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Foreword


After six decades characterised by misperception, lack of trust, neglect, missed opportunities and even hostility, a new chapter in India’s relations with Australia has begun. Consider this: in 1955, Prime Minister Robert Menzies decided that Australia should not take part in the Bandung Afro-Asian conference. By distancing Australia from the ‘new world’, Menzies (who would later confess that Occidentals did not understand India) alienated Indians, offended Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and left Australia unsure, for decades, about its Asian identity.


Sixty years later, in September 2014, the visit of another Liberal prime minister, Tony Abbott, to India—also the first stand-alone state visit to be hosted by the Narendra Modi–led government—has brought this chapter of our bilateral relations to a close. When asked why Australia had agreed to export uranium to India (a non-NPT signatory country), Abbott was unequivocal: ‘We trust you!’ No better declaration could have been made to reflect the new Australian belief in the promise and potential of this relationship, for it was the deficit of understanding and faith that severely undermined the relationship in the past. In a reciprocal gesture, in November Mr Modi became the first Indian prime minister to visit Australia in twenty-eight years, adding new ballast to the relationship.


In this incisive and comprehensive book, Meg Gurry describes and analyses the Australia–India relationship through these at times troubled decades. As her narrative shows, for most of the twentieth century, India and Australia rarely had a meaningful conversation. The reasons, as Dr Gurry identifies, are not difficult to find: the White Australia policy, the Cold War, the Nehru–Menzies discord, India’s autarkic economic policies, Canberra’s strident response to New Delhi’s nuclear tests, and attacks on Indian students in Victoria. The legacy of each can be long-lasting: years after the White Australia policy became history and Australia became one of the most multi-cultural of nations, opinion surveys revealed that most Indians were unaware of this fundamental change. At the popular level the only exposure most Indians had to Australia was to the Australian cricket team—the least multicultural of institutions.


Today, few countries in the Indo-Pacific region have more in common in both values and interests than India and Australia. Apart from being two English-speaking, multicultural, federal democracies that believe in and respect the rule of law, both have a strategic interest in ensuring a balance in the Indo-Pacific and in ensuring that the region is not dominated by any one hegemonic power. In addition, Indians are today the largest source of skilled migrants to Australia.


Relations between India and Australia have deepened dramatically over the past decade. India’s economic growth and its burgeoning demand for energy, resources and education have made it suddenly one of Australia’s largest export markets. Beyond the trade links, there is the shared concern in Canberra and New Delhi about security and stability in the region. Both India and Australia have deep economic relations with China, but equally both are concerned about Beijing’s aggressive behaviour in the recent past. Both Modi and Abbott are seen as China sceptics, open to a more candid assessment of China’s rise and its consequences for the region.


The Australia–India relationship is clearly an idea whose time has come, but it will require political nurturing before it acquires a momentum of its own. More importantly, if this relationship is to scale new heights, it must learn from the past. For this reason alone, Meg Gurry’s outstanding record of bilateral relations is essential reading for scholars and policy practitioners alike. The Australia India Institute is honoured to partner with Melbourne University Press in its publication.


Amitabh Mattoo
Director & CEO
Australia India Institute
2011–14
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Introduction


‘There is a strange paradox at the heart of Australia–India relations’, India’s Secretary for Disarmament and Security, Venkatesh Varma, told me in New Delhi in November 2012. For two countries that could be close, he reflected, they have found it difficult to find the significance in each other that they should.1


Examining this paradox became central to my task of writing the Australia–India story. A few themes emerged immediately: India was ‘unfathomable’, Australia’s ‘blind spot’ and fruitful bilateral relations were ‘too difficult’. From an Australian perspective, reasons could be listed: India’s closed economy made trade relations impossible; the Cold War left no room for relations with India when it was more important not to offend America’s ally (and India’s enemy) Pakistan; Indian diplomacy was unwelcome in South East Asia where Australia’s key interests were found; India’s 1971 treaty of friendship with the Soviet Union lined it up with Australia’s enemies; Australia was Pacific-focused and saw the Indian Ocean as the ‘other ocean’; and most significantly, India took particular offence at Australia’s discriminatory immigration policies, the legacy of which has never disappeared. All were true enough—but were they sufficient to explain the paradox?


Incoming Australian political leaders found an easy explanation: neglect. Neglect was a recurring theme. Prime ministers and foreign ministers would lament their predecessors’ inaction in forging closer ties, a policy lacuna portrayed as a lamentable oversight that a simple refocusing of attention would redress. In these policy pronouncements, India was presented as a country with whom Australians could and should do business. The relationship, in short, was full of promise. After all, they declared, both countries are parliamentary democracies, enjoy a free press and rule of law, speak English, play cricket, are fellow members of the Commonwealth and have fought on the same side in the world wars. Prime Minister John Howard once implied that India could be a part of the group of states known as the Anglosphere: English-speaking countries whose people shared values and links that are ‘deeper and more abiding than with any other country’.2 Prime Minister Tony Abbott—when Opposition leader—did the same, and on his recent trip to India as Prime Minister, he publicly celebrated India’s role as ‘the emerging democratic superpower of the world’ and ‘our people’s easy rapport with each other’.3


Australia’s most eminent diplomat of the first few post-war decades, Arthur Tange, came closest to identifying the relationship conundrum. After arriving in New Delhi in 1965 to start his term as High Commissioner, Tange wrote to External Affairs Minister Paul Hasluck that there was ‘fertile ground’ between the two countries, but ‘no-one seems to know what seed to plant’.4 Finding those seeds became central to much of the work of Australian diplomats in India from the time of the arrival of the first envoy, Iven Mackay, to New Delhi in 1944. Some had more success than others, and although the relationship remains underdeveloped, what this study reveals is that most Australian diplomats have worked hard to unlock its potential.


The idea that underpins the pages ahead is straightforward: the Australia–India relationship cannot be understood separately from its regional context. In other words, the bilateral journey can only be properly understood if the regional journey is taken into account. What it highlights is that Australia finds it difficult to identify a unifying and bipartisan idea about where it sits in relation to the states around it. India posed a series of challenges that went to the heart of this general question. But this book also looks at issues that are unique to the Australia–India connection. For example, the relationship may have been politically difficult, but it has always had enormous promise, with a raft of possibilities that the sharing of sport, language, history, culture and democratic systems can bring. There were times the respective leaders described each other as ‘friends’, a sentiment reclaimed in Tony Abbott’s speeches in India in September 2014. Yet the relationship seemed to deliver so little. India has attracted thousands of Australians to its shores as scholars and academics, backpackers and hippies, sports enthusiasts and cricket ‘tragics’, missionaries, spiritual sojourners, cultural travellers and high- and low-end tourists. Yet despite this exchange, and despite both sides being served by several immensely talented diplomats, Australia rarely managed to catch India’s attention to the extent that it could be seen as much more than an American appendage. Why? And is this still the case?


The idea that geography is destiny is not new in international relations, but, as an island continent with its nearest neighbours at a substantial remove—especially if measured from the main centres of population—Australia’s case has particular significance. Australia’s historical and cultural links have been to countries on the other side of the world, and geography had placed Australia in a location in which, for most of the twentieth century, it has not felt entirely comfortable. The relationship of Australia to its environs has thus been a consistent strand in its national conversation that resonates today and has had profound implications for the Australia–India connection.


In many ways, both India and Australia have struggled with issues of regional identity. In Australia’s case, some policy-makers still argue over the conflict between its history and its geography. In India’s case, some leading analysts are now defining India as an Indo-Pacific state with aspirations for great power status and a strategic maritime reach into the Indian Ocean.5 At the same time India is unable to take its eyes off its nuclear-armed northern neighbours, Pakistan and China. Both Australia and India are on the edge of the Asian landmass. In defence and security terms, India chose a path of non-alignment, now more frequently described as ‘strategic autonomy’; Australia chose a military alliance with the United States to underwrite its security. Whatever the drivers, both have looked elsewhere as much as they looked towards Asia and the Indian Ocean: India, apprehensively, towards its north-west to Pakistan and the Middle East; Australia seeking reassurance across the Pacific to the United States.


Can the failure to engage, then, be explained geographically? South Asia specialist Christopher Snedden sees a ‘strategic dissonance’ having kept them apart, meaning that ‘Australia and India have few “shared values” or common strategic interests that transcend the current relationship’s dependency on personality and trade’.6 But this may end in the changing face of new geostrategic imperatives. As Robert Kaplan has suggested, the Indian Ocean will be the centre of the new ‘great game in geopolitics’, with India and China jockeying for position in a new world of shifting alliances competing for influence over energy supplies and trade routes.7 According to a 2013 Australia India Institute report into the Indian Ocean, ‘fundamental shifts in the balance of power in the Indian and Pacific oceans have underlined the need for a much closer security relationship between Australia and India’. But for Australia and India to co-operate effectively, they must recognise that each has something significant to bring to the other’s security needs. Australia recognises this, the report claims, but India is not yet persuaded.8 If this is so, it is clear that the relationship has a way to go.


In substantive ways, as I hope to show, Australia’s journey with India is best illustrated by studying the map, indeed by studying a succession of maps—many of which have been drawn for this publication—which reveal the changing understandings of how Australia places itself in and around Asia, in and around the Pacific and Indian oceans. Over the last seventy years—from the maps of the post-war decolonising world to the maps of SEATO, menacing depictions of the ‘downward thrust of communism’, the Commonwealth, a sketch of an imagined East Asian hemisphere, APEC, the Indian Ocean region, the East Asia Summit, to the new popular construction, the Indo-Pacific—there has been a constant redrawing of Australia’s regional geography.


Successive Australian governments have responded differently to the process of mapping. In 1949, it was Department of External Affairs Secretary John Burton who reflected that Australian policy-makers only had to look at a regional map to ‘answer the question’ how best to respond to the decolonisation process occurring to its north.9 When Prime Minister Robert Menzies looked at the same map, he only saw an isolated Australia, ‘washed on our northern shores by potentially hostile seas and numerically incapable of defending ourselves’.10 Gough Whitlam envisaged a new regional organisation, but Malcolm Fraser—with the exception of his attempt to regionalise the Commonwealth—saw Australia exercising a more global role and seemed otherwise uninterested in regional mapping. Forty years after John Burton, the Hawke and Keating governments returned to a predominantly regional focus. Their aspirations to engage with the Asia-Pacific as a region were underpinned by extensive map-drawing, even to the point of Foreign Minister Gareth Evans single-handedly creating a new sub-section of Asia—the East Asian hemisphere—and presenting it, in map form, to a meeting of ASEAN foreign ministers in 1995.11 In 1994, a new Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade report had advised policy-makers that Australia needed to remap the region by ‘putting India into Asia’.12 But maps had no appeal to the pragmatic John Howard, who declared upon taking office that he would not be ‘mucking around with maps’, nor would he be ‘trying to be part of Asia, in Asia, [or] enmeshed with Asia’. This time-wasting ‘perpetual seminar about our identity’ that had been encouraged by the Keating government, he warned, distracted Australia from the pursuit of its core national interests.13 But definitions of ‘core national interests’ change from government to government, and by 2014, the notion of a shared Indo-Pacific region including both India and Australia was generating a new debate about where Australia belonged.14


This book contends, then, that maps matter. The Australia–India connection is part of a much larger regional narrative, and maps help tell that story. Maps educate and clarify, but they also define and invent. Regions do not have fixed and predetermined boundaries—they are created, and their borders established and crafted in response to geopolitical events, to shifting alliances and to new trading and economic opportunities. In a sense, they are a product of the cartographical imaginations of particular political leaders at particular stages of history. They are indeed ‘imagined communities’.


The idea that maps are important, illustrating as they do that Australia’s location is deeply enmeshed within an Asian—later Asia-Pacific—region and that this could be a force for good if managed imaginatively, was a belief regularly repeated in the correspondence between New Delhi, Canberra and other Asian posts. This book provides key insights into this dialogue, revealing how Australia’s foreign policy has constantly attempted to reconcile its national politics with a struggle to find an international personality and a regional identity. It has been difficult to maintain this ‘delicate balance’,15 which the constant remapping of Australia’s location—from British colony to ‘dependent ally’ to Asia-Pacific (now perhaps Indo-Pacific) partner—has helped to illustrate.16


This account of the Australia–India story deals with the politics and the diplomacy that drove it. It draws on the public record—government publications, speeches, media commentary and interviews—to help piece together the story, but particularly it focuses, before the late 1980s, on the private record found in the correspondence files held in the National Archives of Australia and National Library of Australia. The private record, or the archival trace as it is sometimes known, reveals the official mind and the deeper forces at work within it. It enables a reading of the political landscape that would otherwise be hidden. Only through these archives do we see the nuances and subtleties behind the workings of government and their official pronouncements.


The book also records the extent to which Australia has been well served by its astute and deeply committed diplomatic representatives in India and other parts of Asia (see appendix 3). They have left behind a rich record of thoughts and ideas about how Australia could best fit into the region in which it is located. They have understood India in ways that others have not; their experiences, frustrations and understandings have been key to working out the thinking that has shaped this perplexing relationship. They provide us with profound insights into a diplomatic world that few people get to see. This is where the ‘neglect’ analysis falls down. India was not neglected by these senior Australian diplomats—they were absorbed by it, engaged with it, and interpreted it in forceful and clear terms, always trying to move beyond the particular problem of the day to reach deeper understandings of the context and the forces that shaped it.


Written from an Australian perspective and sourced from Australian foreign policy documentary evidence, the book is also a window into Australian diplomacy and foreign policy almost as much as it is about one particular bilateral relationship. Although there is a long list of distinguished Indian High Commissioners to Australia (see appendix 4), many of whom went on to become—or already were—senior diplomats and leaders in Indian public life, it is the records of the Australian High Commissioners, diplomats and political leaders that form the documentary foundation of this book. Thus it is not an insight into the Australia–India relationship from an Indian viewpoint, although I include Indian perspectives where possible. My work, however, took me to India many times, and there I conducted interviews with many senior officials, and enjoyed conversations with Indian foreign editors, foreign policy experts, academics and analysts. The Australia India Institute in Melbourne has also presented me with many opportunities for conversations with top Indian academics, politicians and senior policy-makers. Their thoughts and insights gave me a perspective that I hope provides some balance to the story, although I do not claim that the Indian research matches the depth of research conducted in the Australian archive.


The book covers seven decades. It examines the seventy-year period from 1944 to 2014, beginning three years before Indian independence, when Australia sent its first diplomatic representatives to India, and ending with the reciprocal visits to India of Tony Abbott in September and to Australia of Narendra Modi in November 2014. (See appendices 1 and 2 for lists of Australian and Indian prime Ministers.) The material is organised chronologically, mainly with individual chapters devoted to the time in office of successive Australian governments. There was a narrative logic to this choice, as each Australian government’s attitude to India took on a new shape, often using a different idiom and—even if the outcome at the end of each era was surprisingly similar to the one that preceded it—attempting new directions. Each Australian government has started afresh with a ‘search for substance’ in the bilateral links. This was, as will be revealed, a recurring theme of every government since 1945.17


Chapter 1 opens as World War II is ending, with the Chifley government’s acceptance of Asia’s new nationalism, and points to the strong role played by Australia in the two post-war Asian conferences in New Delhi of 1947 and 1949. Chapters 2 and 3 deal with the period of conservative ascendancy of Robert Menzies and his successors, Harold Holt, John Gorton and William McMahon, from 1949 to 1972. There was so much material to be covered in this era that it demanded two chapters; they address many of the issues that were to define the relationship for the next few decades: race, decolonisation, the Cold War and its conflicts (both hot and cold), regional defence commitments, the multilateral or regional pacts and organisations of this era, the Commonwealth, choice of regional friends, personal relations between leaders, alliance-dependency and the ‘tilt’ to Pakistan. The Whitlam (1972–1975) and Fraser (1975–1983) governments had such similar attitudes and outcomes—the determination of both leaders to upgrade the bilateral ties; the successful prime ministerial trips to India; and the search for a globally recognised, independent, middle-power status for Australia in its international relations—that it proved sensible to combine them into one chapter in chapter 4.


Chapters 5 and 6 deal with the new regional architecture and economic thinking of the 1980s and 1990s, largely stimulated by the end of the Cold War in 1989. India was overlooked in the emerging and dynamic architecture of the Asia-Pacific region that was created and endorsed with such enthusiasm by the Hawke and Keating governments in the late 1980s and early 1990s. India was then included in the creation of the ASEAN-inspired and instigated East Asia Summit of 2005, when the multilateral-averse Prime Minister John Howard was in office—although he barely noted it. John Howard did not ignore India, however, and chapter 6 examines how, late in his term, Howard began to notice the economic and trading potential of what he described as the ‘new centre of gravity’ of the global economy—where India and China are the main drivers—and he made a significant bilateral visit to India in 2006. But it was a time also dominated by some purely bilateral issues: violence against Indian students in Melbourne and Sydney, and the sale of uranium. Chapter 7 looks at the Rudd and Gillard governments and the new bilateral trade possibilities and geostrategic dialogue that emerged in those years. It asks what the conceptual recasting of Australia’s region as ‘Indo-Pacific’ might mean for the Australia–India relationship, particularly given that some of the bilateral irritants—like the sale of uranium—had been resolved. Chapter 7 ends with the election of centre-right governments in Australia (September 2013) and in India (May 2014) and the reciprocated prime ministerial visits, and asks whether we are witnessing a new, more promising era in the bilateral journey.


The conclusion argues that ‘neglect’ is manifestly an insufficient explanation for the weakness of the Australia–India relationship. It is a story of a complex, multi-layered bilateral journey, with multiple geostrategic, economic, diplomatic and people-to-people dimensions. Complex global forces must be examined to explain the paradox referred to by Venkatesh Varma in 2012. This book sets out to unravel the mix, highlighting that relations between middle and great powers can only develop if entwined within a much larger matrix. Moreover, successful bilateralism can also only occur if both sides want it. The archival narrative suggests that Australia’s enthusiasm for India has waxed and waned over the last seventy years, with waves of hope followed by periods of inertia as diplomatic energies flagged. But through all this, even at its most engaged times—and there were many of them—Australia could not persuade India that it should be allocating its scarce diplomatic resources to the pursuit of ties with Australia. In short, Australia failed to convince India that it mattered. Indeed, the maps that mattered to both countries were drawn from different perspectives. Whether they now share a location in the newly configured map of the Indo-Pacific—and whether it fundamentally changes the policy settings—is the next big question for the bilateral relationship. This book is an attempt to examine the interplay between the domestic, regional and global dimensions of the bilateral relationship by looking at it through the eyes of those who had the ringside seats. What did they see? How did they interpret it? And, most significantly, what lessons can we learn from what they have left behind?
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1


Decolonising: Facing a New Asia


In January 1949, the Secretary to the Department of External Affairs (DEA) in the Chifley Labor government, John Burton, was in New Delhi at a conference convened by Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to discuss the unresolved Indonesian–Dutch conflict. In some notes before he was to address the meeting, he scribbled the question: ‘Is Australia to set itself against Asia and rely upon Western powers to assist it when an unco-operative policy has antagonised Asia?’ He wrote the response: ‘the map answers the question’.1 These notes reveal two persistent strands in Australian foreign policy. They both concern central issues in the search by Australia for a regional identity. And they both have significance for Australia–India relations.


The first strand, as expressed by Burton, is that geography matters. We are who we are because of where we are. Maps matter. There is an obvious logic to this. But for Australians, the logic has always been complicated. Australia is an island continent, with no shared land borders. Australian leaders, policy-makers and the broader community have always found it difficult to identify and map the region beyond the obvious physical borders—where it begins, ends, who is in it and what it means for those who live there.


The second strand relates to Burton’s reference to Australia’s reliance on Western powers, the countries that future Prime Minister Robert Menzies would, famously, refer to as Australia’s ‘great and powerful friends’. In Menzies’ case, he meant the United States and the United Kingdom, also seen as part of what is sometimes called the Anglosphere—the English-speaking countries of the world. Burton’s ‘Western powers’ was a reference to the colonising powers of Europe. Expediting the end of the European empires in Asia had been a key factor behind Nehru’s call for a regional conference, and Burton knew that Australia had to engage with the complex questions raised by this newly decolonising world emerging to its north. It was arguably for Australia—certainly for Burton and the Chifley government—the only map that mattered.


Australia’s relations with the so-called Anglosphere pose questions that still resound today, particularly with the United States. Australia’s relations with Asia continue to evolve alongside its determination to hold fast to the United States alliance. In the eyes of many Indians, this implies a lack of independence, and it has been a stumbling block in Australia’s bilateral relations with India. Nehru considered Australia a ‘stooge’ of the United States, and that image retains its salience.2 The impression undoubtedly has compromised the relationship, and gained deep traction during the Menzies years. But it was not so obvious in the early post-war period, when Prime Minister Ben Chifley and his External Affairs Minister, Dr H.V. Evatt, attempted to carve out for Australia a more independent identity.


The War Ends: Diplomatic Missions Established


A High Commission was established in New Delhi in 1944, and India established a mission in Canberra in 1945. Other than in the United Kingdom, where there had been a High Commissioner since 1910, Australia’s first missions were not established until 1940, in Washington, Noumea, Ottawa and Tokyo, followed in 1941 with a diplomatic presence in Chungking, Dili and Singapore, Moscow in 1943, and Wellington and New Delhi in 1944. In India at the beginning of 1946, only the United States, China and Australia maintained diplomatic missions in New Delhi. In December 1946, a High Commissioner for the United Kingdom arrived, and in early 1947, France and the Netherlands established a presence.3


[image: image]


1.1 Decolonising Asia and the end of empires, 1960
The decolonising world confronted Australia with a very different map from when the region was colonised by ‘friendly’ European powers.


Hence it was a mark of India’s importance that it was one of Australia’s first diplomatic missions, established during the war and before Indian independence. Australia’s first High Commissioner to India, Lieutenant-General Sir Iven Mackay, was a military man and former teacher who had served at Gallipoli in World War I, and in the Middle East and New Guinea in World War II. Yet it was an inauspicious beginning: Mackay and his wife Marjorie arrived in Delhi in January 1944 with war-time shortages acute, no accommodation and two staff. The role of First Secretary was filled by Colin Moodie, on his first overseas posting. Moodie would become one of Australia’s most senior diplomats of the 1950s and 1960s, with significant overseas appointments. Moodie arrived in India in February 1944 after a six-week voyage across the war zone of the Indian Ocean on the SS Tanda.4


These were early days in the world of Australia’s foreign relations. DEA had been constituted in 1901 but was abolished in 1916 and its work handled by the Prime Minister’s Department. It was re-created in 1921 and separated from the Prime Minister’s Department in 1935. Thus in 1940 it had enjoyed a separate existence for only five years, and hence, as historian Joan Beaumont has argued: ‘For the first four decades of the century, Australian diplomacy was virtually non-existent’.5 Alan Renouf arrived in Canberra in late 1943 to replace Moodie. The department consisted, Renouf recollected, of ‘twelve officers, with a few typists—and one archivist … who had the files recorded in no other register other than his memory’.6 During the war, Keith Waller recollected: ‘There wasn’t a great deal of work, the odd Cabinet submissions [but] we had virtually no sources of information of our own … Most … came through the British High Commission in Canberra and was handled by the Prime Minister’s Department which passed on copies to us’.7 (Waller and Renouf both rose to become the department’s permanent heads in the 1970s.) Peter Heydon, an early recruit in 1936, remembered the spirit of the time as ‘the enthusiasm of pioneers’, but it was all ‘very primitive’. He described how External Affairs was run out of ‘five rooms … on the second floor of West Block’.8


The no-frills nature of these early days is reflected in Moodie’s unpublished memoir; he captures the mood with his shopping list before he left for New Delhi: two cars, an air-conditioner, a telephone switchboard, 28 cases of wine, 48 dozen of beer, silverware, glassware and china.9 Once in New Delhi and having escaped being torpedoed en route—with the same boat not being so lucky on its subsequent voyage—Moodie spent much of his early days ‘trudging through the sticky heat of Old and New Delhi’ organising the paraphernalia of diplomacy: facilities for cables, diplomatic bags, banking, stationery and furniture.10


Incoming High Commissioner Mackay faced a daunting task. With only skeleton staff, he asked his daughter to join them from Cairo to become his secretary. External Affairs Minister H.V. Evatt had provided spare briefing, and Department Secretary Colonel William Hodgson had given no administrative instructions. First they had to find a home. British Viceroy Archibald Wavell housed them for two weeks before they moved into a run-down bungalow in Old Delhi made available by the government of India.11 Canberra did little to help, not only because of war-time shortages, but also because, according to Mackay’s biographer, of ‘a remarkable ignorance of what had been embarked upon’. Mackay spoke of the difficulty in establishing an office and residence, concerned that the ‘shabby little house is the first image of Australia’.12 The office of the High Commission was eventually set up in Connaught Place and the residence went from Nahba House at 34 Rajpur Road, Old Delhi, to Gwalior House, the former home of the Maharajah of Gwalior, who became a friend of the Mackays (and on whose estate Mackay ‘bagged’ his first tiger).13


Moodie described his first summer there as ‘hell’, living and working in cramped conditions, with no Australian staff. But when four new staff arrived, Moodie’s attitude changed. One of the recurring observations of Australian diplomats in India is how much they enjoyed the experience. Moodie was no different: ‘I loved my time in India [and] made many Hindu, Muslim and Sikh friends’.14 Moodie left India before Independence, avoiding the rioting that followed. Mackay wrote with evident distress about this period, relating his concerns for his Muslim staff: ‘It is impossible adequately to describe the cleavage at the present between the Muslims and Hindus and Sikhs … It is … said that the sympathy of the British lies with the Muslims. Although difficult to prove, this would be difficult to deny’.15


His despatches captured much of the tension:


 


There were only 28 Australians left in Delhi … work of the office [was at] a standstill. It is impossible for the Muslim servants to go out for fear of being killed … It has been suggested that I should send my servants away, probably to their death, but … I have preferred to keep them at the house, even at the risk that my quarters might be raided … The distribution of the Australian staff has been a source of … concern … with [some] in Old Delhi and marooned there—the whole of the Australian mission [should] be quartered in New Delhi but lack of accommodation has made this … difficult. 16


Mackay was to finish in 1946 but he asked to stay longer. He left in mid 1948, farewelled by ‘a record attendance of some fifty newspaper men—a tribute to him personally and to the mission as a whole’. Editor of the Hindustan Times Durga Das remarked that ‘Indians felt closer to Australia … than to any other part of the British Commonwealth’.17 The Illustrated Weekly of India devoted several pages to Mackay, acknowledging ‘his work on behalf of a country which has equal interest with our own in the future of the Indian Ocean region’.18 Mackay was replaced by Roy Gollan in October 1948.


Before Gollan arrived, John Burton wrote to Acting High Commissioner Charles Kevin that Evatt wanted ‘to cultivate Indian contacts … it would be undesirable to spend over-much time with the English community’. In full agreement, Kevin responded: ‘very few [British] remain and those that do are generally not impressive’. The Americans are the ‘most inefficient’ and the Dutch, ‘oddly enough, [are] fairly human’. He had kinder words for the Chinese, ‘who work quietly and their Ambassador seems quite able’, and the Burmese, who had an ‘extremely nice and capable head of mission’. Generally speaking, Kevin said, ‘our stocks are on the rise’, listing Australia’s contribution to India’s food difficulties, its attitude over Indonesia, the cricket tour, the visit of the Australian scientific delegation, the ILO regional conference and the work of the previous high commission staff.19


Mackay worked hard, gave many speeches and travelled widely. His staff found him ‘accessible and methodical’.20 He foresaw the bilateral issues that would shape the relationship, noting the number of enquiries from Anglo-Indians keen to migrate. Referring to ignorance about Australia, he observed that Australia was largely unknown except for Don Bradman and the White Australia policy. He wrote to Evatt:


 


the issue of Indian migration to Australia will be raised during the next two or three years and we should be ready … to answer possible criticisms … I am not sure whether in the long run Australia will be able to retain the goodwill of India. What Indians want in the way of treatment and what Australia is prepared to give are too far apart. But we certainly cannot retain even temporary goodwill if we make no modification of our existing attitude and policy. Our attitude runs directly up against Indian race-consciousness … It is important for us to present a good case in the eyes of the world and at the moment I doubt whether we do …21


Significantly, Mackay pre-empted the Colombo Plan, urging that Australia should provide university places for Indian students. He recorded disappointment that the government’s ‘response was just nil’.22 He tried, also unsuccessfully, to organise a visit of Indian journalists to Australia, regretting the lost chance ‘to promote on an imaginative scale, good will between the two countries’.23


Mackay enjoyed high-level access. In February 1947, following British Prime Minister Clement Attlee’s announcement of a date for Indian independence, Mackay secured an immediate interview with Nehru. Mackay seemed in awe of Nehru’s challenge: ‘Nehru must be one of the most harassed statesmen in the world … he is discharging his … duties competently [but] there are accumulated piles of matter awaiting decision that he is just physically unable to take up. There must be considerable risk of his having a complete breakdown if he has to live at the same pressure for much longer’.24


During these pre-independence days there were already diplomatic understandings of Australia’s unusual position in a decolonising Asia. In April 1947, Assistant Secretary J.D. Petherbridge wrote that Australia’s sympathy for the aspirations of dependent peoples and the nation’s ‘destiny’ in the South West Pacific were well recognised in India. But most interestingly, Petherbridge signalled the potential conflict in Australia’s role as an ally of the colonising powers of the region, observing that being part of ‘a regional grouping with nations such as India, Burma, Indonesia, Vietnam … may be inconsistent with association in the South Pacific commission with colonial powers such as France and the Netherlands’.25


Chifley, Evatt and Nehru


Australia’s Prime Minister at this time was Ben Chifley, following the death of Australia’s war-time leader, John Curtin, in July 1945. Evatt was Minister for External Affairs from 1941 to 1949. Chifley met Nehru on a few occasions, liked him immensely, and was very interested in India. Chifley’s first biographer L.F. Crisp believed that Chifley had a ‘special admiration’ for Nehru. From him, Chifley ‘received both stimulus and at the same time confirmation of many of his own conclusions about Asian affairs. He warmed to [his] charm and … swift, shrewd wit’.26


The feeling was mutual. Twice High Commissioner to India, Walter Crocker (1952–55; 1958–62) enjoyed frequent contact with Nehru. He confirmed Nehru’s great respect for Chifley, observing that Nehru could ‘spot Chifley’s disinterestedness straight away’.27 He probably could also spot Chifley’s humility. Australian historian David Day has described how with ‘his pipe and craggy features, his homespun wisdom and his self-deprecating sense of humour, Chifley was loved in ways that probably have not been experienced by any other politician, before or since’.28 Keith Shann—who joined DEA in 1946 and went on to become Ambassador to the Philippines, Indonesia and Japan—was one of the many who described Chifley as ‘an awfully nice bloke for whom I had tremendous respect’.29 From an Indian perspective, telling insights came from an Indian journalist who interviewed Chifley hours before he died, on 13 June 1951. J.N. Sahni was part of an Indian press delegation—one of the first to visit Australia—to cover Australia’s fifty-year Jubilee celebrations. The record of this meeting was widely published in the English-language press when he returned to India.


Sahni had a two-hour interview with Chifley and described the ease of their conversation, which ranged, he said ‘on everything from pipe smoking to yoga’. Chifley was keen to talk about India and Sahni sensed that Chifley ‘understood India and her problems as no foreigner ever did’. Sahni raised the controversial issue of Commonwealth involvement with Kashmir and recorded Chifley’s words:


 


Frankly, if you ask me, it is damn impertinent of any outsider to try to dictate a solution to India and Pakistan. The matter should be treated as essentially domestic and the two countries should be allowed to settle it between themselves. What I have seen of Nehru and Liaquat, if they can’t settle the question between themselves, no outsider can.


Chifley told Sahni that he was offered the Security Council job to mediate the Kashmir crisis before it was offered to Sir Owen Dixon:


‘It was mighty good of your people to signify such confidence in two Australians.’ Sahni liked what he found: a man ‘with the toughness of a bricklayer … [of] honesty, frankness, a kindly heart, and an observant mind’ and believed that ‘India has lost one of its greatest friends across the seas … Pandit Nehru [has lost] an ardent personal admirer, Australia a leader of great vision, sterling honesty, irrepressible courage and idealism’.30


Indeed, Chifley had regularly emphasised India’s global role. He told parliament that Nehru had ‘the most influential voice in Asia today’, and that the ‘Western powers would be unwise when formulating policies for Asia, to go further … than the distance they can carry India with them’.31 In general, Chifley exhibited a more empathetic attitude to the decolonising states around him than the government that followed. His more progressive idiom is what makes him one of the most interesting Australian leaders. For example, in 1951 he described communism this way:


 


To imagine that all the troubles in the East today are due to communism is an utter delusion. The situation in Asia … is aggravated by the rapid growth of population, poverty and misery. We detest communism but we recognise that the real driving force behind the unrest is the desire of eastern peoples for self-determination and self-government.32


Using language radical for an Australian politician in the late 1940s, Chifley understood the nationalist struggles in Asia and the anti-colonial drive that underpinned them. He told Canadian Prime Minister Louis St Laurent that ‘India must certainly be the leader of the Asian peoples and provide a bulwark against any rush of Communism through that area’.33 He was, in this way, ahead of his time. In his interview, Sahni had observed that Chifley ‘frequently got up from his desk to study the map of Asia’. The map revealed to him, it seems, insights into the role that India would play in global politics. Importantly, Chifley’s understanding of non-alignment was appreciated in India. He told Sahni:


 


Personally, I feel India can do a great service to the world not only by keeping neutral, but in the course of time, by showing the way to preserve peace … Tell Nehru not to lose heart, but to carry on. India will show the way to peace. In him, not only you but the world has a great leader.34


Evatt and Nehru met several times. Evatt’s biographer Allan Dalziel claimed that Evatt also used maps to make a point. He ‘would mark India on his wall map as the lynchpin of Asia. He believed that the final destiny of Asia would depend on what happened to the great Indian sub-continent’.35 At the 1948 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Meeting, Evatt and Nehru shared the view that the ‘most efficacious weapon against communism was improvement of the living conditions of the people’.36 Evatt lamented the lack of understanding of Asia in Australia. He told parliament:


 


positive action must be taken to remedy the grossly inadequate understanding of Asia by Australia, and of Australia by Asia …[O]ur relations must … be based on a scrupulous regard for the self-respect and dignity of those Asian nations and peoples, many of whom have a civilisation which has endured longer than our own.37


However, even though Chifley was aware of the hostility it aroused in Asia, he was not prepared to budge on the White Australia policy. He saw ‘no possibility of a change in our attitude’.38 Evatt agreed: the ‘White Australia policy is absolutely basic to the economy and politics of this country’.39 He maintained—as others would after him—that the policy was not a problem between the Indian and Australian governments and that it had never been mentioned in any official diplomatic or governmental bilateral exchange.40 Yet from the general public in India—particularly letters and articles in the English-language press—the issue of race emerged very early. It was possibly the most prominent bilateral concern from the 1940s to 1970s. In May 1949, High Commissioner Roy Gollan reported that ‘Australia is now being specifically named with South Africa when the question of racial discrimination is ventilated in the Indian press’. Gollan believed it would have repercussions:
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