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Introduction


In 1952, at the height of the Cold War, Colonel Charles Spry, the Director of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (better known as ASIO), instructed his agents to vet all academics at Australian universities. ‘I am sure that you will readily appreciate’, Spry wrote to Robert Menzies, the Prime Minister at the time, ‘the inadvisability of employing, in any University, lecturers who are likely to infect students with subversive doctrines’.1 In Australia as in the United States, the intellectual as an ideologue had been an object of suspicion and resentment since the 1930s, and the Cold War confirmed and intensified this mistrust.2 Politicians, public agencies (most notably ASIO) and the press had hounded ‘suspect intellectuals’ and advanced the notion of manipulative academics for years.


Raymond Maxwell Crawford (who was always known as Max), one of Australia’s pre-eminent historians, was considered highly suspect; his career was sometimes under siege and views often vilified. As both a participant in and observer of many decisive episodes of the era—Europe in the midst of the Depression, America and Russia at the height of World War II, post-war reconstruction and the Cold War in Australia—Crawford was regarded as a ‘radical’ and outspoken defender of intellectual autonomy. A study of his life provides insight into one man’s experience in the midst of political turmoil and change and the backlash against the intellectual community that these events inspired. The trajectory of Crawford’s political experiences suggests the changing nature of Australian progressive liberalism and the precarious state of intellectual freedom.


This is the first lengthy biographical study of Max Crawford. His life and legacy have attracted considerable attention; he has been described as a ‘profound influence’ in Australia and a man who raised the quality of its intellectual life.3 But in other accounts of public life in the middle decades of the twentieth century, he is no more than a peripheral bit-player. These different estimates and the reasons for his faded acclaim raise intriguing questions. Despite Crawford’s diminished fame, his legacy casts an enduring shadow on subsequent generations of historians and public figures.


His life intersected with some notable figures: English intellectuals such as Kenneth Bell, Christopher Hill, A.D. Lindsay, and Richard Tawney, and noted Americans Hans Baron and Merle Curti, as well as prominent Australians that included John Anderson, Kenneth Bailey, Macmahon Ball, Jim Cairns, Clem and Nina Christesen, H.V. Evatt, Brian Fitzpatrick, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, Keith Hancock, Donald Horne, Charles Lowe, Robert Menzies, Ian Milner, Keith Officer, Sydney Orr, Nettie Palmer, Stephen Roberts, Charles Spry and Russel Ward. Then there are students, such as Geoffrey Blainey, Manning Clark, Inga Clendinnen, John Mulvaney and Hugh Stretton, whom Crawford taught, mentored and encouraged during his thirty-four years as Professor of History at the University of Melbourne.


This study considers Max Crawford as a historian and a public intellectual. It relates his experiences as a student at Sydney and Oxford, as a schoolteacher, commentator and struggling writer, a diplomat in wartime Russia, and a Cold War victim and accuser. Crawford is variously regarded as an inspiring or an aloof teacher, an advocate or detractor of Australian history, a great defender or betrayer of academic freedom. These contrasting evaluations are important. So too is Crawford’s role as a flawed ideologue: his compassion, hubris, imagination, self-obsession, sensitivity, courage and weakness.


Political Denial and Self-invention


There are three particular themes, which will be addressed in this biography. The first is the political denial and self-invention that dominated Crawford’s retrospective autobiographical writing. Born in a small country town in New South Wales in 1906, he was one of twelve children in a family guided by an informed and ambitious mother and a father who was a stationmaster and committed unionist. Two of Crawford’s uncles were parliamentarians who followed W.A. Holman out of the Labor Party in the wartime split over conscription. Although his political inheritance was substantial, Crawford insisted that his family was not political, and that he followed the family tradition in keeping his conscience free of political commitments. The ideology that he espoused, and afterwards was at pains to deny, was politically active and advocated the liberal values of freedom, tolerance and morality.


The book will explore how he was drawn to progressive causes and lent his academic authority to them, only to retreat when he encountered fierce criticism. It is my contention that Crawford finally adopted a stance of independence from all engagement because of the cumulative effects of the Cold War and the firestorm surrounding his decision to write to the Bulletin in 1961, ostensibly to expose an alleged Communist plot. By this time he was aligned with a remarkable and influential group including: Vincent Buckley, Sidney Hook, Frank Knopfelmacher, Richard Krygier and James McAuley.


In analysing Crawford’s political and academic experiences and charting the course of events that embroiled his life, the emphasis will be on the formation and development of his political beliefs, liberal perspective and intellectual role. I reconstruct the complex, evolving nature of Crawford’s political and historical ideology and his responses during the combative debates between radicals and conservatives.


Crawford was a product of the Sydney cultural tradition and a member of the Melbourne intellectual elite, a celebrated dichotomy in Australian cultural history. His political and intellectual ideology is not easy to define. At various stages in his life, he adopted the guise of a self-confessed conservative, a civil libertarian, a public activist, a borderline radical, an advocate for the left and an accidental Cold War warrior. What apparently remained unchanged was his identification and acceptance of the obligations and expectations of the intellectual life. He maintained the liberal academic’s anxiety about intellectual independence, which was a prevailing characteristic of the Sydney intellectual tradition.4


Crawford was an enthusiastic proponent of academic freedom when it was unfashionable and under threat. He understood it to embody free intellectual enquiry; the right and duty to offer new ideas and controversial or unpopular opinions; the freedom to follow a line of research where it led; and the freedom of the university to conduct its own affairs without external interference, particularly from the government.5 At the core of Crawford’s autobiographical construct was an insistence that he was ‘unpolitical’.6


This biography follows Crawford’s self-conscious re-invention, from an Australian working-class boy to Oxford scholar, and from confident public intellectual to unwitting or intentional victim.


The Place of Academic Freedom


The second theme is the place of academic freedom in Australian universities. I argue that it was often tenuous and never completely accepted by administrators, politicians or the press, which expected universities to avoid controversy. The limits of academic freedom on Australian campuses will be discussed, as well as the suspicion of liberal intellectuals in Australian public life, the repression of academic radicals and the attempts to stifle dissident voices. This surveillance culminated in deliberate and conscious political manipulation of the academy and the collusion and compliance of university authorities in such interference. At other times, the authorities displayed remarkable courage in defending civil liberties despite considerable criticism from politicians and the press.


As the Cold War progressed, the public and political expectations demanded self-censorship and unwavering loyalty of Australian intellectuals. These themes will be analysed in the context of Crawford’s experiences and his transformation from a highly conspicuous, progressive and engaged liberal to a more traditional and reticent one. The lengths ASIO went to in its investigation of ‘subversive’ intellectuals will also be examined and the fate of those, like Brian Fitzpatrick and Russel Ward, who did not submit.


Crawford’s Intellectual Style


The third theme concerns Max Crawford’s intellectual style. His approach to the theory and method of history exercised a strong influence on the discipline, as it assumed a central position in Australia’s intellectual culture. The History School that Crawford shaped was celebrated for its scholarship, and its students achieved important positions in other universities and in public life. The book will consider the life of the Department, its influence, the approach to history and its legacy, which has been retrospectively celebrated and dismissed.


The legacy attributed to the Melbourne School of History and its pedagogical innovations are closely related. I believe that Crawford’s historical approach gave his political activity resonance and relevance. His experiences reveal a political conscience linked closely to a particular understanding of history and the role of the historian. Crawford implied that this political awareness was an impediment. ‘The pleasing art of historical narration was at times’, he wrote, ‘elbowed out by the insistent demand that the past must somehow illuminate the present, that history must find answers to the problems which beset us ... How can you observe principles in political life?’7


The historians who were considered suspect were regarded as such not just because of their political activities, but also because of their writing which, by the 1950s, had moved away from a British attachment and emphasised the need for an independent Australian identity. The political interference of historians who pursued this divergent interpretation is an important and neglected aspect of Australia’s Cold War.


This study is also concerned with the changing role of universities as they grew from small, intimate communities of scholars to large national institutions with new responsibilities. It considers the way that academics and their Staff Association responded to intellectual suppression, the role of female historians and their struggle to establish their careers, the changing conceptions of research, and the way that the historical profession took shape as a result of the growing interest in Australian history.


While Crawford played an important role in the development of Australian history, he was by no means persuaded of its centrality. His own historical practice merits consideration for the way it shaped and expressed his activity as a public intellectual.


* * *


This is not a conventional biography, a full account of a life from birth to death. Rather, I am concerned with Crawford as a particular type of intellectual who became engaged in radical causes. I take from Richard Hofstadter the definition of the intellectual as ‘a person for whom thinking fulfils at once the function of work and play; more specifically, as a person, whose relationship to society is defined, both in his eyes and in the eyes of the society, principally by his presumed capacity to comment upon it with greater detachment’.8 The intellectual class is a relatively modern phenomenon, and the intellectuals’ relation to the rest of society is never entirely comfortable, because the attention and respect paid to their views seem to rest on a measure of detachment.9 The grievance against intellectuals as ideologues intensified when a large part of the intellectual community aligned themselves to communism and fellow-travelling in the 1930s and the 1940s.10


Radicalism and conservatism are important political concepts that constantly operate in this work, although both have various shades of meaning. Radicalism here largely applies to left-wing radicals: those who, in different degrees, embraced the doctrines of socialism and subscribed to progressive beliefs. The idea of political radicalism has long been bound up with this idea of change and progress. ‘To be radical was to have a certain view of the possibilities inherent in history—radicalism meant breaking away from the past.’11 Tim Rowse provides a useful definition of the form of radicalism that had the greatest currency among Australian intellectuals in the mid-twentieth century—antagonism to both imperialism and inequality:


 


Radicalism…endorsed the move away from Britain’s orbit and a patriotic rationale to the controversial plans of Reconstruction…A serious effort was made to exploit the socialist potential of this ‘national character’ to extend its political effects into a struggle against capitalism itself. Intellectuals from the Communist Party…inhabited a world that seemed to be turning inexorably leftwards after the war; and this brightening world included an Australia that had recently rediscovered the democratic strengths of its own traditions.12


 


On the opposite side of the ideological divide are the conservatives, a label that also allows a number of different interpretations but, for the purpose of this book, has the characteristics discussed below.


The main thrust of conservative thought has been a suspicion of left-wing radical change in all of its forms.13 In an Australian context, the conservatives were pessimistic about schemes for secular progress, convinced of the need for strong authority and attached to stability, tradition and hierarchy. After the Second World War, the Cold War and anti-communism brought a wider coalition of conservatives and more cautious liberals. The opponents of communism were concerned at the threat to Australia, but only as part of a worldwide struggle. They saw communism as ‘a danger to the whole European intellectual and cultural tradition, from which all that was valuable in Australia derived.’14


* * *


This biography originally intended to avoid Crawford’s personal and domestic life. The private sphere seemed irrelevant to my purpose, which was to explore the life of a public intellectual. This intention had to be reassessed. Crawford’s youthful experiences inevitably and profoundly influenced aspects of his personality. His denial of the impact of his working-class roots and the family’s political engagement—indeed his place as the favoured son—had a lasting effect on his subsequent behaviour. Crawford’s tendency to alter and reinvent episodes of his early life is a strong theme of the biography. The complex friendship with his fellow historian, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, is also essential to understanding the development of his career, and her story provides a vivid account of the struggle experienced by women academics in the middle of the twentieth century.


Crawford’s second marriage to Ruth Hoban is important. She was a leading protagonist in the controversy that erupted after Crawford accused staff of communist subversion, involving the Bulletin and ASIO. This was a devastating episode that provoked criticism of Crawford’s motives. Had he become a political reactionary, a puppet of the right? Or was he motivated by misguided considerations of personal loyalty?


As the book was nearing completion, I was asked if I now ‘understood’ Crawford and if I had resolved the contradictions. As with all lives, there are secrets and inconsistencies that I cannot possibly comprehend or resolve. There is no conclusive evidence as to what drove Crawford to write to the Bulletin in 1961, thereby effectively destroying his reputation. Although the assumption that people are responsible for their actions might be overly simplistic, there is a moral continuity between the inner and outer person.15


Janet Malcolm claims that biography is a flawed genre.16 One of the most problematic aspects of writing it is the precarious balance of interpretation and historical evidence. The genre offers great scope for imaginative interpretation, although this is constrained by the innate difficulties of understanding another person and fathoming the complexities and frailties of human nature. I draw conclusions, but not, I hope, at the expense of concealing ambiguities, gaps, confusions and inconsistencies in the evidence. Bernard Crick observed that a biographer has an obligation to show how he or she reaches conclusions, not to pretend omniscience. The biography should also reveal to the reader things that are mute, problematic and uncertain.17


I never met Max Crawford, nor did I know about his reputation or legacy when I began this study. The contradictions of his life emerged from the tattered suitcases and shabby boxes that contained his correspondence, diaries and papers. Letters were scattered, papers randomly filed and tutorial notes piled in disorder. The only semblance of order existed in the folders documenting his political and public experiences and the abandoned research undertaken for the intended books on contemporary events. Copious notes, letters and drafts were painstakingly ordered in neat folders with succinct titles: Sydney University, Oxford, Bradfield College, the Spanish Civil War, the Australian Council for Civil Liberties, Brian Fitzpatrick, censorship, conscription, the press, the Australian Legation to the Soviet Union, Russia 1940s, Australia-Soviet Friendship League, the refusal of the American visa, the Bulletin and Communism. These titles offered a clue to Max Crawford’s priorities and preoccupations.


The papers relating to the Social Studies/Bulletin Enquiry in 1961 were present, but so also was a stipulation that they would be closed to the hungry eyes of researchers for thirty years after Crawford’s death. Hence the collection was available to me with this one important exception. Although the restriction might reveal Crawford’s bitterness, grief or even shame about the episode, the chapter on the Social Studies Enquiry is dependent on alternative sources. George Paton, the Vice-Chancellor at the time, requested that the Council members destroy all papers of an incriminating or confidential nature. I utilised the oral testimony of the main, surviving players. Geoffrey Sharp, Cynthia and Arthur Turner and Laurie O’Brien were at the centre of the storm and have kept relevant documents, so their perspectives are fundamental to the account. The version of their adversaries is sadly lacking, with only Donald Horne still alive.


The material in the remainder of Crawford’s private collection forms the most important source of my research. I quoted at length from the diaries and extensive correspondence. Biographers prize such sources because, as Janet Malcolm suggests, letters are the ‘conduit of unmediated experience’.18 Max Crawford’s personality and motives emerge from his vivid correspondence, notes and writing; the clarity of his careful and melodic voice is important. The letters from his contemporaries, colleagues and former students provide an added dimension, and I hope the vulnerabilities, humour, grace, loyalty, ambition, bitterness and indecision are apparent in their words. The close and sometimes brittle relationships with former students like Manning Clark emerge clearly in this correspondence.


When conducting interviews, I avoided those who have already written at length about Crawford. Instead, I spoke to individuals who have not been involved in retrospectives on the History School and Crawford’s legacy.19 Some of his protégés have been almost hagiographical in their recollections. This is inevitable. Crawford was compassionate and generous towards the young historians he mentored. Some of the women I interviewed, however, were far more critical in their recollections. This book, then, will attempt to reconcile the ‘filial attachment’ felt by many of Crawford’s students with the harsh criticism from those who thought the Melbourne School was too pleased with itself.20


With the exception of Crawford’s last surviving sibling, Ken Crawford, and a brief conversation with his son Ian Crawford, I had not previously interviewed family members for the basis of this work, which was the foundation of my PhD. This is not because I adhere to Janet Malcolm’s belief that ‘relatives are the biographer’s natural enemies’ (although they pose unique challenges),21 but because as stated earlier, the purely domestic sphere is not a major aspect of my enquiry. This decision was reversed when I sought copyright permission from Max Crawford’s surviving children, Ian Crawford and Margaret Cheshire.


The challenges came to the fore as they attempted to reconcile memories of their father and their contented childhoods with some of the more critical assessments presented in this book. What could be more confronting than reading a stranger’s interpretation of your father or of a marriage? What could be more challenging than considering the contemporary views offered in diaries and letters? Both Ian and Margaret’s perception and understanding enriched the book and gave me an insight that was previously lacking, though Ian Crawford quite rightly conceded that his perspective was as a child. Curiously Crawford’s colleagues and Crawford himself (possibly unwittingly) had presented an occasionally contrasting view of his domestic life. And others who knew Crawford (and there are a multitude of former colleagues and students) have sometimes taken exception to the interpretations that I make and the conclusions that I reach.


Crawford’s work has been kept alive in recent publications. The most recent contained the proceedings of a symposium involving thirty of Crawford’s former students. They reflected on his contribution to history in Australia as a teacher, practitioner and the ‘creator’ of the Melbourne School.22 It was a celebration that provoked sharp criticism by some historians who were not present.


The Discovery of Australian History 1890-1939 presents the lives of ten historians who pioneered the academic discipline of Australian history and includes essays on Crawford, Jessie Webb and Kathleen Fitzpatrick. On Crawford’s retirement, a special issue of Historical Studies was dedicated to his work and influence. It included the recollections of former students and colleagues, Crawford’s own graceful and reflective article on the ‘School of Prudence’ (which was reprinted) and a survey of the 575 Honours graduates of the Melbourne School of History from 1937 to 1966.23


Making History includes three eloquent essays by Max Crawford, Manning Clark and Geoffrey Blainey on the practice of history.24 While these works are extremely informative, they largely neglect the political dimensions of Crawford’s life.


And it is the magnitude and ramifications of intellectual autonomy that is so important in Crawford’s story. There are many accounts of academic freedom, liberalism and intellectuals in America, but a dearth of research on academic freedom in Australia. Fiona Capp’s fascinating account of security surveillance of Australian authors and intellectuals was groundbreaking.25 Yet, while it emphasised the political allegiances and attachments, it tended to neglect the experience of academics, the intellectual concerns and the formative role of universities in Australian public life.


There is a growing interest in the history of ASIO. Works include Frank Cain’s The Origins of Political Surveillance in Australia and The Australian Security Intelligence Organization: An Unofficial History;26 Brian Martin’s Intellectual Suppression: Australian Case Histories, Analysis and Responses;27 and in particular, David McKnight’s chapter entitled ‘Trenchcoats and mortarboards’ in his work on ASIO, Australia’s Spies and their Secrets, where he examined academic autonomy in universities.28


Certain controversial episodes have attracted attention. Stuart Macintyre and Anna Clark’s History Wars has explored some of the seminal battles.29 Phillip Deery’s recent exposé of Ian Milner as a Russian spy rather than a Cold War victim is insightful.30 Cassandra Pybus reconsidered the Orr case in Gross Moral Turpitude.31 Peter McPhee’s biography of R.D. ‘Pansy’ Wright,32 and Craig Munro’s profile of Inky Stephensen,33 considered the issue of intellectual autonomy. Humphrey McQueen’s book on the Courier Mail’s posthumous campaign against Manning Clark was astute in parts.34 Russel Ward’s vivid autobiography examined his own devastating experiences.35 However, a fuller analysis of university collusion and ambivalence towards intellectual freedom has yet to be written.


Robert Dare has correctly observed that Max Crawford was ‘an unremitting autobiographer’.36 The narrative that he constructed so carefully was indeed meticulous and prophetic. Crawford’s story is characterised by the idea that he embarked on a pilgrimage from humble beginnings to the glories of Oxford, that he progressed from an unknown and unpublished historian to the visionary head of one of Australia’s finest university departments.37 Underpinning these recollections is the constant denial of a political mission and the representation of his political commitments as being secondary and incidental. As Dare observes, any experiences that might threaten the ‘myth of origin were eased gently into line’ or dismissed completely.38


Most of Crawford’s autobiographical writing was completed after he retired, and it is touched by disillusionment and the desire to avoid political and ideological fervour. Crawford never mentioned the Bulletin debacle, the tragic postscript to his life. Humphrey McQueen maintained that Crawford’s biography of George Arnold Wood was a ‘scarifying’ autobiographical confession and Crawford’s ‘literary mask’.39


Crawford made only one fleeting and somewhat unconvincing reference in his autobiographical writing to the political activity that had absorbed so much of his time and energy. ‘I was commonly considered very radical myself, even rather more radical than I was, much of it being little more than a Balliol-fostered belief that diversity of opinion should be heard’, he wrote somewhat defensively. ‘I often found myself pushed by the circumstances of the late 1930s in particular into uncomfortable stands that were, in the terms of that time, radical.’40


Crawford was here implying that at times he was an unenthusiastic and accidental participant. Tim Rowse has observed that Australian liberal intellectuals derived much of their legitimacy and institutional security from the myth of political independence.41 Crawford perpetuated this myth, but I believe that his insistence on placing himself outside politics sits oddly with his background and early life. Indeed, he attempted to conceal or at least minimise his inheritance. Despite his later denials, his working-class origins and his family’s significant political connections did mould him. This provided a clue as to how to approach Max Crawford, and a place to begin. As Andre Malraux once observed, ‘a man’s first truth is what he hides’.42
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CHAPTER 1



Origins and Influences


‘One is all too aware of opportunities of original work missed, of work confidently planned that remains undone, of false leads followed.’1 After a career that spanned thirty-four years as Professor of History at Melbourne University, Max Crawford reflected on his chosen vocation with a mixture of satisfaction and regret. One of the original projects that remained undone was his historical study of contemporary Spain, devised whilst tutoring at Oxford in 1932. The emphasis was to be on the historical roots rather than the political implications of the conflict in that country.


This project laid the foundations for his synoptic view of history. Crawford never lived in Spain; this was intended to be a purely intellectual inquiry. Yet he immersed himself in the language, examined the culture and historical events, and read modern Spanish literature to familiarise himself with the prevailing ‘attitudes and temper’.2


Although the project was terminated before it really began, Crawford would always remember its themes and inspiration with pride and sadness. The year 1932 foreshadowed the trajectory of his future scholarship and unpublished work. The excited anticipation of his careful planning would gradually diminish as he struggled to execute the plan.


When Crawford was seventeen he imagined a very different future. His keen perception of himself as a serious intellectual moved him to prophesise:


 


One day I shall write. What it shall be — drama or poetry or novels I don’t know. But I do know I shall write...I feel it. I feel that I am being carried on the crest of a wave about to break, and when it does break I shall be freed. I shall write.3


 


Crawford described his inability to express his individuality, but was confident that maturity would liberate and strengthen him. He also hoped to inspire others. This boyish testimony, written during Crawford’s last year at High School, embodied all the determination and ambition of youth. Despite his confidence in his destiny, however, it would take nine years of struggle before he embarked on any writing project of substance. This was neither the great Australian novel, nor the poetry to which Crawford devoted a wavering commitment. Instead, it was the historical study of Spain. His roots and youthful experiences provide some indication of the intellectual he would become and the inconsistent direction his career would take.


Crawford was the ninth of twelve children (the second child died in infancy). He was born in 1906 to Henry (who was always known as Harry) and Harriet Crawford and raised in the Sydney suburb of Bexley. He depicted his childhood retrospectively as one of genteel poverty. In reality, his young life was sometimes challenging, disrupted by the First World War, the enlistment of his older brother and uncle, the struggles of his father and the aspirations of his mother. The absence of the impact of the war in Crawford’s childhood recollections is startling. The war destroyed a generation of men and resulted in a break between the post-war survivors and the old men who had sent them to the battlefields of Europe.4


An uncle and elder brother served in Gallipoli and France, and a brother-in-law was one of those shattered ‘vets who took to the drink’.5 Yet Crawford did not mention the loss, the change in social attitudes and values that resulted from the wasteful carnage, nor political reaction against war. It is only in an historical account written for an American audience that he referred to the war in any length, and his style is detached, the meaning vague:


 


I am conscious in my own retrospect of a hiatus: in those years after the war when I was a schoolboy and undergraduate, I can think of only one of my teachers of note who belonged to the generation of soldiers. We were taught by the middle-aged and the aged, and we too much lacked the bridge between of those nearer our own age who might have guided us safely past some of the pits into which we fell.6


 


The other notable and mystifying autobiographical disparity was Crawford’s recollection that his family was not politically minded. ‘It might seem that radical opinions were my family inheritance’, Crawford observed later in life, ‘in fact I knew little of this until recent years... We lived in a house of books and took study for granted; but I do not recall it as a political household.7


Yet his father, Harry a gentle, sociable man with the ‘soul of a poet’,8 was ‘deeply involved’ in the Railwaymen’s Union for much of his life. Max Crawford’s daughter, Margaret, was told that her grandfather contributed to the union magazine and visited union members all over New South Wales.9 As the eldest of his generation of the family, Harry had supported his younger siblings, much to his wife’s chagrin, and purchased the radical newspaper, Vedette, for his brother James, the family favourite who became a Queensland MP and was drowned in the Clermont floods. Yet the words, ‘that traitor Mannix’, uttered by Crawford’s father, were apparently the only political recollection of his youth.10


Although Crawford could not recall political debate, he would later speculate that the family’s political legacy most profoundly affected his brother Jack. That formative inheritance was a mistrust of politics. His uncles had followed W. A. Holman out of the Labor Party in the wartime split over conscription. One of them, Thomas Crawford, the former Presbyterian Minister in Newcastle and the southern Riverina, had been the Labor MP for Marrickville since 1910. He later stood as a National and lost his seat in the 1917 state elections. In the same year, he was appointed a Crown Prosecutor in New South Wales and, from 1940 until his retirement in 1947, he was Senior Crown Prosecutor.


Hence, Crawford emphasised his uncles’ reluctance to bind their consciences to the dictates of one party, and suggested that such independence influenced his brother Jack. Later knighted, Jack would become known as one of the ‘seven dwarfs’, one of the top bureaucrats of diminutive size who etched his career in Canberra and became a distinguished public servant, working for both Labor and Liberal-Country Party ministers.11


The family influence was not confined to Jack: Max also refused to bind himself to any party loyalty—or so he maintained. Despite this, the youngest sibling, Ken, claimed that both Jack and Max were habitual Labor voters. Max would later write that he knew nothing of his uncles as MPs or the ‘Vedette venture’.12


If Crawford could not recollect political discussion among his family, he was not unaware of his family’s sentiments or his own views. Despite his protestations, he possessed a strong vision for Australia. He confidently pondered such issues as communism, class, and attitudes towards the British in Germany and France. These were hardly the thoughts of a man who was ‘quite unpolitical’.13 At the same time he insisted that politics ‘bored him’. It was his fascination with Machiavelli that aroused an interest in statecraft, and he took from Machiavelli the moral dilemma inherent in politics that ‘good may be bad and bad good’.14


Crawford also suggested in retrospect that the influences that shaped the careers of his political uncles might have operated ‘subliminally’ in his own parents’ house. He cited a readiness to sympathise with the underdog.15 Convinced that Bexley was the setting of Christina Stead’s classic book, The Man Who Loved Children, Crawford considered the ‘real poverty’ in the Bexley-Rockdale district—the widows and deserted wives with children. He recalled that if you moved further out to Sutherland, the poverty was even more confronting. One of Crawford’s elder sisters would ‘cry her eyes out for the little girls in her class who came to school in winter barefoot and wearing worn out flimsy cotton dresses’.16 Crawford later speculated that they were probably the children of casual and itinerant workers. The humanity that he observed in his siblings was also a trait that was constantly emphasised about Crawford himself.


Education was pivotal to Crawford’s childhood. He fulfilled all expectations, excelled without apparent effort at Fort Street High School and distinguished himself at the University of Sydney. He graduated with first-class honours in English and History, one of an emergent class of intellectuals who were highly motivated, upwardly striving children of the lower-middle classes. University study was, among other things, a ladder to higher status and security.17 Academic achievement was to be his escape from the sprawling suburb of Bexley and the life of his close and devout Presbyterian family. Crawford’s success inspired others.18


At Sydney University, Crawford fell under the spell of George Arnold Wood, J. F. Bruce and John Le Gay Brereton. They were an intoxicating combination, and Brereton became the object of Crawford’s unabashed admiration, which he likened to ‘just out and out hero-worshipping’.19 Even with the encouragement of his three mentors to embrace new ideas, he could not break from accepted beliefs and the need for compliance. In a letter written in 1928, when Crawford was attending Oxford, he provided a ‘mental biography’ that reviewed his performance at Sydney. ‘You probably noticed while we were in Arts’, Crawford wrote in a fit of self-criticism, ‘that if the conversation urged towards the controversial in the matter of the living, I either dodged it or asserted the conventional ideas’.20


Crawford also observed that the result of his work at Sydney University was ‘extreme conventionalism in essays and a waste of much mental energy in weaving laborious cobwebs upon the basis of canons tightly held and sheltered from criticism’.21 The self-criticism might have been provoked by his exposure to new ideas and possibilities. His achievement at Sydney suggests he was judging his performance too harshly.


Both Le Gay Brereton and Wood left an indelible impression. Brereton inspired Crawford’s interest in fiction, poetry, theatre and drama. A benevolent and perceptive teacher, he recognised his student’s impatience and his ability to understand humanity with sympathy. In an essay for his English lecturer, Crawford insisted that it was only possible to write great literature ‘after a broad and intense experience of mind and the art in the faith of life’.22


Wood, a nonconformist, taught British and European history and emphasised the importance of primary research. The University also exposed Crawford to liberalism, the creed espoused by George Wood and other Sydney intellectuals. Liberalism was a doctrine of freedom - freedom from the tyranny of superstition, tradition, hierarchy and privilege.23 Wood embraced the ‘English ideal’ of liberalism: a belief in liberty and a willingness to promote it for the benefit of others.24 Like Crawford, Wood’s philosophical liberalism did not prepare him for the political controversies of the day, and he suffered for opposition to the Australian government’s military action against the Boers.25 Under his tutor’s guidance, Crawford began to consider the importance of experience, liberalism, and ideas.


‘Tomorrow I Sail’


The baptism of experience began on board the S.S. Ormonde on 27 July 1927. After winning the Woolley Scholarship, Crawford accepted a place at Balliol College, Oxford, the alma mater of Wood, who had previously pointed two other protégés, George Henderson and Garnet Portus, in that direction.26 There was an assumption, indeed a conviction that education of real worth had to be undertaken in England. Ensuing ‘accidents of scholarships’ led Crawford to history and away from his favoured subject, literature. Wood predicted that he would do excellent work in Australian history if he found a year to devote to it.27 Sadly, it would be the last time the two men met, as Wood committed suicide the following year. The significance of the decision to leave Australia did not elude the reflective young Crawford, who wrote in his diary with trepidation, ‘Tomorrow I sail and in the future what?’28


The departure was marred by Crawford’s anxiety about his family. In 1925, during his undergraduate years, his father had retired from his beloved position as stationmaster of Grenfell. With an ‘incurable optimism’ and lack of business acumen, Harry Crawford accepted an offer of a partnership in a wood-and-coal business. Plagued by ill health, but still with a large family to support, he was forced to work in a series of menial jobs after the enterprise failed.29 Curiously, Crawford later remembered this selectively and described his father as having a ‘head for figures’.30


Despite familiarity with the struggle involved in raising eleven children, Harry’s difficulties came as a great shock for the family. Oxford was an enormous extravagance that they could ill afford. Crawford was sensitive to the burden he had imposed and hoped he would be able to relieve his father’s financial worry after two years of study.31 Although he did not think of delaying the trip, he did consider Leeds University rather than the more expensive Oxford. Wood persuaded him that Oxford was ‘far better’ and suggested that if the necessity arose, he could utilise the influence of an old college friend at Cambridge.32


Crawford’s feeling of guilt might have been exacerbated by his brother, Jack, who had sacrificed his education for the family’s financial benefit. Only a year before, when Harry Crawford’s ill-conceived venture into the entrepreneurial world began to look precarious, Jack had left high school in the fourth year. He had joined the State Bank and only returned to Sydney High to complete his secondary education when he had earned enough money to pay board to his mother. Later in life, it was Jack who felt great sadness at the memory of his father labouring in the quarry.


Sibling rivalry was apparent between the two brothers, close in age and both possessing great potential. The youngest boy in the family, Ken, observed that Jack and Max were not close.33 Max’s son, Ian had a different impression. The brothers shared a bedroom throughout their early life and negotiated separate and acclaimed careers. The perception of competition might have been intensified by the two boys’ very different personalities. Crawford recalled a teacher who, upon watching him walk ahead of his brother Jack, described them as ‘dignity and impudence’. It was an observation that caused some mirth and reflection.34 Crawford clung to his dignity for the rest of his life, and many of his students would recall their professor’s distinctive patrician demeanour.


The elitism and formality on board the S.S. Ormonde would prove a stage for Crawford’s private dramas. Shipboard society introduced him to a way of life that, until then, he had only imagined. He was mystified by the company, confused by the ceremony of dinner and distracted by menus and cutlery. Feelings of intimidation, inadequacy and alienation emerged. Having grown up in a family that did not tolerate pomposity or pretension, Crawford found the ‘hideous camouflages of social small talk’ abhorrent.35


His unwelcome exposure to polite society encouraged him to consider the differences between its shallowness and real values. He reported that ‘breeding was more than the ability to read a French menu’; it required ‘honesty and straightforwardness and consideration for others’. This distinction made him appreciate the ‘real kindness of home and Herbert Street and Glenbrook’. Anticipating the seduction of affluence, Crawford hoped that he would retain this pride in his origins during his time away. He considered it a test whether he would ‘improve or merely acquire polish to cover degeneracy’.36


As the ship sailed across the Indian Ocean, Crawford navigated his own thoughts about Australian identity, nationalism and Empire. The tensions of belonging and independence, acceptance and rebellion, compromise and contradiction were constantly tested on board. On the second day of the journey, a ‘disgruntled’ English Officer complimented Crawford with the remark that he was the first Australian he had met who did not speak like one. Crawford responded in his diary with characteristic ambivalence, ‘a praiseworthy thing I suppose’.37 Although he recognised the condescension, he listened in tactful silence as the Officer attacked the Australian education system.


Crawford was himself capable of snobbery and in a letter to his mother he considered the Englishman’s opinion unacceptable because it was gained from the experiences of a ‘few shop girls’. While he spoke of the varieties and efficiencies of Australian schools, he thought, but did not say: ‘If he can’t realise the differences between an old and new country, let him stay in the comfort of the old’.38


Crawford continued to harbour an ambition to be a writer. The stories he was beginning to formulate reflected his difficulties in attempting to be both socially acceptable and a patriotic champion of Australia. One story was profoundly autobiographical and somewhat prophetic, as it dealt with the tug of loyalties many Australian intellectuals experienced. The outline was as follows:


 


Travelling from a young and raw country like Australia to an old and highly developed country like England, imbued his interest in philosophical and liberal questions. Then he found great difficulty in settling down again in his own native land, where he would not find so much sympathy of interests.39


 


Crawford portrayed the protagonist faced with the choice between achievement in exile and the love of native ideals and interests, and frustration when he returned home. The Australian scenario was not as hopeless as the hero anticipated. He found ‘real worth behind the lack of European polish and education displayed by Australians’, and eventually found comfort in the ‘circle of liberal minded, educated men’.40


With an odd mix of confidence and defensiveness about Australia, Crawford argued diplomatically with passengers on its behalf, accepting that Australia had not had time to develop ‘the high cultural level and natural philosophies of older countries’. He also insisted that there were ‘men who are doing much to found worthy traditions, and the universities are not the least factor in our cultural progress’.41


The pilgrimage to England provided the impressionable young man with an insight into the imperial system in operation and countless opportunities to challenge and test his compassion with the less fortunate. These sympathies were shaped by Crawford’s fervent Christian ideals. The Church was the focal point of his early life. When he recorded in his diary a discussion on the ‘degeneracy’ of the Aborigines, he pondered issues of creation and evolution, rather than invasion and injustice.42


Despite this strong emphasis on Christian doctrine, compassion was not always evident in Crawford’s youthful responses to life and, at times, he lacked the assurance to speak out against intolerance. He described his encounter with a fellow passenger who had broken the leg of a ‘disobedient’ New Guinea boy. The passenger lectured Crawford on the necessity of ‘unbroken firmness in the management of natives’ and insisted that any ‘display of kindness was regarded as weakness’. Crawford at the callow age of only twenty-one, did not contradict this claim, but wondered if Christian practices and ‘civilised ideals’ might be more successful.43


In Colombo, Crawford showed very little understanding of the poor in the ‘wretched hotels of Singhalese masses’ and was repelled by the lack of comfort and cleanliness. For all the freethinking liberalism he imbibed as an undergraduate, he could not bridge the gulf between his own comfort and the conditions of the poor. ‘Perhaps it is as well for them not to aspire too much. Still, they could live in more clean conditions without extra cost.’44


Crawford was clearly conformist at this stage. News of P. R. Stephensen, a Queensland Rhodes Scholar who was apparently spreading Bolshevik doctrine at Oxford, appalled him. He thought it was outrageous that Stephensen had accepted a scholarship to oppose the ideals of Rhodes. ‘If he intends to carry on Bolshevist propaganda,’ he defiantly wrote, ‘he might at least, as a gentleman give up the Rhodes Scholarship’.45 The importance and complexity of academic freedom had not yet occurred to him.


Crawford’s rectitude and conventional attitude to women also emerged on the voyage. This provides an insight into the mature liberal who was considered a champion of women. In a time of formality, his experiences were limited. They were confined to social interaction within the church, with his sisters, his fiancé Dorothy Cheetham, whom he described as a ‘little brick’ or ‘sensible’, and his mother. Harriet Crawford’s hold over her son, and the devotion and dependence she inspired, emerges from Crawford’s detailed diary entries, as well as constant correspondence between them. Crawford perceived that he was the ‘chosen one’ of his family. ‘Mum is wonderful—no detail is forgotten.’ He wrote in his diary on the day of his departure. ‘She shows no sign of the struggle I know she is going through. I have always been rather a favorite with her and I know she does not like the idea of my going away.46 The favouritism Crawford claimed was not apparent to the remainder of the family, who were oblivious to their brother’s belief.47


Harriet Crawford encouraged her son and she proclaimed that she would help him with ‘all in my power’.48 Crawford wrote at the time that she had worked ‘like a slave for him’. 49 The Crawford family, like many working and middle-class families, deemed education a social advantage and opportunity for advancement. Ken Crawford thought that a university education was restricted to the younger three boys, and the prospects for his five sisters were very different.50 Margaret Cheshire, however, contradicted this and believed that both her grandparent’s were dedicated to the idea of education and in fact all the daughters were given the opportunity to train in their chosen vocation. Lillian became a piano teacher, having studied as the Sydney Conservatorium where she was told that her hands were too small for her to become a concert pianist, Gladys became a dressmaker, Marjorie a bookmaker and both Rene and Grace were schoolteachers.51


In his youthful naivety, when categorising women, Crawford would veer between decent and good to loose and bad. His description of a young woman he had met in Melbourne was a demonstration of moralism and inexperience. She was ‘a true hearted, enthusiastic little girl and a good companion’, he wrote in his diary. ‘After all she will gain more happiness of life than the jazziest, most cocktail-saturated, most stale-tobacco intoxicated ennued hangeron.’ He did attempt to temper this simplistic outburst when he admitted that this was an individual preference and there was room for all sorts—‘although I know which one I prefer’.52


His ideals of love were inevitably immature and simplistic. In a planned story, he defined real love as ‘unselfish and moral’, and false love as ‘selfish lust and a slander to the pure nature of love’.53 He did not hold to a rigid Calvinist morality, but to a New Testament theology of redemption and love. As an undergraduate, his liberalism was not inconsistent with his religious beliefs. Both proclaimed similar values: morality, equality, and justice.


Crawford’s faith would diminish with experience and the new influences he was exposed to at Oxford. His spiritual life was eroded by a growing conviction that the secular creed of liberalism was better able to explain the changing world. ‘The theology of original sin that protected society’, he wrote with sadness, ‘gave us little forewarning of the faces of evil as it really existed in the world we lived in; nor did it show us the true hell manufactured by human beings for themselves’.54


Politics, Empire and Liberalism


After his long journey, Crawford arrived in London in September 1927, intensely lonely, homesick and preoccupied with money. He regretted that he had left home so early, because of the enormous expense his Oxford studies required. In the first few weeks, he searched for comforting reminders of home to ease his feelings of isolation and disorientation. So he was delighted while visiting Kew Gardens to smell the scent of gums reminiscent of the Blue Mountains. On a mission to Bexley in Kent, he gave the Headmaster of the local school ‘the best wishes of the Bexley Public School’ in Australia.55


Crawford was slowly seduced by the history and tradition of England. His exploration of London confirmed the superiority of the Empire and heartened him as he could feel ‘the fascination taking hold’.56 He visited the Tower of London and pondered issues of punishment and the progress of humanity, yet concluded that ‘the empires are the stepping stones towards the protection of human government’.57 Within two weeks of arrival, he wrote to his mother: ‘I wouldn’t have missed this for the world’.58


By October, Crawford was happily installed at Balliol. After a disappointing first impression, he was captivated by the orderly gardens, imposing buildings and formal silver service meals consumed in the oak-panelled dining hall. He expected the prestigious College would provide intellectual debate and lively talk, ranging from Gandhi to the ‘latest English eccentrics’. Oxford did indeed attract literary and intellectual figures during the 1920s, its luminaries including Wystan Auden, Harold Acton, Claud Cockburn, and Evelyn Waugh. Crawford told his father that he looked forward to ‘getting in touch with what was happening in Spain, Germany, Manchuria and so on’.59 This indication of his intellectual and political interest and his expectations of Oxford is important. The University always symbolised status and security. He was convinced and reassured his father that after his degree he would effortlessly find a job.60


Oxford had been a magnet for young Australian scholars since the early twentieth century. Under the aegis of its Master, Dr Benjamin Jowett, Balliol established a reputation for providing leaders of church and state for Britain and the Empire.61 Australian students had acquired a reputation for irreverence and one of them recalled how they ‘blew into the antiquity of Oxford with the challenge of their own and country’s youth’.62 Indeed, Balliol attracted some of Australia’s more progressive historians, including George Henderson and later Keith Hancock, who paved the way for the new generation of Australian historians, such as Esmonde Higgins, P. R. Stephensen and Herbert Burton, all of whom were politically engaged at Oxford.


With great ‘alertness’, Crawford started work with his college tutors, Humphrey Sumner, A. D. Lindsay, Kenneth Bell and C. G. Stone. He wrote home with unbounded admiration for Bell, ‘one of the best tutors in Oxford’, and with humour about Stone, whom he found disconcerting with his speech impediment, deafness and idiosyncratic mannerisms.63 The young student quickly discovered that he was benefiting more from Oxford than he ever had at Sydney, and doing two to three times as much work with half the effort.64 He worked with Bell on a modern history syllabus, read English constitutional and political history, political theory and the American Revolution. Such intense productivity led A. D. Lindsay to express concern that he would ‘break under the pressure’.65 Instrumental in Crawford’s unrelenting drive was his desire to remain at Balliol for an additional year.


It was Kenneth Bell, ‘vague, kind and inviting’,66 who became the new figure for Crawford’s pedestal. A brilliant teacher, eccentric, father of eight children and author of no books, Bell was a tireless advocate for his students.67 He felt that Crawford could do more if he remained at Oxford for another year. Bell wrote to Harry Crawford expressing this strong opinion and arranged with the Rhodes Trust to award Crawford a half-scholarship for the third year, and cajoled him to borrow the remainder. Harry Crawford was in an unenviable position and might have felt there was no alternative but to comply. Crawford informed his mother that he wanted to stay at Balliol, but also wanted to return to Sydney and do his ‘bit’ for his struggling family.68


As the economy deteriorated, Harry Crawford’s fortunes improved only slightly. The railways had re-employed him as a temporary timekeeper, and he supplemented the small income with various jobs as a rate collector and timekeeper in a railway quarry. Through comradeship and personal pride, he joined in the hard labour with the quarry workers. In a curious letter, Crawford with newly found assurance, almost assumed the paternal role, expressing his gratitude for his father’s ‘brave game’. He noted that by Harry ‘hanging on’, he would be able to remain at Oxford instead of seeking employment straight away. Under the circumstances, it was an insensitive comment. Crawford was confident that within two years he should be earning ‘something considerable’.69 His laboured insistence that he wished to return home was not entirely convincing.


Crawford would later acknowledge the influence of Oxford. He had gone to England ‘an immature and naive youngster and matured rapidly’.70 The metamorphosis did not take place with the ease that he later suggested. He succumbed to periodic fits of self-doubt and moments of intense guilt about his family. In a letter to a friend during the first year, Crawford articulated these difficulties, as well as his transformation. Now free of the home environment and the force of attitudes instilled in him as a young boy, Crawford believed he was no ‘longer afraid of the consequences of ruthless thinking’.71


Politics, the Empire and liberalism became even more significant themes in Crawford’s intellectual and social activity at Oxford. The liberalism that had influenced him at Sydney was refined by the more patrician tradition at Balliol. The majority of students enjoyed great affluence, clung to tradition and Empire, and espoused egalitarian and liberal views. The 1920s was a turbulent decade at Oxford, as the limits of free speech and censorship were tested. In 1923, the Vice-Chancellor, Dr Lewis Farnell, a renowned political reactionary, banned a public lecture by Marie Stopes on the subject of birth control. According to J. C. Masterman, Farnell was firmly convinced that ‘the University was threatened by a subversive spirit among the young which it was his mission to suppress’.72 In reality, political activity did not attract large numbers of students. Wystan Auden provided a telling commentary on the ‘frivolous’ Oxford he remembered. ‘Looking back now, I find it incredible how secure life seemed.’ Auden wrote. ‘Revolution in Russia, inflation in Germany and Austria, Fascism in Italy, whatever fears or hopes they may have aroused in our elders, went unnoticed by us. Before 1930, I never opened a newspaper.73


Crawford’s liberalism was a cultural commitment rather than a call to overt political action. In 1928, he was elected to the Ralegh, ‘one of the University’s biggest political clubs composed of men from the colonies of the Empire’. With William Muir and other liberals, he formed a Synoptic Club.74 His political activity did not extend to the Labour Club, which was the most active and radical of the four political clubs at Oxford, or to participation in the demonstrations that had so offended Farnell.


Oxford was also a cultural and social experience, a lifestyle in which to widen horizons, cultivate friendships and gain confidence. Initially England had disquieted and intimidated the young Australian, who was alone and unfamiliar with the social conventions and etiquette it demanded. Lady Francis Ryder, who welcomed ‘men and girls from the Dominions who came to her with a private introduction’, arranged for Crawford to be presented to society.75 He was rather bemused by this blatant form of elitism. He decided to accept the invitation. ‘I must admit I am a bit puzzled how to write to a real, live lady but I am going to chance. Crawford wrote to his family with humour and barely concealed pleasure, ‘“Dear Lady Ryder.” I can see I’ll have to go in for spats and an accent.’76


After meeting Lady Ryder, Crawford considered her ‘nice’ and not in the least condescending. The amenities of privileged society overcame his suspicion. His letters describe with pride a visit to the House of Commons arranged by Lady Ryder. Although Crawford perceived that these social events were ‘more trial than pleasure’, he happily examined his performance and the impression he gave: ‘I think I really shone this afternoon’.77


In contrast, Manning Clark, who retraced his teacher’s journey to Balliol, eschewed the charms of the indomitable Lady Ryder. He found her ‘course for colonials’ objectionable and declined the experience.78 Clark, never an obsequious anglophile, was offended that Australians were considered in need of polish.79 Such insight, however, was observed with the benefit of hindsight. Crawford was uneasy and less confident of his Australian identity, perhaps because it betrayed the working-class roots he appeared uncomfortable with, and perhaps also because he wished at all costs to avoid the charge of parochialism.


Establishing friendships was difficult initially for the young and earnest Australian. It took several months before he felt accepted. Analysing the motives, he informed his mother: ‘I seem to be making friends on every side now. England is like that. People put you on probation for three to four months and then either accept you or reject you.’ Crawford in no way condemned this selective process, and echoed the benefits of aloofness: ‘It sorts one from many rather irksome acquaintances’.80 Whereas Crawford did not challenge or question the conventions and motivations, Keith Hancock remarked that the English cliquishness, accent and style were intended to make the colonials ill at ease.81


Liberal he may have been, but this in no way mitigated Crawford’s emerging prejudices. He described in apparent disbelief an Australian schoolteacher he met ‘who had the worst accent I have ever heard on an Australian’. Tempering this, he admitted on reflection and somewhat patronisingly that the man ‘turned out to be a very decent chap’.82 Crawford also began to accept the British class system. During a holiday to Somerset with a group of Oxford friends, Crawford wrote with acquired formality that they had ‘a man here—Jenkins by name’. Whilst describing his servile and demanding duties, he concluded with an offhanded pragmatism, ‘probably this job is a way out of unemployment’.83


Crawford was widening his social circle, yet intimate friendships were select and included only the affable and good-natured William Muir, Christopher Hill and William Enthwistle. He was single-minded with his time and never ambitiously networked with the in-crowd or indulged in carousing. Travel on the continent was an important component of Crawford’s cultural education and he visited Brittany, Vienna and Italy and stayed with a family in Germany for a month. Many of the experiences in these foreign places were clumsily recreated in his attempts at writing fiction. He failed to capture the atmosphere and personalities.


Except for a brief mention in his diary of Mussolini’s Blackshirts and an Italian’s admiration for Il Duce’s ‘firmness’, Crawford seemed unaffected by and apathetic about continental politics. There is no mention of Germany, the discontent with the Weimar Republic, mounting unemployment, left-wing activism or bans on public demonstrations.


One recurring issue plagued Crawford’s last two years at Oxford: the continual wavering about the direction of his career. Kenneth Bell proved an enthusiastic and resourceful adviser, and suggested the British Colonial Service. This was an idea that apparently surprised Crawford, who still nursed feelings of social inadequacy and believed the Diplomatic Corps was confined to ‘chaps with the influence of family and wealth behind them’.84 Moreover, he was unenthusiastic about working in Africa or India and preferred to ‘keep to the academic line’.85 In reality, an academic career was an elusive ambition in the 1930s, as the Australian universities could only employ a limited number of practitioners.86


Crawford expressed concern about his weakness and susceptibility in dealing with Kenneth Bell, ‘a man of strong personality and also a strong politically minded Englishman’. He apparently feared that Bell would influence him against his ‘bent towards a political or rather administrative life’. There was actually no danger of this. Barely six months later, after Crawford declared he wanted to find an academic job, he informed his mother: ‘I do feel a strong inclination towards administrative work of some kind...Certainly more than towards academic work.’87


Despite his failure to resolve the problem and his evident confusion about it, the last term at Balliol was happy. He had become comfortable with its privileges and lifestyle. The awkward boy intimidated by the conventions during dinner on the ship had vanished and in his place was a confident young man who adopted ‘a real Oxford accent’.88 As Crawford negotiated an identity that reconciled both an Australian and a British persona, he became the quintessential Oxford man: urbane, polished and confident. As he anticipated in a letter to his family, this was a busy period of study, punting on the river, tutoring, problems to be settled, Gilbert and Sullivan, tennis, walks and club meetings. ‘There ain’t much time, but life’s not arf bad’, he quipped.89


Crawford’s Balliol education ended in 1930 with first-class honours and the Kingston Oliphant Prize, a Balliol prize for an essay on an historical subject. He had fulfilled his academic promise. His ambition to win prizes and scholarships, reiterated by Harriet Crawford, was now accomplished. Thoughts turned to home: the constant promises to his family and the commitment imparted to Dorothy needed to be fulfilled. Still clinging to the ambition of becoming a creative writer, a hope undiminished by his lack of productivity, Crawford devised a new story, with all the enthusiasm of those previously planned. ‘It had an Australian theme’, he wrote to his father, ‘based on the three generations of his parent’s family – ‘a sort of a Forsyth saga’.90


Exile


The return to Sydney proved a bitter disappointment. After the stimulation and prestige of Oxford, Crawford could only describe the return as an ‘exile’.91 The belief that ‘a Balliol man could always get a job at Balliol’s recommendation’ proved false at this time of severe depression.92 Crawford’s promise and impressive academic results did not guarantee him an academic post or even well-paid employment in a position with influence. Instead, he found himself teaching at Petersham Girls’ High School and later Sydney Grammar School, starved of intellectual stimulation and teaching history that was ‘narrowly political, very dry and quite superficial’.93


The only glimmer of hope was a weekly broadcast for the Australian Broadcasting Commission. Formed in 1932, the ABC played a unique role in expounding Australian themes and culture. Its policy was stringent, and it was prevented from broadcasting controversial opinion.94 Crawford, who was appropriately neutral, enjoyed the work as it accorded him a public role. He began to consider a university career and applied for academic posts—a readership in History in Hong Kong and the chair of English at Canterbury College in New Zealand. The school-teaching provided a ‘negative spur’ to the intellectual style of history he would later develop. It also encouraged the disillusioned teacher to return to the country where he was happiest and most focused.


In September 1932, Crawford travelled back to England to relieve Kenneth Bell during the Michaelmas term at Balliol College. It had been an irresistible offer and apparently represented a career move made ‘at great risk in these years of depression’.95 The risk was not as perilous as Crawford suggested, because his Australian position was no more secure. Almost immediately after he married Dorothy Cheetham, his weekly broadcasting came to an end, and two salary cuts followed in quick succession at Sydney Grammar. Crawford wrote to Bell in despair, inquiring about available positions at Oxford. He received an encouraging response: ‘So I sold my furniture, chucked my job and booked a passage in a boat full of syphilitic deportees.’96


‘Spain Indeed’


Several months after Crawford’s return, William Muir wrote to his friend: ‘Spain indeed. My God, and at Christmas too!’97 It was a jovial letter, written to confirm details of their intended holiday together. Despite the frivolity, it is the first indication of Crawford’s interest in writing about modern Spain. He had evidently been uncertain about the project, because Muir appeared surprised and bewildered: ‘work on Spain? Spain?’


From these apparently vague plans, Crawford applied to the Rockefeller Fellowship Advisory Committee for financial support. At the time of the application in January 1933, he had developed his proposal with the approval of A. D. Lindsay and Humphrey Sumner. He had written enthusiastically to Oxford friends for guidance, including William Entwhistle, who was familiar with the procedure. Entwhistle suggested potential advisers and cited the Junta de Ampliacon de Estudios, a body responsible for research and assisting foreigners.98


Crawford’s timing was impeccable. Events in Spain were exciting public interest as the country embarked upon far-reaching changes. After years of military dictatorship, elections in April 1931 produced a majority for the progressive parties. For the first time, Spain granted its citizens democratic rights, including freedom of opinion, organisation and religion. The swing to the left under Azana lasted until his defeat in the elections of November 1933.99


Crawford’s proposed research plan, still in its infancy, was repetitive in structure. He considered ‘Spain first as a good subject matter’ in which to work out his ideas about ‘historical determinism’.100 The study he envisaged was not confined to conventional narrative, the standard method of establishing events exactly as they occurred, according to Von Ranke’s dictum. Instead, Crawford intended to approach the democratic and social changes in Spain by concentrating on themes of economy, geography, demography and urban migration. The intended project was a departure from Crawford’s previous academic work. It indicated his maturing ideas about the role of history and morality and the evolving conviction that the study of history should be relevant to contemporary events.


The tutoring at Oxford came to an end in November. Crawford was disheartened. It appears he had hoped the position would be extended. Jack Crawford, the boldest and most outspoken of the siblings, considered that Kenneth Bell had misled his brother.101 Seemingly drifting, Crawford accepted a temporary position at Christ’s Hospital.


School-teaching proved trying. In a letter to his mother, he wrote about the experience with philosophical resignation levelled by a grudging recognition of its worth. There was a positive outcome. ‘The changing about from school to school has given me a great deal of useful experience, despite the disadvantage that it was accompanied by some unpleasant uncertainty.’ Crawford wrote pragmatically. ‘I have had more chance to try out and pick up ideas in these two terms than I ever had at Sydney Grammar.’102 Crawford’s growing attention to the history of ideas was also a legacy of his teaching in Australian and English schools. ‘The demand that history should illuminate’, Crawford remarked, ‘was probably reinforced against the narrowness and aridity of the political and military narrative that I found to pass for history.’103


Crawford’s conceived ‘plan of attack’ for the project on Spain, set down in a notebook, indicated his evolving ideas. He began to develop the study beyond the brief structure devised in the application to the Rockefeller Committee. Influenced most profoundly by the intellectual Mandariago, Crawford considered themes of national character in Spanish society, writing and art from the past and present.


Despite this innovative methodology, Crawford found the slow response from the Rockefeller Committee frustrating. William Muir inquired about the ‘Spanish enterprise’, but could only guess at the outcome: ‘no initiative’, ‘red tape’.104 In April 1933, with his wife still in Australia and with an infant son Michael, who he had not yet met, Crawford applied for the position of librarian at Adelaide University. Harriet Crawford expressed great concern about the welfare of his wife and Michael and imparted some well-intentioned advice on her son, writing constantly to him about his career. ‘It certainly would be hard to decide between that and the Spanish project, if both were decided in your favour,’ Harriet Crawford counselled in one letter, ‘but I certainly think Adelaide would be the wiser choice and especially as you have Dor and Michael to consider as well as yourself.’105 Even the normally restrained Harry Crawford expressed reservations about the Spanish project.106


Crawford could barely conceal his mounting frustration and fatigue; he was ‘doing the work of a man and a half and feeling rather fed up’.107 He was also concerned about his domestic situation. A proud and chivalrous man, he was ashamed that he could not provide for his young family. The exchanges between Dorothy and Crawford suggest affection, but also unease. Dorothy was preoccupied by their ‘not very bright future’.108 This was understandable. As their daughter, Margaret observed, Crawford had been overseas for three years during his prolonged engagement with Dorothy, briefly reunited after their marriage in January 1933, and then separated again when Crawford returned to Oxford. Dorothy was then expected to travel alone with an infant to England.109


Harriet Crawford exacerbated the existing strains. With characteristic humour, Jack observed that their mother, left with three unmarried daughters, of ‘whom none are too amiable as living companions’, was ‘depleted’ without her boys.110 Harriet was frantic about her sons’ prospects and was tireless in her attempts to guide them. She was particularly vigilant for her absent son. To curb his enthusiasm for study and travel, she offered sobering reminders of his duties as a husband and father. Harriet Crawford did not want to encourage ‘the adventurous streak’ that Kenneth Bell considered such a quality.111 ‘I hope you have something definite in view for the future before this reaches you’. Harriet wrote, ignoring or unaware of her son’s desire to avoid school-teaching. ‘Failing something decent over there, I wonder would the Grammar position (in Sydney) be available’.112 Her greatest priority was to see Crawford and Jack both together in Sydney: ‘That would be too great a joy’.113


The lack of confidence in their son’s research and academic prospects was logical. Crawford’s family continued to struggle in his absence. Harry Crawford, at 69, continued to work in the Grenfell quarry, which Jack Crawford described as a ‘bitter experience’.114 Crawford’s sister, Rene, an able and intelligent teacher at an Aboriginal mission, endured an ugly and public divorce, caused by the desertion of her husband. Harriet wrote in distress and anger about the proceedings, Rene’s indecision and how the ‘big man’ attended court with his ‘lady friend’. It was a painful and humiliating episode for Rene, left with the responsibilities of raising her children alone.115


The problems of the Crawford family and the difficulties Max Crawford endured while establishing his career in no way radicalised him. Nor was his situation unique. The Depression denied him and his peers the security and status that higher education had once guaranteed. This deprivation caused many intellectuals to be increasingly drawn to the left in politics. Although frustrated, Crawford never expressed anger about his plight, nor did he become antagonistic towards the capitalist system.


Later in his career, he examined the legacy of the Depression in his most autobiographical lecture, ‘The Coming of Age’. He saw its significance in terms of ideological and social consequences: the backwardness of social legislation, the disappearance of the previous decade’s optimism and the new influence of economic and political doctrine. The most moving part of the narrative was his brief analysis of the people who suffered: those unaccustomed to such distress who wearily and unsuccessfully sought work and were thrown back on the dole, waiting for relief work. Perhaps in a cryptic tribute to his father, he wrote that ‘adversity calls out greatness’.116


Crawford was hardly a neutral observer in an ivory tower, yet the immediate effect of the Depression on his brother Jack was apparently far more profound. Curiously Max seemed more inclined to discuss the impact of the trauma on Jack’s life than on his own. According to Crawford, it left ‘an endurable mark’ on Jack who was devastated by their father’s hardship and his own twelve months of unemployment in 1932. Crawford also observed that his brother’s social conscience strengthened his interest in economics and would eventually lead to his distinguished career.117 The Depression provided intellectuals such as Jack and Brian Fitzpatrick with an impetus for humanitarian empathy. For Max Crawford it also apparently left a thwarted ambition and a fear of what could be lost.


While Crawford lived his quiet life as a struggling schoolteacher in England, unemployment reached its highest point in mid-1932. Hunger marchers converged on London, and Oswald Mosley formed his infamous British Union of Fascists. Such distress and rancour found little recognition from Crawford. Nor did Hitler’s ascension as Chancellor of Germany, the nightmare of the Reichstag fire and the beginning of persecution of the Jews and Communists. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he remained surprisingly disengaged from the social and political turmoil of the times.118


In May 1933, after months of anxiety, Crawford was finally offered a permanent teaching job at Bradfield College in Berkshire. The school provided him with his first taste of professional security, but came at the expense of his study of Spain. As the obedient son, he might have felt he had no other option but to choose the safer alternative. He accepted Bradfield College’s offer. The decision delighted his mother: ‘How very pleased I was to hear you have a permanent position at Bradfield’.119 If Christ’s Hospital was an aggravation, Bradfield would be remembered with gratitude.


Reunited with his wife and son, Crawford settled happily into the role of history master, and Dorothy into a comfortable anonymity. This time of domestic stability allowed him to explore issues of national character and other historical themes.


Bradfield is a school of wealth, privilege and social advantages and afforded Crawford an insight into the nuances of England’s upper class. In contrast to Christ’s Hospital, with its egalitarian and democratic principles, Bradfield was a bastion of the Empire. Clearly fascinated, Crawford began to reconsider his anglophile views. He now regarded the English public school system, with its over-anxiety that the boys should not have any feelings of inferiority, as a social mistake. He insisted that the English were at a disadvantage because they became ‘exaggerated products of the system’, while the Australian boys more easily rejected narrow attitudes.120

OEBPS/images/Page_011_Image_0001.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MELBOURNE
UNIVERSITY
PRESS





OEBPS/images/0522851541.jpg
MUl
ACADEMIC
MONOGRAPH

An Historian’s Life

Max Crawford and the Politics of
Academic Freedom

Fay Anderson





