself, a serious education.) However, The Observer wasn’t going to follow an Anderson line on discussion—because that, as distinguished from belief in freedom of speech—was restricted to triumphal affirmations that Anderson was always right. What had stayed most comfortably with me as an ‘ex-Andersonian’ was one particular Anderson lesson: this was the belief, not in any way obvious in the 1940s, that, as he would put it—using what was then a difficult word that later came into intellectual favour in the 1980s—society was ‘pluralist’, with different, often conflicting ‘ways of life’. I had learned from Anderson that there was not one single ‘Australia’, or one single anything. This was to leave me, as editor of The Observer (and, later, as author of The Lucky Country) more open to accepting surprises about Australia than was likely in people who believed that what ‘Australia’ was had long since been reduced to an essence, bottled and labelled. What had also stayed with me, in only one of the several contradictions that being an ‘Andersonian’ could produce, was that I went into my editorship of The Observer calling myself an ‘anarchist conservative’. The ‘conservative’ was obvious enough. In the English village where I had lived in the early 1950s, seeing myself as a Tory Democrat, I had formed a branch of the Conservative Party and if I had stayed in England I might have become a special kind of nonentity—an Australian member of the House of Commons. The ‘anarchist’ came in when I was a Sydney University enfant terrible. To call myself a ‘philosophical anarchist’ provided a fastidious way for criticising everyone else without having to do anything about it myself. And it left plenty of room for manoeuvre.


After it came out at thirty-two quarto pages, briefly and foolishly, for a shilling, and then, more sensibly, for one and sixpence, The Observer seemed at its most equable when we moved several doors down from the base of Packer’s duchy to a narrow three-storey building, 181 Elizabeth Street, bought by ‘The Firm’, where the top floor was entirely redone, to my design, with its own partitions and built-in desks, to house Weekend. The building we had come from was colonial-Dickensian. The new one was 1950s-tacky, with its cheap blue carpeting and newly varnished built-in cupboards contrasting with the shabby but solid furniture used by past executives that I had brought with me for my own office; immutably, on my right, was an IN-tray piling up with layouts, copy and proofs in which The Observer and Weekend were intermixed in a constant potential orgy. In bad weeks, I couldn’t spend much more time on The Observer than in presiding over ‘conferences’ and in engaging in the delight of setting style by diving into the IN-basket, pulling out some copy, recasting it, crossing bits out, putting in new intros—but sometimes I could clear time for bustling on with it as if this was what my life really meant; then I would fall back into the hungry and perverted embraces of Weekend, with its silly cover headings: I WAS A FOOL TO FALL FOR YOU, ELVIS … MY HUSBAND CHANGED TO A WOMAN … IS PRINCE PHILIP THE WORLD’S UNHAPPIEST HUSBAND? (These seem relatively thoughtful compared with the headings on the news stands these days, and if we had also used the explicit sex headings at present in fashion in some of the women’s magazines—WHAT LESBIANS DO IN BED THAT MAKES SEX SOOO MUCH BETTER … HOW TO GUESS PENIS SIZE—we would have been arrested.) Nothing I wrote for The Observer was done in the office: articles, book reviews, editorials and odd paragraphs for ‘Observer’s Diary’ were all written in longhand in bed, on my lap in easy chairs, on the beach, in gardens, at picnics, on restaurant tables, twice on camping weekends—anywhere, thereby giving that same sense of creative freedom that can come from deciding how to put some words together that I had enjoyed as a schoolboy who wrote editorials in his head.


My most tranquil memory is of lunchtimes with Alan Ratcliffe. (What shall I call Alan? My confidant?) Alan worked for me as manager of both Weekend and The Observer and, among other things, prepared scholarly treatises in reply to short memos from nitpickers about staff expense accounts, petty cash vouchers and so on. (Why was £2 spent on a phone call to Tweed Heads? Why take a taxi to Taronga Park on 29 May when the normal ferry service would have been sufficient?) He was the son of a rich accountant, a genius in producing tax-minimising schemes that were later declared invalid by the Privy Council who was Packer’s general financial and strategic adviser. He had been an adviser to E.G. Theodore, ‘legendary’ as trades union leader, adroit Labor premier of Queensland, and, later, during the Great Depression, that double contradiction in terms, a Commonwealth treasurer with pragmatically radical ideas, and then, when politics failed him, a strong man of silence and Packer’s partner in making money out of publishing in Sydney and gold-mining in Fiji. (My desk of glass-topped ebony, a strangely three-cornered affair, had been E.G. Theodore’s when he was still alive and Packer’s chairman of directors.) One of the great workaday reliefs from the cares of office came in watching Alan’s long, pale, somewhat ‘aristocratic’ face and listening to him go on and on, laconically, sometimes following the same topic from one lunch to the next, with ample periods for revision, on matters such as taxation, the Privy Council and the cleverness of Sir Garfield Barwick, who later gained his revenge for losing all those tax-minimisation cases when, as Chief Justice, he turned the High Court into a haven for tax-avoiders; but what gave Alan his greatest value as a distraction from the IN-tray was his store of knowledge on the odd alliance between Packer and the learned, self-taught, brilliant and reclusive Theodore. Theodore had died in 1950 and, in one of his bold offensives, Packer was now hunting the Theodore family out of The Firm. Alan brought in reports of this war of the gods, in which one great question was settled when his father, who was about to abandon the Theodores and declare for Frank Packer, hired a private plane: Packer and the Theodores were to sit in it, flying around above the clouds until they reached an agreement.


At other times, Alan and I would recite parts of the general Packer saga as if it were the story of the labours of Hercules—with emphasis on his early years, when he was ‘the Young Master’, son of a self-made newspaper baron, shoving his own way into the world with boldness and guile. Like his father, Packer had built up his businesses by coups and Alan and I were developing a theory that it was as much the grandeurs and miseries of the gambler’s fling as simple greed for gain that gave his life meaning. If, in his drunken mode, Packer began musing on existence he might sometimes present his successes as if they were bets on horses that came home, rather than something that developed from his own bold entrepreneurial talent. In less heroic mood, as if we were plotting a multi-volume novel, we would weave anecdotes from that large part of The Firm’s executive structure that came from what the Chinese call ‘connections’—Packer family connections, old pals from Packer’s playboy days, protegés of Packer’s wife, connections of some of the connections and those on the payroll simply because they did things for Packer, such as a ‘circulation adviser’ who handled his betting. There was also said to be a minor Masonic connection. Some, as well as being connected, were beholden: two of them through being put in the way of rich wives, another because Packer would pay off his racing debts. The most favoured were invited to Sunday afternoon tennis. Alan Ratcliffe was himself a ‘connection’: the possibility was close to nil that this young man would by his own efforts have earned the right to be there with me, more than ten years his senior, philosophising about tax minimisation as we played lunchtime chess in my office and ate our oysters.
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