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To my grandchildren, Toby, Jules, Nina and Violet,
who one day will have an answer to
the last sentence of the final chapter.
This book is for you.





Chapter 1


An Australian Enlightenment


I SIT ACROSS THE room from the staff and they look at me, curious, reserved, there in the dun-coloured workaday armchairs in the Australian Embassy, just one converted bedroom in the old Peking Hotel, before 1949 the Six Nations or Grand Hôtel des Wagons-Lits. Grand still, with its expansive rooms and high ceilings and wainscots and a ballroom with sprung dance floor no longer danced on. But dowdy in its fallen state, dusty and dark, creaking floors and barely lit corridors, large old beds in service beyond retirement, plumbing reaching back to its founding in 1915, iron baths on great clawed feet watched from the corners of the bathroom by rats with bright black eyes. The hotel is home for all, and office. Communication with Canberra is by an antique cyphering machine lugged from Australia and kept in the good care of the British Embassy. It’s from this decrepit environment, the hotel not the British Embassy, that we launch Australia’s new China diplomacy. It’s April 1973, near midnight, and my wife Gay, our daughters Ingrid, three and half, and Justine, not yet one, their nanny Carene Klintworth and I have just arrived.


The advance party of six—Chargé d’affaires Ross Cottrill, Senior Administrative Officer Bert North, Third Secretary Shelley Warner, Administrative Officer Adrian Sever, Head of Mission Personal Assistant Billie Burke, and Communications Officer Joe Currie—have been here since January. It’s been exciting for them, these three months. Television cameras when they crossed into China. Just being in China a provocation to the mind and senses. But also tough. Dark, for Australians, in the slow-receding winter. Baffled by the working contacts with Chinese officialdom, anxious in Canberra’s spotlight on the new relationship, bonded in the common experience but divided in personality. Excitement has given way to stress and fraught relationships.


I’m thirty-four, an external appointee, never run an embassy, for them an unknown proposition, no received departmental whispers of suffered ambassadorial eccentricity. I’m here because I’m a China specialist. To launch this new diplomatic relationship I need the energy of happy and motivated colleagues and the sense of moment and adventure that the Labor Government and many Australians at home feel about what we’re doing. So we have a late night Temple of Heaven beer or two, talk about the personal message of compliment and encouragement I’ve brought from Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, and they fill me in on Beijing, and we joke and they relax and have another beer. It’s how I want the embassy to be. It’s a beginning.


Two days later, on 24 April, there’s the official beginning. I present my formal letter of appointment as ambassador to Dong Biwu, Acting President of China and, in 1921, a founding member of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). And afterwards we sit in armchairs not unlike those in the Peking Hotel but newer and better sprung, and talk at length about a variety of things not altogether related to work. He’s possibly the only living Chinese to have passed the old Imperial exams under the Qing Dynasty, in 1901. Liver spots on his balding head, rheumy eyes, spindly grey moustache, cantilevered teeth. One of early modern China’s educated political activists, he abandoned the Confucian classics for a modern education, fought in the revolution that brought the Empire down in 1911, and worked as a secret agent for the founder of the Republic, Sun Yat-sen. Still alert and engaged, he asks about my book on China’s relations with the Overseas Chinese. Presumably it’s in his brief. He says most Overseas Chinese aren’t leftist or revolutionary but conservative and, in the past, liked to have their remains sent back to China for burial. And most people don’t know of a Qing Dynasty official who was so conservative he even brought his own dabian (pooh) back to be buried in Chinese soil. I’m one of those ‘most people’. Canberra will be fascinated by this, I think.


As we finish he says, ‘I’m getting on a bit, and in a few years I may have to start thinking about retiring.’ He’s eighty-six. ‘You’re young,’ he says, ‘and you should get to know some young people.’


‘Yes, of course,’ I say. ‘Like who?’


‘Like Premier Zhou Enlai,’ he says. Zhou’s seventy-five. And this isn’t a time in China when Zhou or any other Chinese leader is someone you simply ‘get to know’, like having regular chats, playing bridge or tennis, sitting down for a one-to-one lunch.


But we’re here. And we have an official relationship with China now when we haven’t had one since 1949.


How we, Australia, came to be here is part of a remarkable story of change. In policy, but more significantly in social attitudes to Asia and Asian people. It continued for more than two decades and still does in some measure, although against a newish tide of narrow nationalism that began under John Howard. The success of this change owes much to the leadership of ideas from politicians engaging and persuading the public, but also to the capacity for change by the Australian people when leadership is compelling. When the foreign policy and the pitch to domestic opinion have been in tune there’s been great progress.


With the possible exceptions of the anti-Vietnam War movement or the recognition of China, there’s really no single event we can mark or celebrate, no point where we could say ‘that was the moment when’, in the way some people claim, ahistorically, Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) marked the point at which Australia became a nation. But as a significant turning or maturing in our history, this change beats ANZAC. There’d been repeated ‘discoveries’ of Asia by individual Australians over more than a century. Some had publicly urged change in our attitudes. But these many discoveries didn’t convert into a change in the national consciousness, and it’s that conversion which is the most significant, and it didn’t begin until the late 1950s and early 1960s. It’s worth more than all the celebration people give to ANZAC, because it’s about a society that showed itself able to move from insularity and narrow intellectual horizons and racial exclusiveness towards being an open, tolerant and accepting one.


Australia now isn’t an Asian society, but it’s not exactly European either. If you look at it from the Europe where white Australians came from, you can’t help but be struck by just how ‘Asian’ we’ve become. It wouldn’t have seemed like this in the 1950s. But Asia is here now, in Australia’s demography and the miscegenetic embrace of Asians by many Caucasian Australians, and the honey-coloured patches in our society. About 12 per cent of the population, 2.4 million people, don’t come from a European ancestral background but from an Asian one. Back in 1961, when the census defined people by ‘race’ rather than ancestral background, there were a mere 40,277 ‘Asians’, just 0.382 per cent, in a population of 10.4 million.


Asia is here now in other ways too, visual and sensory, gustatory and aesthetic. And it’s not just our changed demography or Asia-enlivened gastronomy. It’s that Asia is present now in our consciousness, always there in the corner of the eye as it were, lurking in the national conversation. In Europe it’s not there, and Europeans don’t discuss Asia the way we do. While Europeans may be alive to the region’s importance, the question of being part of Asia obviously doesn’t arise. In Australia we’ve had to ask this question. We had a European inheritance and a past determined by European ideas and dominant European/Western power, but we lived in a non-European part of the world, and now we have a future irrevocably enmeshed (Bob Hawke’s term) with that part of the world, a dominant Asia. We have both, and having both is our good fortune and makes Australia an exciting place to live.


If we’re open to Asia in a way we never were in the 1950s, there is yet ambivalence, often indifference, sometimes resistance and, paradoxically, more so now than in the mid 1990s. It’s been a struggle of two goods, the good of our European inheritance and the good of our natural region. It’s not resolved because it’s not that kind of struggle. But Australia now has these two streams in its prevailing identity, where once it had one. It’s a great story.


I say two. I wish it were three. Aboriginal Australia is more part of the Australian heritage than either of these two. It has infiltrated the non-Aboriginal consciousness, with the 1967 referendum to amend the constitution to include Aboriginal people in the census and allow the Commonwealth to create laws for them, and subsequently in the policies of Whitlam and his successors. But, shamefully, Australia’s Aboriginal heritage can’t be said to be part of the prevailing Australian identity. We’re better now than we once were, as Noel Pearson’s oratory at the memorial for Gough Whitlam poetically affirmed. But we’ve failed in so many ways, and our Aboriginal heritage, even the visibility of it, is not yet part of the daily life of Australians.


My part in the story of Australia and Asia seems happenstance. I didn’t imagine becoming involved. I certainly didn’t begin as a likely candidate. But, then, who did in the 1950s? Imagine how it was. In Hobart, where I was born and grew up. The 1940s and early 1950s. The way people thought didn’t really contain Asia. There was almost nothing of Asian origin or influence that impinged on everyday life and anything that did was fleeting, irrelevant to our own selves. Most people felt comfortable with or at least not uncomfortable enough to want to challenge the White Australia policy. This was not so much a specifically directed, demonstrated racism. There were just not enough Asians in Hobart for that. But you don’t have to have Asians to be anti-Asian. We had the idea of being British and a sense that British was an exclusive ‘race’ to which we belonged, and stereotypes about extreme examples of non-British, like the Japanese, Chinese, or the Lascars we sometimes saw peering down from the ships that came to take Tasmanian apples to the home country. Although most of us had never known a Japanese, Chinese or Lascar, or been in the countries they came from, we knew we were lucky not to be them. The prejudice was latent, but strong, an unselfconscious leitmotif in family conversations, and at school, or in the newsreels shown after you’d stood for the British national anthem when you went to the pictures.


There was a tiny Chinese-Australian community in Hobart, just two extended families. Helene Chung, the ABC correspondent in Beijing in the 1980s, has written a lively and very funny account of growing up in one of these in the 1950s, Ching Chong China Girl. Some of her family members actually managed to travel to and from China in the fifties, a connection unknown to the rest of the Hobart population and one they would have found inexplicable, or suspect, had they known.


But walking through Hobart, if you sometimes passed, in different parts of town, one of the two Chinese greengroceries, the Chinese laundry, the tobacconist, the restaurant or the Pekin Gift Store, you could also go from one year’s end to another without seeing an Asian face. I didn’t know a single Asian person until I went to university in 1957. There were no Asians in the neighbourhoods where I grew up, none in the schools I went to. No one I knew spoke an Asian language, and you didn’t hear such languages in the street or the shops or on the tram. We might have read the stories of Pearl Buck, but there was nothing in our knowledge or surrounding discourse to give context to the people in these stories, and they seemed exotic, quaint, removed from us, specimens in a bookcase. No one I knew ate Asian food at home except for curry reinvented by the British. Some people went to the Chinese restaurant after the pubs closed. My older siblings went and reported eating chop suey, mostly canned pineapple in different meat and vegetable combinations. It was the canned pineapple that impressed, because at home we only knew it in cakes or desserts. But for my siblings there was no sparked interest in anything beyond. The Chinese restaurant was just a place that was open.


There was a special form of Britishness for many in Tasmania, including my paternal grandmother, an idea that we were English, and they liked to exclaim how like England the island was. This was a fantasy, and most of them had never been to England. Helene Chung writes of her Catholic girls’ school in Hobart: ‘We saw Tasmania as a little part of England.’ That ‘we’ means not just Helene and her relatives from those two extended Chinese families, but also the rest of the students, most of them Catholics whose families would have been of Irish descent.


The paradox was that many Tasmanians had had a direct involvement in Asia through being sent there to fight, against Japan in many countries, and then against communists in Korea and Malaya. But from these engagements there was no idea in the general community about those people, the ones we were against or the ones we were for, no opening of the mind to a wider world, no changing. If the wars in Asia engendered anything about that part of the world it was an image of threat, an emotion of fear. A place to be kept at arm’s length. There were also the starving millions, similarly unsettling and threatening. At home we knew about these people because my grandmother put a rice bowl on the dining table to collect money for Christian missions in China, but not about how poverty and starvation and oppression in that country had translated into revolution. While change swept the region to Australia’s north and countries became independent and the colonial powers retreated, in school we studied British history and a British take on European history, and a paternalistic and benign version of the British occupation of Tasmania and what had happened to the original Tasmanians. What was happening to Asian societies, the political change and the challenge of poverty and development within, and the assertion of independence and equality without, were nowhere in the curriculum.


So long as those who might have wanted to come ‘down’ to Australia remained over there, most Tasmanians could say the rest didn’t matter. Life for most was happily secure and peaceful, rarely subject to natural disaster. I lived in this idyll, in a well-nourished family, the youngest of five, and I loved its extensions and happenings. The family black-andwhite photos show us always outdoors, but I loved the indoors and the making and taking of food, the noisy meals around the nineteenth-century Huon Pine table from my mother’s grandmother. Many Australians recall the food they grew up with as something unlovely and unmissed. Not mine. It was ‘English’ in heritage, not the post-war British version or its Australian derivatives, commonly an endurance test and a standing joke, but in the English tradition of pre-industrial revolution, with herbs and spices, and lovely sauces for the meat or chicken, the crayfish and scallops, and the salad dressing we knew as ‘Tasmanian’ but which years later I came across in an early nineteenth-century English recipe book, and the pies and custards and spiced apples. Our meals floated on the delicious spontaneity of fresh and nearby produce. I helped my mother in the kitchen. I picked herbs from the garden, made the mint sauce, watched as she made tomato sauce, relish, pickled onions. As a child I learned to cook, small things. What we ate was about as far from Asian as you could get. It had nothing to do with China. But learning about food and cooking set me up for the revolution of the palate that was to come with Chinese cuisine. Our food at home may not have been typical Hobart, yet in its gastronomic conviction it was. What we ate in Hobart expressed our cultural heritage, and insularity.


It might seem Hobart was unrepresentative, a caricature. In the 1960s in the Canberra Press Gallery there was a popular expression, ‘Hobart smart’, heavily exaggerating the emphasis on the Ho in Hobart. It was coined by Gallery veteran Ian Fitchett, a heavy in both Gallery influence and booming downward-inflected speech, and he said it in mockery of an assertion by one of his colleagues that a certain Hobart senator was ‘quite smart’. In the patois of Gallery journalists, Hobart smart became for a time a general pejorative for everything provincial, unsophisticated, naive. And it raised a laugh as they raised their glasses at the Non-Members’ Bar in the old Parliament House. Australian journalists did a lot of this. Unsurprisingly, being Tasmanian, the senator and I were distantly related. But I laughed too. Australians relate instinctively to taking the piss.


Hobart might indeed have been small town and provincial. And while a mainland cosmopolitan’s view of island Tasmania ignored the creativity and talent it often produced, it’s true it was remote from the national capital, itself no cosmopolitan metropolis then or now, and from national life. But if in its mental and geographical remoteness from Asia it differed from other parts of the country, this was mainly in degree. In Victoria, New South Wales, Queensland and the Northern Territory and the northern towns of Western Australia, there were numerically more Asians, mostly but not only Chinese, and a more visible presence in little Chinatowns, and more white Australians rubbed shoulders with them. And Melbourne and Sydney were more sophisticated and cosmopolitan. But the rest of the ingredients were the same. Australia was not in any sense Asian, in daily life or in social attitudes. Still less was it Asian in the fact of White Australia and the support for this policy in public opinion. Arthur Calwell, Labor Immigration Minister in the late 1940s, owned to having Chinese friends, claimed to speak some Cantonese, and ate in Chinese restaurants. Chinese restaurateurs have always been very kind to immigration ministers. But when Calwell famously said, ‘Two Wongs don’t make a white,’ he spoke a truth about himself and about Australia.


There’d long been exceptions, scholars, diplomats, travellers, writers, politicians, church people and others who saw White Australia as morally unconscionable. But their opinions had not coalesced into a force in public argument. The government of the 1950s, the Liberal-Country Party coalition of Prime Minister Robert Menzies, claimed solidarity with Asia, or the non-communist parts, for example in military alliances and expeditions or the Colombo Plan, which trained Asians in Australian universities, or the 1957 Trade Treaty with Japan. But its dominant political message to the electorate, of fear and communist Asians ‘coming down’, worked directly against tendencies to a more accommodating public opinion. And the Colombo Plan, a British Commonwealth not an exclusively Australian initiative, while important in the opening of the Australian mind was not purely altruistically motivated. At its inception in 1950 it was proclaimed as an instrument to counter communism. And under their terms of study Colombo Plan students were unwelcome as permanent residents and supposed to leave Australia on graduation.


But the Colombo Plan had an unintended, subversive effect. Designed to cultivate good anti-communists who’d return to their countries armed with Australian values, it scattered Asians around Australian society. Through lodging arrangements and family or casual encounters, and the work of UN Associations, many Australians played host to these students, inviting them home, taking them on outings, helping them with issues of adjustment. However patronising some of this might have been, there was a host of encounters that became a leaven in the rise of change. In the universities, it fostered a generation of Australians who knew what it meant to have an Asian acquaintance or colleague or friend, or even lover. Their presence was a trigger for intellectual curiosity and the beginning of a climate of change in the way we thought about our neighbours.


The opening of intellectual horizons was key, and people arrived at it by diverse routes. There was little to trigger an interest in Asia in my home. While our family was full of talk and argument it was not one moved to anxiety by international events. We listened to radio news, but more to soaps and often classical music. There were always books, but not much politics. My mother, who sometimes read even while preparing food, encouraged history and historical fiction and travel writing and my father, an actor manqué who was forever telling embroidered or totally fictitious stories of comedy or pathos about himself and other people, liked thrillers and comic fiction, and read aloud to us passages of great hilarity from the Australian comic novel by Lennie Lower, Here’s Luck. On the family shelves there were books of war reporting on Asia by the Tasmanian Denis Warner, and Frank Clune and others, and some prisoner-of-war books, all of which I skimmed without intellectual engagement.


But I came upon a book in 1956, the year before I went to university, which happened to be about China, Vincent Cronin’s The Wise Man from the West, a history of the Jesuit Matteo Ricci’s mission to China from 1583 to 1610. It arrived in the mail on a book club subscription my mother gave me, selected for me by the club. It was an eccentric introduction to Chinese history, not by a Sinologist but a Welsh philosopher and historian of Europe, with its main historical character not Chinese but a proselytising Christian European. Leaving aside Ricci’s Christian belief and missionary cause, for neither of which I held any brief, it opened my mind to a fabulous history, the history not of Ricci but of China. Ricci’s own story did engage my interest, in another way, because it’s an intellectual voyage of discovery, following a man on a quarter-century journey to understand the Chinese, learn their language and study their history and culture and their sophisticated system of government. I don’t think of it as ‘a book that changed my life’, but it was an intellectual arrival at a different world.


At university I found people who’d arrived at this intellectual discovery before me. The University of Tasmania, perched on the side of the Domain where you could see the whole town and the Derwent River beyond, was so tiny you could walk from one side to the other in any direction in about five minutes and you knew almost half the students and recognised most of the others by sight. When you met them in the little common room or over beers at the pub, there were some, a year or two ahead of you, who talked about Nehru and non-alignment, Malayan independence, Sukarno, Communist China. They were students of George Wilson, who ran a year-long, second-year history course on Asia, the first of its kind in Australia. I took his course.


Wilson, a New Zealander, had a passionate commitment to engaging his students with this Asian world, and exciting them about its extraordinary contributions to humankind. He was a radical, and many of his students were radicalised by his classes. His was not the view from Britain or Europe. It was more of an Asian view—or at least tried to get beyond the colonial and imperial and Social Darwinist filters. It was history that discussed ideas, and human and social issues—poverty, development, colonialism, race, corruption, revolution—and how people in these countries saw the European in Asia.


By the late 1950s Asia was appearing in social science courses in other Australian universities. This was a seedbed for change. As the universities graduated students with a knowledge of Asia, and since almost all graduates were assured of a job, many would find their way into positions where this knowledge was new, and perhaps altering. In the general student population the discovery of Asia was not exactly a burning issue. But the deeply related issue of White Australia was. It was stirring activism across Australian campuses, and engaged many who normally took no interest in student politics. This was in significant part because of the Colombo Plan, which drew attention to the racially discriminatory basis of immigration policy. It was also fed by a mix of returned soldiers, UN-inspired internationalists, aid workers and others who’d lived in the region, and radicals who mounted critiques of the racist nature of imperialism and proclaimed solidarity with non-white peoples. Opinion outside universities was changing too. Polling across Australia revealed a slight shift from opposing to favouring at least limited Asian immigration. In the late 1950s, the government responded by opening the door just a fraction, allowing non-Europeans with fifteen years’ residence to become citizens and abolishing the discriminatory dictation test, and in a revised Immigration Act it removed references to race.


Something else was changing Australian universities. Boosted by Commonwealth funding policies, in the second half of the 1950s there was a huge increase in student numbers, by nearly 75 per cent between 1955 and 1960. The small, relatively privileged elites who inhabited universities before were now diluted by students of different backgrounds, many the first generation at university, many on Commonwealth scholarships. They broadened the socio-economic mix, provided a range of contesting social and political views, drove much of the discussion in the common rooms and the pubs. White Australia was central. And the monarchy. Not everyone was republican, but monarchists had to defend how you could be Australian and have a British monarch as your head of state.


What was happening was a flexing of Australianness, a low-key nationalism, an idea we had to change the way we related to the world.


In 1960, a collection of academics, writers, and professional and church people in Melbourne calling itself the Immigration Reform Group published a pamphlet, Control or Colour Bar: A proposal for change in Australia’s immigration policy. It was a head-on challenge to the political parties. One of the two founders of this group, Jamie Mackie, was a pioneering Southeast Asianist and Indonesia specialist, and when you looked at their proposal for ending White Australia it was as much an argument for closer and equal relations with Asia. They wrote:


[T]he notion of White Australia is poisoning our relations with Asia. The first and perhaps the most important [need for change] is the effect of the policy within Australia. We need at least a small flow of Asian migrants for Australia’s sake. We need them to enrich our culture. We need them to increase our understanding of our Asian neighbours and to prepare us for participation in the inter-racial counsels of the world. We need them if our present efforts to help Asia are to be well directed and successful. Secondly, the policy should be changed because of its disastrous impact on non-European opinion. Non-whites throughout the world regard the whole notion of a ‘White Australia’ as deeply insulting.


I found this pamphlet one of the most arresting things I’d ever come across.


I was excited by this new Australianness. I went to rallies on campus, marched in protest through town. But I was not a student politician. I was more actor than activist, following my brother Michael, among my siblings closest to me in age and affection, into the university dramatic society known as the Old Nick Company, acting in revues and inter-varsity drama festivals, and for the Hobart Repertory. In 1959 John Clark returned from the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School and I acted in a couple of plays he directed, including Death of a Salesman, presented as part of his application for appointment to the new National Institute of Dramatic Art (NIDA) in Sydney. In my final year, along with Gay Overton, who I was now engaged to, and several friends, I took over direction of the university revue to make it less gags and drag and more political. Writing political satire makes you a political activist of a kind. It didn’t lead me to join a party or embrace an ideology, but by my last year of university in 1960 I was one of this aroused generation of Australian Australians.


I applied for a job in the Department of External Affairs. I had no coherent view of international relations or even Australian foreign policy, and I hadn’t applied myself to it beyond my history studies and the politics of the pub. At the first interview in Hobart, when I professed a deep interest in foreign affairs, I was asked if I belonged to the local branch of the Australian Institute of International Affairs, and I didn’t. The head of the panel, David Hay, commented that my interest seemed hardly demonstrable. But I did make it to the second round in Canberra and I found most of the other short-listed candidates’ knowledge of foreign affairs not greatly deeper.


It was not a rigorous interview process. Some polite individual and group discussions, a language aptitude test, a cocktail party to assess, we understood, the capacity for drinking and not getting drunk. My kind of skill, I thought, having worked hard at it through four years of university. Our behaviour had to be what we imagined to be ‘diplomatic’ and senior members of the department were there to mix and observe. I learned later that not every one of them would have passed this test.


Months later, well beyond the date for notification, I’d heard nothing from Canberra. I rang Gay’s uncle, Eric Dwyer, a senior officer in the Public Service Board in Canberra, and he found out I was selected but the Tasmanian Education Department, to which I was bonded in return for a scholarship, refused to release me. I rang the grandfather of my closest friend Gerald Belbin, who’d died tragically at university, and he spoke to the Education Department and they gave in, on the condition I paid out the bond. It was an early lesson in the uses of connections, which the Chinese call guanxi [image: Image]. Without which Chinese society could not move.


I began work in External Affairs at the end of January 1961. I had no idea what the department might do with me or which part of the world I might end up in. I saw it as an adventure.


• • •


All but an outstanding few of those I knew later as agents of change and Asia activists and chroniclers, the academics and diplomats and politicians and journalists, had similarly unlikely beginnings. That was the nature of Australia in the 1950s, and the experience of my generation. To change the way Australia related to Asia, we had to change ourselves.


This became a movement for change that was ‘pro-Asia’, in the sense that pro-Europe is used now in Britain, although in the Australian case this wasn’t a term in use and my use of it here is conceptual rather than institutional. Some critics said we wanted to Asianise Australia, to replace the European with an Asian culture and identity. No one I know wanted that. Most were in fact fiercely committed to the European inheritance, the political system, the ideas of the European Enlightenment, the freedoms and rights and the rule of law, the literary and artistic tradition. And it’s been a notable characteristic of people in this movement that their commitment to Asia has gone hand in hand with a demonstrable devotion both to these European ideas and institutions and to the culture of Europe. Whitlam is a prime example. Keating, too, who said in a speech in 1996:


One of the complaints sometimes made by my opponents when I was Prime Minister was that I ignored our ‘traditional relations’ with Europe. I was always startled to realise that this was me they were talking about. The same person accused of an un-Australian liking for things like French art and 19th-century German architecture.


And not just politicians, but academic Asianists, and writers and diplomats. Colin Mackerras, who wrote a doctoral thesis on the rise of the Peking Opera, said to me once that when teaching for a year in a cloistered China just before the Cultural Revolution he found it difficult to live without the music of Delius. For me, in a life committed to the project of Asia, I’d never have wanted to replace the Australian political system and culture, and I would’ve found it difficult to live anywhere without the classical music of Europe.


You don’t have to believe in the religion of Europe either, any more than you have to believe in the religions of Asia. Or the dogmas of the CCP for that matter. I love the music of JS Bach and many others who composed for religious settings and/or out of Christian belief. I’m often in Germany now that I have time, and I go to towns where Bach lived, and I sit in churches to hear a Bach cantata or listen to a recital on an organ evaluated by him or built by one of his contemporaries Gottfried Silbermann or Johan Scheibe. And it was because of Bach that I started to learn German, when I was seventy. But you don’t have to believe in religion to be emotionally engaged by his music. In matters of belief, I’m with the Enlightenment.


I’ve encouraged our children, Ingrid, Justine and Jack, to explore Asia and take on its intellectual, cultural and other challenges, in a figurative sense to be in part Asian. Each has studied an Asian language and lived and worked in Asia. But I also want them to be European, identifying with the European in the Australian makeup and its essential ideas in our free and open society. It’s what I’d want for everyone’s children. Coming to Europe, where I’m finishing this book, following musical and gastronomic trails, hiking in forests in the former East Germany, reading history and learning German—an undertaking I find more formidable than Chinese—is exciting and fulfilling. Going to China is for me not so exciting now as coming to Europe. In the beginning it was, and stunningly and uniquely so.


The story of this book is not so much about China, although China comes into it a lot, or Asia, and that does too. It’s about us, about an opening of the mind, the Australian mind. And mine. A kind of Australian ‘Enlightenment’.





Chapter 2


External Affairs, Cultural Cringe


ON MY FIRST day in Australia’s foreign service I’m told to learn Chinese. Just like that, matter-of-fact. But it isn’t matter-of-fact for me. Rather than excited, it leaves me wondering what it means for me, and Gay, who’s about to marry me at the end of the year. I’ve no idea about the language except it’s said to be very difficult. I’ve no sense of whether it’s something I can do. I don’t even know anyone who speaks Chinese. And it will also separate me from the other diplomatic trainees and the regular early career path and posting to an embassy. It feels oddly isolating. I’m being asked to invest the next five years of my life learning the language of a country we have no diplomatic relations with, which our government denounces as an aggressor, instigator of subversion in Southeast Asia and major threat to Australia. We have diplomatic relations with the Chinese Nationalist government in Taiwan but we haven’t put an embassy there because Prime Minister Menzies refuses to, out of distaste for the venality of that government. So without a major redirection in China policy, which given the positions of Beijing, Taipei, Washington and Canberra seems unlikely, I have no prospect for the foreseeable future of using this language in my profession.


I’m staying at a place called Hotel Acton, actually not a hotel but a government hostel, more like boarding school but with your own room and no corporal punishment or compulsory cold showers. After dinner I walk across a bare brown paddock looking for the city, just two small 1930s colonnaded blocks with the empty Blue Moon café, an unlovely 1950s commercial and retail building, the Civic pub, and the Garema Place public toilet. Thinking about Chinese as I go. It hasn’t occurred to me to say no to the first assignment the department’s given me. I’d wanted an adventure, and as I think it over I see this is one.


But it leaves me wondering. With limited numbers of people, the department is making a substantial investment in Chinese. It’ll be five years before I can be assigned to a desk or an embassy. It’s also making similar if shorter-term investments in several of my colleagues to learn Japanese, Indonesian and Arabic. What does this mean about its thinking?


There are contradictions. In its ranks I meet people ahead of the public and the government on Asia, a vanguard of advanced thinking, some inspiring. But at the same time there’s a pervasive conservatism about the institution. As I work my way through this first year we have an in-house training program that has extraordinarily little to do with our relations with Asia or the international politics of the region. And in what little content we have on the art and skills of diplomacy, there’s nothing on Asian diplomatic history, or contemporary diplomatic practice. Yet if anywhere in Australia there’s accumulated knowledge of these matters it’s here, in the seasoned diplomats in External Affairs. I meet them at parties and in the pub and it’s in these informal encounters rather than in our training that we access their knowledge and experience. There’s not all that much in our training about Australian diplomacy either. No discussion of a distinctive Australian foreign policy or diplomatic style, introduction to the skills and accomplishments of outstanding individual Australian diplomats, analysis of the diplomacy that went into some of Australia’s post-war foreign policy milestones—its contribution to the formation of the United Nations, support for the independence of Indonesia, or the landmark 1957 trade agreement with Japan. Nor is there required reading of Australian memoirs or biographies in the field. We’re told, however, to find instruction in A Guide to Diplomatic Practice by Sir Ernest Satow, a distinguished British diplomat who retired in 1906 and published his guide in 1917. This is 1961! I apply myself to this text on nineteenth-century diplomacy in the age of British imperialism and wonder what it means for Australian diplomacy in the 1960s. At least it helps explain some of the people I meet in the department.


Twice in this first year they take us around the country, to give us an idea of what we’re to represent overseas. We have a good time. We visit factories and farms and a sugar plantation, and power plants and research institutes and the defence establishment at Woomera and even the Gold Coast. And, of course, wineries. The revolution in Australian drinking tastes is underway. We also meet union and business leaders and state government officials. We get to know each other and become friends. And we begin to learn how to gather information on a country and its institutions to distil into a report. In conception, this is the most imaginative part of the training, and the most Australian, but there’s no professional tutoring or mentoring to go with it.


And it doesn’t include the arts or literature, or meetings with any of the contemporary academic writers on Australian politics or history or international relations. This is the time of singer Joan Sutherland, artist Sidney Nolan, writer Patrick White, names that are projecting cultural and intellectual Australia internationally. It’s the time of the arrival of Australian plays on the Australian stage, of NIDA. On our doorstep at the Australian National University (ANU) we have leading political scientists and historians of Australia and the country’s foremost academic department of international relations, and these are not on the program.


What kind of External Affairs department was this that, in the preparation of its diplomats, could so neglect this side of Australia? Where did it stand in the burgeoning Australianness we’d seen in universities and among thinkers and writers and artists and political activists? What role did it have in encouraging new public attitudes to Asia?


The department I found didn’t seem to think of itself as assertively or even particularly Australian. Its institutional culture was self-consciously British. It was perceived, not accurately as it happens, as preferencing Australians who’d gone to British universities, and it was mocked by other public servants for having ‘British’ airs. British, here, meaning officers who aped what they believed to be British style and manners and whose attitudes belonged more to a fast-fading British imperial outlook than to modern Britain, or modern Australia. The department had assumed independent responsibility for Australia’s foreign relations from the United Kingdom only twenty years earlier, in 1940, but it hadn’t outgrown the British influences or the world view of that long period of tutelage that preceded its independence. It might have been encouraged to move away from the culture of these beginnings under the influence of Labor Foreign Minister HV Evatt and his Secretary of the Department John Burton in the late 1940s, had the government not changed in 1949. Then in 1954, the department was rocked by the Petrov spy scandal, when charges of communist sympathies, fellow travelling and spying had been levelled at certain of its officers. In 1961 it was still in some ways starting at the shadows of this affair.


The department was full of bright minds but also self-importance. Many of its diplomats saw themselves as superior people. Lateral appointment to the diplomatic service from other government departments was barred and internally a class system distinguished between diplomats and the rest and didn’t even allow suitably qualified administrative staff from the rest to become diplomats. The department did occasionally recruit women, but in selection, promotion and overseas postings they were not considered equal. Writer Jill Ker Conway, short-listed as a recruit in 1957 but not selected, writes in her memoir The Road from Coorain that she made enquiries of friends and connections about why she was turned down. She was told it was because she was a woman, too good looking—‘she’d be married within a year’—and ‘too intellectually aggressive’. She writes that the department was ‘one of the stuffiest parts of the Australian civil service. The glamorous history of the British Foreign Service haunted the imagination of the department’s senior officers, and the colonial mentality of which I was so impatient dominated its culture.’


The reason Australian culture was not on our curriculum as trainee diplomats slowly became apparent. It was essentially because influential long-serving senior officers and, in some measure, the department as a whole were not interested in Australian culture and it was openly disparaged by those who courted a faux British identity for themselves and their service. They were not alone in this. Leading Australian thinkers, artists and writers, from Donald Horne through Robert Helpmann to Patrick White, had condemned the country as a cultural and intellectual wasteland, even though there was a lot more happening in Australian intellectual and cultural life than these critics allowed, as their own contributions attested. The department was supposed to represent Australia, yet in many respects it represented the Australian cultural cringe.


For an Australian institution, even in the early 1960s, it was also hierarchical and formal. And what was serious about this apparently superficial aspect of its character was that it betrayed a culture of policy conformity. The leadership culture of the department was seldom known for encouraging the contest of ideas. But the reasons the department in 1961 seemed so lacking in imagination and innovation on Asia went deeper than simple conformity. It had had more exposure to Asia than any Australian institution outside the defence forces. It dealt daily with the fact of an independent post-colonial Asia. It had many people who had lived and worked in Asian countries and had Asian friends, and some could speak an Asian language. But while it had been at work in the region for two decades, its dominant policy culture still lay somewhere between its British origins and the attitudes of a client of the United States.


What was missing was an independently Australian analysis of our neighbourhood, for our purposes, which could drive an independent foreign policy in that region, in our interests. Had there been such analysis you would have seen different thinking about policy. China, for example. You can say policy is decided by the government, but the department was the government’s principal source of foreign policy development and advice and its prevailing analysis remained through the two prisms of Britain and the United States. It didn’t see Australia as part of Asia or Asian countries and ourselves as equals. Asia was a region of underdevelopment, instability and threat. For many officers it wasn’t even an excitement. Postings to London, Paris or Rome were an excitement, and people were envious of those who got them. Asia was hardship. I once went to a briefing by Mick Shann, on leave from his ambassadorial post in Jakarta. A lot of it was about how tiresome daily living in Jakarta was, with cracks at Indonesians’ expense. And many present laughed.


Most people in the department if tackled would have protested that they were not racist, and I think by that stage probably the majority found the White Australia policy morally offensive and deeply damaging to our relationship with Asian countries. But I knew others who defended it, or didn’t seem to mind. These opposing attitudes crossed generational distinctions and couldn’t be separated into those who’d served in Asia and those who hadn’t. Some of the more conservative on race had spent formative postings in Asia. Keith Waller, who in 1970 became Secretary of the Department, had served as Second Secretary in the embassy in China’s wartime capital Chungking in the early 1940s. He wrote an assessment on his subordinate Charles Lee, the first and for decades the only Chinese Australian recruited to the service. In a Melbourne University honours thesis on Lee, Amanda Rasmussen records that Waller wrote of him, ‘you cannot take a low-class oriental and turn him into a high-class European … The poor wretch does not speak English, let alone Chinese’, and ‘In Canberra, he was a neat and scrupulously clean little fellow’, but once he was ‘among his own people’ he began ‘reverting to type with astonishing rapidity’. This latter behaviour, Waller explained, included using a Chinese privy that ‘no European would dream of using’, and eating ‘au Chinoise’ with ‘mouth open [as he] shovels his food in’. Perhaps Waller was galled at the fact that Chinese President Chiang Kai-shek’s wife, the charming and manipulative Soong Mei-ling, had taken Lee up and even made it her business to try to find him a Chinese wife. By the early 1960s, none I knew of in the department were as overtly racist as that, perhaps including Waller himself. But the department remained tentative and even equivocal on policy change.


There was also an ideological conservatism, apparent for example in attitudes to the Chinese Nationalists on Taiwan. Some senior officers responsible for China policy didn’t share Menzies’ distaste for the Nationalists, but had a strong and in some cases emotional attachment to them. For most of the 1960s they refused internal initiatives to debate China policy options, for example brushing aside attempts to open the question by the first ambassador to Taipei, Frank Cooper.1 But it was one thing to stand with the US ally in refusing Beijing diplomatic recognition, another to endorse, as they did, the Nationalists’ fantasy that they represented the whole of China. One of their arguments was that this gave the twenty-odd million ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia a government they could be loyal to, that is, other than the one in Beijing. The idea that these Chinese should be loyal to any government of China and not to the countries in which they lived was irresponsible. In the Cold War context this idea, pushed by the US government, had helped fan riots or pogroms against Chinese in all but two countries of Southeast Asia. It was a measure of how far some of these policy-makers in the department were from understanding the social and political dynamics of Australia’s neighbourhood.


This was the Department of External Affairs I found in the early 1960s. There may have been more dissent and pushing for change with ministers than I know about, but it was still a long way from what I later came to call the ‘Australianisation’ of thinking about ourselves in relation to the region.


So what was it doing training people in Asian languages? In the context of its British origins this wasn’t odd. The British Foreign Service had a long tradition of putting its people through foreign-language training. But as we know from that tradition, this was no indication of policy towards the countries in which they were spoken. It might be a policy of close embrace or one of enmity. So you couldn’t necessarily read too much into the department’s chosen languages.


But I like to believe that inside the department there were committed people, Australian Australians, who saw the future, and could even be persuasive on some things. Setting someone to learn Arabic was bold. In Canberra in 1961.


Friends and family asked why I was studying Chinese, and I replied that the department needed people who understood China, although they never actually said that. But why me and not one of the others? When pressed, the department said it was because I’d studied Asian history and at the short-list interviews had passed the aptitude test for character-based languages. If this latter was decisive, the joke is that this test was later held to be quite without credibility, which makes this life-determining decision even more maverick than it seemed at the time.





Chapter 3


China-watcher


ALL FOREIGN-LANGUAGE LEARNING demands a cultural leap, and knowing one language helps in learning another, and I had French. But the fact that Chinese doesn’t derive from an Indo-European root and has none of the common words you can hear or an alphabet you can recognise, the challenge of reading and writing characters and relating them to the spoken word, the often elliptical and circumlocutory spoken communication, and the cultural roots and history so unfamiliar to the English or European speaker means it requires a leap of some magnitude.


I have a gentle and civilised entrée to it, in the Chinese department in a converted army hut at the ANU, with fewer than a dozen students and an enthusiastic and happy teaching staff led by two Swedish professors, Hans Bielenstein and Göran Malmqvist, with their colleagues Vieta Dyer, a White Russian and relative of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and Malmqvist’s Sichuanese wife Chen Ningtzi. Bursts of laughter float along the corridor from their offices. They’re first-class teachers, and the relaxed and happy relations they have with each other and with students, and the intimacy of the small class, make this the most conducive learning environment I’ve ever experienced. I look forward to these hours at the ANU. Any uncertainty about learning Chinese dissipates and fascination and pleasure take over. Here are teachers deeply literate in the language and culture, and they encourage and coax us towards a literacy of our own. It’s another opening of the mind, a joyful experience I’d wish on anyone.


At the end of 1961 I pass the exams, without, it might be said, having a single Chinese acquaintance outside the university. I travel back to Tasmania, where at the end of December Gay and I are married. We load the old car we’ve bought and take it on the overnight boat to Melbourne, where Gay’s sister Jill has rented a Footscray house for us in Droop Street from a Mrs Fosdick, I think because of the names of the street and the landlady. It’s about an hour’s drive from the School of Languages at the RAAF Base at Point Cook, which sits on the western side of Port Phillip Bay in a featureless plain, brown in summer, less brown in winter. Not your ANU.


There’s a smell. There’s always a smell. North is a petrochemical plant at Altona, further north an abattoir and rendering works. West, not far from the base, is a sewerage treatment plant. The wind blows often from the north or the west. The school is perched on the eastern side of the base, beside the bay, which also smells. The wind sometimes blows from the east. It’s an officer and pilot training base, and the trainer aircraft do circuits and bumps all day. You can’t walk to anywhere from the base because there’s nowhere to walk to. I’m the only non-services person on the Chinese course and I live in the officers’ mess. There are no married quarters so I see Gay in Melbourne mostly on weekends. I’m supposed to stay five nights a week on base but often don’t. I’m here for forty-eight weeks. The class runs for eight hours a day, and you spend another four reviewing and preparing. There’s a test every Friday with a minimum requirement of 80 per cent in each of reading, writing, listening and speaking. If you drop below eighty for three weeks in a row, you’re out. It’s one way to learn a language. We start with sixteen in the class and finish with six. There’s a similar attrition in the Indonesian and Vietnamese courses. A waste. It’s not the languages that defeat them, it’s the regimen. There’s a limit to how much time you can spend in one day learning, drilling and rehearsing language. Some people fail, some drop out, some get drunk and throw glasses at the wall in the bar and end up in the commandant’s office.


By mid year the course reaches a point where it’s just being topped up with military vocabulary. That’s useful for services students who may go on to work in Hong Kong in the British listening (to China) post. But there’s no stretching of the language into politics or society. Literature and history aren’t on the horizon. We have nothing resembling realistic conversation practice. I finish the year at the top of the class, but I’d shrink at having to use Chinese professionally, at the high level the school claims for its graduates.


The RAAF School of Languages, since renamed the Australian Defence School of Languages, has a part in the narrative of Australia and Asia. For over fifty years it was the only Australian Government institution dedicated to full-time language teaching. The languages it taught related to enemies and perceived potential enemies, to war or to the preparation for war. But languages for the defence forces is not the point. I’d see that greatly expanded. It’s the government priorities it reflects. Governments argue they support wider language learning through schools and universities, but the erratic and intermittent nature of the funding of this and the trivial sums dispensed relative to the need have meant the provision of Asian language teaching in schools and universities is not much better in 2015 than it was in the 1980s when it first took off, and in many cases worse. The RAAF School of Languages reflected the threat-menace-enemy idea of Asia that’s had a strong hold on governments.


The culture of the school in 1962 was also one of negative stereotypes about Asians, with open and unashamed racists. The Chinese, Vietnamese and Indonesian teachers, although given officer status, couldn’t have been in any doubt they were second class, and some of the Australian services instructors were sniggeringly condescending about them. These teachers had an uncomfortable time in the officers’ mess, but dealt with it mostly by appearing only at meals and staying clear of the bar. When some officers lodged a formal objection with the mess president about the way one of the Chinese teachers, Julian Wu, ate fried eggs, the president dealt with this delicate issue by giving Julian’s Chinese colleague, junior in age, qualifications and level of appointment, the excruciating task of telling him to stop it. Using Asians to fight Asians.


Julian Wu, whose father was a Qing Dynasty official who’d looked after the Empress Dowager on her flight from Beijing after the Boxer Uprising, was a gourmet cook. He once made a twelve-course banquet for my family in my cousin Margaret Henfrey’s small Melbourne suburban kitchen designed for no-nonsense Western cooking. His meal drew on a particular tradition of upper-class Northern cooking known as Tan Jia Cai or Tan Family Cuisine, which among other things uses chicken fat rather than cooking oil. It was a sensation in taste and a revelation, and it changed forever my idea of the possibilities of Chinese cuisine. With food like that, who cares how someone eats their fried eggs.


In the end the Point Cook course was a dysfunctional way to study Chinese. Divorced from any Chinese-speaking habitat, physically sequestered, learning by rote but not engaged, working with dated military texts, force-fed for weekly tests, not stretching understanding or communication. In some ways Gay had a better time of it than I did, even if I had the luxury of funded full-time study. Teaching English and history at Footscray Girls’ High, she enrolled in Chinese at Melbourne University with Professor Harry Simon. But although in the last months of Point Cook I spent more time in Melbourne instead of on the base and we had a life—explored the city, went to movies and the theatre, spent Saturdays at the Victoria Markets, and read and acquired a library of books on China—I was marking time and felt the lack of connection with Chinese, a Chinese context. But I don’t regret the time I spent there. It drilled forever into my brain the elements of Chinese and readied me for the Language School at the University of Hong Kong, which came next.
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