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‘Viva Cristo Rey!’


‘He died a beautiful Christian death.’


Most Reverend George Pell’s panegyric for Bob Santamaria, St Patrick’s Cathedral, East Melbourne, 3 March 1998


A death in Kew—on Ash Wednesday


In life Bartholomew Augustine Santamaria portrayed himself as pushing inexorably against the tide—a man standing almost alone against political, social, economic and, later, even religious fashion. In death, however, the currents were with him. Very few Australians receive such a send-off. There were final prayers with Archbishop George Pell (then the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne), along with a deathbed visit from Prime Minister John Howard, and then a State funeral, which took the form of a Solemn Pontifical Mass of Christian Burial followed by a private interment. The latter ceremony was conducted by Dr Eric D’Arcy (the Catholic Archbishop of Hobart).


Santamaria died at Caritas Christi Hospice, Studley Park Road, Kew (next door to Raheen, residence of the Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne between 1918 and 1981), late in the afternoon of 25 February 1998—Ash Wednesday in the Church calendar of that year. He had been seriously ill since the previous October, when he was hospitalised for treatment of a malignant brain tumour.


As death became imminent, John Howard took an RAAF flight from Canberra to Melbourne, arriving at Caritas Christi at around 2pm. Santamaria died at around 4.45pm, having received extreme unction—the Roman Catholic sacrament by which the forehead of a person on the point of death is annointed with sacred oil.


Soon after, Dr Joseph N. Santamaria described his older brother’s ‘priorities’ as ‘his religion and his family, then his involvement in the political controversies of the day’. He added, ‘and, of course, the Carlton Football Club’. Dr Santamaria referred to the visit of the Papal Nuncio Franco Brambilla (the Vatican’s ambassador to Australia) to his brother’s deathbed in mid-February 1998 as moving: ‘Bob addressed him in Italian, and the Papal Nuncio replied in Italian. Then they grasped hands, and Archbishop Brambilla gave him a little homily about leaving this world and how eventually all of us would be reunited and we should look forward to that meeting. He then said he would impart a special apostolic blessing and told Bob: “You and I will understand this because I am going to speak in Latin.” It pleased Bob enormously.’


Relatives reported that, although gravely ill, Santamaria remained coherent until the last days of his life. In an article written before his death (and published in the Age on the morning after), George Pell described his friend’s final days:


 


During his last days he was paralysed on his left side, unable to speak and only able to move his right arm. But when I blessed him, he struggled successfully to make the sign of the cross. The gesture was not a poignant return home after a lifetime of wandering, it was a determined reaffirmation of the faith that inspired him through so many vicissitudes, that sustained him in defeats and victories and brought him to the God he served so well.


In the Australian of the same day Dr Pell was reported as saying that, on the morning of his death, Santamaria was ‘desperately ill and barely conscious’. He commented that in their final exchanges they had discussed Mr Santamaria’s abiding passion for the ‘religious struggle’.


John Howard stayed some forty-five minutes at the bedside. Australian Financial Review columnist and Santamaria friend Christopher Pearson declared, ‘We can’t know what went through Bob Santamaria’s mind as the Prime Minister was brought to his bedside.’ But it was a silent encounter, of the in-extremis kind. Bob Santamaria departed this life, soon after the Prime Minister left his bedside, surrounded by about fifteen members of his immediate family.


Santamaria, born in August 1915, was called Bobby by his parents and a couple of his contemporaries, Bob by his friends, associates and opponents, and BAS by some of his colleagues—and also, on occasion, Santa. Shortly after birth, Santamaria was baptised into the Catholic faith and remained in Catholic—or essentially Catholic—organisations for most of his life.


B.A. Santamaria died shortly before the evening news bulletins went to air on Ash Wednesday 1998. Since his death was anticipated, reports and obituaries had been prepared well in advance. The television and radio news bulletins gave wide coverage to Bob Santamaria’s death and the Prime Minister’s deathbed visit. The following day newspapers were replete with the Santamaria story—especially in Sydney. The Sydney Morning Herald led with a front-page analysis of Santamaria’s contribution to Australian public life—which I wrote. There was also an obituary by Ian Hicks, along with articles by James McClelland and Peter Coleman. The tabloid-size Daily Telegraph gave its entire first page to the story—including a photograph and a large heading: ‘B.A. Santamaria 1915–1998/Death of a Warrior/PM flies to bedside’. On page 4, the Daily Telegraph carried a lengthy obituary by Tony Abbott—the Member for Warringah who was then a parliamentary secretary in the Howard government. Abbott’s concluding comment identified the central weaknesses in Santamaria’s political method of operation:


 


He could not readily bring himself to lend public support to those who shared 90 per cent of his ideals but were unable—perhaps for reasons of state—to accept the entirety of his analysis. In particular, he never quite lost his 1920s Catholic working-class conviction that the conservative parties embodied a WASP [white Anglo-Saxon Protestant] conspiracy—despite his friendship with Robert Menzies, respect for Malcolm Fraser and reluctant admission that elements of the DLP [Democratic Labor Party] were alive and well and living inside the Howard Government.


Speaking in the House of Representatives after returning to Canberra from the funeral, Tony Abbott commented that he regarded Santamaria as ‘a friend, a mentor and a guide’, but added that he ‘always found it easier to love the man than to take all of his advice’.


In Melbourne, where the deceased had resided his entire life, the coverage was more constrained. However, the Age reported the death on page 1, highlighting its story with the heading ‘How PM farewelled father of the Split’—an exaggerated and leftist interpretation of the Labor Split, which divided the Australian Labor Party in the mid-1950s.


The Age also published a complimentary piece by Professor Robert Manne, who wrote that ‘with Bob Santamaria’s death we have lost one of our genuinely great public figures’. Later, in May 2010, Manne wrote an article in the Monthly entitled ‘On your bike, Tony Abbott’, in which he mocked Santamaria’s ‘world view’ in the late 1970s as ‘apocalyptic’. Professor Manne has many abilities—but they do not extend to consistency of thought.


The Herald Sun devoted its first page to a story about how the Australian Football League’s best and fairest medal count would be moved from Melbourne to Sydney in 1999. It wasn’t. Yet this was the kind of development that would have appalled Santamaria, a traditionalist of the Melbourne-based Australian Rules football code. His death was covered on page 3, where journalists Michael Harvey and Felicity Dargan reported (incorrectly) that Mr Howard and Mr Santamaria had ‘talked for about 45 minutes’. In Brisbane, the Courier-Mail ran Santamaria’s death across its first page. All newspapers contained obituaries and opinion pieces, and the major dailies editorialised on Santamaria. Also there was much discussion on the electronic media’s current affairs programs.


In short, Bob Santamaria’s move into eternal life was a big story. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that in the week commencing 23 February 1998, Santamaria topped the list of the ‘20 most mentioned people in the press—and on radio and TV’—ahead of Kofi Annan, John Howard, Saddam Hussein, Bill Clinton and President Soeharto. The following week he was still in the top ten, having dropped to eighth position—this time behind John Howard and President Soeharto but in front of Bill Clinton, cricketer Shane Warne and the late Diana, Princess of Wales—a remarkable achievement for an Australian who died at the age of eighty-two, who never held an elected or public office, who never lived outside Melbourne and who was invariably identified by reference to his Catholic faith.


Among those reflecting, post-mortem style, on the late Santamaria was his one-time schoolmate James McClelland—who became a minister in Gough Whitlam’s Labor government in the early 1970s. The two had spent some years at St Kevin’s College, before going to Melbourne University. They were not close on campus and subsequently lost contact. At times they found themselves working together on common anti-communist causes; on other occasions they were political enemies. After a break of some decades, they met on the set of the ABC TV program Lateline in October 1996 for an interview conducted by Maxine McKew. There was one final get-together when Jim McClelland and his wife Gil Appleton accepted a luncheon invitation at the National Civic Council’s boardroom in March 1997. Writing in the Sydney Morning Herald on the morning after Santamaria’s death, McClelland reflected on one aspect of his last meal with a long-time acquaintance: ‘At his [Santamaria’s] invitation, I called on him with my wife when we visited Melbourne in March last year, and we had a long, nostalgic lunch. One of his remarks has remained with me: “At my age I find it hard to hate anybody, but I make an exception of John Howard.” After all the vicissitudes of our relationship, I’m glad we finished up on good terms.’


When McClelland’s comments were challenged as unsubstantiated, Gillian Appleton wrote to the Australian verifying her husband’s recollection: ‘I was present with Jim at a lunch with B.A. Santamaria in March 1997 and I have a clear recollection of what was, to say the least, a memorable occasion. Santamaria expressed his dislike of Prime Minister John Howard (actually, in considerably stronger terms than Jim reported). He spoke at some length of what he saw as Howard’s divisive policies and lack of vision.’


A spokesman for John Howard’s office declined to comment on Jim McClelland’s account. Asked about the McClelland report, Bob Santamaria’s widow, Dorothy Santamaria, said that she was sure that ‘her husband would have expressed an opinion about every politician in Australia’. Well, yes. Moreover, such assessments were frequently made without the benefit of personal contact. Asked whether John Howard had been in touch with Santamaria since the March 1996 election, the Prime Minister’s Office responded on 2 March 1998: ‘Thank you for your enquiry regarding contact with Mr Santamaria … The number of times Mr Howard or members of his Government have met with Mr Santamaria in the past four years is irrelevant to last week’s visit. The visit was the act of a prime minister recognising the contribution of a significant Australian to the political life of this country.’


John Howard attended the National Civic Council’s fortieth anniversary celebration, which was held in Melbourne in August 1981—he was treasurer at that time. Howard recalls that he met BAS on a few occasions when the Coalition was in opposition between early 1983 and early 1996 and once visited him at his office. There were also some telephone conversations. John Howard believes that he spoke to BAS ‘maybe once’ by telephone after he became prime minister. He attended the State funeral as an act of acknowledgement of Santamaria’s role in Australian politics—not because they were close.


As Dorothy Santamaria implied, BAS tended to regard leading politicians with disdain. I was involved with the NCC between 1965 and 1975, and worked part-time for BAS in 1970 and 1971. In a decade, I do not recall him speaking favourably of anyone active in government, broadly defined.


BAS possessed an attitude not uncommon among those who follow politics closely but who have never been a parliamentarian, or worked in a politician’s office, or been active in a major political party, or spent time in the public service. Put simply, they tend to regard politics as being much easier than it really is and, consequently, fail to understand the reality that the German sociologist Max Weber identified over a century ago: successful democratic politics requires slow boring through hard boards. BAS was not the slow-boring type, and he did not understand the hardness of some boards.


In any event, there were no hard feelings at the State funeral. On the day of the event, Mary Helen Woods (one of Santamaria’s daughters) was reported in the Australian as saying that the service would be dominated by family friends—among whom she included John Howard.


The Liberal Party – National Party Coalition met on Wednesday, 4 March 1998, the day after the State funeral. Writing in the Age the following day, journalist Paul Daley cited a Coalition source for his account of what Howard had told the party room. Howard was quoted as saying that ‘it was a lasting legacy of Santamaria that he had started a mass migration of middle-class Catholics away from their tribal loyalties to the Labor Party towards the Coalition’. The implication was clear. The Prime Minister’s deathbed visit and the offer to the Santamaria family of a State funeral were ways of saying ‘thanks’ to Bob Santamaria and his supporters—on behalf of the Liberal and National parties.


Ever the astute politician, Howard understood how important it was for the mainstream conservative party in Australia to receive a body of support from within the Catholic community, which traditionally had supported Labor. Since the establishment of the two-party system early in the twentieth century, the political conservatives had achieved four overwhelming victories from opposition: Joseph Lyons in 1931, Robert Menzies in 1949, Malcolm Fraser in 1975 and John Howard in 1996. On each occasion, the conservatives received significant support from Catholics who had previously supported Labor.


A State funeral at St Patrick’s


Question Time in the Commonwealth Parliament was put back on Tuesday, 3 March 1998 so that the Prime Minister and other MPs could attend the State funeral—which ran for close to two hours, following an 11am start. In his memoirs, Barry Jones recalled that he ‘was invited to fly down to Melbourne in the prime ministerial VIP aircraft with John Howard, Peter Costello, Richard Alston and Brian Harradine’.


It was standing room only as some 2500 mourners packed St Patrick’s Cathedral, spilling outside the doors, for Bob Santamaria’s final appearance. This was somewhat below the reported expectation of Peter Westmore (the deceased’s successor as NCC president) that around eight thousand mourners would turn out. But it was a very good roll-up nevertheless on a dry, clear and very hot Melbourne day, about the size of the crowd attendances that turned out at the same venue to witness the departures from mortal life of the deceased’s mentor, Archbishop Daniel Mannix (in November 1963), and his political adversary, one-time Labor leader Arthur Calwell (in July 1973). Bob Santamaria was in the congregation for the former, but not the latter, event.


On 10 June 1996 B.A. Santamaria had been interviewed by serial leftist and true-believing atheist Phillip Adams on ABC Radio National’s program Late Night Live. The interviewer (who never met BAS) was in Sydney; the interviewee in Melbourne. As befits a man who invariably wears black, Adams soon turned the conversation to death, dying and all that:


Phillip Adams: Do you fear death?


B.A. Santamaria: I’m quite sure that I fear the pain that may be associated with death. As to whether I fear death or not, I simply don’t know the answer to that question. I wish I had the certainty of saying that I know exactly where I’m going. But no more than anybody else do I know, beyond my beliefs, what lies after it …


From here, after a suitable interval, the discussion turned to requiems:


Phillip Adams: How does the Australian hierarchy [the bishops] regard you these days, Bob? I mean, I know there’s always been a division of—or rather different attitude—up north and down south. But how are you regarded? As a great asset or as a thorn in the flesh?


B.A. Santamaria: Look, I believe that friend and enemy alike grossly exaggerate any influence that I might have. But, if you’ve asked me a practical question, let me say this. I’ve often thought of my requiem mass and I think that probably quite a number of bishops will be there … I think that there will be about three who will regret it [my death].


Phillip Adams: That’s three more than I’ll get. So you can’t complain about that.


B.A. Santamaria: No. I think there are a lot of people in the Catholic Church who think that people with your views are the wave of the future.


It may or may not be true that only ‘about three’ members of the hierarchy regretted BAS’s death. And it may or may not be accurate to maintain that a lot of Catholics believed in 1998 that born-again atheists like Phillip Adams were the ‘wave of the future’. But none of this was evident at Santamaria’s State funeral. Archbishop George Pell was the principal celebrant and sole preacher. Concelebrants included more than a dozen bishops (including Cardinal Archbishop Edward Clancy of Sydney and Frank Little, the former Archbishop of Melbourne) and close to nine score of priests. All dressed in white, they processed down the aisle as the hymn ‘In Faith and Hope and Love’ was sung (words James McAuley, music Richard Connolly). Assembled across the altar at St Patrick’s, the bishops and priests resembled a sightscreen at a Test cricket match.


Who can say what vibes are contained within a human soul? But at a glance, all the concelebrants at least gave the impression that they regretted Santamaria’s passing. And none indicated by their demeanour that they had junked the One True Faith for atheism. As was the tradition at the time, not one female was present at the altar. Over the years, Santamaria had received considerable support from religious sisters—or nuns. As had Archbishop Mannix.


Joseph N. Santamaria and Paul Santamaria delivered readings from the gospel. There followed Archbishop Pell’s homily, after which Sir James Gobbo and John Howard—along with NCC operatives Peter Westmore, Brian Mullins, Mark Posa and Susan Carter—made general intercessions of the ‘We pray to You, Lord’ variety, to which the congregation replied with a ‘Lord hear our prayer’. Like Santamaria, Gobbo was born in Australia of Italian-born parents. Gobbo became a judge of the Supreme Court of Victoria and, later, governor of Victoria. At the time of the funeral, Brian Mullins and Mark Posa headed the NCC in Queensland and South Australia respectively. The Sydney-based Susan Carter (née Bastick) ran the Australian Family Association, one of many organisations that Santamaria created.


Preaching a panegyric is no easy task, especially at a State funeral, which, by its very nature, will be attended by men and women of all faiths—and none. As George Pell stood before the microphone at St Patrick’s Cathedral, mitre on head and crook in hand, he looked out to a diverse audience. There were senior figures in Church and State, including James Gobbo, John Howard, Archbishop Brambilla, Jeff Kennett (then Victorian Premier), Tim Fischer (then Deputy Prime Minister) and federal Treasurer Peter Costello, along with federal ministers Senator Richard Alston and David Kemp. Federal parliamentarians present included Liberals Kevin Andrews, Tony Abbott, Bill Heffernan, Joe Hockey, Brendan Nelson and Christopher Pyne, along with Nationals Ron Boswell, Peter McGauran and De-Anne Kelly. Only two federal Labor MPs turned up at the State funeral. Barry Jones, who knew BAS, represented federal Opposition Leader Kim Beazley. Jacinta Collins was also there with her father Gavin Collins, who had been one of Santamaria’s foot soldiers. Senator Collins let it be known that she had taken her father to the event. Santamaria, at the time of his death, remained deeply unpopular within large sections of the labour movement.


Former Liberal Party prime minister Malcolm Fraser and former governor-general Zelman Cowen also attended, along with Independent Senator Brian Harradine, former Western Australian premier Sir Charles Court, trade union official Joe de Bruyn, former BHP chairman Brian Loton AC and Lachlan Murdoch from News Limited. Historian Geoffrey Blainey and former Victoria Liberal Party MP Vernon Wilcox went to the burial service.


Santamaria had written an influential weekly column for the Australian from March 1976 until the onset of his terminal illness in October 1997. BAS was a fine writer and a brilliant polemicist. However, his final column—published in the Weekend Australian on 18–19 October 1997—showed signs that Santamaria was struggling. Around three hundred words out of a 750-word column—on what BAS regarded as the continuing international economic crisis—consisted of quotations from others—that is, some 40 per cent. Santamaria collapsed shortly after completing this column—and never wrote again.


On 1 October 1997, Ross Fitzgerald and film director Pat Laughren conducted what turned out to be BAS’s final film interview for a planned documentary, tentatively titled Stories from the Labor Split. Professor Fitzgerald reported that Santamaria looked and sounded good—as the video and transcript attest. This suggests that BAS’s demise was relatively sudden.


At the State funeral, Archbishop Pell commenced his panegyric with some humour. He told the congregation that ‘one sure mark of the false prophet is that all people speak well of him’. After a suitable pause for effect, he added that ‘in death, as in life, Bob Santamaria has triumphantly escaped such a fate’. This was a reference to the fact that some commentators (the author included) had written and/or spoken of what they regarded as Santamaria’s faults—as well as his strengths. Ben Santamaria, one of thirty-three Santamaria grandchildren, wrote to the Age on 4 March 1998, declaring that Santamaria was his ‘hero’. He added that ‘to wake up in the morning and read articles giving Grandad a bad name is not the way we would like to start our days’.


Some members of the congregation appeared to miss George Pell’s irony. This was scarcely surprising since many reports of BAS’s death had involved fulsome praise. For example, Victorian academic Patrick Morgan, writing in Quadrant, said that Santamaria ‘displayed no obvious personal faults’, and James Murray, an Anglican priest, wrote in the Australian that it was ‘impossible to imagine’ that Santamaria would ‘ever tell you a lie’ and suggested that ‘he never harboured grudges’.


A decade after the State funeral, Patrick Morgan published two excellent collections of BAS’s correspondence and documents—based on access to his private papers, which are now lodged in the State Library of Victoria. The material contained in Morgan’s books B.A. Santamaria: Your Most Obedient Servant and B.A. Santamaria: Running the Show demonstrate a number of personal faults in BAS—including a certain looseness with the truth on occasion and a capacity to bear grudges against one-time loyal followers who had come to challenge his positions, frequently on seemingly unimportant matters.


The preacher’s quip that BAS had managed to be spoken ill of in death did point to a contradiction in the panegyric itself. Pell acknowledged that the deceased ‘did believe strongly in the consequences of original sin, that flaw or fault-line that runs through every community and every human heart and that makes all improvement costly and difficult’. In Catholic belief, original sin is a manifestation of the Fall. Mankind is born imperfect and can reach salvation only through baptism, renouncing Satan, obeying God’s commandments, confessing sin and receiving forgiveness. Yet, towards the end of his panegyric, George Pell went over the top—in the theological sense. Before concluding with a quote from James McAuley’s poem ‘Retreat’, the Archbishop commented:


 


Bob Santamaria was a great Australian, and a saintly Catholic. He would be annoyed if we did not pray during this Mass that he be loosed from his sins. And I do this willingly, but without deep conviction about the need. He did know the attractive force of the principle that the end justifies the means. But he resisted this. He loved greatly his Church, his family, his nation and because of that he knew God’s love and forgiveness. He has left us, but his legacy remains. As we await the resurrection of the body we also have to keep up the struggle with hope and strength.


It is unlikely that Archbishop Pell broke new theological ground when preaching the panegyric for his friend; more likely that he got carried away by the occasion. According to Church teaching, only Jesus Christ and his mother Mary were born without stain. Consequently, only they did not require intercession that they be loosed from their sins. The rest of us bear the consequences of the Fall, including Santamaria. BAS was correct in believing that he should be prayed for in death. And Archbishop Pell was too soft in querying the need for prayer with respect to the man he described as ‘a saintly Catholic’.


Leaving aside the personal, Archbishop Pell spoke of BAS’s political and economic beliefs. He described opposition to ‘capitalism, Communism and Fascism’ as important background factors in ‘Bob’s long career’. No problem about the latter two causes. However, it was not clear that all those assembled would have seen much merit in opposing capitalism. Dr Pell then proceeded to describe the ‘Spanish Civil War between Franco and the Communists’ as ‘the defining issue’ in the life and times of Santamaria.


This is a contentious matter, even today. Bob Santamaria was on the correct side in the debate over the Spanish Civil War of 1936. However, the defining issue in Santamaria’s life, surely, turned on his universal opposition to communist totalitarianism—Leninism, Stalinism, Maoism, Ho Chi Minhism, Pol Potism, Castroism and the like. Yet Dr Pell chose to focus on Spain of six decades previously rather than on Santamaria’s more contemporary ideological and political battles during the Cold War. He then revisited a familiar scene of Catholic folklore in Victoria, a debate at Melbourne University on 22 March 1937 when Catholics did battle with communists and their fellow travellers over Spain:


The debate in March 1937 in the Public Lecture Theatre at Melbourne University on the topic ‘That the Spanish Government is the ruin of Spain’ has entered into Catholic legend. Manning Clark wrote about it a number of times. It was held before a packed, rowdy audience of at least 1000 people, two-thirds Catholic, many of them working-class militants from the Catholic Young Men’s Society.


Bob Santamaria was part of the three-man affirmative team, and he provoked uproar as he declaimed: ‘When the bullets of the atheists struck the statue of Christ outside the cathedral in Madrid, for some that was just lead striking brass, but for me those bullets were piercing the heart of Christ my King.’


The good Catholic turnout ensured that, when the motion was put, it was carried amid ‘unparalleled scenes of enthusiasm’, as one report described it. Santamaria’s cry of ‘Long live Christ the King’, a phrase coined first in the Mexican persecution of the Christians, also drew thunderous applause.


According to contemporary press reports, it was Stan Ingwersen, Bob Santamaria’s fellow team member (along with Kevin T. Kelly), who called out ‘Viva Cristo Rey!’ at the end of the debate. However, over the years, the myth developed that the chant was uttered by Santamaria. The mythology was perpetuated by historian Colin H. Jory, who, in his book The Campion Society, records that ‘Santamaria’s cry of “Long Live Christ the King” … drew thunderous applause.’


Yet neither of Pell’s sources—apparently the Catholic Worker and certainly Manning Clark—support the claim. The Catholic Worker of 3 April 1937 does not identify the initiator of the Catholic war cry. Moreover, in his address to a Melbourne University graduation ceremony on 21 December 1974, Manning Clark said that he could not recall whether it was Bob Santamaria or his fellow team members Kevin Kelly or Stan Ingwersen who ‘raised the cry “Long Live Christ the King”’—reflecting, in passing, that it was ‘curious how one forgets the detail in the great scenes’. As canvassed in chapter 3, it is not at all clear that Clark was present at the event.


In an interview given before his death (but never broadcast or published), Santamaria resolved the issue. He told author Neil McDonald in September 1996: ‘I didn’t say that. It just shows how false history can be. It was Stan Ingwersen who said that [“Viva Cristo Rey!”] and yet there were people in the room who thought I said it.’ This appears to have been the only occasion on which Santamaria bothered to correct the mythology.


The State funeral congregation was in the mood to hear that it was BAS’s profession of faith that had inspired that thunderous applause in the Melbourne University Public Lecture Theatre all those years ago. It was the sort of cry that the deceased would have made. Or should have made. Or might have been made if Stan Ingwersen had not got in first.


Then it was time for the rite of communion. Anyone flipping through the State funeral booklet (containing the Commonwealth of Australia coat of arms on the cover) might have noticed a short editorial-style comment on the bottom of page 14: ‘Please note that admission of non-Catholic Christians to Catholic Eucharistic Communion is confined by general Church discipline to particular cases, the criteria for which must be judged by the local Bishop. In the instance of the present celebration these criteria are not present.’ Translated, this meant that Archbishop Pell had decided that non-Catholics should not attempt to partake of the Eucharist at the Solemn Pontifical Mass. The local bishop, George Pell, one of the Catholic Church’s leading conservatives, was not prepared to let BAS’s State funeral become an occasion where Church tradition would be relaxed, especially since, in his panegyric, the Archbishop had commented that some would believe that Santamaria’s “greatest religious contribution has been during the last ten or fifteen years as different forces contended for the soul of Catholicism; here B.A. stood squarely with the Holy Father”. And, of course, with Dr Pell.


George Pell’s directive had the unintended consequence of turning Santamaria’s State funeral into an occasion of some controversy. On 21 April 1998 the Herald Sun revealed ‘that George Pell has blocked Jeff Kennett from taking communion’. The report stated that ‘the behind-the-scenes angst [between the two men] escalated at the recent State funeral of prominent Catholic Bob Santamaria’. Jeff Kennett got the message and did not present for communion on the day. But another prominent non-Catholic Christian in the congregation did. Malcolm Fraser approached Dr Pell for communion—and was given a blessing instead.


In an interview in February 2001, Barry Jones vividly recalled communion time up the front of the cathedral, where the official mourners, Catholic and non-Catholic alike, were gathered: ‘You had … George Pell in the middle, Cardinal Clancy over there and Archbishop Little to the right. And so what happened was that Malcolm Fraser marched on George Pell whereas George Pell gave the sign of the cross and a flick-pass.’


After communion, Archbishop Pell delivered the prayer of commendation. There followed ‘Salve Regina’ (an anthem to the Blessed Virgin Mary) and the recessional hymn ‘Firmly I Believe and Truly’ (words by John Henry Cardinal Newman, music by Edward Elgar). As Bob Santamaria’s coffin—draped with an Australian flag—was carried by young family members down the main aisle of St Patrick’s Cathedral, the congregation sang Cardinal Newman’s moving words:


Firmly I believe and truly


God is three and God is one;


And I next acknowledge duly


Manhood taken by the Son


And I trust and hope most fully


In that manhood crucified;


And each thought and deed unruly


Do to death as He has died …


The official party followed the body down the aisle and on to St Patrick’s forecourt. As the congregation left the cathedral through its many doors, a traditional Catholic memorial card was handed out. It featured a coloured reproduction of a painting of Christ, wearing a crown of thorns and carrying the cross on the way to his crucifixion. The words on the flip side read:


B.A. (BOB) SANTAMARIA


Born into Life


Brunswick, Victoria


August 14, 1915


Born into Eternal Life


February 25, 1998


‘It is not said we shall succeed,


Save as his Cross prevails:


The good we choose and mean to do


Prospers if he will it to,


And if not, then it fails.’


There was no mention of the fact that the stanza is from James McAuley’s ‘Retreat’—although Archbishop Pell had quoted the poem in his panegyric. The card and the poem symbolised how Santamaria saw himself: as an agent of Christ attempting to do God’s will in a difficult environment—after the Fall and all that. It was the religious interpretation of BAS’s ‘against the tide’ philosophy.


After a brief interval, which provided time for the official party—and friends—to talk with the Santamaria family, the casket was placed in the hearse for the private burial in suburban Kew, not far from the Santamaria family home in Burke Road. The congregation stood in the blazing, post-noonday sun and gently—but proudly—clapped the hearse as it proceeded slowly down Cathedral Place en route to Kew. It was a remarkable conclusion to the life of a most unusual Australian.


At Boroondara Cemetery, Bob Santamaria is buried alongside his first wife, Helen, who predeceased him by just over seventeen years. The simple headstone reads:
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Walking from the cathedral provided an opportunity to glance at the final pages of the State funeral booklet. The inside back cover ran the complete text of James McAuley’s poem ‘Retreat’—a poem that Santamaria said the poet sent to him ‘as a Christmas gift’ many years previously around the time of the Labor Split of the mid-1950s. McAuley was one of Australia’s greatest poets. In 1970 he told me that he regarded BAS as one of his closest friends. The first two stanzas of ‘Retreat’ are as follows:


Come unto yourself awile,


Be deaf to outer cares,


Ask not who wins, who falls, who rages,


Or what each doubtful sign presages,


Or what face treachery wears.


Soon you must return to tasks


That sicken and appal:


The calumnies will never cease,


Look only to the sign of peace,


The Cross upon the wall.


The final page of the booklet carried a black-and-white photograph of an eighty-something Bob Santamaria above the words ‘Viva Cristo Rey!’ BAS would have wanted it no other way.
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Peasant at the creation


‘The truth is I’ve never forgone anything. I never wanted to be chairman of BHP. The life that I’ve lived … it’s been thoroughly enjoyable. And I’ve had all of the satisfactions of a family. What more do you want?’


B.A. Santamaria in conversation with Nicholas Partridge, circa 1997


The Aeolian connection


Bartholomew Augustine Santamaria was born in Melbourne on 14 August 1915, the first child of Joseph Santamaria and Maria Santamaria (née Costa). Both were raised in the Aeolian Islands (also known as the Eolian or Lipari Islands) in the Tyrrhenian Sea, north of Sicily. The major islands in the group are Lipari, Salina, Vulcano, Stromboli, Filicudi and Alicudi. There were settlements on the Aeolian Islands from prehistoric times. Subsequently the area went through Greek, Roman and Norman periods. For a while the archipelago was the site of conquest, defeat and reconquest by the rulers of Naples and Spain—around this time many Spaniards settled there. The Aeolian Islands formally became Italian at the unification of Italy in 1861.


The Santamarias and the Costas both came from Salina, the second largest of the Aeolian Islands. By the nineteenth century, Salina had a relatively vibrant economy. There were some 150 sailing ships and substantial grape (malmsey) exports. However, around 1890, the parasite phylloxera invaded the Aeolian Islands, destroying the vines. During the following decade and a half, the population of Salina halved. The local economy remained depressed for almost a century, until the emergence of a vibrant tourism industry in the 1970s—and later helped by camera-driven publicity in such films as Stromboli (1950), Volcano (1950), L’Avventura (1960) and Il Postino (1995).


Il Postino was filmed at Pollara, on Salina’s north-west coast. The story was loosely based on the self-imposed exile of Chilean poet Pablo Neruda. Neruda was a committed supporter of Soviet communism until the mid-1950s, when he lost his infatuation with Stalinism while remaining a Marxist leftist. In the film, the poet in exile convinces a young Italian postman (played by Massimo Troisi) of the values of communism. According to Anthony Cappello, Il Postino was Santamaria’s favourite film during the final years of his life—maybe a strange choice, in view of its ideological message. It seems that Santamaria was taken by the scenery—Pollara is situated at the top of an amphitheatre and looks out on a magnificent coastline. The son of Aeolian parents would have also appreciated the scene in Il Postino depicting a traditional Catholic procession, honouring the Madonna.


In his panegyric, George Pell said that when Bob Santamaria ‘visited Salina as an adult [in 1992 and 1995] he marvelled that those tiny islands could have bred so sturdy a people along with their “instinct for stability” which he so prized’. The Archbishop added: ‘It was his Aeolian background, he claimed, which gave him his values, his sense of family, the necessity of religious belief, the importance of accumulating some modest property for a degree of independence and the love of Italy and the Italian way of life.’


From grapes to wine to equines


The Santamarias were fishermen and lived near the sea; the Costas were wine-growers, farming a small block of land near the centre of the island.


Giuseppe Santamaria (commonly referred to in Australia as Joseph) and his brother originally emigrated to the United States. In an interview for Film Australia in 1997, BAS told Robin Hughes that they could not accept the poverty and criminality in the United States and returned to Salina. Soon after, the whole family emigrated to Australia—BAS’s grandparents, Bartolo Santamaria and Giuseppina Santamaria (née Sabato) arriving before his father Joseph.


Maria Terzita Costa came to Australia in 1912 as a young woman aged 20 to be a housekeeper for her brothers, who had settled in the Victorian mining town of Maryborough, where they ran a fruit shop. Bartolo Santamaria bought a greengrocery in Brunswick, then a working-class suburb, in Melbourne’s inner north—between Carlton and Coburg—now an abode of the tertiary-educated, inner-city Left. Later Joseph acquired a greengrocery at 219 Sydney Road, Brunswick—now demolished.


The site is now part of Moreland City Council’s Counihan Gallery and honours the artist Noel Counihan (1913–1986), who lived in Brunswick as a young man. Counihan was an active member of the Communist Party and a sometime admirer of the totalitarian dictator Joseph Stalin. Moreland City Council’s Brunswick Service Centre, in which the Counihan Gallery is located, contains no reference to the fact that this is the site of the early years of B.A. Santamaria—perhaps Australia’s most famous anti-communist.


In his interview with Robin Hughes, Bob Santamaria looked back on his time in the home that was also a shop:


 


It was about three doors from the Brunswick Town Hall. It was a very small fruit shop. There were three rooms upstairs, so that physically describes the household. For the greater part of my life—well, until I was married—in those three rooms we used to have my father, my mother and I think there were about four of us before we left there.


In his memoirs, BAS described the family’s working day.


 


The work of a fruit shop was very hard. The shop would open at 7am, when my father returned from the market, which, three days a week, meant rising at 2am. It would close at 11pm, after the emptying picture theatre, a little way up the road, had sent a few home-going customers into the shop. My mother cared for the family. In the afternoons, she would mind the shop for a couple of hours while my father snatched some sleep, to allow him to make next morning’s early rise. As the eldest son, I was expected to take my daily turn in the shop. This arrangement went on for years, in fact until well after I began my studies at Melbourne University.


The extant directories indicate that the Santamaria fruit shop was at 219 Sydney Road from circa 1916 until circa 1922. The business then moved north to 513 Sydney Road, Brunswick, from circa 1924 to circa 1930. The Santamaria business then reopened as what was termed a retail grocer at 174 Sydney Road, Brunswick. According to BAS’s brother Joseph N. Santamaria, the family took up residence at 1 Melville Road, Brunswick West, in 1924. This remained the family home of Maria and Joseph until their deaths in 1966 and 1970 respectively.


In his memoirs Santamaria reflected on the hardships involved in running a small family business in an industrial suburb at times of economic recession, even depression:


 


In the very hard Brunswick of the depression period, we survived when so many of the parents of my school associates lost everything they had. We survived because of the incredibly hard work of our parents, and because, although family arguments were legion and conducted with a good deal of declamatory vigour, in a manner familiar to those acquainted with Italian opera, it was a matter of ‘one for all, and all for one’. Each one of us knew it, and each one of us relied on it.


It seems that Santamaria embellished the details of family life. For a while at least, the family did do it tough. But life was relatively comfortable—by the standards of the time—when Santamaria commenced at Melbourne University in 1932. Moreover, the family was able to fund a visit to Salina in 1921 (according to Bob) or 1922 (according to Joseph N.). At the time, very few Australians could have afforded overseas travel. In 1996 Santamaria told Alan Gill that the trip was undertaken because his mother ‘became very unwell’ and that financing the visit to Salina ran his parents ‘into debt for a number of years’. This statement appears to contradict Santamaria’s earlier claim to Gill that his family had ‘just no money over and above living expenses’. Australians without money in the early 1920s rarely travelled overseas.


In 2006, Joseph N. Santamaria wrote a small memoir titled The Education of Dr Joe to celebrate the anniversary of the permanent settlement in Australia of his paternal grandfather. Like his brother, Joseph N. Santamaria wrote little concerning his own family in his autobiography. It tells a tale about the author’s education through school and university, but it is deauthorised somewhat by the declaration that he has taken ‘minor liberties … with the truth of many matters and events’ in which his family was involved.


Joseph N. Santamaria records that in 1922 his ‘mother had a stillborn child which precipitated a state of depression’. On medical advice, his ‘father sold his business and took his whole family back to Salina where they lived for about a year’ with Maria Costa’s family. On returning to Australia about a year later, Joseph opened ‘another fruit shop in Sydney Road, opposite Blyth Street’. According to Joseph N. Santamaria, his parents ‘never left Australia again’.


What Bob Santamaria invariably referred to as the family greengrocery soon became a liquor store. As Joseph N. Santamaria has recounted, his father opened a licensed grocery in 1929. Gerard Heffey—one of the founding members of the Campion Society—made this point in a most natural way:


Gerard Henderson: When did you first meet Bob?


Gerard Heffey: Well, it’s hard to say because I came from Brunswick and Bob came from Brunswick. On my way back from my office I used to call at his father’s grog shop to buy a bottle of wine. My mother taught his aunt in the primary school at St Ambrose’s. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know Bob.


Gerard Henderson: Bob refers to it as—not his father’s grog shop but—as his father’s fruit shop. It was a bit of both, was it?


Gerard Heffey: I think it might have been a fruit shop at the start.


A lot of immigrants in Australia of Catholic background made their money selling alcohol. Nothing wrong with that. It’s just that BAS rarely mentioned in public that the (now) famous Santamaria shop on Sydney Road, Brunswick, ever sold liquor. Maybe not when Santamaria was a boy—but clearly soon after. And then there is the issue of gambling. Without question, Joseph Santamaria was into cards as a recreational pursuit. But what about horses? When I was involved with the National Civic Council in the early 1970s, there was a rumour that Bob Santamaria’s father had made money out of illegal SP (as in ‘starting price’) bookmaking. To some, it was more than a rumour. According to John Cotter, who lived in Brunswick in the late 1950s: ‘I was informed by Mrs Kerin, of James Street, West Brunswick, sometime between 1957 and 1959, that she used to place her bets in horse-racing with ‘old Joe Santamaria’ and that he was her SP bookmaker. She regarded this as a feather in his cap. James Street is next to Melville Road where ‘Old Joe Santamaria’ (sometimes called ‘Old Man Santamaria’) used to live.’ However, Frank Mount, whose family came from nearby Coburg, is not so sure:


Gerard Henderson: What about the rumour that … Bob’s father was into SP bookmaking?


Frank Mount: Well, I don’t know if he was actually into SP bookmaking. But he certainly owned race horses and he was certainly in the racing business. And everyone in those days knew an SP bookmaker. If you wanted to have a bet, that’s where you went, wasn’t it? Now, whether he actually was involved in bookmaking himself—that I’m not sure.


Gerard Henderson: But he ended up fairly well off, didn’t he?


Frank Mount: Oh, yes. I think he ended up very well off; he went from greengrocery and ended up in grog. And there’s more money in grog.


Sure is. When Joseph Santamaria died on 3 March 1970, he left a considerable estate. Joseph and Maria Santamaria provide yet another example of immigrants who come to Australia with little English, few assets and scant education and go on to acquire wealth and provide education for their children by dint of extraordinary hard work. When Bob Santamaria looked back on his father, he remembered the hard worker—and also the gambler:


Robin Hughes: So, what do you remember from when you were a child, thinking about your father?


B.A. Santamaria: Oh, I think that I remember his strength of character. And … the fact that, although in financial terms we were pretty poor, that he always was able to make a living for his family. He never failed doing that. His readiness to take a risk, to take a gamble. That had its bad connotations as well as its good ones. He was a terrible gambler.


Robin Hughes: What kind of gambler?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, he used to love betting on the horses. And when he used to go to the Italian club, the Club Cavour, and insist on taking me with him, as I was growing up. He was a great poker player—a skill which he never handed on to me, unfortunately.


Robin Hughes: So did you have any interest in this? Have you got this gambling side to you?


B.A. Santamaria: Not really, no. I was very fond of playing poker when I was young. Until the first wage I ever earned, which was five pounds. I was skinned one night, and I never played again.


According to George Pell, Bob Santamaria’s one and only loss at cards took place in 1938 ‘with an Irish Australian priest friend’. Yet, in a sense, he went on playing poker for the rest of his life.


BAS had five siblings: Josephine (born 1917), Felice or Phil (1919), Joseph N. (1923), Bernard (1927) and John (1932). Three brothers went into business. The other, Joseph N., studied medicine and became director of community medicine at St Vincent’s Hospital, Melbourne, where he worked in the areas of alcohol and drug addiction. Josephine did very well at university and became a teacher. As Joseph N. Santamaria remarked: ‘My brother Phil, in about 1931, was recruited by my father to help him in the licensed grocery, which he had opened in 1929. Phil’s education at school abruptly came to an end at the age of 13 or 14 and with great justification he deeply regretted that this had happened to him.’


Phil’s son, Michael Santamaria, recalled in 1999 that he was not close to his famous uncle. He added that Phil, who died in 1974, used to get together with Bob on festive and family occasions, and every now and then they ran into each other on a Saturday afternoon when watching the Carlton football team.


Readers of Santamaria’s memoirs learn of the family’s ‘very hard’ life during the depression period. But a few pages later it is stated that Joseph Santamaria owned a Fiat motorcar in 1936. Moreover, by 1943 Joseph was able to loan Bob, his eldest son, £700 to establish the newspaper Freedom. Seven hundred pounds was a considerable amount of money in 1943—and would buy a weatherboard house (with vacant possession) in the essentially working-class Brunswick area. Yet Joseph Santamaria was able to provide £700 in hard cash without resort to a bank loan or mortgage. How did he do it? Especially since, as Santamaria claimed, his father ‘never expected to see’ the £700 again.


Bob Santamaria’s memoirs and his discussions with Robin Hughes provide a glimpse of his parents. Joseph Santamaria was ‘a typical Italian peasant’, a man who was strong both ‘physically and intellectually’. He had only four years’ education and ‘was a person of very quick temper’. However, he did encourage his older children to discuss ‘public matters’ and ‘foreign matters’ and never attempted to silence them by evoking ‘parental authority’. Maria Santamaria ‘had only one year’s education’ along with ‘the peasant woman’s fundamental good sense’. She could not read English and ‘could just barely read Italian’—a mother of ‘good judgements’ whose rule-for-life was ‘never let yourself be provoked’.


The Santamaria experience was similar to that of many immigrants in Australia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—except for the fact that both parents were Italian. Bob Santamaria used his parents’ background to run the line that he was born—and remained—a peasant. As he told Robin Hughes in April 1997: ‘Fundamentally, on those rare occasions, when I look at myself and say: “What the hell are you really?”, [I respond]: “I’m a peasant”. I have those values. And I think central to those values is the family and the land. I’m not pretending about that because, I’ve told you, I couldn’t grow a lettuce. But that’s where my attachment is. And all my values really depend on those two things.’


When Jim McClelland had his last lunch with Bob Santamaria in the NCC boardroom, he was impressed by his former schoolmate’s relative affluence and did not notice any strains of languishing peasanthood. Nor did his wife Gil Appleton—who recalled that their host was ‘absolutely astonished’ that she and Jim had travelled to the NCC office by tram. Jim McClelland recalled that after the lunch of fine Italian food and good wine, Santamaria insisted that his driver—who had in Gil Appleton’s terminology a ‘very swish car’—take them back to their city hotel. She described the chauffeur (who was clearly a young NCC employee) as a ‘handsome young bloke’ with a university degree who ‘was very much Santa’s acolyte’. There were only three at the lunch. The table was waited on by Santamaria’s talented and politically able daughter Mary Helen Woods. Gil Appleton remembered that she was ‘so embarrassed’ by the fact that Mary Helen served, but did not join, the lunch.


Educating Santa—at (Catholic) school


Bob Santamaria often told the story that he commenced school early—when he was four and a half years of age—because there was no room for him to play. The shop was too busy and Sydney Road and its environs too physically dangerous as a playground for a young child.


His first school year (1920) was spent at St Ambrose Parish School—just up the road from 219 Sydney Road, Brunswick. This was run by the Mercy nuns. From there he went to St Ambrose’s Primary School (1921–26)—just behind the family shop in Dawson Street—then to St Joseph’s in Queensberry Street, North Melbourne (1927–28), and finally to St Kevin’s College (then situated in East Melbourne) from 1929 to 1931.


The evidence suggests that Santamaria’s mother changed his date of birth when enrolling young Bob at St Ambrose’s Primary. According to the records, Maria Santamaria said that BAS was born on 14 January 1915—not 14 August 1915. Presumably this was done to get the school to accept him. Under normal admission practices at the time, Santamaria would have commenced at St Ambrose’s Primary School in 1922, rather than 1921, when he was aged 6½—not 5½.


Apart from the first year, all Santamaria’s schooling took place under the authority of the Christian Brothers. He told Robin Hughes that in all the years he was ‘at a Brothers’ school’ he ‘never once came across the slightest suspicion of any of the incidents that we’ve heard about’, presumably sexual abuse. In November 1999 news broke that BAS’s nephew Michael Santamaria had been sexually abused between the age of 17 and 19 by a Catholic priest, Peter Waters, one of the many present at Santamaria’s funeral. Michael Santamaria told the Sunday Age that he felt he could not raise the issue—even though he was not close to BAS—while his uncle was still alive. The abuse was not reported to Church authorities until 1999. Peter Callaghan QC, the independent commissioner for the Melbourne archdiocese’s Commission into Sexual Abuse (which was set up by George Pell), found against Waters, who declined to appear at his designated hearing.


In Catholic—and other—educational institutions during Santamaria’s school days, corporal punishment—predominantly the strap—went with the (school) furniture. The Irish satirist Flann O’Brien wrote of a child who ‘lost two fingers’ studying ‘Irish at school’. In his memoirs BAS wrote that some of his primary schooling was not always a ‘pleasant experience … since some of the brothers carried discipline to excess’. He added that the ‘religious and theological formation’ of some others ‘seemed somewhat narrow and even Jansenist’—meaning ridden by moral scruples. Even so, Santamaria remained forever grateful for his primary and secondary education:


 


I saw a group of men who’d given their whole lives, and their life was very hard in every way, deprived of family … from the time that they were young boys, really. And they sacrificed the whole of their lives to making sure that people like myself and my mates at school, whose foot was not even on the lowest rung of the social ladder, would get up to the first or the second step. And I look back on them with a sense of great responsibility.


In 1978, Bob Santamaria publicly bagged the Melbourne production of Ron Blair’s one-man play The Christian Brothers, starring Peter Carroll—which had had its inaugural season in Sydney three years earlier. Like Santamaria, Blair (born in 1942) was educated by the Christian Brothers. The play is a witty and insightful portrayal of an ageing brother, who is alone with his frustrations and regrets—along with his abiding faith. The Christian Brothers depicts some corporal punishment, but there is no reference whatsoever to sexual abuse.


Santamaria’s blistering attack on Ron Blair took the form of a letter to the Age on 31 March 1978. He had not seen the play at the time—nor is it clear that he had read the script. Rather, the critique was clearly based on an article by Age reviewer Neil Jillett. Santamaria wrote as a tribal Catholic defending some of the tribe’s junior coaches:


 


After 11 years of education from the Christian Brothers, from St Ambrose’s, Brunswick, to St Kevin’s, East Melbourne, I can only say of them what could be testified to by thousands of others. They imparted a level of learning in secular subjects which on the record of results in public examinations—a test now frequently derided—was second to none. Through this service, they opened the way to a somewhat better position in society to thousands of children of working-class families who otherwise had no alternative but to remain the hewers of wood and drawers of water in the society into which they were born on the bottom rung of the ladder.


More important by far, they inculcated a set of religious and moral values which sustained generations in their belief as Christians. To their lasting credit they insisted that faith must be validated by reason, placing a high premium on the intellectual foundations of both religion and morality.


The saying ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’ was a term much favoured by Santamaria to depict the attitude of non-Catholics in high places who believed that Catholics should know their place. Ron Blair and Peter Carroll responded to the letter, and James Griffin castigated his long-time antagonist’s ‘narking irrationalities’. By the time Santamaria entered the debate again (writing in the Age on 10 April 1978), he had clearly read the text. This time BAS limited his critique to claiming that The Christian Brothers was an example of a genre in which ‘there is too much … historical distortion in the form of literature or drama’ and concluded: ‘I simply observe that if these positions, however well expressed in literature or drama, are permitted to pass without protest, Christianity—whether in its beliefs or its institutions—will be accorded no respect, perhaps because a belief or a system which does not defend itself deserves none.’ It was a tribal response to what Santamaria regarded as an unfair attack on men who had helped him in his youth. The scholarship was inadequate and the analysis somewhat off-key, but his motives were laudable.


In The Spirit of North, Ronald Stewart refers to the communion breakfast, held after Mass in May 1953 in the school assembly area to celebrate St Joseph’s golden jubilee. Gathered on one table were Archbishop Matthew Beovich, Arthur Calwell and Nick McKenna—all of whom had attended the school in the 1910s. Close by were Frank McManus, Bob Santamaria and Bishop Bernard Stewart. All six men were to play a key role—in Church or in State—in the events of the Labor Split in the 1950s, which divided both the Labor Party and the Catholic Church.


Bob Santamaria was but one among many young Catholics, growing up in Victoria in the 1920s and 1930s, to have benefited from what W.A. Greening has termed the ‘Mannix thesis in Catholic secondary education’. In October 1912 Daniel Mannix—the head of Maynooth College, Ireland—was appointed Coadjutor Archbishop of Melbourne (he arrived in the city early the following year). This meant that he had the right of succession to the See (or Archdiocese) of Melbourne when the incumbent Archbishop Thomas Carr died or became incapacitated. Following Dr Carr’s death, Dr Mannix became Archbishop of Melbourne on 6 May 1917. From the time of his arrival in Australia, Mannix bought into the great contemporary issues—initially education and, later, conscription. He emphatically believed that Catholics should receive government support for the running of Catholic schools.


In speaking out on education and conscription, Dr Mannix clashed with the establishment of the day—which was, in fact, the Protestant Ascendancy. As head of Maynooth he had been well received by the powers that be at Dublin Castle—the Irish base of British rule in Ireland and home to the Protestant Ascendancy in that part of the world. Mannix was genuinely shocked by the anti-Catholic sectarianism and discrimination he experienced in Melbourne. It was something that he had not noticed previously—not even in Ireland before independence from Britain. Archbishop Mannix came to the view that Catholics would achieve their proper place in Australia only if they were educated. Hence his interest in establishing Newman College, a residential college at Melbourne University for male students, and his support for upgrading Catholic secondary education to prepare young Catholics for tertiary studies and ultimately entry into the professions. In this sense Mannix was ahead of his time. The Irish-born Michael Kelly (Archbishop of Sydney from 1911 to 1940) and James Duhig (Archbishop of Brisbane from 1917 to 1965) exhibited no particular interest in education at the secondary level leading to tertiary study.


Daniel Mannix’s education policies encouraged the creation of St Kevin’s College—an intellectual finishing school for the best and brightest boys from the Christian Brothers’ schools in Melbourne—which opened in 1918. Bob Santamaria’s schooling reflects the transition. A year with the Sisters of Mercy. Then on to the Christian Brothers at St Ambrose’s Primary School, which concluded at Grade 8—and the attainment of a Merit Certificate. Then on to St Joseph’s College, North Melbourne, in Years 9 and 10, at the conclusion of which students sat for the Intermediate Certificate. Young Bob is pictured sitting on the ground in the college’s Jubilee Review 1903–1928 in a class photo. Among the group of thirty-six, the only other non–Anglo Celtic name is a W. Gillespie. Santamaria takes up the story in his memoirs:


 


The Brothers had very wisely—long before I was there—worked out the best thing that they could do for their pupils was to have a central school for those who’d passed their Intermediate. So the half-dozen Christian Brothers colleges, like North Melbourne, would send those who wanted to go on to university to St Kevin’s. And they had the best teachers that the Brothers had, for the last two years of your school life. It was a very good, successful experiment.


This led to a situation where Catholics at Melbourne University in the 1920s and 1930s were likely to come from three schools: St Kevin’s College or one of the two Jesuit colleges: St Patrick’s College in East Melbourne and Xavier College in Kew (Xavier belonged to the Associated Public Schools fraternity where, in the English tradition, ‘public’ meant ‘private’). Xavier was the only Catholic APS school at the time (the others were Geelong College, Geelong Grammar, Melbourne Grammar, Scotch College and Wesley College). St Kevin’s joined the APS system in 1958.


Bob Santamaria commenced at St Kevin’s in 1929. It was a very small school located in Albert Street, East Melbourne—at the back of Parade College (also run by the Christian Brothers). It was a very basic structure. The building was red-brick and two storeys high. It contained six classrooms along with a tiny toilet block. There were virtually no recreational facilities. In his speech on the occasion of St Kevin’s diamond jubilee in 1978, Santamaria described the Albert Street campus as ‘not far removed from a slum’. This view was shared by some other former students. About seventy students attended the school in their final two years, then termed Leaving Pass (Year 11) and Leaving Honours (Year 12).


The essential aim was to win a Senior Government Scholarship or a Free Place at Melbourne University. Others sought entry into Melbourne Teachers College or the Victorian or Commonwealth public service. Writing in the Kevinian in December 1984, John Parker, a student at St Kevin’s from 1923 to 1925, commented that ‘scholastic results were outstanding’. In his 1964 address, Santamaria recalled that St Kevin’s ‘would average approximately five or six Senior Government Scholarships a year out of the meagre forty awarded to the whole of the State’ of Victoria. The success of St Kevin’s students demonstrates that there is not necessarily a correlation between school facilities and school performance.


Santamaria completed his matriculation (Leaving Honours) in 1930. However, at just 15½, he was deemed too young to enter Melbourne University. So he did a second year of matriculation and commenced at Melbourne University in 1932. Santamaria always regarded his early start at school and, consequently, university as an advantage since it provided ‘a very useful margin if some important decision as to one’s future had to be made’. An indifferent performer at sport, Bob Santamaria was a brilliant scholar at St Kevin’s and participated fully in debating—Jim McClelland was also part of the team. BAS recalled an early schooldays intellectual joust—in 1931—in his memoirs:


 


I am particularly grateful to St Kevin’s for giving its pupils both the encouragement and the means to express themselves on whatever they cared to write about. The school had two journals—called ‘journals’ although they were never printed but simply read out one afternoon a fortnight during second term. They were the Central Critic and the Glendalough Chronicle … In my second year of matriculation, I was editor of the latter, while the editorship of the Central Critic went to my friend Charles Sweeney, later to become a judge of the Arbitration Court and until recently Federal Judge in Bankruptcy.


Bob Santamaria recalled that Charles Sweeney led one edition of the Central Critic with the (verbal) headline: ‘Figures Can’t Lie’. BAS described Sweeney as a ‘strong supporter of Joseph Lyons, who had left the Labor Party to lead the United Australia Party’. Charles Sweeney remembered that, at school, he was a ‘great reader’ of the Bulletin and that he was fond of restating what he had read in its conservatively inclined pages. Santamaria, on the other hand, has described himself at the time as a ‘Labor supporter, drawn emotionally to Prime Minister James Scullin and intellectually to the ideas of Labor federal Treasurer, E.G. Theodore, which in retrospect appear to have been founded on rudimentary Keynesianism’. Both Lyons and Scullin were Catholics.


So, in the Glendalough Chronicle, Santamaria responded with a ‘But Liars Can Figure’ lead. Whereupon, according to BAS, Brother Patrick Leo Duffy ‘suspended the journals for the rest of the year’, having previously failed to tone down the invective. Since the magazines were spoken rather than published, there is no way of checking the original sources. Certainly Santamaria looked back fondly on this exchange, and was repeating the anecdote when I met him in the mid-1960s. It features in both volumes of his memoirs.


Damien Parer does not receive a mention in Santamaria’s memoirs. Nor is his time at the school referred to in Chris McConville’s St Kevin’s College. Yet Parer is probably the most famous of the school’s graduates, owing to his successful and courageous role as a war photographer and photojournalist—before his death in action in Palau, shot by a Japanese sniper while filming the invasion of Pelelieu Island by US forces in September 1944. Santamaria told Neil McDonald that, at St Kevin’s, Parer was somewhat ‘arty’ and not at all interested in Australian Rules football.


In their final school year, Jim McClelland (born June 1915) and Bob Santamaria shared a desk. McClelland was captain of the debating team—with Santamaria as his deputy. However, outside school hours, the two did not socialise, as McClelland relates:


 


In those days only the rich had motor cars … so we never saw each other. We got on our trams and trains and went to our suburbs. We didn’t see anything of each other except at school. I remember … writing to Bob in the holidays telling him I had discovered H.G. Wells and Bernard Shaw. And he wrote back to tell me that there was an antivenene for this poison. But we never saw each other. We didn’t have any of the closeness of kids today … So that we could never have been said to have been ‘mates’ by modern school kids.


Some Irish have been heard to say that they seldom boast—except to declare that they are tops for humility. Those who knew Bob Santamaria well were familiar with his mock humility—of the ‘less-gifted-than-thou’ mode. There was a rare public expression of this when Maxine McKew interviewed Jim McClelland and Bob Santamaria on the ABC TV program Lateline in October 1996. Early in the discussion, Santamaria commented that at St Kevin’s ‘it was obvious’ that Jim McClelland was ‘the cleverest boy in the class’ and added: ‘He could leave me for dead.’ Later he looked towards McClelland and commented: ‘You had more brains.’


Santamaria may have anticipated that McClelland would reject such an assertion. And he did. In his autobiography Stirring the Possum (1988) McClelland had written that, although he and Santamaria were some of the ‘youngest boys in the school’, both ‘were, in the field of humanities, among the leaders’. McClelland reflected on his Lateline encounter and his subsequent lunch with his one-time scholastic rival at St Kevin’s when I interviewed him and his wife Gil Appleton in July 1998:


Jim McClelland: One of the most interesting things I found about him, especially in relation to me, was his self-deprecation. He spoke of me as if I was the clever boy and he was, well, not a dunce but, you know, miles behind my genius …


Gillian Appleton: It was the sort of false modesty. He kept putting himself down all the time.


Jim McClelland: He was by no means my inferior intellectually. We were roughly equal. I used to do a little bit better than him at school. And I was head of the debating team. But he can’t have been fair dinkum because I can never remember a time when I didn’t get the impression that he regarded himself as the smartest thing that God ever put breath into.


Jim McClelland won a scholarship to Melbourne University at the end of his first year of Leaving Honours in 1930. So did Bob Santamaria—obtaining first-class honours in European History (equal fourth place overall), second-class honours in French, Greek and Roman History and Latin and third-class honours in English. Since both McClelland and Santamaria were too young for university admission, they decided in their second-year Leaving Honours—in McClelland’s words—‘to win at least one exhibition, that is, the top prize of the state in each subject’. Jim McClelland won the exhibition in Greek and Roman History. Santamaria did not win an exhibition but, on any analysis, was a brilliant student. In 1931 he gained firsts in European History (equal fourth place overall) and Greek and Roman History (finishing fourth behind McClelland)—along with seconds in English, French and Latin. BAS prevailed over McClelland to become dux of St Kevin’s in 1931—in spite of the fact that in his final year McClelland obtained three firsts and one second to Santamaria’s two firsts and three seconds. It is likely that the decision on dux was made before the final exams.


In 1930 W.M. (Bill) Bourke had won the English History exhibition—he, along with McClelland and Santamaria, was among the six St Kevin’s students to win Senior Government Scholarships in that year. Later, Bourke was to become one of the seven federal Labor MPs to leave the Labor Party in 1955. Bourke became a critic of BAS.


The St Kevin’s School Honour Board in the college’s Smith Hall correctly records that Santamaria was dux in 1931. But it incorrectly states that he was ‘Captain of School’ in the same year. In fact, contemporary records reveal that no captain was appointed in 1931. Perhaps, some time after the event, someone believed that Santamaria should have attained that position and put his name on the board.


Educating Santa—at (secular) university


Despite his second-year matriculation, Bob Santamaria was still young when he commenced at Melbourne University in March 1932—in the midst of the Great Depression. He was aged just 16½. Bob Santamaria’s early student career at Melbourne University was first rate, and he picked up some glittering prizes. In 1932 he obtained the exhibition in British History, first-class honours in Ancient History and passed Latin and Italian. In later life he was fond of telling the story that he would also have won the Ancient History exhibition but was marked down because his lecturer, Miss Jessie Webb, believed that he had quoted from a reference that was not available at the Melbourne University library. The implication was that he had used a secondary, rather than a primary, source—and improperly cited a text to which he did not have access. When he became aware of the claim, Santamaria demonstrated that a copy of the book (which was not catalogued) could be found in a bundle of books on the library’s second floor, which was difficult to access. BAS related how he received an apology from Jessie Webb—but not the exhibition and prize money that accompanied it.


In his second year, Santamaria scored first-class honours in Australian History and Modern Political Institutions along with seconds in Legal and Constitutional History and Jurisprudence. In 1934 he obtained second-class honours in the final examination in Arts, compromising British History and European History. He also attained the Wyselaskie Scholarship in English Constitutional History.


And that was about it. Santamaria graduated with a BA (Hons) Second Class degree in 1934. At the time the Melbourne University regulations provided that a BA (Hons) degree automatically became a Master of Arts (MA)—following the payment of what was a relatively substantial fee. In the event, Santamaria did not formally take out his MA until 1959. However, he used the prefix LLB MA well before then.


It appears that Santamaria was prepared to take out a standard pass law degree—hence his mediocre results in 1935 and 1936 when he completed his LLB. In his memoirs Santamaria explained that, during the final period of his Arts/Law degree: ‘Formal studies … became increasingly peripheral to the main business of my university years, and the promising results I had obtained in the first two years of my course shaded downwards to a law degree at pass standard.’


Even so, Santamaria thought his performance in Arts warranted applying for a Rhodes Scholarship—he did so in 1935. Rhodes Scholarship applications are confidential, but a reference in support of the application is contained in William Macmahon Ball’s papers in the National Library of Australia. The Melbourne University senior lecturer praised Santamaria’s ‘vital and imaginative mind’ and declared that ‘he writes and speaks with fluency and style’. Ball also described his pupil as having a ‘friendly and sociable temperament’ and commented that he found him ‘likeable in manner’. At the time, Macmahon Ball was one of the leading left-liberal academics on campus. The application was not successful. Unlike many successful Rhodes scholars then and later, BAS was not into sport.


Santamaria’s BA (Hons) degree was conferred at Melbourne University’s Wilson Hall on 6 April 1935. He formally took out his Bachelor of Laws on 21 December 1936. No doubt, on both occasions, Joseph and Maria Santamaria were immensely proud of the achievements of their eldest son—and first born. Very few Australians obtained one or more university degrees in the 1930s. The proportion of Catholics who did so would have been lower than the national average. And the number of university students, of whatever faith, who were of an immigrant background was infinitesimal.


On the road—with the Campion Society


In his own words, Bob Santamaria went political in the early 1930s, and remained political until his death. In the 1930s there was much for a Catholic activist—with an interest in politics—to do. The decade commenced with the Great Depression and ended with the onset of World War II. It witnessed the evils of Nazi and communist totalitarianism—evident to all who really wished to see—culminating in the Nazi–Soviet Pact in August 1939, which effectively commenced World War II. In the middle of the decade, there was the Spanish Civil War and what Santamaria saw as an event that determined Italy’s immediate future—namely, the collapse of the Stresa Front (i.e. the disintegration of the common approach by Britain, France and Italy to German rearmament)—and more besides.


According to his memoirs, Santamaria realised as early as the 1930s that he was swimming against the tide. There he wrote of the ‘hostile intellectual environment’ that faced young Catholics entering university life. He depicted this as comprising the ‘Whig interpretation of history’ and the ‘philosophic liberalism of the Enlightenment’, which was ‘now beginning to discover a new extension in Marxism with its vision of an earthly paradise this side of the grave, and its categorisation of religion as the opiate of the people’. Santamaria continued: ‘It is easy and pleasant to swim with the tide. My membership of the Campion Society changed all that. The future was to be not with, but against, the tide.’


The Campion Society, which took its name from the English Jesuit and martyr Edmund Campion (1540–1581), first met in Melbourne on 28 January 1931. There were eight inaugural members: Arthur Adams, Gerard Heffey, Denys Jackson, William Knowles (at whose legal office the first meeting was held), Murray McInerney, Frank Maher, John Merlo and Frank Quaine. In The Campion Society, Colin H. Jory writes that all who were present on 28 January 1931 ‘had emerged to some extent from the self-contained, inward-looking Catholicism of their day into the broader streams of university life’ and ‘all had become aware of the new ideological currents which were buffeting their contemporaries’. Most of the group were in their mid-twenties. Adams and Knowles were law graduates, while Heffey, McInerney and Maher had attained combined Arts/Law degrees. Jackson, Merlo and Quaine had studied Arts.


Frank Maher (aged 25 in 1931) was the effective founder of the Campion Society. He had responded to a query from McInerney as to how to foster Catholic intellectual life on the campus and had subsequently developed the concept with Merlo. According to Maher, the first meeting fell somewhat flat when—somehow or other—Jackson and Quaine began to argue about ‘Latin culture and the neo-scholasticism of [Jacques] Maritian’. At its second meeting, on 11 February 1931, the Society discussed Hilaire Belloc’s Survivals and New Arrivals, which commences with the assertion: ‘Europe is the faith and the faith is Europe’. As Gerard Heffey writes in Prelude to Catholic Action, ‘one has only to read the first sentence of this to discover, as we did, that he [i.e. the reader] has a loyalty to the Faith which previously he was not quite aware’—meaning that Heffey realised that to understand European civilisation you have to understand the role of Catholicism.


When Gerard Heffey mentioned the Faith—circa the 1930s—he was referring to the Catholic faith. The faith preached by the One True Catholic and Apostolic Church, founded by Saint Peter, whose authority extended, in unbroken lineage, to the current Pope—Christ’s vicar on earth. And all that. In their search for intellectual sustenance, of the Catholic kind, the Campions did not need to look beyond the resources at the Central Catholic Library at 352 Collins Street in the Orient Line building. Established in 1924 by Irish-born Jesuit William Hackett—following the initiative of Miss Ida Fawcett, a convert to Catholicism—the Central Catholic Library’s stacks held the work of the small but influential groups of British Catholic intellectuals: Hilaire Belloc, Christopher Hollis, G.K. Chesterton, Christopher Dawson and the like, along with the works (in English translation) of French, German and Italian Catholic thinkers.


Bob Santamaria joined the Campion Society in 1932, towards the end of his first year at Melbourne University. He was introduced to the organisation by Frank Maher, who had become a member of St Kevin’s staff in 1931—teaching European History and assisting in coaching the debating team (which included McClelland and Santamaria). BAS never took much of an interest in intellectual debate that was bereft of any empirical outcome. In his memoirs he recalled ‘with a sense of shame’ that he had ‘slept through the first two Campion meetings [he] attended in 1932, in which Jackson gave two papers on the Byzantine Empire’. Then, with the kind of (mock) self-deprecation that became a Santamaria art form, he commented that ‘it took a particular level of philistinism to sleep through two papers delivered by so attractive a speaker’. No, it didn’t. Santamaria was not a philistine. And Denys Jackson was neither a great intellect nor a compelling speaker. Besides, the story seems somewhat apocryphal. Santamaria was not accustomed to falling asleep during meetings, however boring.


The importance of the Campion Society has been overestimated. This is probably due to the fact that—at Manning Clark’s instigation—it has its own historian. In the 1960s, Professor Clark encouraged Colin H. Jory, one of his students at the Australian National University, to examine the history of the Society. Jory produced a BA (Hons) thesis on the ‘Campion Society in Victoria’ (1967). Followed by an MA thesis on the ‘Campion Society in Australia’ (1974). Followed by a book, The Campion Society and Catholic Social Militancy in Australia 1928–1939 (1986), based on his MA. In his 1974 work, Jory writes of the Campion Society: ‘For some eight years, from 1931 to 1938, it exerted an influence unparalleled by that of any other Catholic lay association in Australia’s history. Indeed, it is doubtful if anywhere in the world there existed an entirely lay-led organisation which could boast a comparable record of achievement.’


The latter sentence was deleted when Colin Jory’s book was published in 1986. It is true that the Campion Society played an influential role, for a short period, in the life of the Catholic Church in Victoria. But it had little influence in the other states. Moreover, its importance in Victoria should not be overestimated. For example, in late 1938 only six Campions turned up at a meeting at Melbourne’s Cathedral Hall to hear high-profile Catholic commentator Paul McGuire talk on Spain.


Colin Jory himself has conceded that the Campion Society left little in its wake in terms of genuine scholarship—and it was moribund by 1939. Writing in the Society’s house journal Orders of the Day in April 1938, Frank Maher referred to the ‘extraordinary lack of initiative’ shown by Campion members. In the same publication, Santamaria wrote that ‘apart from about twenty members, the rest of those who claim [Campion Society] membership are not worth a pinch of salt’. In his memoirs BAS presented a softer judgement of the organisation: ‘The Campion Society was the product of a single decade, and by the end of the decade, it was to all intents and purposes, dead. But it has influenced the subsequent developments in Australian Catholicism to the present day, although not a few Campions have proved themselves strongly opposed to some of its results.’


Certainly some one-time Campions have played an influential role in Church and State, including Santamaria himself, along with Gerard Heffey, Denys Jackson, Murray McInerney and Frank Maher. But the success of any organisation should be assessed—to some extent, at least—by its longevity. The Campion Society was around for less than a decade. It’s possible, however, that it might have survived longer if World War II had not commenced and disrupted the lives of many of the Society’s members. But not, as it turned out, Santamaria or Maher.


When Bob met Helen


It was the Campion Society that brought Bob Santamaria into contact with Helen Power—to whom he became engaged on 29 July 1938 and married on 9 October 1939 (when he was 24 and she 22). Like many men of his generation—and quite a few of later generations—BAS found it difficult to talk about women, particularly wives. Bob Santamaria was married to Helen for forty-one years—from October 1939 until her death on 16 December 1980 (having suffered from cerebral arteriosclerosis for the previous two years). Yet Helen Santamaria was barely mentioned in the first volume of BAS’s memoirs when published in 1981; apart, that is, from the dedication ‘To Helen’ and a reference in the introduction to the ‘debt of gratitude’ that the author owed to his ‘wife and children’. However, in the second edition of his biography, published in 1997, the author devoted two pages (out of a total of more than three hundred pages) to his personal life. There he wrote that he met Helen Power ‘as a junior librarian at the Central Catholic Library’:


 


When Frank Maher asked me to produce the roneoed news-sheet that passed as a Campion bulletin, I could write it, but I had the problem of finding someone to type and duplicate it. She offered to do the job, a task that brought me into contact with her each week and, gradually, daily. On my part, at least, the inevitable happened. I did not dream, for a moment, that it could be mutual. She was extremely pretty, her English—spoken as only the nuns at Genazzano [College] could teach their pupils to speak, without the pretentious accent that other schools imported [sic]—carried the qualities of a culture that went back to England, Ireland and, on one side of her family, the Indian Army. She was also extremely popular with the young males from Xavier College and the youthful society that congregated daily at the top of Glenferrie Road [Kew], so cleverly described by Janet McCalman in her book, Journeyings. I was not foolish enough to believe that I had any chance. I was visibly Italian, five feet five, spoke with a too-obviously Brunswick accent. I had no money with which to take her out nor any prospects. When she introduced me to her parents, although they were welcoming, and I perhaps too self-conscious, I could sense a certain disappointment. Fortunately things changed.


Here is Bob Santamaria again in self-deprecation mode. He ran a similar line in the Film Australia interview:


Robin Hughes: So you’ve been lucky with women in your life?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, that’s stupid, isn’t it? It’s absolutely true. I have been very lucky. And why that should be, I don’t know. Because if you look at me physically, I’m hardly the answer to a maiden’s prayer.


Robin Hughes: Oh, you have your qualities.


B.A. Santamaria: Oh, well, I know my limitations too.


When Jim McClelland heard of this exchange, he described Santamaria’s self-assessment as ‘bullshit’, and commented that such a charismatic type as BAS ‘wouldn’t have found it difficult, at any stage of his life, to get himself plenty of women’.


Bob Santamaria found it all but impossible to talk about Helen Santamaria (née Power) to Robin Hughes on camera. On the first day of recording, Santamaria was asked who was Helen Power. He replied, with some difficulty:


B.A. Santamaria: She came from an Irish family who’d been hit very badly by the Depression. And, oh well, we became friends and I married her. I was never able to work out why she married me, but that’s another question.


Robin Hughes: Why did you marry her?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, it’s—I can’t answer that.


Robin Hughes: But I mean it’s interesting … I can see you’re about to say ‘that’s a silly question’. But I’m trying to get a picture of the way you were making your choices and who you were. What sort of person would have attracted you; what you were looking for in a girl.


B.A. Santamaria: I wasn’t looking for anything in a girl. I wasn’t looking for a girl.


Robin Hughes: Right, okay. Well, that’s interesting in itself. So let me ask you that question again. So when you married Helen Power, why did you decide to marry her at that time?


B.A. Santamaria: It’s very difficult. I would have married her two years before then, if I could have. It’s very easy to say that I’ve always been a sucker for a pretty face. But there was much more to it than that. We had the same ideas … You can’t explain things more deeply than that. You know what I mean?


Robin Hughes: Yes, I do—except that it is also true that a lot of people … I mean, had you been out with other girls? Had you been?


B.A Santamaria: One. One.


After a couple more questions, Robin Hughes concluded that she had ‘got off on a bad foot’ and decided to leave the issue aside and ‘come back and talk about it’ at a later time.


Sometime later, Santamaria mentioned that Helen Power was ‘not a very robust woman’ and weighed ‘exactly 7 stone’ on the day they were married. Then, on the third and final day of the interview, Robin Hughes tried again—at the start of a new tape:


Robin Hughes: Your first wife came from a very different background from yours, didn’t she? What was that?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, racially, on her mother’s side it was Irish. On her father’s side, it was Irish too, originally—but there was quite a strong Indian Army background in that. So that there was a different sort of a culture. And my wife seemed to be a mixture of both of those, really. And that’s about really all that I can say about it, in terms of the difference. Her family had been very badly affected by the Depression. And she had to work and help to maintain them from as soon as she left school. [Coughs] And it was then that I met her. I really can’t say much more than that. [At this stage the tape was cut for around a minute.]


Robin Hughes: How did your first wife get on with your family, coming from a different background? What did she make of the Italian family in Brunswick?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, I can’t answer that because she never really told me. But she must have thought it was pretty strange. She actually got on very well with them, and particularly with my mother. So there was never a problem in that regard at all.


Robin Hughes: And what did her family think of you?


B.A. Santamaria: Well, if I’d been in their position, I would have been very disappointed at their daughter’s choice. Simply because—well, for the reasons that I’ve given you, basically. I had no real prospects. What I had done, humanly speaking, in taking on the job that Archbishop Mannix asked me to take on, was quite stupid. I didn’t realise it at that time. I’m glad I didn’t because I wouldn’t have taken it. But I would have thought that the background and the lack of financial prospects and the fact that I’d put up, the legal career that I thought I had, up for grabs. It wouldn’t have been a very strong recommendation to a girl’s parents. And I’m quite sure she had many better offers …


This comment provides another example of Santamaria’s self-deprecation. When Bob Santamaria became engaged to Helen Power in July 1938, he held the degrees of BA (Hons) and LLB. Only a minute proportion of Catholics in Australia would have been so well academically qualified. After completing his article clerks’ course in 1937 (which qualified him to practise law), he commenced full-time employment on 24 January 1938 as deputy director of the Australian National Secretariat of Catholic Action (ANSCA) in the Melbourne CBD. He had been personally chosen for this position, at the age of just over 22, by Archbishop Mannix. Moreover, with Dr Mannix’s approval, he had founded the Catholic Worker in February 1936. On any analysis, this was a young man with prospects—and a certain charisma. Moreover, BAS’s father was a successful small businessman.


A suburban family


There is little doubt that Bob Santamaria could have done extremely well at law, and made a lot of money in the process. Xavier Connor, who had a successful career at the Bar and later as a judge, knew Santamaria from his university days. The two took quite different stances in the mid-1950s while maintaining cordial personal relations. I asked Xavier Connor in 1999 how he believed Santamaria would have gone in the law. He replied immediately: ‘Very well indeed’, basically ‘because he was so adaptable; he could adapt himself to all situations’. Connor believed that, at the Bar, Santamaria would have been ‘very persuasive’ on account of the fact that he ‘could put a case very, very well’. He conceded that the Santamaria ‘rhetoric—whereby he brought Catholic farmers to their feet, cheering’ would not have worked at the Bar but acknowledged that ‘Bob would have picked up’ the appropriate style ‘in a flash’.


Certainly, Santamaria chose a career that brought in income well below his maximum earning capacity. Yet he did well enough. Moreover, Bob and Helen were blessed with a successful family. There was no reference to the Santamaria children in the inaugural edition of his autobiography. But they scored a (brief) mention in the second edition in the order of their birth—Cristina (September 1940), Mary Helen (May 1942), Catherine (December 1943 – October 2012), Bernadette (February 1946), Joseph (July 1948), Anne (October 1951), Bob (October 1954) and Paul (May 1957):


 


Cristina was to become a triple-certificated nurse before having ten children of her own. Mary Helen obtained a performer’s degree in music, was a professional musician, had five children and taught music at several schools before joining me to help with the Australian Family Association. Catherine graduated at Melbourne University and [became] Deputy Secretary of the Federal Department of Communications and the Arts. Bernadette, married with one child, also graduated at Melbourne before gaining her PhD in educational philosophy at Cambridge and is now deputy director of the John Plunkett Centre attached to St Vincent’s Hospital, Sydney. Joseph qualified for his degrees at Melbourne and Oxford, and took silk at the Victorian Bar in 1995. He has five children. Anne has four children, all born after she completed her degrees in arts, law and education at Melbourne University. Bob, having completed degrees in law and commerce in Melbourne, is now also the father of five children and a partner in the legal firm of Arthur Robinson and Hedderwicks. Paul is the father of four and a barrister practising at the Victorian Bar.


Bob Santamaria wrote that ‘as their parents had very little money, they all had to win their own way into tertiary studies’. It is true that the Santamaria family—headed by Bob and Helen—was not well off; but neither was it poor. Soon after their wedding, Bob and Helen settled at 23 Kyora Parade, North Balwyn, in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs—a modern house in a developing area. In the late 1940s, the family moved to 1 Tormey Street in the same suburb—but closer to the tram line. When I knew Bob Santamaria in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the family home was a fine Federation house at 1207 Burke Road, Kew. The Santamarias purchased the property in 1960. Bob Santamaria became the surviving proprietor in 1982. Soon after, the house was put on the market and, without BAS’s knowledge, was purchased at auction by Anne McIlroy (his daughter) and her husband. This made it possible to hold Bob Santamaria’s eightieth birthday celebration at the one-time family home.


The Santamaria family always seemed quite well off to me. The Burke Road residence was a fine home by any standards—even if its value was diminished somewhat by being situated on a main road. Moreover, from 1965 the Santamarias had a large, albeit not elaborate, beach house on the Esplanade at Mornington. In Melbourne in the late 1960s and early 1970s, only the relatively well-off owned holiday homes. In 1993, the beach house was relocated to Tallis Drive, Mornington, near Mills Beach.


Bob Santamaria, who loved the beach, even had his own bathing box. These unique structures, found on many Port Phillip Bay beaches, exist on the foreshore. They belong to individual ratepayers, who, in turn, pay the local council a small yearly fee—estimated in 2000 as a few hundred dollars. Traditionally, bathing boxes on Victorian beaches cannot be connected to mains water, gas or electricity. Nevertheless, they are much sought after. In January 1999 a box at Fisherman’s Beach in Portsea sold for a staggering $185 000. At the time the Age reported that Portsea auctioneer Warwick Anderson had first sold a Fisherman Beach bathing box in the early 1970s for $11 000. Mornington is not as fashionable as Portsea. However, bathing boxes are always sought after, even at Mornington. I remember visiting Bob Santamaria at his Mornington bathing box. He used it to read, in the shade, in between swims in Port Phillip Bay. It also provided a convenient site from which to monitor the activities of young children and, later, grandchildren when they were playing on the beach.


All the Santamaria children were educated at private Catholic schools. Cristina, Mary Helen, Catherine, Bernadette and Anne attended Genazzano College in Kew, which was run by the order of nuns called the Faithful Companions of Jesus (FCJ). Joseph, Bob and Paul were educated at Jesuit schools, Joseph solely at St Patrick’s, near the cathedral in East Melbourne. But when the Church authorities in Melbourne decided to close St Patrick’s in 1968, the Jesuits at Xavier College in Kew agreed to provide education for all St Patrick’s students at St Patrick’s fees—significantly less than Xavier’s usual fees. Bob and Paul completed their education at Xavier.


In the second volume of his memoirs, Bob Santamaria says that it ‘would have been impossible’ to provide such schooling to his children without ‘the help of the FCJ nuns, who—at the insistence of the Reverend Mother Dorothy Meagher—lifted almost the entire financial burden’ along with that ‘of the Jesuit Fathers’. Writing in the Weekend Australian after her father’s death, Mary Helen Woods commented:


 


There was never much money around in the early days. With eight children, our mother had to take great care with the family budget. This she did with grace and style, although it must have been hard for her. Things were made easier by some generous offers of help. The French Faithful Companions of Jesus nuns, who had educated her, and the Jesuits provided us children with an education which would otherwise have been out of reach. Our parents, and indeed we ourselves, were always grateful for this.


In the Daily Telegraph around the same time, Paul Santamaria recalled that ‘the boys were educated by the generosity of the Jesuit Fathers; the girls by the FCJ sisters in Kew’. The decision of the FCJ Sisters and Jesuit Fathers to provide free, or heavily discounted, education to the Santamaria children was of considerable financial benefit.


Catholic priests and sisters were not the only ones to provide support in kind to the Santamaria family. So did other Catholics who admired Archbishop Daniel Mannix and/or who supported the causes advocated by BAS. It was their way of saying ‘thanks’ to Santamaria for his opposition to communism, his support for state aid to non-government schools and other like causes.


Finances aside, the Santamarias experienced the life of many middle-class suburban families. When Paul Santamaria looked back, he recalled that: ‘In fact our family life was quite unremarkable; it was typically Australian involving school sport, the footy, the cricket and the beach.’ Grandson Damien Woods remembered that the man he referred to by the nickname ‘B.A.’ was ‘above and beyond all else … a husband, father, a grandfather and a great-grandfather’. He declared that he would ‘always remember him for who he was in those roles, the most important roles he ever played’.


When Bob married Dorothy


At 8.15 on the morning of 31 January 1945, an Australian National Airways twin-engine Stinson plane, flying between Essendon and Kerang and Mildura, crashed near Redesdale in central Victoria. According to eyewitness accounts, a wing broke away from the plane, following which the aircraft began to disintegrate in mid-air. The Stinson crashed on its back and immediately burst into flames. The two pilots were thrown clear on impact; both died instantaneously. The eight passengers, who remained in the body of the plane, were incinerated in the accident.


John Gordon Jensen was aboard the Stinson. Aged 29, he was the son of J.K. Jensen, Secretary of the Department of Munitions, and since March 1943 had been production manager of the Commonwealth ammunitions factory at Mildura. A graduate in engineering from Melbourne University, John Jensen had married Dorothy Brown the previous April. As a widow with a young daughter, Mrs Jensen obtained some part-time work typing for Santamaria from her home. Paul Duffy (who was Santamaria’s secretary for a brief period in the late 1940s) recalls dropping off and picking up papers at Dorothy Jensen’s small Richmond house. By the early 1950s, Dorothy Jensen obtained employment at the National Catholic Rural Movement and shortly after became Santamaria’s personal assistant—a position she retained for several decades. She was a highly gifted—but reserved—secretary who quickly came to understand the work requirements of the man whom she referred to as ‘the boss’.


On 3 February 1983, the recent widower married the long-time widow. Bob Santamaria explained his interpretation of the circumstances of the union to Robin Hughes:


 


Well, she [Dorothy Jensen] worked with me for more than thirty years. She was my secretary. And it came to the time when she came to the age of retirement and retired. And it was at about the same time that my wife died. And I thought that I knew her very well. And after three to four years, I thought it was pretty silly for her to be in one place and me to be in another place. And we could extend companionship to each other. And so that’s how it happened. I discovered, of course, that knowing a person as a secretary for thirty-odd years means you don’t know her at all. But she is a very equable and understanding person with whom I find it very pleasant to live.


It was an unusual comment. But, then, Santamaria was never good at talking about personal relations. Well before her retirement, Dorothy Jensen had acquired property of her own—also in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs. After their marriage, Bob and Dorothy moved to 282 Union Road, Balwyn—a four-bedroom, two-bathroom house that housed a reported 10 000 books. The property was sold soon after BAS’s death in April 1998 for $415 000. It was formally owned by Major Crest Pty Ltd, one of the Santamaria family companies. Until the onset of his terminal illness, Santamaria continued to holiday at his Mornington house near Mills Beach.


Certainly not a hewer of wood


Bob Santamaria liked to depict himself as a peasant. Others saw him differently—and attempted to bestow upon him honours of Church and State alike. His journalist friend Michael Barnard maintained that he had been offered a knighthood during the time of Malcolm Fraser’s government. Certainly Santamaria was nominated for an Australian honour in the early 1990s and, again, shortly before he died. I was asked to write a reference with respect to the early 1990s nomination, which I did. The late 1990s approach came with the strong endorsement of former Labor MP Clyde Cameron AO, an erstwhile political opponent. The dealings of the Honours Secretariat, attached to Government House, are supposed to be in-confidence. But on the weekend after Santamaria’s death, and before his State funeral, news leaked that BAS would posthumously receive Australia’s highest honour—the Companion of the Order of Australia (AC)—in the 1998 Queen’s Birthday list scheduled for release the following June.


Certainly the Council of the Order of Australia made a decision on an award soon after Santamaria’s death. In accordance with the prevailing guidelines, the then Governor-General (Sir William Deane) wrote to the Santamaria family to determine whether they wished the award conferred. The council can award posthumous honours provided there is a nomination in the system at the time of a person’s death. It is up to the next of kin to decide whether to accept an honour that is offered. It seems that the Santamaria family followed their father’s wishes and declined the invitation. He was not honoured in his lifetime or afterwards. But it was not for want of trying by his supporters.


BAS and the Santamarias were never well-to-do. But neither were they poor. Just middle-income and, in somewhat antiquated terminology, middle-class. Santamaria left an estate valued at $369 109.63. This included a Westpac bank account of $3060.75, personal effects valued at $40 000 and a $288 792 debt due from Major Crest Pty Ltd (which acted as the trustee of the Santamaria Family Trust). There was also some $37 256 owed to Santamaria from the National Civic Council as accrued sick leave and long-service leave. Bob Santamaria worked for—and was paid by—the NCC until he was older than 82. Until the onset of his terminal illness, BAS was never unemployed or retired and, consequently, never in need of a pension.


Class or status, like beauty, is very much in the eye of the beholder. Bob Santamaria may have considered himself a ‘peasant’. But, in his adult years, he lived a comfortable life in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs—from North Balwyn to Kew and finally Balwyn. He was one of the millions of immigrants—or children of immigrants—who did well in Australia and, in turn, contributed to the nation’s success. And, like most Australians, BAS never aspired to be chairman of BHP.
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Santa’s Spanish steps


‘You must be a Spaniard to understand. The heart of my race has been torn.’


Bob Santamaria at the Spanish Civil War debate, Melbourne University, 22 March 1937—as reported in the Argus, 23 March 1937


Bob Santamaria was not a Spaniard—just a brilliant orator who knew how to stir up a crowd by turning the switch to hyperbole. There was possibly some Spanish in the Santamaria genes. There was plenty of Italian—along with considerable acting ability, which is found in many a successful politician.


Marjorie Tipping remembers


Marjorie Tipping (née McCredie), just over a year younger than Bob Santamaria, was present in Melbourne University’s Public Lecture Theatre on Monday, 22 March 1937—the night of the Spanish Civil War debate. This became the most memorable event of Santamaria’s campus days—even though he was not by then a full-time university student, having completed his Arts (Hons) degree in 1934 and his Law degree in 1936. BAS had just commenced his articled clerks course in order to qualify for practice as a lawyer and was doing just one university subject—Procedure and Evidence.


The Melbourne University Debating Club commenced its 1937 program with the topic: ‘That the Spanish [Republican] Government is the ruin of Spain’. Bob Santamaria led for the affirmative, followed by Stan Ingwersen and Kevin T. Kelly (who summed up).


It’s fair to say that Marjorie McCredie did not like Bob Santamaria when they were fellow students at Melbourne University. And the passing of the years did not change her mind. Marjorie McCredie was a Protestant, educated at Presbyterian Ladies’ College in Melbourne. She described herself as ‘more Left than centre’ as a university student. In 1942 she married E.W. ‘Bill’ Tipping, who, like Santamaria, spent his final school years at St Kevin’s. I do not recall that Santamaria ever discussed Marjorie McCredie/Tipping with me. But he certainly had little time for her husband. I recall BAS telling me, on more than one occasion, that Bill Tipping had ‘sold his soul’ when he took a journalistic position with the Herald, Melbourne’s evening newspaper, initially while at university and later as a full-time journalist in 1939. By this BAS meant that Tipping had sold out to capitalism, dumping his Catholic social justice principles (but not his religious faith) in the process. From the early 1950s to the mid-1960s, Tipping wrote the popular ‘In Black and White’ column for the Herald. He died in 1970.


Santamaria held the view that working for the Herald (headed by Sir Keith Murdoch) in the 1930s and 1940s was incompatible with winning the world for Christ. In the early 1970s, BAS still used the Irish term ‘souper’ to brand Catholics who he believed had sold out their principles for money or social advancement. Irish ‘soupers’ had junked their Catholicism and converted to Protestantism at the time of the Great Famine in order to appease their British rulers. In return they received soup—or food aid. To Bob Santamaria, Bill Tipping was a modern-day ‘souper’, meaning that he had abandoned a commitment to working for the achievement of Catholic social principles so as to take up a career writing copy for Sir Keith Murdoch, who sat at the apex of the Melbourne Protestant Establishment.


In the mid-1930s, Marjorie McCredie regarded Bob Santamaria as a fascist. In later life she expressed the view that he had come to Melbourne University ‘with a chip on his shoulder’. She claimed that Santamaria ‘seems to have come second at St Kevin’s at everything’ and ‘resented the fact that “Tip” [Bill Tipping] was captain of the school and he [Santamaria] was the son of poor migrants who didn’t, sort of, quite make the grade’. When I spoke to Marjorie Tipping, she was in her early eighties. So the occasional lapse of memory is understandable. In fact, Bob Santamaria and Bill Tipping both made the grade at St Kevin’s. Santamaria won a Senior Government Scholarship in 1930 and was dux of the school the following year. Tipping was school captain in 1933 and won a Free Place that year.


In view of the evident Tipping–Santamaria animosity, Marjorie Tipping’s judgement of the events of 1937, insofar as Santamaria is concerned, should be viewed as those of a hostile witness. Nevertheless, her recall of the Spanish Civil War debate is similar to the contemporary report in the Argus, remembering, in particular, the theatrical performances of Bob Santamaria and Stan Ingwersen:


 


They [Bob Santamaria and Stan Ingwersen] walked up and down. I can remember them now. Ingwersen … had a gown. And Santamaria [was] much smaller and shorter. I can see him. He just swung his coat round—like this—and said: ‘But these are my people.’ And somebody was shouting out and said: ‘Aren’t you Italian?’ He just claimed, at that stage, to be Spanish. He posed like that [as Spanish] during all that time of the Spanish discussions. And it wasn’t for years later than I learnt that the name ‘Santamaria’ was … originally Spanish. But they … were known as Italians in Melbourne.


The young Santamaria seems to have had an inspired imagination. The evidence suggests that he did attempt to pass himself off as Spanish at Melbourne University circa 1937. Yet, two years later, he wrote a thoughtful article for the Australasian Catholic Record titled ‘The Italian Problem in Australia’. There he presented himself as a Catholic of Italian background who had witnessed religious practices on the island of Salina when he visited there, as a very young boy:


 


The writer can personally bear witness to the important role in the social life of the inhabitants of one small island in the Lipari group, played by one of the festivals of Our Lady. For the best part of a week all work ceased, not only on this island but to a large extent in the surrounding islands. There was an influx of the inhabitants of the other islands into Salina, and the whole week was devoted to spectacular processions, band recitals and picture shows dominated (both of which were an exceptional treat to the islanders at that date). The most significant point is that for the best part of the week, all secular activities were suspended in honour of Our Lady.


Once a fascist?


Santamaria’s only reported involvement in campus politics—before the onset of the Spanish Civil War—turned on his attitude to fascism. In the early 1930s, this was a difficult issue for a young man of Italian heritage. Throughout his public life, it was sometimes alleged of Bob Santamaria that he was—for a time at least—of fascist inclination. This point was made most strongly by Philip Noel in the left-wing Monash University newspaper Lot’s Wife on 16 April 1973. The cover featured a crude drawing of B.A. Santamaria nailed to a cross, accompanying the byline ‘Easter Special: Santamaria Nailed’. Noel’s article, entitled ‘Santamaria’s Fascist Background’, ran across the two middle pages—above a reproduction of Pablo Picasso’s Guernica. The author relied on reports in Farrago, of four decades previously, to establish that Santamaria ‘was an activist and vocal apologist for fascism at Melbourne University, where he studied’. The caption to the Guernica reproduction declared that ‘Santamaria often expressed his admiration for Franco.’ There is no evidence that BAS ever said he admired Franco.


The Lot’s Wife allegations were based on two sources only. On 13 June 1934, Farrago printed an abstract of a speech that Santamaria was to give at a forthcoming forum of the Public Questions Society. There he defined fascism as a ‘revolutionary’ force resisting the principles of ‘laissez-faire’ economics and ‘the capitalist conception of the state’. He continued:


 


Fascism is opposed to … the parliamentary system, to universal suffrage, and to the so-called free press. Where international peace is concerned, Fascism similarly rebels against the methods of the last century. These were tinged by the vague humanitarian spirit which expressed itself in such fine phrases as the brotherhood of man. Fascism asserts that international peace is not a matter of fine phrases, but of the elimination of economic rivalries between the nations. This can only be achieved by the formation of self-sufficient national groups.


Then, on 4 July 1934, Farrago reported a debate in which Bob Santamaria had participated on 25 June. The topic: ‘That Fascism is nerts’. (‘Nerts’ was a contemporary slang word meaning ‘no good’.) Chester Wilmot took the affirmative; Bob Santamaria the negative. According to the Farrago report:


 


Mr Santamaria contended … that Fascism, by upholding private property and so giving men an interest in their work, tended to render more efficient the processes of production. The effectiveness of the methods of private enterprise received striking confirmation from the fact that even in Soviet Russia, the Government had been forced to make concessions to men’s self interest. Fascism, further, avoided the abuses which result from unbridled economic competition by the exercise of a rigid state control over economic processes. Thus the fascist way out of the present economic crisis was a combination of private enterprise and state control.


In the event, a majority of those in attendance decided that fascism was not ‘nerts’. Bob Santamaria had prevailed over the soon-to-be-famous journalist Chester Wilmot. And fascism, in 1934, had been defended—on the Melbourne University campus, at least.


Philip Noel overlooked one other contemporary source. On 18 April 1934, Santamaria participated in another debate in which he defended Benito Mussolini but attacked both Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin. According to the Farrago report on this debate, Santamaria was impressed by the ability of the Italian Fascist leader to bring ‘under his control the industrial and scientific forces’ and to constrain ‘business magnates and financial mountebanks’. However, BAS declared that Italy—unlike Germany or Russia—tolerated ‘racial and religious minorities’. For this, praise was due to Mussolini—the ‘finance statesman and idealist’.


In 1973, shortly after the publication of the Lot’s Wife article, Bob Santamaria personally expressed disappointment that no one had defended him from the Noel attack. Next time the allegation surfaced in print, a defence was made. In 1980, Gianfranco Cresciani’s Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Italians in Australia: 1922–1945 was published. There were a couple of references to Santamaria in the text. But the key criticism of him occurred in a footnote containing the following quote from an interview with Judah Waten on 29 May 1973: ‘Fascist activities were conspicuous at some universities. At the University of Melbourne, B.A. Santamaria, then a law student, was the leader of the group which promoted Fascism among the students and disrupted anti-Fascist meetings at the university. He also edited the Catholic Worker, a strongly anti-Communist Church organ.’


This time around, the Melbourne Catholic weekly the Advocate published a review of Cresciani’s book by the Canberra based Vicki Dunne (nee Scarrabelotti). Dunne, whose family was of Italian heritage, was friendly with Kevin T. Kelly. In 1980, Kelly was no fan of BAS, but clearly did not want the Campion Society associated with Cresciani’s smear.  He briefed Dunne on the Campions. She commented in her review that ‘the only university organisation to which Mr Santamaria belonged … was the Campion Society, which never broke up a single meeting and which only by a stretch of the wildest imagination could be regarded as fascist’. Dunne also noted that the Catholic Worker was not a ‘Church organ’. Both points were correct. However, she missed one soft target. As a Communist Party member and long-time Stalinist, Judah Waten was hardly an appropriate source from whom to draw untested conclusions about anti-communist Santamaria’s political activities and beliefs. Yet Waten was the only source cited in support of Cresciani’s damaging and undocumented assertion.
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