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Introduction


On 16 July 1954 the United States Army’s Far Eastern Command (FEC) contacted the Australian Embassy in Tokyo. FEC had been concerned for some time about the journalistic activities of Wilfred Burchett and his British colleague, Alan Winnington, who had proved troublesome during the recent Korean War. From behind the communist lines they had criticised the American negotiators during the Kaesong and Panmunjom peace talks, reported on the mistreatment of communist prisoners of war on Koje Island, and accused the US Air Force (USAF) of conducting bacteriological warfare raids over North Korea and China. According to FEC, the journalists had recently arrived in Indo-China. Fearing that they would again prove troublesome, FEC requested permission from the Menzies Government to declassify a US military intelligence report on Burchett and Winnington’s activities in Korea.1


The report alleged that the journalists had been ‘official spokesmen’ for the North Korean and Chinese governments, and ‘given aid and comfort to the enemy’. Furthermore, they had concocted the bacteriological warfare story, and forcibly extracted confessions from captured American airmen to legitimate it. Attached to the report were statements from four recently repatriated airmen who had recanted their confessions on returning to the US.2 As the Australian Embassy in Tokyo explained to the Department of External Affairs in Canberra, FEC was ‘anxious’ to use the airmen’s statements ‘in broadcasting pamphlets and other propaganda aimed at discrediting these two men’.3 The Menzies Government, on the recommendation of the Australian Security Intelligence Organization (ASIO), had no objections. The Government had investigated the possibility of prosecuting Burchett for treason, but was frustrated by insufficient evidence. A ‘smear’ campaign discrediting the journalist was its only recourse. This involved painting Burchett as a communist propagandist and ‘traitor’, and maintaining the possibility of prosecution in order to deter him from returning.4 As a consequence, the myth of Burchett the traitor was born.


Prior to the Korean War, Burchett had been a distinguished war correspondent with the London Daily Express. He had covered the Sino-Japanese War, the British rout in Burma, the US Fleet’s campaign in the Pacific, and was the first correspondent into Hiroshima after the dropping of the atomic bomb. But with the onset of the Cold War, Burchett grew critical of US policy in Europe and Asia, and saw a rosier future in Eastern Europe’s Soviet-brokered ‘People’s Democracies’. Resigning from the Express, he became an independently radical journalist, covering stories on the communist side of the ideological divide. For his efforts, the Menzies Government stripped him of his Australian passport in 1955 and his children were denied Australian citizenship.


But Burchett was a journalist whose stories could not be ignored. He had established invaluable contacts within the communist world, which made him a sought-after figure by both Western correspondents and diplomats. This was particularly apparent during the Vietnam War, where his coverage from Hanoi and behind the National Liberation Front’s (NLF) lines saw him become arguably the war’s most influential journalist. During this period, Burchett supped at the tables of Ho Chi Minh, Chou En-lai and Kim Il Sung; breakfasted with Kissinger in the bowels of the White House, and shook hands with Nixon during the latter’s ground-breaking trip to China. As this book reveals, Burchett also worked with US and British diplomats in an attempt to secure the release of US prisoners of war in North Vietnam. At the height of his career during the late 1960s, his contacts were not only the envy of his colleagues, but also perhaps of several lesser Liberal prime ministers. He was certainly one of the world’s most influential Australians. Though he was allowed to settle in France and visit Britain and the US periodically, he was repeatedly denied an Australian passport and entry into his own country by successive Liberal governments. In December 1972, the newly elected Whitlam Labor Government returned Burchett’s Australian passport. The decision angered those on the right who considered Burchett a traitor for his alleged activities in Korea and Vietnam, but Whitlam realised that Burchett had no charge to answer.


Still the attacks on Burchett’s reputation continued. Drawing on the 1969 testimony of a Soviet defector to the US, Yuri Krotkov, before the US Senate Sub-committee on Internal Security, the right alleged that Burchett was a KGB agent. Despite being a minnow in espionage circles, Krotkov’s testimony was tabled in the Senate by the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) senator, Vince Gair, where it fell under the protection of parliamentary privilege. In 1971, the testimony formed the basis of an attack on Burchett in the DLP organ, Focus. Burchett subsequently sued Focus’ publisher and Gair’s senate colleague, Jack Kane, for defamation. Though the court found that Burchett had been defamed, it ruled that the article was subject to parliamentary privilege. Costs were awarded against Burchett, financially exiling him from Australia.


The trial had provided Burchett with the opportunity to confront his critics and bury the traitorous myth. But the right used the decision to further foster the belief that Burchett had lost the case, thereby substantiating that he was a traitor after all. With his exile from Australia, and no further wars of note to bolster his flagging reputation, the traitorous myth, though contested, has largely prevailed. This was evident on Burchett’s death in September 1983, as writers in Australia’s mainstream dailies grappled over his problematic legacy. John Moses in The Australian suggested that Burchett was acknowledged by some as ‘a gregarious, knowledgeable and—even—erudite man’, while others demonised him as a ‘traitor.’ He had died, Moses added, with ‘the enigmatic nature of his character and personality unsolved’.5 Bill Hitchings in the Melbourne Herald, which had not been an admirer of Burchett’s work, pondered whether the latter’s life was ‘myth or fact.’ None the wiser, he concluded, it ‘was certainly bizarre.’6 Even those who said they knew and liked Burchett had their doubts. The Melbourne Sun’s Tom Prior was a first-class foot-in-the-door news-scrapper. He had first met Burchett in New Caledonia in 1971, when the latter was attempting to re-enter Australia without a passport after an absence of 20 years. They were an odd couple: Prior the staunch DLP supporter, and Burchett the infamous communist sympathiser and traitor. But they became friends, and every Christmas until Burchett’s death exchanged season’s greetings. Prior remembered Burchett as ‘a cultivated, civilised man who taught me most of the little I know about Asian peoples.’ He added, ‘I liked him and I’m sorry he’s dead.’ But he tempered his remarks with the suggestion that Burchett possibly was a traitor ‘by the standards of the day.’7


For Burchett’s enemies on the right, such obituaries were limp responses to a contemptible life. Thus, the traitorous Burchett had to be stridently reinforced to offset any moves by the journalist’s supporters to redeem his reputation. It was inevitable that his life would become conjectural after his death, damned or praised according to the political shade of the writer or commentator. Snippets from his life would be used, often abused and sometimes lost amidst clamour from the left and right to push their respective ideological barrows. The polemicists set about writing their Burchetts to support the topic of the day; whether it be the Cambodian genocide, the re-writings of the Korean and Vietnam wars, or the debate over ASIO’s relevance. He was to become known only within this parameter of jousting ‘truths’, obscuring the other Burchetts contained in his works, and in the voluminous literature of the various bureaucracies employed to plot his movements and chronicle his thoughts.


The debate over Burchett’s legacy began in earnest in the early 1980s with the publication of Robert O’Neill’s Australia in the Korean War, 1950–1953. It was the official history, and defended the UN and US line that the war was a defence against communist aggression. O’Neill assigned Brigadier Phillip Greville to write a chapter on the ordeals of Australian prisoners of war. Greville had been a prisoner in Korea, and so seemed a sound choice. But he had also testified on Jack Kane’s behalf at the 1974 defamation trial. Not surprisingly, Greville used the official history to portray Burchett as a traitor who had tried to sway Australian and American prisoners from their allegiances to the UN.8


The historian Gavan McCormack was generally unimpressed by O’Neill’s work. It had ignored the revisionist story of the war as told in I. F. Stone’s Hidden History, Burchett and Winnington’s books and reports, and the more recent histories of Jon Halliday and Bruce Cummings. McCormack countered with his own revisionist version, Cold War Hot War, drawn in part from Burchett’s reportage. In the August 1984 edition of Australian Society, McCormack dubbed Burchett ‘an Australian Dreyfus’, challenged the prevailing right-wing myths about his alleged KGB connections, while defending his reportage of the Korean War. According to McCormack, Burchett


… was a journalist inspired by an uncommon passion [who] … was almost alone in seeing the War primarily from the viewpoint and suffering of the Korean people rather than that … of the great powers or his own or any other governments.


Provocatively, McCormack declared Burchett was ‘one of the great journalists of our time and an outstanding Australian’.9 The claim drew a clamorous response from the right-wing monthly, Quadrant.


Originating as one of the CIA-sponsored Congress for Cultural Freedom’s publishing armoury, Quadrant was pro-American and a trenchant critic of Burchett’s work. In August 1967, it had published Denis Warner’s scathing piece, ‘Who is Wilfred Burchett?’, which detailed—amongst other crimes—Burchett’s alleged treacheries in Korea. More recently, Quadrant had carried Jack Kane’s deceitful account of how he had unmasked Burchett as ‘a Communist operative … under KGB direction and control’.10 But Quadrant’s most carping Burchett critic was Frank Knopfelmacher. A post-war Eastern European émigré, he abhorred Soviet totalitarianism and Burchett’s defence of it.11 On Burchett’s death, Knopfelmacher had suggested that a crown prosecution should have followed the Kane trial. But Knopfelmacher, like Kane, failed to mention that the jury had found the Focus article defamatory.12 As with most of the Quadrant school’s treatment of Burchett, Knopfelmacher’s treatment was afflicted by selective memory.


Robert Manne was a former student of Knopfelmacher at the University of Melbourne. Though Manne has since distinguished himself as a critic of neoliberalism, he was once numbered amongst the country’s foremost Cold War warriors. He considered that the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and the rise of German fascism were not dissimilar events. Both had left Manne ‘suspicious … of all dreams for the reconstruction of human society on the basis of logically explicated first principles.’13 Manne felt that Australia’s intellectual resolve to withstand totalitarianism had been weakened by the Vietnam War, as left-wing academics, like McCormack, ‘doctored’ history to justify ‘neo-Stalinist’ interpretations.14 Manne held that ‘liberal anti-communism … [was] so completely defeated in western universities and intellectual circles that one could no longer hope that arguments couched in its language would be listened to seriously.’15 Vigilantly, he pressed the anti-communist line and campaigned for a strong security network to counter leftist subversion. ASIO was Manne’s bastion, and its former Director-General, Charles Spry, one of his heroes. He later praised Spry’s dedication to the fight against communists and Soviet infiltrators. He was ‘an Australian patriot of the old school’, Manne declared.16 As this book reveals, in the mid-1950s Spry had unsuccessfully pursued Burchett in the hope of securing a prosecution for treason. Manne’s loyalty to Spry’s memory invariably clouded his depiction of Burchett.


In 1985, ASIO’s files on Burchett’s Korean War activities were released under the 30 years’ rule. Manne narrowly interpreted the papers, along with Burchett’s letters to his family housed at the State Library of Victoria, to refute McCormack’s assertions and tarnish the journalist’s reputation once and for all. Manne’s Burchett was a vulgar Stalinist who was an apologist for the Soviet Union’s occupation of Eastern Europe. He had acted as a communist propagandist, fabricating the germ warfare story, and had assisted in extracting confessions from the US airmen who had allegedly participated in the germ warfare raids. Burchett had also attempted to sway UN prisoners of war to the communist cause and was a KGB operative. He was ‘in the deepest sense of the word a traitor.’17


Manne followed ASIO’s line without adequately evaluating evidence to the contrary. He was involved in a war of words, in which facts and intellectual rigour were contested. Manne obviously considered he was caught in a propaganda war conducted according to the left’s rules. The left, he argued, advocated revolution, supported social engineers and falsified history. Against such unscrupulous opponents, the word war had to be fought on the left’s terms, so Manne, the critic of left-wing historical caricaturists, pieced together a simple and believable caricature of his own from Burchett’s ASIO file. For his efforts, he was awarded by Quadrant the 1985 George Watson Essay Prize. According to Knopfelmacher, Manne’s piece dispelled any ‘lingering doubt’ about Burchett’s reputation.18


Quadrant followed it with Edwin Morrisby’s ‘Wilfred Burchett of the KGB?: A Memoir.’ Morrisby was a former freelance filmmaker who had accompanied Burchett to Hanoi in the late 1960s. He claimed to have penned the article not as a Cold War propagandist, but as a ‘friend’ who ‘knew [Burchett] as well as any’. It was a disingenuous claim, especially given the seriousness of Morrisby’s allegations and the fact he was rarely mentioned in Burchett’s correspondence. Morrisby’s former Bulgarian girlfriend had apparently told him that Burchett was a KGB agent, and his Bulgarian-born wife, Vessa, a member of the Bulgarian secret police. Though Morrisby admitted that he had ‘no concrete evidence’ to support these, or his other claim that Burchett had received a large sum of money from the North Vietnamese, Quadrant considered them of significant importance to publish.19 They were purely idle speculations, peddled as part of the journal’s campaign to discredit Burchett. When Vessa Burchett publicly challenged the veracity of Morrisby’s story, he suggested that ‘she was not party to all aspects of [her husband’s] character.’ Astonishingly, Morrisby, who had met Burchett infrequently, claimed to know more about the journalist than his wife. Unlike Manne, Morrisby contended Burchett ‘was not an agent of the KGB in the accepted sense … but rather what the Soviets call[ed] an … agent of influence.’20 It marked a subtle but important shift.


The editor of the Reader’s Digest, John Barron, had bandied about the term in his 1974 work, KGB: The Work of Soviet Secret Agents. Barron, who considered Krotkov one of the Soviet’s most important defectors, suggested that the KGB used their ‘own disguised voices’ in all circles of Western life ‘to alter opinion in the interests of the Soviet Union.’21 At the time of Burchett’s death, the concept had been given undue credibility. The former secretary of the Australian Labor Party, David Coombe, had allegedly been cultivated by a Soviet trade official, Valery Ivanov. At the subsequent Hope Royal Commission into ASIO, its Director-General, Harvey Barnett, alleged that Coombe was in danger of becoming a Soviet agent of influence. In his 1984 report, Justice Hope reinforced that it was ASIO’s responsibility to investigate cases of foreign governments attempting ‘to cultivate a person in order that he act as an agent of influence for it.’ Hope conceded that the subject under suspicion might have acted unwittingly or unknowingly, but this was secondary to the purpose of snaring the infiltrator.22 The tag was indeed so broad-ranging that it could be used to cover anyone purporting an opinion favourable to the Soviet Union. For the likes of Morrisby, the tag could be conveniently used to smear enemies.


Melbourne’s foremost Catholic propagandist, B. A. Santamaria, had been a longstanding critic of Burchett, and lent his support to Morrisby’s claims. Santamaria edited the right-wing magazine, News Weekly, and had long considered Burchett a traitor.23 In early 1986, he suggested in Quadrant that Morrisby had no ideological interest in Burchett, but was strictly a film producer and businessman, which rendered his story more believable. Of course, Santamaria’s was a spurious argument, which did not deal with the substance of Morrisby’s story. Santamaria also failed to state that Morrisby, at the time of his article, was an unemployed film producer who advertised in Quadrant for work. Quadrant was obviously impressed by his talents, as soon afterwards Morrisby’s travel articles became a feature of the journal.24


The left responded, led again by Gavan McCormack, with support from the academic and writer, Alex Carey. In an article that exposed the support Burchett received from Australian diplomats Keith Waller and Malcolm Morris for the return of his passport during the 1960s, Carey briefly touched on the vacuous nature of the Government’s case against the journalist.25 McCormack’s response, however, had been prompted by the personal nature of Manne’s attack. Justifiably, McCormack suggested that ‘the resort to character assassination … pointed to the weakness of the right’s case.’ ‘[V]irulence’, he argued, ‘[had been] substituted for argument.’ McCormack rightly contended that Manne had ignored passages in Krotkov’s 1974 deposition in support of Kane, which contradicted claims of Burchett’s association with the KGB. He also reminded Manne that though Burchett had purportedly lost his case against Kane, the jury had still found the Focus article defamatory.26 It was a point that the Quadrant school was loath to concede.


In 1986, the left countered with the most convincing argument to date. The Cambodian scholar, Ben Kiernan, assembled a collection of essays on Burchett’s life and career. Entitled Burchett: Reporting the Other Side of the World, the collection included a moving memoir from John Pilger; Phillip Knightley’s often-critical evaluation of Burchett’s Second World War reportage; Kelvin Rowley’s summation of Burchett’s blind-spot for Stalinism; David Marr’s praise of the journalist’s work in Vietnam; and Beverly Smith’s incorporation of Burchett’s life into the Australian radical tradition. But it was again Gavan McCormack and Alex Carey whose contributions chipped away the traitorous façade by reiterating their positions on Burchett’s work, and the Government’s victimisation of him for not supporting its foreign policy line.


But they wrote in opposition to an already well-established narrative, fuelled by years of Burchett-baiting in the Australian press, and so were unable to dictate the terms of the debate. Furthermore, they were lone voices. As McCormack lamented, ‘the Australian left showed only desultory interest in Burchett … and mainstream Australian historians, political scientists and sociologists none at all.’27 While Manne pieced together a cogent but selective narrative of the journalist’s life, the left concentrated on undermining Manne’s work, rather than mounting a Burchett of their own. As a result, Manne’s Burchett, created and legitimated from ASIO’s records, became the dominant Burchett. It was not merely a victory of right over left, but of journalistic style over academic substance, and Cold War caricature over the facts. As Manne later noted, the Cold War was a ‘bitter struggle during which the prosecution of truth and complexity were frequently and on both sides … sacrificed.’28 His Burchett was tailored to suit the requirements of that ‘struggle’.


This biography seeks to remove such ideological blinkers that have clouded understanding of Burchett’s life and work. It is not the first Burchett biography. In 1988, the Melbourne journalist Roland Perry published The Exile. Though Perry’s work claimed to be objective, it was little more than a rehash of the Quadrant school’s well-worn traitorous line, though in a pot-boiler style and without the formality of academic substantiation. Despite the contentious nature of Burchett’s career, there has not been an intellectually rigorous assessment of his life and the manner in which successive Liberal governments sought to tarnish his reputation and deny him entry to Australia because he—as a journalist—reported the other side of the story.


As this biography suggests, Burchett was one of the twentieth century’s great travellers and journalists, who crossed geographical and ideological frontiers. Hence, in contrast to the Quadrant line, it contends that Burchett was a traveller and not a traitor. As shown in ‘Beginnings’, his wanderlust began in the Depression when he jumped ‘rattlers’ to the sugar cane fields of northern New South Wales in search of work. By the late 1930s he was in Europe, where he witnessed the menace of German fascism and its persecution of the Jews, and began dabbling in travel writing. But it was the Burma Road that changed Burchett’s life. He began his journey up the Road in 1941 as a travel writer, and ended it as a war correspondent for the London Daily Express in the world’s most bombed city of the time, Chungking. The Road led him to the fall of Burma and his ‘real’ China peopled by the peasantry. Off the Road, he trudged with the American photographer George Rodger over the mountains of Northern Burma into India in April 1942, as the Japanese pushed northwards from Rangoon. As ‘The Road’ explains, Burchett wrote with heroic flourish of this trek and his other exploits in Bombs Over Burma. But his tone masked deep-seated fears and insecurities. As ‘The Road’ reveals, Burchett was haunted by the spectre of cowardice, following his wounding on Burma’s Arakan front in late 1943. The Burchett of Bombs was written to placate his demons. It was a defining work, a declaration that he would no longer cower under fire.


In 1944 and 1945, he accompanied the American fleet on its island-hopping rout of the Japanese in the Pacific. It was a journey that would take Burchett across racial and ideological divides. Initially, he had marvelled at the destructive might of American technology, and dismissed the Japanese as racially inferior and semi-savage warmongers. But on arriving in Japan, he began to see them as victims. His journey to Hiroshima after the dropping of the atomic bomb removed his racist blinkers and, to the annoyance of the US military, he reported the victims’ story of the bombing. As ‘Falling Out’ explains, Burchett questioned the bombing’s morality, and began to suspect that the post-war era would not herald a new enlightened order based on peaceful co-existence between nations, but one ruled by American military might. His suspicions were confirmed in post-war Germany, and later in Eastern Europe, where his reports increasingly adopted a pro-Soviet stance. Hence, he left the Express and became a crusading journalist for the left.


In 1952 Burchett and the British Daily Worker’s Alan Winnington journeyed to the Korean city of Kaesong to cover the peace talks aimed at ending the Korean War. ‘The Word as a Weapon’ details Burchett and Winnington’s accounts of the peace talks, and explores their accusations of American prison camp atrocities on Koje Island and bacteriological warfare raids over North Korea and China. Drawing on British Foreign Office documents, this chapter challenges the widely held view that Burchett and Winnington were communist ‘hacks’, by revealing that the British Government privately shared many of their reservations about the Americans’ handling of the peace negotiations and their administration of the Koje Island prison camp. In drawing on the papers of the Cambridge University scientist, Joseph Needham, who investigated the germ warfare allegations, ‘The Word as a Weapon’ also reveals that there are solid grounds for suspecting that the USAF conducted the alleged raids. Hence, Burchett was merely reporting the truth as he saw it, and so was not a communist propagandist, as touted by the Quadrant school.


This book also reveals that Burchett’s subsequent passport problems stemmed from the germ warfare allegations. In drawing extensively on ASIO and Department of Immigration files, the book uncovers new evidence showing that the Menzies Government lacked the evidence and legal clout to prosecute Burchett for treason, and so embarked on a campaign to discredit him and his work. Furthermore, as ‘The Traitor’ discloses, the Government was determined to use all means—legal and quasi-legal—to deny Burchett an Australian passport and his children their legitimate rights to Australian citizenship, and to use the threat of prosecution as a means of keeping him from Australia. Thus, the Menzies Government fostered the myth of ‘Burchett the traitor’. As ‘Reclaiming the Birthright’ reveals, this myth was reinforced by the Holt, Gorton and McMahon governments, despite politicians and bureaucrats knowing it was legally indefensible.


The Vietnam War marked the turning point in Burchett’s career. With his journeys into the areas of South Vietnam controlled by the National Liberation Front (NLF), and his visits to Hanoi, Burchett crossed the ideological frontier. As the war escalated, he became a journalist of influence, courted by the Americans who were concerned about the welfare of their prisoners of war, and keen to establish an informal dialogue with Hanoi. Drawing on British Foreign Office documents, this book reveals details of Burchett’s representations to the NLF on behalf of the US Ambassador-at-Large, Averell Harriman, and the US Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, for the release of American prisoners. It also tells of Burchett’s ad hoc advice to American negotiators during the early stages of the Paris Peace Talks. As ‘A Journalist of Influence’ reveals, the British and American governments expressed their gratitude by allowing Burchett to visit both countries at a time when he was barred from Australia.


‘The Trial’ traces Burchett’s ill-fated attempt to sue Jack Kane for defamation. Drawing on private correspondence and the court transcript, it shows that Burchett was ill-prepared for court, that several of Kane’s witnesses clearly had altered their original stories, and that Justice Robert Taylor’s summing-up to the jury unfairly reinforced the traitorous stereotype. With the loss of his 1976 appeal, Burchett was financially exiled from Australia. As shown in ‘Ruptures’, his final years were spent watching his so-called Asian revolutionary brothers—the Vietnamese, Cambodians and Chinese—warring amongst themselves, whilst attempting to defend his journalism against the claim that it was communist propaganda and the work of a traitor.


Though the Kiernan collection of essays provided invaluable insights into Burchett’s work, and the Menzies Government’s victimisation of him, it is now dated. As is evident in this biography, substantial evidence now exists in Australian, British and US archives to further bolster McCormack and Carey’s earlier claims of government victimization. But this biography also shows that Burchett was an extraordinary Australian, whose story deserves to be told alongside the government-orchestrated myth of the traitor. Together, they tell of an extraordinary life, and one of the largely untold scandals in this country’s history.
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CHAPTER 1



Beginnings


Caleb’s Legacy


Some time in 1915 Caleb Burchett began writing his memoirs. He recalled arriving in Melbourne from London as an eleven year-old in early 1854 with his father James, mother Maria, eldest brother Jebes, and youngest brother Joshua. Shortly after their arrival Maria, ‘weakened by the tempestuous voyage’ and Melbourne’s stifling heat, became ill and died. A devout Methodist, Caleb considered his mother’s death a ‘triumph of faith’, though his father was forced to pawn the family’s illustrated Bible to pay for her funeral. The family rented a two-room cottage in Collingwood, after which they built their own house in Brunswick. On his own admission, Caleb had been a bright student prior to leaving London, but his mother’s death curtailed his formal education. He became the family’s ‘housekeeper’ and assisted in his father’s budding building business. Learning was confined to family discussions on political affairs and Brunswick’s Wesleyan Sunday School. By 1860 Caleb had progressed from pupil to teacher at the school, and the following year commenced teacher training at the Old Model and Training School in Melbourne’s Spring Street. By the mid-1860s he was a lay preacher and secretary of the Brunswick Sunday School, and had accepted a teaching post at Darraweit Guim, north of Melbourne. With his future seemingly assured, he married Amy Stroud in 1868. She had also graduated from pupil to teacher at the Brunswick School, and was the daughter of John Stroud, the founder of the Rose Street Fitzroy Sunday School. But, as Caleb recalled, within a year his circumstances had altered. Harassment from a ‘bigoted’ Catholic school inspector forced him from his teaching post at Darraweit Guim and ‘to seek restoration to health in outdoor employment’.1


In February 1876 Caleb took up a selection in the south-west Gippsland area around Poowong. It was about 40 miles—or two days travel by coach and foot—from Melbourne, and massed with tangled scrub and towering ‘monsters’. As Caleb noted, his selection was ‘one vast forest as dark as night almost’.2 He set to slashing back and burning the scrub, preparatory to seeding and dairying. But Caleb was no mere moulder of the land. He was on a mission from his Methodist God to spread the ‘Word’. In late December 1877, Poowong’s first Methodist service was conducted in Caleb’s living room, and he was later instrumental in the construction of the town’s Methodist Church. Every Sabbath he and his father, James, shone their boots, read their Bibles, and contemplated the teachings of Wesley’s God. Caleb recounted that their Catholic neighbour, Murphy, was less assiduous. He only knew it was Sunday from the sheen on Caleb’s boots. As Wesley’s roving missionaries could only make the journey to Poowong once in a while, Caleb filled the breach. He even organised the search party for a missing missionary, Reverend Watsford, locating him cooeeing for Christ, after stumbling off nearby McDonalds Track into some stinging nettles.3 Caleb was both a pioneer and missionary who moulded the land for his benefit and God’s. By the 1880s he had conquered the land, transforming it into an ordered world in which all was known and had a raison d’être. As he wrote of his conquest, he too was transformed into the pioneering hero.


In 1922 Caleb left Poowong for what he thought would be the last time. Before his departure, he was honoured for his pioneering achievements and civic service at a dinner in the Poowong Athenaeum. He had served on the Buln Buln Council and as a Justice of the Peace, while continuing his lay preaching duties. Periodically he had ventured to Melbourne, where he dabbled in the building trade, but returned on being ‘burnt’ by its boom and bust nature. Poowong was both his home and the source of his identity. To mark his departure, he wrote a short story, ‘The Hazeldene Tree’, which appeared in the Argus on 7 January 1922. It told of a tree that had stood for 614 years until the arrival of an ‘intruding pioneer’. In its heyday it had been the ‘King of Poowong Forest Trees’. But age and bushfires had taken their toll, and it had developed ‘heart trouble and decay’. It was time to make way for the pioneer, whose day had come. Caleb had taken the authorial liberty of appropriating the identity of the tree as a means of saying that his time had come. Through his Hazeldene tree he was bequeathing his legacy to future Burchetts.4


Caleb and Amy had five children. Amongst them was George, who as a boy worked on the family farm, and as a builder and carpenter around Brunswick. With his brother, Franklin, he tried his luck on the Western Australian goldfields, but returned to Poowong broke, and resumed working as a builder. Like Caleb, George became a lay preacher, though he confined himself to social rather than spiritual matters.5 He had a questioning streak, apparent in his opposition to the Australian colonies’ participation in the Boer War. In December 1901, he married Mary Davey. Their first son, Clive, was born in 1904, closely followed by a daughter, Amy. Another son, Winston, was born in 1908, followed in September 1911 by Wilfred.


The family inherited Caleb’s pioneering legacy. But George almost lost the legacy in the early 1920s, when swamp fever wiped out their herd of dairy cattle. While other family members maintained the farm, George and his family moved to Ballarat, where he established a building business and a reputation as a debater of note when he won the prestigious South Street competition.6 But by the mid-1920s, he had lost almost everything. Amy had contracted sarcoma and George exhausted his savings on her treatment. She died in 1921, and the costs, followed by a downturn in the local building trade, bankrupted George. He lost his house and possessions, and the family was forced to live on the generosity of others. To lessen the burden, Wilfred tramped to Mildura looking for work as a fruit-picker. He would later remark that these were the ‘bitterest years of [my] life.’ The family’s luck changed when George and Wilfred scraped together enough money to purchase the last block of virgin bush in Poowong. As with Caleb before them, they slashed and burned to create a farm, and in doing so reclaimed their place in his heritage. Writing in 1969, Wilfred recalled that the family had at last secured an ‘honourable means of existence.’ They were again worthy upholders of the Burchett name.7 In his memoir, Passport, Wilfred recalled as a youth in the 1930s, searching for Caleb along Poowong’s roads and tracks, as the old man wandered lost in the bush, and listening to his meaningless mumbles and laughter.8 Old age had eaten away at Caleb’s memory. He, who had done so much to establish the Burchett heritage, and to pioneer their land, now had no recollection of who or where he was. As Wilfred watched, Caleb died with no memory of the past that had given his life meaning. For Wilfred, Caleb’s decline reinforced the importance of memory. The past housed all that made the present possible and the future attainable. It contained the heritage by which Burchetts were meant to live. Wilfred was determined to be a chip off Caleb’s block. He too would challenge nature through his travels. But he would also re-work the heritage as the ground-breaking journalist, displaying all the attributes of his forebear on the deadlier frontier of the battleline.
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The Road from Poowong


Burchett’s journey from Poowong began when he was working as a milker for a local Poowong farmer, Harrison. A set of Sir J. A. Hammerton’s New Popular Educator arrived from Winston, who had recently opened a lending library in Ballarat. The Educator was meant for those who had ‘neglected to make the best use’ of their formal education, only to be later ‘awaken[ed] to a sense of what they ha[d] let slip.’9 Never one for the routines of institutionalised learning, Burchett was just the type Hammerton had in mind. The family’s constant troubles had undoubtedly affected Burchett’s academic performance. In 1925—his last full year at Ballarat Agricultural High School—he had languished near the bottom of his class, prompting his teacher to note Burchett’s wayward attentiveness.10 But the Educator’s knowledge was different, not constricted by schoolroom routines and disciplines, nor plagued by troubles at home, offering instead prospects of escape. Burchett recalled that it detailed subjects of historical, geographical and philosophical importance, and lessons on Spanish, German, French and Italian. He later suggested that it acquainted him with ‘Kant and Berkeley, Marx and Engels,’ and Lenin and the October Revolution. In actuality, the Educator had little on Bolshevism, and suggested that Marxism had not ‘been taken into the general consciousness of mankind.’11 Indeed, it offered more on accountancy than Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, combined.


But the Educator did romanticise the career of the journalist, which undoubtedly caught Burchett’s eye. There was ‘no monotony’ about the job; journalists did ‘something different every day.’12 Furthermore, the trade was open to all comers, without the necessities of a well-heeled family or passable school report. Journalists of distinction were ‘born’ and not taught.13 Once on the ‘beat’, more worthy types could become ‘special correspondent[s]’—the most envied of the trade’s jobs—and


wander about the world (with all [their] expenses paid on a generous scale), watching the events that shake it, making acquaintance with its most vivid personalities [and] never staying long enough anywhere to lose [their] freshness of interest.


All that was required was fluency in ‘French and German’, supplemented ‘with a little Italian and Spanish’, most of which was available to Burchett through the Educator.14


On returning home from Harrison’s, Burchett noticed a change in his father’s politics. The old George had been a ‘liberal-conservative’, standing unsuccessfully as the candidate for the Victorian Farmers’ Union during the 1917 federal election, and securing endorsement as the Nationalist candidate for Ballarat in 1925.15 But the family’s financial decline and the Depression had apparently radicalised George. To Burchett’s surprise, George had led the vote of thanks for a communist speaker at the conclusion of a local meeting in Poowong. Afterwards, George had confided that the communist was ‘a straight and true man’. If Burchett’s memoirs—Passport and At the Barricades—are to be believed, father and son entered the 1930s doubting capitalism’s capacity to provide for all bar those controlling the means of production. Burchett remembered George remarking, ‘some new thinking is required if we are ever going to pull out of the mess we’re in.’16 But George’s radicalisation was not as extreme as his son’s memory would have us believe.


George was a prolific writer of ‘Letters to the Editor.’ Throughout the 1920s and 1930s his views regularly appeared in Melbourne’s Argus and The Age, and the Ballarat Courier, expressing concern about the erosion of individual liberty and its regressive effect on civilisation. George maintained that individualism set modern society apart from lesser social forms. In Australia, where liberty was highly regarded, humanity had prospered and progressed, enabling reformers to ‘[picture] fairer lands where justice reign[ed], [and] … poverty, suffering and oppression ha[d] been banished.’17 Liberty had also made the British Empire great, with ‘its wonderful capacity for world leadership’, and fired the exploits of George’s pioneering forebears. Indeed, George proudly proclaimed that the pioneer, in ‘pushing beyond the furthest outpost of civilisation’, had forged the Empire’s greatness.18 They were George’s harbingers of progress, and he was the protector of their memory.


The Great Depression, however, had shaken George’s belief in progress, though he still had faith in democracy’s ability to deal with the mess. The panacea, he suggested, was less individual enterprise and more ‘tolerant co-operation’ if society was not to lapse into barbarism. Perhaps he was concerned about the growing interest in the extremist solutions proffered by the left and right, evident in the rise of the New Guard and Australia First Movement, and the allure of the Communist Party and Bolshevism, all of which advocated unseating the established order by unconstitutional means. For George, that order had emanated from a British tradition founded on well-reasoned and enlightened debate. He warned that utopian philosophies, like communism, could not succeed, adding that any change should only come through ‘constitutional methods’, which were the cornerstones of self-governing societies.19 George considered self-government as more than a political panacea to ward off pending anarchy. He was convinced that democratic expression was part of the Creator’s grand design.20 To overthrow the well-reasoned and established order was to undo God’s handiwork.


Some time during 1933 George and Wilfred put these principles into practice in Poowong. Supported by the local schoolteacher and the recently arrived manager of the butter factory, they founded the Poowong Discussion Club. Winston maintained that the idea had originated from his own Pathfinders Club, which he and some ex-Sunday school companions had established in Ballarat during the early 1930s. The Pathfinders contended that all subjects were open to debate, and its Poowong sibling adopted this maxim. Throughout the mid-1930s the club was addressed by an eclectic mix of speakers covering topics from evolution to the latest agricultural advances in the Soviet Union.21


The most prominent speaker was a one-time Moscow Menshevik turned Melbourne Zionist, Dr Aaron Patkin. As a barrister in Moscow, he was closely aligned with the Menshevik leadership, but this did not stop him from acting as an aide to the leader of the Russian Provisional Government, Alexander Kerensky, and as secretary—briefly—to the prominent Bolshevik, Maxim Litivnov. In 1927 Patkin landed in Melbourne, on the recommendation of his brother, Maurice, and the guarantee of his cousin, the Melbourne retailer Sidney Myer.22 By the mid-1930s Patkin was the Melbourne agent for the Palestine Orient & Lloyd Line (POL), which specialised in Jewish migration. He was also a member of the flourishing Melbourne think-tank, the Bureau of Social and International Affairs, where he mixed with the industrialist A. M. Nicholas, the retailer G. J. Coles, and the social commentator Frederick Eggleston.23 As a regular visitor to Poowong, he became a close friend of, and ‘adviser’ to, the Burchett family. Winston recalled listening with George and Wilfred to his talks on the growing menace of anti-Semitism and fascism. He also remembered Patkin’s generosity. It was he who arranged for Wilfred to have lessons in Russian.24


The influences of Patkin and the Poowong Discussion Club on Wilfred’s early life were only fleetingly glimpsed in his memoirs. In both, Burchett consciously tinged his youth with radicalism and conspiratorial airs. Rather than detail Patkin’s lectures to the Club or his homestead chats, Burchett notes instead occasional visits from ‘a known communist, or some intellectual lately returned from the Soviet Union’, which had rankled the town’s branch of the Returned Services League (RSL). It, apparently, asked the local police to investigate the Club, no doubt suspicious that a cow-cocky-led fifth column was plotting revolution from the community hall. Burchett recalled that the police investigation proved fruitless, though it introduced him ‘to the world of heresies and witch-hunts.’ He was barred from the local cricket team because of his association with the Discussion Club, while George resigned from his lay preacher post at the Methodist Church ‘in disgust at the stupidities taking place.’25 But this was written later, when Burchett was truly an outsider, and his memory had been tainted by the anguish of his banishment from Australia. Furthermore, it was written when he felt impelled to reclaim his life from the other, traitorous persona being peddled by his persecutors. At the time, however, local authorities noted that the Burchetts seemed well regarded by most in the town.26


Sydney, the Bush and Beyond


In the early 1930s, Burchett travelled to the sugarcane fields on the Clarence River in northern New South Wales seeking work as a cane-cutter. According to his memoirs, Burchett considered cutters—with shearers—the aristocrats of rural labour and the manifestations of the collectivist bush ethos.27 Burchett failed to disclose that cutters’ wages were triple those of other agricultural workers during the Depression, making it a most sought-after job.28 Many unemployed workers from Australia’s south trudged northwards to try their hand, only to find cane cutting a closed shop. Burchett was luckier than most, securing work and being allowed to try-out as a cutter. Prevalent amongst cutters, and a major cause of industrial disputation, was Weils disease, caused by rat infestations in the fields. The Australian Workers’ Union (AWU) was campaigning on the cutters’ behalf to have the condition declared an industrial disease. Afflicted workers would be then entitled to compensation at the employers’ expense. Despite noticing the presence of rats, and the concern it raised amongst the cutters, Burchett failed to mention the campaign in his memoirs. It raises the question of whether Burchett was as politically aware in his youth as his memoirs later suggested.29


On leaving the Clarence, Burchett journeyed south to Sydney, where he found work selling household appliances door-to-door with Palings. He would claim in his memoirs that he disliked using the firm’s extortionate sales techniques on unwary customers, but Burchett was good at his job, and at the time he took pride in it. As he boasted to his parents, there were prospects for promotion in the sales section. A close colleague had recently been appointed sales manager in Newcastle, and he was keen to have Burchett join him. He was also mixing in respectable Sydney society, dining with friends ‘at one of Sydney’s most exclusive cafes’ and frequenting Bondi’s best homes.30


But this Sydney was not to be found in Burchett’s memoirs. His Sydney focused on the Sunday afternoon political spruikers in the Domain. Burchett was there when the Reverend Arthur Rivett collapsed and died after introducing the Czech communist journalist, peace activist and anti-fascist campaigner, Egon Kisch, in mid-November 1934. Kisch had been invited to Australia by the recently established, leftist-leaning Movement against War and Fascism (MAWF) to address the National Anti-War Congress in Melbourne, which had been scheduled to coincide with the November dedication of the Shrine of Remembrance. But the Lyons Government’s Attorney-General, Robert Menzies, deemed Kisch an ‘undesirable’ and successfully sought to have him declared a prohibited immigrant under the Immigration Act.31 Confined to his ship, the Strathaird, he attempted to circumvent the authorities in Melbourne by jumping from the deck to the dock. By the time he reached Sydney, the High Court had ruled that the Government had acted outside the jurisdiction of the Immigration Act in that the source of information concerning Kisch’s undesirability was undisclosed and, therefore, unverifiable. Kisch was allowed to disembark, whereupon he made his way to the Domain, where his speech fired Burchett’s imagination. Burchett wrote in his memoirs that Kisch ‘measured up to the best of my idealized concept of what I had read in the New Popular Educator about the work of a foreign correspondent’. He was ‘impressed by … [Kisch’s] physical and moral courage, and … the way in which he used his pen to uncover injustice, and for life’s good causes.’32 But this was written with the benefit of hindsight, after Burchett, too, had served the anti-fascist cause with distinction and been barred by Menzies.


Nonetheless, the event obviously influenced Burchett. On his return to Poowong he helped out on the family farm and found work as a builder’s labourer. He also frequently visited Melbourne for his Russian lessons and to attend weekly meetings of the Australian Writers’ League. Founded in 1935, the League sought to mobilise anti-fascist opinion and engender worker solidarity through the promotion of social realist writing.33 At the League’s meetings Burchett fell under the influence of social realists Alan Marshall and Robin Close, the literary nationalists Vance and Nettie Palmer, and the Melbourne Herald’s Kim Keane. More importantly, the League held classes intended to develop ‘reportage’ skills.34 They undoubtedly shaped Burchett’s future journalism, which always sought to convey the ‘underdog’s’ side of the story.


By late 1936 Burchett and his brother Winston had saved enough money to purchase a steerage class ticket to London. Organised through Patkin’s POL, they steamed out of Port Melbourne on 30 December. Winston had completed a correspondence course in journalism, and hoped the trip would supply him with material to crack the Melbourne market. Wilfred, as yet, professed no such ambition, despite frequenting the League’s classes. The voyage got off to inauspicious start. While Winston quaffed wine at the captain’s table, Wilfred was confined to his cabin, plagued by chronic seasickness. When their ship docked in Papeete, the captain, concerned for Wilfred’s welfare, put him ashore. While the brothers waited for the next boat, they rented a beach bungalow, which had apparently been the chief’s hut in the recently completed film, Mutiny on the Bounty. While Winston sought stories to start his journalistic career, Wilfred commenced an affair with Natua, a Tahitian woman he met whilst fishing. As he recalled in his memoirs, her ‘innocent frankness … made short shrift of my Methodist inhibitions, as her generous nature made light of my inexperience.’35 Though the affair was short-lived, its memory stayed with Burchett for the remainder of his days. Indeed, in At the Barricades he was no longer certain that his decision to forsake her or Tahiti was correct. There, he recalled, ‘personal tensions and world problems shrank to a very tiny spot on the horizon.’ Burchett suggested it was a luxury he was foolish to abandon.36 Undoubtedly, the personal battles he had fought and the wars he had witnessed in the intervening years had taken their toll. He was now 70, and once again exiled from his homeland. But the young Burchett was made of sterner, more dutiful, stuff. When confronted with the choice between a life of Tahitian ‘lotus eating’ and Natua, and adventure and self-sacrifice, he chose the latter.


The brothers arrived in London in the middle of May 1937. The city was flooded with dignitaries and commoners from around the Empire who had gathered for the coronation of George VI. For the brothers, the coronation represented not pomp and circumstance, but opportunity. Winston was keen to draw on the event, and London’s other attractions, to improve his journalistic prospects back home. He quickly arranged an interview with the author H. G. Wells, an account of which appeared in Melbourne’s The Age.37 Meanwhile, Wilfred’s fluency in French secured him a position at Cook’s Travel Agency, which was attempting to lure coronation visitors to the International Exhibition in Paris. Wilfred hated the ‘dull frosty atmosphere’ of the Cook office, and the narrowness of his colleagues whose ‘highest ambition … was to be able to wear striped trousers.’ The job’s only redeeming feature was that it provided material for one of Burchett’s first articles published in Adam & Eve.38


Burchett secretly harboured an ambition to make ‘a non-violent contribution’ to the Republican cause as a stretcher-bearer in the Spanish Civil War.39 Not even Winston knew of it. In July 1937, the latter had returned to Australia taking the overland route. In his brother’s absence, Wilfred plotted to join the International Brigades. The seed may have been planted in Wilfred’s mind on the voyage from Tahiti to London. On board were the communist Sam Aarons and his lover, Esme Odgers, both of whom were bound for Spain and the Brigades.40 Burchett recalled the couple telling him of ‘the worsening international situation’, and that Kisch was in Spain, reporting for the Republican side. Such ‘news touched a sensitive nerve’, he added. He also recalled attending pro-Republican rallies in Hyde Park and Trafalgar Square. During a rally in the latter, he attempted to join the Brigades, but was rejected, to his ‘great indignation.’41 Apparently, spies were infiltrating the Brigades, and recruiters were wary of sending to Spain an unknown Australian who had arrived unannounced and without recommendations. Burchett took his offer to the Paris headquarters of the French Communist Party, which had organised Aarons’ enlistment, but was again rejected. The Communist Party’s London office suggested he could assist by raising funds.42 In his memoirs Burchett neglected to mention if he did so. He sought more heroic roles rather than membership of the rank-and-file. He was too much of a political adventurer for mundane, everyday routines, or to have his identity subsumed within an organisation.


Burchett’s thirst for adventure was to be fulfilled in Germany. In August 1938 he joined the POL’s London office on Patkin’s recommendation. Burchett had been working at the Soviet travel agency, Intourist, but his tenure ended with the severing of diplomatic ties between Britain and the Soviet Union. In his spare time he was attending weekend language classes at the Linguistics Club, where he met Erna Hammer, a German Jewish refugee and mother of two young daughters, Ruth and Renate; she was six years Burchett’s senior. When the Nazis came to power in 1933, Erna had fled to Palestine with her then husband, Lewy. The breakdown of their marriage, and the escalation of violence between Arabs and Jewish settlers, prompted her in 1937 to seek sanctuary in London. When Burchett met her, she was struggling to provide for herself and daughters. She had been branded an alien by British immigration authorities, and so was ineligible for a work permit. After a brief courtship, Erna and Burchett were married in a Hampstead Heath registry office in September 1938. The marriage, he later suggested, ensured that Erna and her two daughters ‘secure[d] a haven in England.’43 As with Patkin, Burchett was reluctant to acknowledge his debt to her. It was because of them that he ventured into Germany in November on a journey that would profoundly alter his life.


On 7 November, a young Polish Jewish student, Hershl Grynszpan, had fatally wounded a German diplomat, Ernst vom Rath, in Paris. The Nazi response to the assassination was swift and brutal. On 9 and 10 November Himmler’s Schutzstaffel (SS) stormed Jewish businesses, synagogues and residences throughout Germany. Ninety-one Jews were killed, and approximately 20,000 arrested, while 177 synagogues were desecrated and 7500 Jewish shops plundered.44 The acts were not irrational mob aberrations, but a legally sanctioned pogrom, signifying Nazism’s determination to rid Germany of its non-Aryan peoples. In the weeks following the assassination, the Nazis imposed a collective fine of £84 million on the Jewish community and barred Jews from managing businesses. By early December, Jews had been stripped of their properties, and had their valuables requisitioned by the government. They had become a pauperised people, prompting the British Embassy in Berlin to warn the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, that ‘over 500,000 people [had been] deliberately excluded from all trades and professions, and consequently [were] unable to earn a living.’45 Nonetheless, Western governments did not possess the moral wherewithal to act. Most were not prepared to burden themselves with masses of penniless refugees.


Since the pogrom, nothing had been heard from the POL’s German office or its clients, and so Burchett went to Berlin to investigate. In his memoirs, he states that he travelled alone, but in reality Erna—at great risk—accompanied him. As Burchett told his parents at the time, ‘Erna’s passport … [had] absolutely nothing to show that she was formerly German, so I think we are both safe.’46 Indeed, she had her own reasons for going. Her brother, Adi Hammer, had been seized by the Gestapo and was in Sachsenhausen concentration camp. The couple arrived in Berlin on 20 November and immediately went to the home of Erna’s parents. There they met Adi’s wife, Gerda, who remembered the ‘daredevil look’ in Burchett’s eyes. Later, she remarked that Burchett was not courageous, just fearless. Courageous men, she cautioned, know and respect fear; Burchett did not. Gerda remembered her own intolerable fears; the cloth placed over the telephone receiver to disguise voices, and windows left ajar to warn of approaching Gestapo. One evening, Gerda’s brother-in-law, on approaching the house, noticed an open window. For the next three days he travelled around Berlin on trains. Finally, the window closed and he returned home.47


Around the corner from the Hammer’s house was the POL office. Burchett found that it had been ransacked, and across its boarded windows scrawled ‘dirty Jews.’48 As he wandered Berlin’s streets, he noted the ‘strutting, arrogant … Wehrmacht officers’ and the menacing black-uniformed SS, ‘saluting like automatons as they passed.’49 For 18 days he and Erna travelled throughout Germany. Outside the capital, he found ‘the persecution was even more brutal.’ In Breslau he was told of ‘religious Jews’ being ordered to torch their synagogue. When an old man refused to participate, he was killed ‘instantly’. He also heard of a group of Viennese Jews being forced to jump from the second storey of a building. ‘Some were killed, others broke their arms [and] legs’, [but] … [n]o one was allowed to assist them as they lay in the streets.’ Burchett had managed to arrange the release of ‘a few people’ from the camps and, at extreme risk, had ‘smuggled out a good deal of jewellery’ so that they would not be destitute on their arrival in Britain.50 Adi was not amongst them, despite assurances from the Gestapo that his release was imminent. Three days after Burchett and Erna’s return to London, Adi was freed. With Gerda, he travelled to London on papers organised by Burchett. Later, Burchett angrily remarked that on the whole ‘not a finger was … lifted to save [the Jews]’.51


On returning to Britain, he would have noticed that anti-Semitic sentiments were gaining voice. Populist newspapers, such as the Daily Mail and Daily Express, opposed assistance to German Jews lest it interfere with Chamberlain’s appeasement policy, while in the Commons, the British Home Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare, warned that more Jews would only intensify burgeoning anti-Semitic sentiments.52 But Burchett, Erna and a POL official, Benthen, had a plan to circumvent this. As Burchett related in his memoirs, he approached various South American embassies for consular letters, advising Nazi authorities that the application for immigration by the person concerned had been accepted. Based on these assurances, the Nazis were prepared to grant passports to Jews once they had fulfilled their financial obligations to the Reich. Most of the embassies that Burchett and Benthen approached were amenable to the plan, but each embassy wanted an undertaking that the Jews concerned would not use the letters for their stated purpose.53


In December 1938 Burchett and Erna returned to Germany armed with the consular letters. He stayed until March 1939. By this time, he was being tailed and his hotel room had been searched. On his final train journey to the German border, he remembered watching as a ‘deathly pale’, sobbing couple disembarked at gunpoint. They never returned to their seats. He also remembered the long wait while border guards rummaged through his papers.54


Meanwhile, in Australia, the Burchett family worked tirelessly to secure passages for Jewish Germans and Austrians. George Burchett, in the Melbourne Age, had been campaigning vigorously for an increased intake of Jews, challenging the prevailing assumption that such an influx would weaken the Australian race or dim educational standards. Australians, he implored, had a humanitarian duty to assist and, indeed, he and his family did more than their bit.55 On one occasion, Winston received an urgent message from Wilfred requesting the Australian Government’s assistance in securing the release of a recently imprisoned POL client in Germany. Winston hastily took the overnight train to Canberra, where he persuaded Ministry of Interior officials to grant the man entry.56 Meanwhile, in Poowong, George secured pledges of employment for prospective Jewish refugees from local farmers and business enterprises.


For four weeks after the arrival in Australia of Adi and Gerda Hammer, Poowong was their home. Of the 104 applications presented by the Burchett family to the Australian government, only 36 were successful. An unknown number of Jewish refugees escaped to South Africa and South America because of the efforts of Burchett and Erna, POL’s London staff, and the Burchett family in Australia.57 Gerda Hammer rightly considered the Burchetts unsung heroes of the Holocaust.58 They had saved her life and that of her husband.


Wartime Australia


In July 1939 Burchett and a pregnant Erna returned to Australia. He quickly secured a position as a carpentry teacher at Koornong School in Warrandyte on Melbourne’s outskirts. Perhaps the school’s curriculum, which sought to educate the young in the traditions of the pioneers, attracted Burchett.59 With the job came a house on the banks of the Yarra River, a welcome addition given the couple’s circumstances. As Erna remarked in a letter to a friend, ‘[o]ur financial position is more then bad’, and she was seeking work as a teacher or in a munitions factory.60 In mid-September the couple celebrated the birth of their son, Rainer. But the celebrations were tempered by the news that Hitler’s troops had entered Poland on 1 September. Britain declared war on Germany and, as a consequence, Australia was also at war.


Burchett and Erna had left a London where ‘the official complacency and pretended unawareness’ of events in Germany had become ‘unbearable’.61 They had witnessed Nazism’s barbarities, and were appalled at the appeasement policies of the Chamberlain Government. But they now found those policies replicated by the United Australia Party (UAP) governments of Lyons and Menzies. To Burchett, Australians generally still pictured Hitler as a ‘man of peace’ and Germany as a country where ‘order reigned, trains ran on time, everything was clinically clear, and stories of ill-treatment of Jews and political oppression were grossly exaggerated.’62 There was no sense that Hitler was a ‘warmonger’, or that Germany housed the twin terrors of the Gestapo and the concentration camp.63 In his memoirs, Burchett recounted Menzies remarking that Germany was ‘the one truly civilised country in Europe’.64 This was not the Germany Burchett had seen.


While at Koornong, Burchett wrote letters to Melbourne’s newspapers detailing his German experiences and warning of the Nazis’ impending conquest of Europe. Though many of his efforts went unpublished, they did catch the eye of the Melbourne Argus’ features editor, Neville Smith. He wanted someone to write newsworthy, first-hand accounts of life in Germany to authenticate the paper’s position that Nazism could be tempered if the ranting, raving Hitler was replaced by the more refined Hermann Goering.65 Smith asked Burchett to write on the Fuhrer-in-waiting’s lighter side; Goering the popular ‘family man’ and squire who loved nothing better than a good hunt and laugh, and who was not ‘one of the fanatics like Hitler.’ But Burchett refused. He had seen too much of Nazism, and shared his life with one of its victims, to contemplate writing such ‘nonsense’, and so emphatically told Smith that there was little difference between Goering and Hitler in the minds of decent Germans.66 On 2 December an article by Bertram Jebb appeared, suggesting that Goering, though ‘not an entirely desirable character’, had a ‘human and clownish’ side, totally unlike his messianic boss. His elevation, Jebb suggested, would moderate Nazism, and increase the prospects for peace.67 The article horrified Burchett, who set about correcting the misconceptions of his countrymen.


In early September 1939 Burchett applied to join the Department of Information. Recently established as a wartime initiative, the Department managed—or manipulated—news within Australia on the war effort and ‘counter[ed] enemy propaganda.’68 Burchett’s application was still under consideration in October, when he met with officers from the Department. Burchett told them of his recent experiences in Germany and felt that ‘his knowledge … might be of use’ to them. He mentioned that he had returned with ‘a Nazi atlas’ which, on examination, the officers suggested had the makings of ‘a valuable article explaining Germany’s intentions with regard to world domination.’69 They also advised that articles based on any ‘book or pamphlet issued by the Nazis would be of value’. Thus, Burchett searched Melbourne’s bookshops for items of likely interest.70 Meanwhile, articles by Burchett warning of Germany’s planned conquests of Europe and the globe’s ‘strategic points’ appeared in the Sydney Daily Telegraph and the Melbourne Age.71


Seeking to secure further material from foreign sources, Burchett contacted Andrew Fabinyi, a recently arrived Hungarian émigré who had just joined the publishing house F. W. Cheshire. Fabinyi had a solid grounding in European publishing and abhorred fascism, and so Burchett raised the possibility of ‘importing’ Nazi propaganda for use in Information articles. The idea appealed to Fabinyi. While Burchett would cover the costs of the publications, Fabinyi would arrange the necessary contacts. In the interim, Burchett gained assurances from Information that it would verify the material’s intended use in the event of problems with Customs’ censors.72


In July 1940, a consignment of thirteen books arrived in Melbourne and was immediately impounded by Customs. Burchett was advised that he had contravened the Customs (Import Licensing) Regulations by importing the books without securing the necessary permits. To compound matters, he faced possible prosecution under the Trading with the Enemy Act.73 He hurriedly contacted Information, urging it to ‘use its position to procure’ the books, generously offering to cover any costs incurred in doing so.74 He later stressed that he had had ‘no idea … [he] was infringing the … Act’, but only wanted to warn ‘the Australian public [of] the aims and methods of the Nazis.’ He also mentioned the reassurances he had received from Departmental officials that ‘knew the purpose of the books’ and had ‘emphasised the desirability and importance of obtaining [them].’75 But unbeknown to Burchett, Information had recommended it ‘should not have any official connection with the matter’ and, therefore, ‘no further action should be taken’ in support of Burchett and Fabinyi.76 But by late October, the Department recognized it was complicit in the pair’s troubles. Hence, the Department’s Secretary, Treloar, wrote to the Collector of Customs explaining that Burchett, as a contributor of articles to Information, ‘would have been justified in believing that if he could obtain further books and … prepare further articles, these would have been welcomed by the Department’. Treloar emphasised that Burchett’s action was motivated by ‘no other wish, than to … render service to this Department.’77 Customs, however, remained unmoved and ‘directed that action should be taken against Burchett’.78 Treloar thought it ‘proper’ that Information should send a representative to the trial to support Burchett’s case,79 but nothing came of the matter. By mid-1941 there was more interest in the books’ whereabouts than in prosecuting Burchett and Fabinyi. Amidst the clamour for prosecution, the books had been misplaced. Without the evidence, Burchett and Fabinyi had no case to answer.


The Travel Writer


By the late 1930s there had developed a market for feature articles aimed at the burgeoning tourist trade. In the inter-war years a steady stream of travellers had sailed from Australian ports. Though their numbers declined during the Depression, they had by 1938 returned to their pre-Depression level of approximately 24,000 annually.80 Burchett was determined to draw on his travel experiences to carve his niche in this market. On his return voyage from Europe in 1939, he had passed through Madeira and the Azores, and his slices of local life were belatedly published in The Age Literary Supplement in 1941.81 Mounting international tensions also presented Burchett with an opportunity to lace his travelogues with topical comments on international affairs. He suggested that Britain should occupy the Azorean port, Ponte Delgado, before the naval war with Germany intensified.82 He pondered Madeira’s fate if Portugal sided with the Axis powers, and speculated on the place of the fascist Portuguese dictator, Salazaar, in Hitler’s ‘New Order’.83 He also expressed his concerns about the expansionist designs of Horthy’s fascist dictatorship in Hungary, and the German dismemberment of Yugoslavia.84 He worried about Nazism’s increasing influence in Latin America,85 and the fate of the brave Tahitians who, in August 1940, had renounced their allegiance to Pétain’s Vichy Government and sided with De Gaulle’s Free French.86


But Burchett was exhausting his stock of places to write about. In early 1941 travel articles began appearing in the Age Literary Supplement under Burchett’s supposed trademark, ‘WGB’, on places he had never seen, such as Saigon and the Indian city of Puri.87
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