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PRAISE FOR UNHOLY FURY


‘An utterly compelling story wonderfully told. A new prime minister, Australia’s first Labor head of government in almost a quarter of a century, confronts a wilful, no less spiteful US president newly re-elected yet one already under siege to domestic events which ultimately destroy him. The visitor is determined to set Australia on a more independent foreign policy. Washington, grown used to sycophants from Canberra, is equally adamant to bring him to heel. James Curran has written one of the most important books of recent memory.’


Alan Ramsey


‘This path-breaking book is filled with revelations and insights. It is the story of Australia coming to maturity.’


Paul Kelly, Editor at Large, The Australian


‘This important book reveals for the first time the full depth of the rift between Australia and its key ally during the Whitlam years. Enlightening and entertaining in equal measure, sparkling with wit and insight, Unholy Fury shows how Gough Whitlam’s effort to redefine the alliance so antagonised the Nixon administration that it considered abandoning ANZUS altogether. Drawing on rich research in newly declassified sources in both countries, the book provides a compelling, sometimes laugh-out-loud account of the personalities and politics of the era—and offers much to ponder for anyone interested in the Australian—US relationship today.’


Barbara Keys, Associate Professor of History, University of Melboune


‘Unholy Fury is both an elegant and illuminating account of a crucial moment in Australian and American diplomatic history, and a much-needed meditation on the tangle of risk and politics at the heart of the ANZUS alliance.’


Michael Wesley, Professor of International Affairs, Director,
Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific


‘The Australian–American relationship has probably only suffered one really bad moment: and this is it, the subject of James Curran’s superbly researched and written account of the Nixon—Whitlam era. It’s more than a history of this moment, however. It’s a book about the dilemma both Australia and America face in managing an alliance relationship—bristling with dangers as well as mutual advantage.’


Bob Carr
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(MUP, 2004)


‘a rare and welcome beast: a work of scholarship that is eminently and compellingly readable’.


Adelaide Review


‘Curran … is persuasive in showing how much ideas matter. This comprehensive history of the stories our prime ministers have told is essential reading.’


James Walter, Age


‘An important, intriguing book that demonstrates how politicians have wrestled with the idea of what makes an Australian and how we should relate to the world since the 1940s … Curran is a subtle thinker who has distilled meaning from a mass of documents


Stephen Matchett, Weekend Australian


‘this important book is not only a significant contribution to the identity debate and to prime ministerial biography but to contemporary Australian history. Curran has succeeded in showing how prime ministers from Curtin and Chifley to Keating and Howard have interpreted Australian history, Australian society and Australia’s place in the world.’


NSW History Awards, 2005
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With Stuart Ward (MUP, 2010)


‘this excellent study … presents what is likely to be an influential interpretation of an important aspect of the recent past … a significant book, and certainly a landmark.’


Frank Bongiorno, History Australia


‘illuminating and entertaining … this book sheds new light on the political, cultural and intellectual history of the post-war period in Australia’.


Prime Minister’s Prize for Australian History, 2011


A ‘thoughtful book … Curran and Ward show skill in handling the history of ideas’.


Geoffrey Blainey, Spectator Australia


CURTIN’S EMPIRE
(Cambridge University Press, 2011)


‘a fine and important book … sheds new light on the shadowy and evasive Curtin’.


Hugh White, American Review


‘an elegant mix of scholarly research and accessible prose … an important addition to Australia’s history’.


Canberra Times


‘Curran is one of a number of historians who have identified this phenomenon of British race patriotism, which exercised such a powerful influence in this first half of the last century and is so incomprehensible today.’


Stuart Macintyre, Australian Book Review
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‘He’s one of the peaceniks … [and] certainly putting the
Australians on a very, very dangerous path.’


PRESIDENT RICHARD NIXON ON GOUGH WHITLAM, DECEMBER 1972


 


‘For all its enduring importance, adherence to ANZUS
does not constitute a foreign policy.’


GOUGH WHITLAM, JANUARY 1973


 


‘He is a bastard.’


HENRY KISSINGER ON GOUGH WHITLAM, JULY 1974




 


1


‘ON THE RIGHT SIDE’:
NIXON IN AUSTRALIA


In October 1953 the United States vice president, Richard Milhous Nixon, arrived in Australia as part of an extensive tour of Asia and the Pacific. He was the most senior serving American politician ever to visit the country. Coming only eight years after the end of World War II and barely two years after the signing of the ANZUS treaty in September 1951, Nixon’s arrival served as a powerful reminder of American triumph in the battles of the Pacific and a symbol of the US commitment to Australia in a dangerous Cold War world. During a seventy-day international odyssey Nixon also called in on nineteen other countries, as well as Hong Kong and the Japanese island of Okinawa. None of these places had ever before had a visit from an American vice president or president. For a political figure whose later time in the Oval Office would come to be dominated by Asia, the trip was an unprecedented opportunity to meet many of the leaders with whom he would do business over the next two decades. It gave him a chance, he later recalled, to ‘assess Asian attitudes toward the emerging colossus of Communist China’. Nixon, who was well known for his relentless anti-communist crusade on the American home front, was now stepping onto the world stage.1


During his short time in Australia, Nixon visited Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra, meeting with Prime Minister Robert Menzies and the federal Cabinet, Opposition leader HV Evatt and a number of trade union leaders. He addressed Australian parliamentarians at a lunch in Canberra, sat in on Question Time, laid a wreath at the war memorial and visited a nearby sheep station where he saw shearers in full cry. In Melbourne, the local press badgered him for his inability to hold a cricket bat properly during a visit to the Melbourne Cricket Ground while he inspected the progress of preparations for the 1956 Olympics. ‘Oh, No, Mr Nixon, Not that way!’ blared the Argus, its reporter marvelling at the vice president’s ‘mock cricket strokes’, as he held the bat and swung it ‘violently in a baseballer’s grip over his shoulder several times’. Flattering his hosts, Nixon told Australians to ignore the criticism and inevitable wrangles that came with the organisation of a world sporting event. ‘You’ll hold the best Olympic Games ever’, he said. ‘You have the climate, the stadium and one other asset—you have a wonderfully sports-minded people’.2


The vice president was characteristically meticulous in preparing for each leg of his Asian tour. He carried with him a message of goodwill from President Eisenhower and came armed with rhetoric of reassurance for regional friends and allies. En route to Australia he read of the country’s struggle to emerge from the physical and psychological horrors of the Pacific War. The Australians had ‘not forgotten the Japanese bombing of Darwin, nor the cruelties of prisoner of war camps’. Though his hosts were concerned by the threat of Communist China and Soviet Russia, ‘the average Australian still thinks of Japan as the historic enemy’, an anxiety which was ‘but one aspect of the fear that the “teeming millions” of Asia might be attracted to the relatively empty spaces of Northern Australia’. Both political parties ‘fully realize that Australia’s security depends on firm ties with the United States … even if history, geography and the current power structure in the Pacific did not dictate that Australian foreign policy align itself closely with that of the United States, the similar democratic social institutions of the two countries would inevitably lead them to see world problems in much the same light’.3 In short, he was on the terra firma of a future staunch ally.


Nixon’s credentials as a Cold War warrior were impeccable, and he gave full voice to this ideological fervour during a live radio broadcast over the ABC. He was speaking to a society which, much like his own, believed communism posed a fundamental threat to liberal democracy, religion and property. In the face of what many perceived to be an existential threat to their values and way of life, Nixon emphasised that the United States and Australia were ‘on the right side … the side of freedom of justice’.4 His country had ‘no intention of constituting itself as the sole bastion of military strength for the free world’. In a further clarion call for western unity, he said ‘we must stand together or we will fall together … the only people concerned in dividing us are the men in the Kremlin’. Addressing the people during his nationwide radio talk, Nixon assured them of American resolve in meeting this challenge, a homily honed over many years: ‘the only major threat to the peace of the world today’, he told listeners, ‘is the international Communist conspiracy, with its power centre in the Soviet Union’. History had shown that ‘four times since they came to power in 1917 the Communists have talked peace while in reality preparing for war. We don’t want to be fooled … we cannot let down our guard’.5 It was a classic enunciation of the lessons of Munich for Cold War geopolitics. Like many of his contemporaries in America, Europe and Australia, Nixon argued that the pusillanimous response of western leaders to the rise of Hitler in the 1930s, and especially at the September 1938 Munich conference, was a catastrophic loss of nerve that caused World War II and must not be repeated. If unchecked, the Kremlin’s ambition, like Hitler’s armies, would sweep all before it. Soviet aggression had to be stopped and the spread of communism contained. ‘Appeasement’ was no longer an option.


Not all, however, were entirely enthusiastic about Nixon’s presence in Australia. Local officials in Canberra were sorely disappointed that their distinguished guest seemed oblivious to a memorial then under construction on Russell Hill: a soaring column surmounted by an emblematic eagle to mark Australian gratitude for America’s defence of the country in World War II. A surprised and somewhat embarrassed Nixon hastily inserted a line into his radio broadcast to give ‘heartfelt thanks’ to the Australian people, saying how ‘moved’ he had been by this tribute to America’s ‘fighting men’.6 The memorial still towers over the Defence Department complex in Canberra today.


A FRIENDSHIP OF MUTUAL RESPECT


American diplomats spoke glowingly of Nixon’s ‘substantive and courageous talk’ to politicians in Canberra, but the rhetoric did not soothe every ear. Menzies told the British high commissioner, Sir Stephen Holmes, that while the speech was ‘admirably phrased and produced’, he had been aghast to learn from journalists travelling with the vice president that it was Nixon’s eleventh performance of the same act. Clearly the prime minister, himself a silken orator, believed that the visiting vice president should have crafted a speech uniquely for his Australian audience. But Menzies also confided to Holmes that Nixon ‘did not have a clue’ about what being in government meant. Such a verdict on Nixon’s lack of experience in high office was, however, overwhelmed by Menzies’ ongoing doubts about America’s rapid rise to global pre-eminence, and what that meant for the role and responsibility of the British Commonwealth. In their private conversation, the prime minister told Nixon he was ‘worried that the United States had assumed responsibility with unprecedented power’, a clear indication of his ongoing unease about American credentials for world leadership. Nevertheless he added that ‘Though he was British to [the] bootheels, we must work together in the Pacific’.7 No doubt, too, Menzies was frustrated by Nixon’s handling of delicate questions put to him during the meeting with ministers, when the vice president deftly dodged the thorny topics of why American tariffs were hurting Australian farmers, and why Washington was refusing to share atomic secrets with the British government. News of Nixon’s arrival in the country had jostled for space with headlines detailing the detonation of Britain’s first atomic weapon at Woomera in the South Australian desert.


On the other hand, this Australian prime minister would not be quickly forgotten by Richard Nixon. In his private, handwritten notes from the visit, Nixon wrote warmly of Menzies being ‘big, blue-eyed and grey haired’, ‘good at cutting people to size’, and ‘nice to the common people’.8 Later, in his memoirs, Nixon added that Menzies had made an ‘indelible impression’ on him during this 1953 visit. He was convinced that, had he been born in Britain, Menzies ‘would have been a great British prime minister in the tradition of Winston Churchill’.9 An appraisal of Menzies in his subsequent book Leaders was even more glowing, Nixon describing his friend being ‘as big as all Australia in body as well as spirit and outlook’. But along with Menzies’ knack for repartee and his talent in the art of conversation—on that skill Nixon ranked him highest amongst all the world leaders he had met—there was praise for his oratorical prowess, staunch anti-communism, even his contempt for the press and big business.


A deeper current, however, flowed through their respective political lives. ‘Like so many other great leaders’, Nixon wrote, ‘Menzies was toughened by his years in the wilderness. When he took power again, he was much more confident of his abilities and sure of his goals’.10 That theme, of rejection and isolation followed by electoral redemption, was the narrative that bound these two leaders together. It was a shared experience, a tale in which two prominent political figures, both deemed finished after previous stints in leadership roles, return in triumph to dominate the stage in their respective countries. It was an experience often discussed at their meetings over that decade and into the next. No Australian leader with whom Nixon would subsequently deal—be it John Gorton, Billy McMahon or Gough Whitlam—could ever have hoped to attain the cherished place occupied by Menzies in Nixon’s pantheon of world leadership. Indeed, it would be fair to say that in Richard Nixon’s eyes, Robert Menzies was the epitome of the Australian statesman.


So began a friendship of mutual respect between the two men that was to last until the late 1970s. After this first meeting in Canberra, Nixon and Menzies were to meet regularly during the Australian leader’s trips to the United States and the two would often correspond, send each other their respective books, and swap notes on the political issues of the day. Speaking to the House of Representatives in August 1959, Menzies spoke of the ‘several long talks’ he had with the vice president on his latest trip to Washington, praising his ‘bold approach to international problems’. Menzies was referring specifically to Nixon’s visit to Latin America in 1958—where his motorcade was viciously attacked by angry rioters in Venezuela—and to the famous kitchen debate between Nixon and Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow, in which the two had squared off in an impromptu debate over the respective merits of capitalism and communism. The vice president’s approach, Menzies said, was one that ‘commends itself to the Australian mind. It is quite clear that [Nixon] is a great believer in going to the seat of the trouble and meeting other people freely and frankly … this seems to me to be essential in the near future of the world’.11 Although these were plaudits typical of a leader in an alliance with a great power, the compliment was returned. Nixon wrote in praise of TIME magazine’s cover story on Menzies in April 1960, saying he had been most pleased by the article’s ‘frank recognition that the conservative economic policies which your government has so courageously and effectively applied have been primarily responsible for Australia’s remarkable progress since World War II’.12 And in early February 1969, only a matter of weeks after Nixon’s inauguration as president, Menzies was the guest of honour at a specially convened White House dinner, along with Secretary of State William Rogers, National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger and former Republican presidential candidate Thomas Dewey. As Menzies recounted to his daughter, ‘the new president and all the others put questions to me and were anxious to get my views’. Writing subsequently to Nixon in appreciation, the former Australian leader expressed confidence to his long-time friend that ‘the team you have around you will be highly successful and … you will play a notable part in the administration of your great country’.13 The Nixon—Menzies relationship was much more than a link born of mutual appreciation and admiration: they were the essence of an Australian and American Cold War conservative political culture in which the way to handle the challenges of domestic politics, the region and the world tended to merge.


On the other side of Australian politics, however, it was a very different story. Before his 1953 visit to Australia, the State Department in Washington warned the vice president of ‘elements within the Labor party [which] consider the Menzies government too acquiescent to American leadership on international issues’. Nixon’s summary of Labor leader Evatt was blunt: he was a ‘difficult man’, one that the United States needed to ‘cultivate’.14 His public broadcast, however, reserved special praise for Australia’s trade unions and their ‘cleaning out [of] the Communists’, the visit coming at a time when Australia itself remained divided over the threat of internal subversion. Two years earlier, Menzies had launched an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to ban the Communist Party in Australia. Nixon later commented that the talks held with officials of the labour movement were among the most important of his brief stay.15 No matter how much this Asian trip was meant to allow him the opportunity to broaden his outlook beyond the red-baiting for which he was so well known, time and again he returned to his cherished theme: dealing with the enemy at the gates.16


But with memories of those ‘nerve-racking years’ of the Pacific war still so fresh, journalists in Australia wove the presence of the American ‘second in command’ into a ready-made narrative about wartime cooperation and shared interests in uncertain times.17 Nixon’s stay was seen as ‘eloquent testimony to America’s undiminished interest in, and friendship for, her continental neighbour in the South-West Pacific’. It was reassuring for Australians to ‘find President Eisenhower’s deputy expressing his opinion that “this great country of yours is as indispensible to our security as we are to your security”’.18 This was precisely the language that Australian leaders wanted to hear: the words of mutual reassurance, rhetoric which satisfied a deep and longstanding Australian desire for great power protection in a region seen as threatening and unstable. As one editorial stated, the vice president might have had an exacting programme, but he would certainly ‘have time to realise that the alliance means far more to Australians than a formal treaty’.19 Or, as another scribe mused, Nixon’s ‘impressions of Australia, however fleeting, are likely to become President Eisenhower’s impressions of Australia. On that basis his coming could have limitless consequences for this country’.20


That might have been nothing more than the throwaway line of an excited journalist, but in the succeeding decades, Richard Nixon was to have a major influence on Australia, its political leaders and the nation’s place in the world. And for one politician listening to the vice president’s luncheon address in Canberra during that visit, those consequences were to prove profound indeed.


A DIFFERENT VIEW OF THE COLD WAR IN ASIA


In October 1953 Gough Whitlam was not even one year into his first term in the federal parliament. Elected to the western Sydney seat of Werriwa at a by-election in November the previous year, he had only recently made his first speech to the House of Representatives on international affairs. A veteran of World War II, in which he served with the Royal Australian Air Force, Whitlam spoke a very different language to Nixon about the coming of the Cold War to Asia. He had little time for the rhetoric of fear and dread, and did not see Asian communism as an insidious kind of red lava, seeping into Australia from the north. He understood that the region around his country was changing—and quickly. The retreat of the European empires and the rise of new nations were to be welcomed: ‘The best way to deal with any red menace, as we so glibly term it, is to give [the emerging nations] self-government.’ The new Asian states, he went on, were ‘entitled to self-government within the world community of nations, the United Nations, of which Australia is one’.21 Whitlam was laying out the foundations of his own world-view, one which combined hard-headed realism—he argued consistently that the Soviet Union and China were part of the irreversible facts of great power politics—with liberal internationalism, which looked above all to foster international understanding and cooperation among nations.22


Whitlam’s first speech on these questions—one month before Nixon’s arrival in Australia—responded to a statement by the minister for external affairs, Richard Casey. Casey was reporting on the outcomes from the first ANZUS council meeting, a forum of Australian and American officials established when the treaty had been signed. The debate, Whitlam recalled, was ‘characterised by unanimity on ANZUS’.23 But the member for Werriwa took the opportunity to reflect on the workings of the pact, defending the exclusion from it both of Britain and other European powers who had interests in the Pacific. In a phrase that betrayed a certain ambivalence about the treaty itself, Whitlam added that ‘if it had to come about’, the arrangement was ‘wisely limited’ to the three signatory countries: the United States, Australia and New Zealand. He also delivered a mild rebuke to the Americans, though one firmly couched within a certain appreciation for their world role: ‘Traditionally’, he intoned, ‘the United States of America has sympathy for peoples who are seeking self-government’. He regretted, however, that ‘at the present time it does not seem always to show such sympathy in every part of the world’. The new member of the Australian parliament was taking aim at aspects of the United States’ Cold War policy in Asia, one which in his view too often saw not the assertion of political and cultural independence, but the threat of monolithic communism. And in a direct reference to Articles IV and V of the treaty—those that provided for consultation in the event of an armed attack on one or the other in the Pacific area—Whitlam sounded the alarm. It is ‘quite plain’, he said, ‘that there is cause for us to review some features of the Anzus [sic] pact. We should consider the implications of it’:


 


The terms of Article V of the treaty are very wide. They contain the words An armed attack on the armed forces, public vessels or aircraft of any of the parties in the Pacific. Are we to be embroiled on behalf of the Americans if there is an armed attack on any United States armed forces in an area where they are conducting some unilateral campaign, and is the United States of America to be embroiled on our behalf if there is any attack on our forces in, for instance, Malaya? I merely put it, without expressing any concluded opinion, that in the light of the events of last year, this matter must give us serious pause.24


 


These were prescient questions, and it was a brave politician to speak such language in the febrile environment of the Cold War, particularly in a parliament where those who dared question American intentions were quickly denounced as disloyal. Although Whitlam was expressing a traditional Labor fear of being automatically caught up in a war to support its great and powerful allies, his remarks came in the wake of the cease-fire in Korea and as momentum was gathering to end the French intervention in Indochina. In essence, he was pointing out the dangers for Australia in aligning itself too closely to US policy; highlighting the risk of becoming involved in another war in the very region so vital to Australia’s postwar security interests; and asking whether the much-vaunted spirit of reciprocity in the treaty had any real meaning.


Two decades later, in July 1973, Whitlam and Nixon would meet in Washington DC as the leaders of their respective countries: the Republican president in his second term, the Labor Party leader as Australia’s twenty-first prime minister. But at that meeting they faced a very different global outlook. The rigid bipolarity of the Cold War was coming under strain. In its place was emerging a new multipolar world, with separate if overlapping centres of power. Russia and China had split and were publicly brawling, while the European Community had become a separate centre of economic power. Japan was emerging as the second greatest economy in the world and therefore a potential global power in its own right. The OPEC countries were a force to be reckoned with, while Asian, African and Caribbean nations were pressing their own claims in the United Nations and elsewhere. Although the United States and the Soviet Union retained the capacity to annihilate each other with their arsenal of nuclear weapons, the once stark ideological fault lines of the Cold War had at least been substantially qualified.


Even so, the events of twenty years before, when Nixon had been in Australia, remained something of a point of reference for both men. During their meeting in the Oval Office, Nixon noted: ‘Whatever our problems may be today, it is a better world today that it was back in 1953’. Whitlam too said that he remembered listening to Nixon’s Canberra address: ‘I knew then’, he added, ‘that a glittering future lay before you’.25


Never mind that Nixon’s political star was fading rapidly at this time in the wake of damaging revelations over the Watergate scandal: Whitlam’s sweet talk could not mask the mutual suspicion or allay the deep antagonism which had developed between them. By July 1973, those differences, and in particular explosive disagreements over the prosecution of the war in Vietnam, would ultimately plunge the American–Australian alliance into its greatest ever crisis. Their meeting in Washington that July followed a period of stress in the relationship unknown previously or since. And yet earlier that decade these two protagonists had developed the same sense of strategic foresight to end Communist China’s isolation. Now, in the hands of these two powerful, enigmatic and ultimately flawed leaders, an alliance that had endured the heights of the Cold War was veering dangerously off course and seemed headed for destruction. Far from seeing Australia as being ‘on the right side’, Nixon now saw the country as a virtual deserter from the west, even placing it second on his so-called ‘shit list’ of least favourite countries.


But the clash between Gough Whitlam and Richard Nixon over the end of the Vietnam war and the shape of a new Asia was by no means ordained by fate. Nor were the icy winds that blew through the Australian-American relationship in the early 1970s simply due to the ideological differences between a Republican president and a Labor prime minister, though differing ideas about politics and international affairs were certainly a factor. Indeed, in more than one respect, these two leaders had a great deal in common. Both saw the opportunities this more fluid world created, and both had the boldness to seize the moment and so recast their nation’s foreign policies, not least in welcoming détente with the Soviet Union and reaching an accommodation with Communist China. Both Whitlam and Nixon knew that their nation’s destiny lay in Asia. Both, too, were leaders prepared to stare down their parties and overturn the conventional wisdom. And although Whitlam had not tasted serious political defeat, he too, like Nixon had wandered through the bleak woods of the political wilderness for long enough. But these leaders differed profoundly on the way in which the new strategic context was to be managed and shaped. What emerged were two very different approaches to managing the end of the Cold War in East Asia. In contrast to Richard Nixon’s commitment to power politics, Gough Whitlam saw the world from a progressive point of view.


TROUBLE IN THE ALLIANCE


This book tells the story of that rift. It portrays a bitter clash between the two men and their respective visions of the world, exposing for the first time the depth of frustration and mistrust on both sides of the Pacific. The war in Vietnam was by no means the only sticking point between Australia and the United States in this era. Across a broad range of issues, all of which were central to how both nations saw their role in the world and their future in Asia, it became apparent that the harmony of aims and interests that characterised the alliance during the Cold War had come to an abrupt and acrimonious end. This divergence was at its sharpest and most intense from the time Gough Whitlam became prime minister in late 1972 until his visit to Washington the following year, but the controversy stirred up by these early tensions continued to trouble the alliance until the middle of the decade. It is worth recalling that of all the international ‘crises’ that occupied his time as CIA director in this period—flashpoints in the Middle East, coups in Cyprus and Portugal, and a nuclear explosion in India—William Colby felt compelled to add to his list of potential troubles ‘a left-wing and possibly antagonistic government in Australia’.26 Indeed, as this book will show, there is evidence to suggest that Nixon and senior administration officials in Washington, in the light of what they saw as unreasonable truculence and intransigence on the part of a junior ally, and fearful that the continued presence of US intelligence facilities on Australian soil was under grave threat, gave more than a passing thought to abandoning ANZUS altogether. Until now, Australians have not known the true force of this American frustration and fury.


The dramatic deterioration in relations was most apparent in the realm of foreign affairs, where Whitlam wanted Australia to exercise more freedom of movement both inside and outside the alliance. This included support for new forms of regional forums that did not include the United States, and zones of peace and neutrality in South-East Asia and the Indian Ocean that aimed to reduce superpower rivalry in Australia’s backyard. But the friction in the alliance also had consequences in the economic sphere, where the new Labor government’s narrative of ‘buying back the farm’ imposed more stringent conditions on American investment in the country and pressured American multinational companies to appoint local, rather than American, chief executives. And in keeping with his desire to identify with the ‘new nationalism’, Whitlam also demanded more Australian content on television and asked that American-owned cinema chains show more home-grown product in Australia.27


Tempers on both sides frayed. The cooperative spirit of the Cold War alliance was quickly replaced by a flurry of insults and barbs flowing freely back and forth across the Pacific. Some of Whitlam’s senior ministers, their throats inflamed by the president’s decision to bomb North Vietnam in December 1972, accused the White House of being run by ‘maniacs’ and ‘thugs’; Nixon labelled the Australian leader a ‘peacenik’ while Henry Kissinger dismissed Whitlam, with barely concealed contempt, as hardly a ‘heavyweight’. The spat even spilled onto the waterfront, where for a period of nearly two weeks over the Christmas-New Year period of 1972–73, Australian maritime unions refused to unload visiting American ships—a move duly reciprocated by their counterparts in the United States. Elsewhere, an American businessman—the managing director of Chrysler, no less—was sent home in disgrace for criticising Labor’s new policies. The tensions even made an appearance at the annual Logies television awards in early 1973, when American actor Glenn Ford, visiting the country as a guest of honour for the ceremony, refused to shake hands with the minister for the media, the Labor stalwart Doug McLelland. On stage, Ford was overheard telling him: ‘I don’t like what your government is saying about my country and the way it is trying to put American actors out of work.’28 Never before had such an atmosphere of pervasive acrimony cast so long a shadow over the relationship.


The timing was critical. A new, beamingly confident government in Canberra faced an administration in Washington bleeding from war weariness and political scandal. In late 1972 Gough Whitlam was enjoying his first heady moments of real power. Prime minister at last, he had won office on the back of a promise to ‘take Australia forward to her rightful, proud, secure and independent place in the future of our region’.29 The new leader wanted to reshape Australian foreign policy and refashion the relationship with the United States. For him, the world emerging from the ashes of Vietnam offered an exciting opportunity to recast the national image and lift Australia’s reputation abroad. Whitlam wanted to transcend the Cold War mentality with its fears and phobias and make Australia more truly a part of its own region. What his country needed, he was to tell one American audience, was an ‘ideological holiday’.30 He wanted a ‘new maturity’ in the alliance and a ‘new internationalism’ in world affairs. There was to be ‘real and deep’ change to how Australia would perceive and interpret its national interests and international obligations, its alliances and friendships.31 But this was no will o’ the wisp dalliance with the levers of policy. It was neither a language designed to make Australians simply feel good about themselves, nor a brash, raw nationalism chafing against its great ally. As Opposition leader, Whitlam had patiently constructed a coherent, alternative vision of Australian foreign affairs; as prime minister, he was single-minded in his determination to lock it into place.


Whitlam may have been less emotional about the US alliance, but he was not inclined to indulge in the anti-American sermons characteristic of some on the Labor left. In the 1950s and 1960s he had been a regular visitor to Washington and had developed a relationship of trust with American leaders and officials. Although his intellectual interests were first and foremost in the classics, with an imagination fired by the ancient Greek virtue of arete and the Roman humanitas—the pursuit of excellence and an abiding enthusiasm for civilisation—he professed deep American sympathies. When Whitlam spoke of his political philosophy, he argued that the core value linking the modern parties of social reform to the American and French revolutions was their shared ‘tradition of optimism about the possibility of human reason’.32 During a Fourth of July speech delivered while he was prime minister, he identified the birth of the American republic as a ‘watershed in human history’. In the two centuries since, he added, ‘nothing has diminished the power and splendour of the words of the American declaration of independence’.33 Whitlam had also expressed his admiration for Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal policies of the 1930s, which pulled the United States out of the worldwide depression.34 And when the purchase of Jackson Pollock’s Blue Poles caused a sensation in 1974 on account of its $1.3 million price tag and abstract expressionist style, he spoke up for the place of American modern art in western culture, heralding Pollock’s work as ‘a key painting of the twentieth century’.35 Moreover, as subsequent chapters will show, Whitlam had spent much time in Opposition giving shape to a new understanding of how the American alliance could work better for a more self-reliant Australia.


NIXON: THE ENIGMA


Richard Nixon, too, was a politician determined to make his mark on American foreign policy. The first American president to have grown up in California, he had, like Whitlam, also spent time in the South West Pacific during World War II, serving with the US Navy in, amongst other regional locales, Bougainville. The Australian Ambassador in Washington at the time of Nixon’s inauguration recalled that the new president ‘used to wave his finger … and say “tell your government that I was born on the shores of the Pacific and that’s where my heart lies. I remember what you did during World War Two and I will always be your friend”’.36 That wartime camaraderie, however, was born of another time and forged under very different circumstances. If Nixon’s memories of Australia were rooted in the experience of that conflict, it is little wonder that he found Whitlam’s idea of a ‘new Australia’—which indulged in little sentimentalism over the struggles of the past—somewhat hard to swallow. In short, the United States’ ‘comfortable familiarity’ with Australia, heralded by one State Department official in the middle of 1969, was to become decidedly uncomfortable, and the country virtually unknowable, during the Nixon presidency.37


The American president had a very different character, temperament and outlook to Prime Minister Whitlam. Nixon described himself once as an ‘introvert in an extrovert profession’.38 The memorable opening line of his political memoirs: ‘I was born in a house my father built’, evoked his humble origins in suburban Yorba Linda, but also placed him squarely in the Log Cabin to White House tradition.39 It could not conceal, though, the fierce, relentless desire throughout his life to get ahead and prove to the privileged elite around him that he could succeed. Between 1946 and 1972 Nixon ran for high office on nine occasions.40 In his early battles to win a seat in the US Congress, first in the House of Representatives, then in the Senate, he displayed a ruthless ability to tap into the American public’s growing fears of the threat communism posed to their way of life. With what has been described as a ‘visceral feel for what voters wanted to hear’, his first political campaigns readily impugned the loyalty of his opponents, depicting them as agents of communist influence or, at the very least, advocates of creeping socialism. Nixon combined crude populism and demagoguery with lofty rhetorical calls to arms.41 While he made his name on the wave of McCarthyist witch-hunting, he was always quick to distinguish himself from the more extreme rhetoric of the Republican senator.


Nevertheless as a young Congressman Nixon had won national notoriety and fame for his pursuit of the former State Department official Alger Hiss, whom he had accused of being a Soviet agent. Ultimately, Hiss was shown to be a liar and perjurer, but Nixon’s reputation as an anti-communist crusader was confirmed. As the billboards announced his subsequent Senate campaign against the Democrat Helen Douglas in 1950, Nixon was ‘On guard for America’. By 1952 he was the vice presidential candidate to World War II hero Dwight D Eisenhower and, in the words of historian Robert Dallek, became the Republican Party’s ‘poster boy for anti-communism at home and abroad’.42 While the vice presidency had long been dismissed by some as an executive position of little consequence, Nixon used it to prepare himself for a tilt at the Oval Office, travelling widely and educating himself on the major challenges facing the United States across the world. He believed his strengths in foreign affairs would be an advantage over the less experienced John F Kennedy in the 1960 presidential elections, but his narrow loss at that poll and an unsuccessful run for governor of California in 1962 saw him retreat to life as a private citizen. He needed time to think, reflect and craft his return to the political arena. For Richard Nixon, the call of politics and public service never entirely abated.


By the time he reached the White House in 1969, president at last, Nixon had undergone something of a transformation: once the arch Cold War warrior, he now talked a less grandiose language about America’s global role. It was time, he said, during a major foreign policy address at the Bohemian Grove in San Francisco, to realise that the communist world was no longer ‘monolithic’ and for Americans to ‘recognize that … American style democracy is not necessarily the best form of government for people in Asia’.43 The pax Americana could not last, and Nixon enunciated a less activist version of the American mission: ‘the role of the United States as a world policeman’, he wrote on the cusp of his second run for the presidency, ‘is likely to be limited in the future’.44 In July 1969 he gave this sentiment more content with the enunciation of what came to be known as the Nixon doctrine, announced on the tiny Pacific island of Guam, where Nixon had gone to watch the splashdown of the Apollo 11 mooncraft. The president’s brief, ‘off the cuff’ remarks to journalists about the future of American policy in Asia sent shockwaves throughout the region. With the war in Vietnam sapping national morale, he signalled that America’s regional allies would in future have to provide more for their own self-defence: in effect, to stand more on their own two feet. Two years later, Nixon dropped an even bigger bombshell. He sent Asian allies, not to mention many conservatives back home, into a state of near apoplexy by presiding over a dramatic metamorphosis in US China policy, travelling to Beijing and shaking hands with Chairman Mao. The visit ended decades of separation and mutual mistrust between the two countries. Along with the negotiations to end the Vietnam war, Asia consumed Nixon’s attention. As the president himself told America’s top diplomats in the region: ‘If I was in the foreign service, I would choose Asia to serve in … in Asia you have more opportunity to shape the outcome of events than anywhere else on this globe’.45


Nixon was all too aware, however, of just how much the war in Vietnam had distorted America’s outlook on the world and obscured the changes that were starting to grind against the tectonic plates of world power. In a speech to media executives in Kansas city, Missouri, in July 1971—at the very moment Kissinger was in Beijing to pave the way for the opening to China—Nixon set out in the clearest possible terms this new world his country was encountering. The idealism and power with which America had rebuilt a shattered postwar Europe was now being tempered by a new reality. ‘When we see the world in which we are about to move’, he said, ‘the United States no longer is in the position of complete pre-eminence or predominance. That is not a bad thing’. These were brave words for an American president to use. Nixon, who had staked so much of his career on an uncompromising American world stance, was now effectively conceding that America’s reach and influence abroad had climaxed. In effect, the doctrine he outlined on Guam, along with détente and the push for arms control agreements with the Soviets, all to a greater or lesser extent illustrated the limits of American power. ‘What we see as we look ahead 5 years, 10 years, perhaps it is 15, but in any event, it is within our time, we see five great economic super powers: the United States, Western Europe, the Soviet Union, Mainland China, and, of course, Japan’.46 It would be a ‘safer world and a better world’, he added before visiting China in February 1972, if these countries were ‘each balancing the other, an even balance’. Looking at the world through the prism of Metternich and Bismarck—the great European heroes of realpolitik—he remarked that ‘it is when one nation becomes infinitely more powerful in relation to its potential competitor that the danger of war arises’.47


Despite these rivals, Nixon was confident that America would continue to be the ‘strongest’ and ‘richest’ nation in the world, but his speech can be seen as part of a wider narrative in the 1970s: the pervasive and persistent idea that the west was on the ‘slide’. A host of economic, environmental and demographic challenges contributed to a widespread sense of ‘crisis’ in this era.48 For Nixon, like many others, the lessons of history provided little comfort in facing up to the looming challenge. Towards the end of his remarks in Kansas, the president told of his affection for walking the streets of Washington DC at night and taking in the great monuments of the American capital. Although he confessed an affection for the Lincoln memorial, ‘particularly at night with the light shining on the statue of Lincoln’, his favourite building was instead the National Archives building on Pennsylvania Avenue, where the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights and the Constitution were housed. It was ‘impressive’, Nixon went on, ‘because it has the appearance of the ages … these great marble columns give you the feeling of the past and of also what the nation stands for’. For Nixon, these walks brought back memories of nocturnal visits to the Acropolis in Athens and the Forum in Rome, and prompted a sobering reflection:


 


I think of what happened to Greece and Rome and, as you see, what is left—only the pillars. What has happened, of course, is that great civilisations of the past, as they have become wealthy, as they have lost their will to live, to improve, they then become subject to the decadence which eventually destroys a civilisation. The United States is now reaching that period.


 


Nixon was not only warning his country of the task ahead, but also channelling the work of historian Arnold Toynbee, whose theories on the rise and fall of great civilisations had informed his Study of History, a multi-volume history of the world in which Toynbee had warned of the tendency to ‘rest on one’s oars’ or idolise a lost past. What Nixon was really trying to say, of course, was that the American century was nearing its end.


The great irony is that it was not only American self-belief that was collapsing in this era—in the wake of defeat in Vietnam at the hands of insurgent peasant guerrillas—but Nixon’s own career, which in 1973 was heading slowly and painfully towards oblivion. The Vietnam war had cost Americans dearly, not only in the casualty toll—60 000 dead—but in an economy dangerously weakened by the long struggle in South East Asia. The ongoing difficulties in securing an end to the conflict and, even more, the mounting pressures of the Watergate scandal, had produced an extreme and visceral reaction from the president to any criticism, but especially to barbs from once close and trusted allies.


The Nixon White House was under siege in the first half of 1973, and Australia was not the only close American ally to feel the blasts of Nixonian anger. Britain, France and Sweden were all very much on the outer. The president’s national security adviser, the mercurial Henry Kissinger, recalled that at the time he felt as if the country was on ‘the edge of a precipice’. Others spoke of a ‘stockade mentality’ gripping the White House, making an already poisonous atmosphere in Washington all the more toxic.49


It was not meant to be like this: 1973 was to have been the year in which Nixon could bring the Vietnam war to a close, host Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev for a major summit in Washington, and pursue broader American policy objectives in Europe and the Middle East. Nixon and Kissinger had always relished the opportunity that this more fluid world presented for strategic creativity. They believed that previous administrations had fallen victim to the staleness of treating every foreign policy crisis through the prism of the struggle with Soviet Russia. In the tradition of realpolitik, they saw the world as a network of states, systems and statesmen that was there to be controlled, manipulated and mastered.50 It seemed that in many respects the old ideological Cold War was at an end and was being replaced by the manoeuvring of great powers for a favourable balance of power. And in an interconnected world, once-cherished ideas of ‘special relationships’ were given short shrift; in a worldview based on clinical calculation, there was little room for sentiment. Neither Nixon nor Kissinger, however, was prepared to tolerate criticism—especially from allies. Quite the contrary. ‘All over the world’, Nixon thundered in late 1970:


 


it’s too much the fashion to kick us around. We are not sensitive but our reactions must be coldly proper. We cannot fail to show our displeasure. We can’t put up with ‘Give Americans hell but pray they don’t go away’. There must be times when we should and must react, not because we want to hurt them but to show we can’t be kicked around.51


 


For Australian leaders on both sides of politics, those words would come to have an increasing resonance during the Nixon presidency. Although Nixon and Kissinger might have professed to leave behind their Manichean world-view, dividing the world into friends and enemies, they never hesitated to put relations with ‘unhelpful’ allies on ice. As Kissinger confided to the Shah of Iran in late July 1973—and he had Australia directly in mind here—‘what we want to do is to get our allies into a frame of mind where they feel that they have more to lose than we do when they criticize us or take us to task’.52 As the crisis brought on by the Watergate affair saw the Nixon administration increasingly distracted, the president saw a world arrayed against him. And in his rage over Australia’s criticism of his Vietnam policies and other moves in Asia, Nixon threatened to rip apart the very fabric of the alliance, pulling out the top secret American defence installations in Australia, reducing the number of joint military exercises and ending all intelligence sharing. Such a move threatened to empty the ANZUS treaty of any meaning or significance, leaving the relationship little more than a brittle chrysalis.


CHANGING CIRCUMSTANCES


How had it come to this? That a treaty which had been the unquestioned first principle of Australian foreign policy since 1951 could come so close to being cast aside presents an important historical problem for Australians. In the decades following World War II, Australian governments had worked tirelessly to keep the Americans and the British engaged militarily in South East Asia. Fighting alongside their major allies in Korea, Malaya and Vietnam was seen as the best means of keeping the communist threat in Asia at bay. And the alliance enjoyed broad popular and political support. ‘The general and deep belief among Australians that Australia’s alliance with the United States is essential to its security’, noted the Bulletin, ‘demands that the alliance should be given a touch of the sacred and the mystical’.53


But by the end of the 1960s Australians faced a future that was almost as challenging as the one they had faced at the end of World War II. All their assumptions about the world and their ability to depend on Britain and America for their security were proving to be unsound. In that decade the Australian political system was compelled to absorb the impact of Britain’s decision to seek membership of the European Economic Community and the announcement of its intention to withdraw a military presence from east of Suez. Then, with the enunciation of Nixon’s Guam doctrine in 1969, Australia witnessed the collapse of its Cold War policy. Its former strategic objective, namely that its great and powerful friends would keep South East Asia safe for the west, had failed.


The departure of the ‘great and powerful friends’ from Asia was a moment of profound crisis for Australian politicians and policy makers. As one journalist remarked, ‘one thing we must do is stop talking as if our great and powerful friends are immutable parts of the scenery where we live, with permanent, unchangeable attitudes and commitments’.54 Similarly W McMahon Ball, a former Australian diplomat, warned around this time of the transience of American goodwill, especially if the parameters of US policy shifted quickly. In a warning that clearly went unheeded at the time, Ball emphasised that if the administration of President Lyndon Johnson was ‘replaced by one that changes the Vietnam policy, and perhaps withdraws the American military presence from the Asian mainland, and has widespread popular support for these changes, any goodwill we may have won … may become irrelevant’.55 In a survey on Australia appearing around the same time, the Economist took a more direct approach: ‘the desire of most Australians to keep America actively involved in Asia is strong … but who stays in the posse when the marshal decides to get out of town?’56 True, Australia had developed relationships with Japan, Indonesia and other Asian nations during the Cold War, and it had made piecemeal adjustments to its White Australia policy, but it had done so under the umbrella of great power protection. Mostly, it had sought to keep Asia and Asians at arm’s length. These external shocks contributed to a period of unprecedented national soul-searching.57 As historian Stuart Ward has shown, the changes also had important consequences for how the country articulated where its defence priorities should lie in a post-imperial world. In the words of the Australian in late 1969: ‘we have no defence philosophy because we seem uncertain of what we are supposed to be defending’.58 A new era of disarray and disorientation descended upon the political class.


These were seismic jolts to the nation’s sense of psychological and physical security. Although the conservative governments of Harold Holt, John Gorton and William McMahon all in their own way wrestled with the dilemmas thrown up by this situation, and groped for a solution, they were unable to break free of the Cold War baggage, and the habits and beliefs that had served them so well in the previous decades. They wanted to believe that the United States’ obligations to Australia still held, that the ANZUS treaty remained holy writ. They clung on tenaciously even as the world transformed around them, trying to make an era of rapid change fit the established pattern.59


But the times required a fresh approach. Whitlam, unburdened by the failed policies of the past, had the personality and the intellect to undertake the task. Resetting the coordinates of the American alliance towards a more self-reliant posture was a central part of this process and was therefore bound to stir passions and unsettle emotions. Whitlam stated clearly and unequivocally that it was time to view Britain and the United States as ‘foreign’ countries, to be treated no differently from China, Japan or Indonesia. To a political establishment long used to cherishing special ties with the power centres in London and Washington, Whitlam’s message bordered on the heretical.


In the days following his election win in December 1972, the new Labor prime minister had issued special instructions for diplomats abroad, saying that he wanted a ‘more mature, less adulatory’ relationship with the United States, ‘not one of mindless agreement or friendship simply for friendship’s sake’.60 The problem was that his redefinition of the alliance appeared to jettison some of the language and lore about the relationship which had been carefully crafted over the preceding two decades. Unlike some of his predecessors, Whitlam did not treat the alliance as the Holy Grail of Australian foreign policy; he did not seek the ‘coronation’ of his prime ministership in an ‘ostentatious embrace’ on the South Lawn of the White House. He did not pine for ceremony. Indeed he believed it ‘should be possible without formal planning for [the] Prime Minister to stop for [a] chat at [the] White House’.61 That vision of easy informality would prove difficult to attract a sympathetic ear in Washington, as would his view that ‘America needs us as much as we need America’.62 That particular concept of mutual reassurance was not one shared by Nixon or Kissinger.


And yet so much of the current debate on the US-Australia alliance remains obsessed with the cosmetics of the relationship. Critics and pundits routinely cross-check whether a prime minister is invited to stay in Blair House, the stately residence across from the White House reserved for visiting VIPs; how much time each leader spends in the Oval Office; how many touches of informality or spontaneity are provided; whether the visit extends to the president’s private retreat, be it Camp David or a Texan ranch. The trappings of a prime minister’s visit to Washington are often cast as the ultimate barometer of where Australia sits in the US pantheon of friends and allies. But the parsing of presidential protocol and the process of sifting through visit schedules to divine the ‘appropriate’ level of ‘access’ only scratches the surface of how the alliance is conducted. It fails to ask how or whether such treatment leads to a greater Australian say in the making of US policy affecting its vital national interests. And it tends to cloud judgement about the challenges that the alliance will confront in the future and the circumstances in which Australia may or may not be able to depend on US support.


In taking a more forensic approach, this book makes no apology for examining the power centres that shape international networks of exchange, or for elevating the central importance of the political and diplomatic dimension of modern Australian history. In the same spirit as Christopher Clark’s recent study of the events that contributed to the outbreak of World War I, this book is ‘saturated with agency’.63 Its key players—presidents and prime ministers, foreign ministers and secretaries of state, ambassadors and diplomats, national security advisers and a whole host of officials in the Australian and American bureaucracy—drive the story. Their outlooks and objectives, their judgements and actions, their words and decisions, were those which had real consequences for how the two countries managed the end of the Cold War in East Asia. The rich sources used here, drawn from US, Australian and British archives, speak for themselves in this regard and offer an unparalleled insight into the workings of the alliance in its most critical period to that time or since.
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‘PUT ON NOTICE’:
LESSONS FROM AMERICA


Reflecting on Labor’s long period in the political wilderness during the height of the Cold War, Gough Whitlam came to the conclusion that his party was caught on the wrong side of a major fault line in Australian politics. From 1949 to 1972, he recalled, ‘Support for the American alliance, formalised by the ANZUS treaty, became a loyalty test; loyalty to the United States became the test of loyalty itself, as for many previous generations loyalty to Britain and the British empire had been’.1 Debates over Australia’s foreign and defence policy in these years were inevitably filtered through two very powerful lenses: the perceived threat from Chinese communism and the status of the United States as a ‘great and powerful’ friend. Gradually, the test of statesmanship became not so much the reception afforded Australian leaders in the stately corridors of power in London’s Whitehall, but the scale and size of the welcome mat laid out on the south lawn of the White House. Ceremonies in Washington DC and speeches during Coral Sea Week celebrations, as the social critic Donald Horne remarked, came to be ‘closely watched as auguries of the soundness of the alliance’.2


Horne was referring to the particularly strong hold of World War II on Australians’ collective memory of the relationship with the United States. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the rites and rituals associated with remembering the battles of the Pacific war became powerful tools in shaping a narrative for the alliance. They provided not only the commemorative glue for the fledgling strategic partnership, but also a rhetoric that regularly invoked America’s world power and the two nations’ common cause in the Asia-Pacific. Above all, the memory of wartime endeavour furnished the belief amongst the Australian political community that the United States underwrote Australia’s security during a dangerous time in a vulnerable part of the world. The battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942 had witnessed the first time Australian and US forces fought alongside each other in that war, and victory there was a vital strategic blow to Japan’s southwards advance. The memory of these wartime engagements and achievements was sustained largely by the Australian-American Association, founded in 1936 and run primarily by the non-Labor political elite.3 Such occasions were usually marked by the visit of a prominent US military figure and US navy vessels, and featured balls, speeches and talks between officials. This was the Cold War pageantry of the US-Australian alliance.


The Americans did not have to work too hard to cultivate this memory forged in the crucible of battle. Before he visited Australia in May 1963 for talks with Menzies and the federal Cabinet, the US under secretary of state for political affairs, W Averell Harriman, was told that the Australians


 


both personally and in their press, are almost embarrassingly pro-American. They will probably … bring out time and again the fact of their gratitude to the United States for what they consider our single-handed actions in saving Australia from Japanese invasion. You will hear many references to Makassar Straits, the Battle of Coral Sea and the Battle of Midway. Since these almost always derive from Australian origin. it is usually inappropriate for an American to initiate reference to them. However you must be prepared to respond with proper understanding of their emotional feelings about these military actions.4


 


The enduring resonance of the Coral Sea anniversary as a lodestone for Australia’s American embrace can also be seen in 1967, at the height of the Vietnam war, when Prime Minister Harold Holt hailed it as a tale of allied triumph over armed aggression: ‘Let us now re-affirm our resolution that there can be no surrender to aggression, and that by our common efforts and sacrifice, peace and stability can and must be restored in South Vietnam’.5 This was the muscular alliance—the invocation of battles past and present where ‘comrades in arms’ stood shoulder to shoulder in defence of the ‘free world’.


The Labor Party’s political agony during the Cold War cut all the more deeply because of the belief that its credentials for alliance management rested squarely on these seemingly impregnable wartime foundations. John Curtin’s leadership during the war, especially his ‘look to America’ statement of late December 1941 and the working relationship he established with General Douglas MacArthur, were heralded by party leaders—then and since—as the moment when Labor not only proved its true mettle in defending the country, but also took the initiative in forming the essence of the US alliance. His actions in so doing were seen to bury the doubts about Labor’s capacity to handle defence and foreign policy that had plagued the party since the 1916–17 conscription crises. Whitlam himself drew on this lesson many times in his speeches and statements, at the same time recalling his own service alongside US personnel in the Pacific War. Curtin’s call for US assistance—at a time when the British navy proved incapable of defending Australia—was readily woven into a tale of heroic national leadership, in which the Irish-Catholic Labor leader abruptly and dramatically dispensed with British ties and turned to the more powerful Pacific ally. Thus, so the myth runs, did Curtin found the US relationship that had come to be the unquestioned first principle of postwar Australian foreign policy.6


‘VERY MUCH ALONE IN THE PACIFIC’


But the saga of US-Australian wartime cooperation tended to ignore the friction between the two governments during the war, particularly as attention turned to framing the peace. When, for example, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, President Franklin Roosevelt and the Chinese leader Jiang Jieshi met in Cairo in December 1943 to discuss the future shape of the Pacific, Curtin and his external affairs minister, HV Evatt, only read about their deliberations in the newspapers. The agitation over the failure to consult Australia about its regional security took on a new dimension when the United States arbitrarily announced its intention to maintain its wartime naval base on Manus Island, which was part of Australia’s mandated territory. In response, Evatt and his New Zealand counterpart unveiled the ‘ANZAC’ agreement of January 1944, in which they attempted to deny any country—and they had America primarily in mind—the right to retain bases on Australian or New Zealand territory after the war. This decision, taken without any prior consultation with Washington or London, was a blatant attempt to frustrate US ambitions. The two countries also declared their joint responsibility for regional zones of defence in the South West and South Pacific. But the Americans and indeed the British gave short shrift to what they perceived as antipodean truculence and presumption, and refused to attend the conference which Evatt had called to discuss the implementation of the agreement. By the end of that year Evatt was going to great lengths to convince the US minister in Canberra that Australia had no desire to ‘act behind the back of the United States’. But he also confessed that he was tired of ‘being constantly brushed off’ by US policy makers when setting forth his views on regional security. Ever fearful of a resurgent Japan, Evatt confided that Australia ‘felt very much alone’ in the Pacific.7


The fear of isolation and strategic vulnerability had been a feature of Australia’s world outlook since the late nineteenth century, and it drove several previous efforts, notably by Alfred Deakin in 1909 and Joseph Lyons in 1937, to seek some kind of lasting security arrangement with their US cousins across the Pacific. In the four years following the end of World War II, those efforts were redoubled, as both Evatt and Chifley worked feverishly to try to establish a defence pact with the United States. The war had shown them that only US power was sufficient to provide for Australia’s protection. But these Australian attempts clashed with US traditions and preoccupations—firstly the United States’ historical reluctance to become involved in ‘entangling alliances’ and secondly its overwhelming focus on the emerging Cold War in Europe. Officials in Washington saw no reason to take on extra commitments in an area of the world where they had few interests and discerned no threat. They could not understand Australia’s lingering suspicion of Japan, particularly since it was now under US control. In mid 1946 Evatt travelled to Washington to seek a mutual defence alliance but was coldly rebuffed, Truman telling him that ‘a strict treaty would be difficult on the grounds that US obligations would be extended to an area far outside their present hemispherical sphere of influence, meaning North and Latin America’.8 In other words, he was not prepared to contravene America’s Monroe Doctrine—the policy which since its enunciation in 1823 had been the cornerstone of US statecraft, and which not only opposed interference in the Western Hemisphere by outside powers, but cautioned the United States against becoming too deeply involved in European and world affairs.


Evatt was not a man easily deterred, and he next tried to secure an ‘informal statement of policy’ from the White House—in effect a presidential decree of support covering the defence of Australia and New Zealand—but that too was rejected. Finally he attempted to secure the reciprocal use of bases in the Pacific, a move designed to warn potential enemies of at least the tacit cooperation of the US and the British Commonwealth in the region, but it likewise failed to bear fruit. Indeed at the end of 1946 the United States withdrew from the Manus Island base altogether. As the Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson observed, it was not of ‘significant importance to the US’.9 And in the words of historian Neville Meaney, that move signalled the ‘abandonment of any plans for a regional defence arrangement’.10 All of Australia’s efforts had thus proved futile. In 1947 Evatt was again frustrated by US moves which he felt would concede a ‘soft peace’ for Japan in order to gain their support against Soviet expansionism in north-east Asia. The two countries seemed to be at cross purposes: as US policy makers worried about the prospect of a third world war, Australians seemed to be stuck refighting old battles from the second. They could not countenance the argument that the global struggle against communism justified the appeasement of Japan.11


Yet behind these policy failures lay a deeper truth about Labor’s foreign policy in the immediate postwar years. For all their professed faith in the tenets of liberal internationalism and collective security, for all their language and rhetoric about a new world organisation that could deliver peace and harmony, Labor simultaneously pursued a realist policy based on power politics, and they therefore hoped that their great power allies could be persuaded to join in safeguarding Australia’s regional security.12 Chifley’s reluctance to support initial British attempts in 1948 to form a western alliance against the Soviet threat in Europe derived from the fear that the strategic nightmare of the previous forty years was about to be replayed: with Britain and America concentrating their defence resources in Europe and therefore leaving Australia vulnerable in the Pacific. The postwar Labor government initially saw the coming of the Cold War as a threat to the achievement of their Pacific security aims, arguing that a European pact against the Soviets directly contravened the United Nations charter. Indeed they even blamed the United States and the British for seeing every world problem through the prism of an evolving east-west conflict. Evatt could publicly praise America’s Marshall Plan—which aimed to rebuild war-torn Europe—but was prone to privately unload his seething resentment of US priorities, telling the British high commissioner in Canberra that Washington was ‘more concerned about their own financial interests than about the peace of the world’.13


By the end of 1948, however, following the Soviet Union’s blockade of the US and British sectors in Berlin, the Labor government came to see that the division between east and west was indeed irreversible. After the signing of the North Atlantic treaty (NATO) in April 1949, Chifley again sought a US agreement to a Pacific pact. Again, however, the Australians came away empty-handed. As the prime minister told parliament, the Truman administration’s eyes and ears were trained elsewhere: ‘the United States of America is deeply involved in Europe, and regards its work in that theatre as its outstanding and fundamental task, at least for the time being’.14


What Chifley could not mention publicly, however, was that the United States had also expressed its displeasure with its old wartime ally in other ways. The Pentagon, for example, had become off limits for Australian officials, one US intelligence report concluding in August 1949 that ‘Australian contributions to the US military effort are generally considered of negligible value’.15 Furthermore, the United States government was restricting some classified information being sent to Australia on account of their concerns over Chifley’s handling of sensitive internal security matters. As Washington looked to put itself on a firmer Cold War footing, it became increasingly anxious that Chifley was not talking the same language or taking the same steps. Indeed there were some in the US embassy in Canberra who believed the Labor administration were ‘crypto-communists’ or ‘fellow-travellers’.16 As historian David Lowe has shown, official US reporting on Australian domestic affairs around this time was prone to inflating the reach of communist influence. Thus, for example, the US Naval Attaché came to the near hysterical conclusion that ‘until the parliamentary Labor party is removed from office there is not one chance in ten million that any effective action against Communism can or will be taken’.17 Chifley’s action in 1949 in jailing communist officials who had taken part in the miners’ strike seemed to have little impact on United States’ assessments. An underlying view that the Australian Labor Party was suspect on tackling communists would permeate the Cold War years. And Labor’s political opponents were only too happy to feed that perception.


A SENSE OF ASSURANCE—AND ANXIETY


By the time the United States came to look again at the need for some kind of defence arrangement in the Pacific, Labor was out of office and at the beginning of a long stretch in opposition. The ANZUS treaty, which was signed in September 1951, was negotiated on the Australian side by Percy Spender, minister for external affairs in the Menzies Liberal–Country Party Coalition that had come to power in December 1949. Menzies’ success in securing the treaty was not, however, due to superior diplomacy. The prime minister showed little support, initially, for a Pacific pact, even telling the Canadians in August 1950 that such a pact was ‘unrealistic’ and an attempt to ‘erect a superstructure on a foundation of jelly’. He had rather nonchalantly dismissed the very idea as ‘Spender’s baby’.18 In the event, the conclusion of the treaty was due to dramatic international developments, especially the Berlin Blockade and the Soviet Union’s acquisition of atomic weapons. Most crucially in late 1949 the Chinese communist revolution triumphed, and in coming to power the new regime in Beijing had almost immediately entered into an alliance with the Soviet Union. In June 1950 the communist North Koreans invaded South Korea. The whole region seemed to be affected by communist insurgency movements. As a result of these developments the Americans’ East Asia policy was transformed and policy makers in Washington decided that they should construct an alliance, comparable to NATO, for the purpose of containing the spread of communism in the region.19


As a result of the extension of the Cold War to Asia, Australia had finally achieved what it had long sought, namely a security treaty with the United States. It was the first time that the Australians had entered into a treaty arrangement to which Britain was not a signatory. And yet neither side got what it originally wanted from ANZUS. From the beginning, the United States was quite clear that it saw no communist threat to Australia and was agreeing to enter into the treaty in order to persuade the Australians to accept a ‘soft peace’ for Japan and perhaps to provide a framework for a more comprehensive containment alliance that would include the East Asian offshore island states: an ‘island chain’ incorporating other regional allies such as the Philippines, Indonesia and Japan. But the ongoing distrust in both Australia and New Zealand towards the old wartime enemy—and a largely unspoken fear of Indonesian political instability—meant that the original plan never saw fruition. The United States had to content itself with a series of bilateral treaties with its Asian allies, and, in the case of Australia and New Zealand, a trilateral treaty. Nevertheless right from the beginning the United States was clear-headed about how it interpreted ANZUS and its provisions. As its chief negotiator, John Foster Dulles, expressed it in a letter to General Douglas MacArthur immediately after the terms had been settled: ‘the United States can discharge its obligations … in any way and in any area that it sees fit’.20 And it would seem clear that the United States, understandably, came to act in full accord with that spirit.


Similarly, Australia’s lead negotiator, Percy Spender, who wanted access to the Pentagon’s global planning processes, had in the end to accept that the United States would never allow the presence of a junior ally at the centre of its policy making. ‘Cold War globalism’, stressed his biographer, ‘only seemed to involve Australia incidentally’, and Spender was compelled to concede that the United States was never going to invest ANZUS with the same kind of strategic weight as NATO.21And so Australian officials, ever mindful that the treaty obliged the US to do not very much at all, remained profoundly concerned about what sort of protection ANZUS afforded it. Article IV of the document only committed the parties to ‘act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes’.22 It stood in stark contrast to the more emphatic declaration contained in the equivalent clause of the NATO treaty. The result was that from the beginning Australian politicians and policy makers lived in a state of what historian David McLean calls ‘chronic unease’ concerning the level and nature of America’s commitment to its security under the terms of the treaty.23


Labor’s support for ANZUS came with a twist, reflecting not a nascent anti-Americanism but the legacy of frustration at the repeated rebuttals it had received from the United States for such an arrangement in the immediate postwar years. Evatt, now party leader following Chifley’s death in June 1951, stated that the conclusion of such a pact had always been a ‘cardinal object of the policy of the Labor party’, but he also lashed out at it as ‘un-British’ and committed a future Labor government to legislating for Britain’s inclusion in the pact. Evatt was no voice crying in the wilderness here. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had interpreted the signing of the treaty as a blow to British imperial prestige, and public opinion polls taken from mid 1951 suggested that the majority of Australians, while welcoming the new defence agreement with the United States, nonetheless retained strong sentimental ties towards Britain and continued to regard Australia as a ‘British’ country.24 Evatt’s reservations about ANZUS above all arose from his suspicion that great powers like the United States would play fast and loose with Australian interests. He had learnt from bitter experience that the smaller powers were inevitably excluded from the higher councils of decision making, and sometimes ignored altogether. As he put it during a speech in the parliament: ‘Australia should have its own foreign policy, which should not be merely the echo of the policy of another nation’. Showing the depth of his lingering suspicion of the threat from the north, he added that ‘Japanese rearmament is too heavy a price to pay for such a pact’.25


Although Australian defence cooperation with Britain continued well into the 1950s—in the commitment of Australian troops to the Malayan emergency, allowing British atomic testing in the South Australian desert and intelligence sharing—by the end of that decade policy makers in Canberra had a sense that in the future they could not expect effective help from Britain in the case of a major threat to their territory. Everything would depend on the United States. With this in mind the Menzies government set about the task of reorganising Australian military structures and armaments to fit those of the United States. The pattern of future defence efforts was largely seen as being in association with US forces.26 Even more they saw the need to integrate America’s defence needs with Australia so that US authorities would come to see the defence of Australia as being assimilated to the defence of the United States.


LABOR’S DILEMMA


During the era of the Cold War, therefore, Labor’s task was not an enviable one. Whichever way it turned it confronted the harsh realities of a nuclear age. Whichever path it took lurked political pain of one kind or another. The party, riven by factional, religious and ideological division, struggled to craft coherent foreign and defence policies and therefore took stands that were seen to be at odds with popular opinion. These pressures caused a damaging split in 1955 over the question of communist influence in the labour movement. And the breakaway Democratic Labor Party (DLP) was even more staunchly anti-communist than the ruling Liberal–Country Party coalition. The factional schisms, bitterness and hatreds arising out of this trauma made Labor’s ability to deal with international affairs all the more fraught. Party leaders were caught between a left wing flirting with isolationism and neutrality, and the reality that crucial electoral support was bleeding to the DLP. On major policy questions relating to the superpower conflict, including regional security, disarmament, the building of US intelligence facilities on Australian soil and most particularly the war in Vietnam, Labor found itself on the back foot and on the defensive. This division and discord played right into Menzies’ hands. Ever the consummate politician, he needed no invitation to ruthlessly exploit Labor’s discomfort and damage its credibility in the eyes of the people. Menzies wreaked havoc with Labor’s views on national security, depicting its policies as a threat to the future of the US alliance. The times were not propitious for the nuance that leader Arthur Calwell wanted to bring to the management of the US relationship. In a world of moral absolutes and a political culture awash with visions of global conflict and the ever-present threat from Asian communism, the delicate line of declaring greater self-reliance within the alliance was not a political story easily told.


Labor’s proposal for a Southern Hemisphere nuclear-free zone, championed in the early 1960s by Calwell and Whitlam, was met with little enthusiasm by US officials. The idea formed the cornerstone of Labor’s commitment to the ‘permanent banning of nuclear weapons tests by all nations’—the belief that in universal disarmament lay the foundations for a durable peace.27 The US ambassador in Australia, William (Bill) Battle—a former wartime comrade of President John F Kennedy in the Pacific—told Calwell that any such scheme would ‘in effect modify … ANZUS … by limiting us in fulfilling our obligation under the treaty’, reminding him of the danger posed to Australia by ‘Chinese nuclear threats’.28 It was a language the Americans knew would resonate, even if they themselves were rarely willing to spell out in any substantive way their commitment to Australia under ANZUS. In effect, they used the treaty as a Sword of Damocles, daring Labor to carry the burden of a policy that would ultimately water down the US security guarantee and render it meaningless. Government ministers lined up to repeat the point, and, despite heavy factional pressure to support a ban on all nuclear tests by any nation, Calwell instead acknowledged that any ‘nuclear arms ban must be part of a general program of total and complete disarmament’. He noted the ‘heavy responsibility’ that fell on the shoulders of the United States as ‘leader and protector of the Western alliance’. Australia, Calwell added, had ‘its part to play’ in that alliance.29 It showed the extent to which Labor, as historian John Murphy has shown, ‘had substantially accepted the terms of foreign policy debate set by the conservatives’.30


The United States had some sympathy for Calwell’s precarious position at the helm of Labor’s warring factions, and they were aware of the strong gusts of isolationism and neutrality sweeping through some wings of the party. They knew of his US sympathies—his pride in boasting an American grandfather and his knowledge of the civil war—and recognised his regular public affirmations of support for the alliance.31
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