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To Craig Emerson, honorary son to Bob, stalwart friend to both of us.






INTRODUCTION

As historian Geoffrey Blainey said of Hawke: The Prime Minister, the second volume of Blanche d’Alpuget’s biography of the former prime minister, ‘I admire the author’s skill in painting that most elusive of portraits – a living politician. One doesn’t need to agree with every page to relish the book’s sweep and vivacity’. In Bob Hawke: The Complete Biography, d’Alpuget portrays Bob Hawke’s political afterlife with the same flair and insight she displayed in her first two volumes. We now have the complete picture. Hawke had the advantage of an interpretation of his life being entrusted to a superb, award-winning writer. This latest edition is also written from the vantage point of a writer who knew her subject intimately, having shared the bulk of his life after politics as his wife. The result is a benchmark study on a man who has been described variously as Australia’s greatest prime minister, greatest peacetime prime minister or greatest Labor prime minister.

The importance of the book still lies in the accounting of the Hawke Government. Much has been written since in biographies of other participants and broader analyses of its impact and significance. In the public outpouring of grief on his death, there was a sense of better politics at a tough time. There was a reflection on a desire to draw lessons from the way Bob Hawke governed, his policies and his principles. Among a younger generation with no personal memories of the time there was a sense we would do something better. That is a sentiment that makes updating this biography for a new generation eminently worthwhile.

The Honourable Kim Beazley

Governor of Western Australia August 2019






PREFACE

In April 2019, Simon & Schuster contracted me to update Hawke: The Prime Minister for the nine years that had elapsed since it was first published, with the idea of one big volume covering his whole life. None of us imagined at the time that Hawke would be dead within three weeks. The short, final Part III: At Large, was begun just before he died, while I was his primary carer, and completed in the three months afterwards, as I struggled with an outpouring of grief from around the nation and the world, expressed in thousands of notes, cards, emails, texts, phone calls and speeches from the most humble admirers to the nobility, including an exquisitely sensitive letter from HRH, the Prince of Wales. The public sorrow was a piquant counterpoint to the happiest years of Hawke’s adult life – even through the pain and sickness he endured, longing to embrace death; during this time he was able to return, unhindered by ambition, to his foundational value and inspiration: the sovereignty of love.

I have made a number of additions, deletions and corrections to Hawke: The Prime Minister, drawing on additional information that came to hand some months before and soon after his death, most especially re-shaping a warped depiction of the relationship between Hawke and Keating. I had been as guilty as other writers in accepting the conventional wisdom of the news media and other commentators, a Rorschach of unrelenting bile. The problem for journalists and others was that they faced the ineffable mysteries of the souls of two men, a topic too difficult to manifest to a mass audience. There was a titanic struggle for the prime ministership, but beneath it, not dead but in hibernation, a profound respect and admiration lived on between them. I’ve done my best in trying to present this delicate veil of feeling, enabled this time by the cooperation of Paul Keating himself, and others who observed them closely. Dr Craig Emerson was a crucial link between these men he loved, and succeeded in bringing together. I hope my small effort will correct a distortion of Australian political history, and uplift the hearts of readers who look for a Rorschach of the possibility of harmony in what has become our deeply troubled world.

Blanche d’Alpuget

Sydney, August 2019






PART I The Early Years







ONE

R.J. HAWKE WAS BORN, on the brink of the Great Depression, into a family and background that would seem rightly to have belonged not to the twentieth but to the early nineteenth century. People have come to see him as a worldly man, one who has built an international reputation for courage and who is now striving for the highest position of power in his country. What is forgotten, or has been grasped only fleetingly, is that he was reared in the narrowest of social enclaves: in small town, fundamentalist Christianity. The stresses set up in him by bursting free of that rigid mould, while retaining many of its values, have created an unusually complex personality.

The Hawkes accepted the popular meaning of the name Robert: ‘Of shining fame’. His mother, who said she had moments of acute awareness resembling precognition – she would sometimes press her fingers to her temples and say, ‘Oh! I’ve just had a flash!’ – chose the name for him before he was born, sure that it would be suitable.

Ellie Hawke already had one son whom she loved passionately and she hoped that the second baby would be a girl. Her craving for a daughter was immoderate. But when she took out the Bible each day, keeping a vow she had made in childhood, she told friends and relations that she was astonished how often it fell open, as if by design, at the early chapters of Isaiah, and how her eye was drawn to the verses foretelling the birth of great sons – the sign of Immanuel and the Prince of Peace: ‘For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder…’

Ellie had spent nearly a decade, since the birth of her first child, Neil, wishing to have another, a daughter. But in that time she had only a miscarriage. At last she consulted a doctor and took his advice to have an operation; by early 1929, soon after the family moved to Bordertown in South Australia, she was pregnant once more. At first she planned to call the new baby Elizabeth. However, when it seemed that the Bible kept leading her to Isaiah, Ellie began to feel that she was being given a sign, and told people, ‘I think it’s another boy’.

She and her husband, Clem, believed that events are planned by God. When, in the pre-dawn hours of 9 December 1929, in the darkness before a scorching summer day, she again gave birth to a son, they felt that the baby in some indefinable way was different from others, and that he was a destined instrument of the Lord.

Clem Hawke recalled:


Even the matron in the hospital said, ‘There is something special about this baby’. He was very beautiful. But there was something else, perhaps the configuration of his features or the way he moved in his crib. People felt it. When we had him christened a few months later by Dr Keik, my former theological teacher, Keik said, ‘This is a special child’. Shakespeare summed it up: ‘There is a divinity that shapes our ends, rough hew them though we may’. The same thing applies to destiny, I believe. We thought he was destined for a great future, even then.



The baby was christened Robert James Lee. James was the name of his paternal grandfather; Lee was his mother’s maiden name.

Edith Emily Lee (as Ellie had been christened) was a woman who was outstanding in her community before she was thirty. Half a century later, when she was dead, there were people in the country towns of South Australia who recalled her as a force that had changed their lives for the better. Mostly they were women who, as girls, had come under the spell of Ellie’s mission in life: to educate girls to be independent, forthright and teetotal. She encouraged these qualities in boys, too, but had a special tenderness for her own sex and its oppressions. She was not a feminine woman: by temperament she was impatient, aggressive and dogmatic. Physically she was plain-featured, although her smile was remarkably beautiful – ‘She made you feel as if the world had lit up’, a student recalled. She was of average height for a woman of those days, and slim, but strongly made: Ellie had splendid health for almost eighty years, and the energy of a racehorse. Those who loved Ellie remembered her with a mingling of affection and awe; beside her, other women appeared timid, enervated and dishonest. She would not tell or tolerate ‘even a white lie, for the sake of making social relations easier’. Many found her frankness intolerable, as later others were to find the frankness of her son unacceptable. All her life Ellie lived in a rage of activity, even in childhood exhausting herself, collapsing temporarily, ‘then jumping up and saying, “I’m right now!” and rushing off on some new project’. A brother-in-law said, ‘Ellie was a woman who lived two years in every one’. She was the daemon, the driving force, in her son’s life.

Clem Hawke was its star of navigation.

Many of the puzzling characteristics of Robert Hawke, much of his apparently paradoxical behaviour, can be traced to the fact that, in time, he rejected much of his early training, and to another fact – that from birth he was subjected to two strong, contrary forces: physically and temperamentally his parents were, in important aspects, opposites.

Clem was tall and slight, strikingly handsome, whimsical, diplomatic and flirtatious. His daughter-in-law recalled, ‘Clem could make you feel as if you were the most interesting person he’d ever met in his life’.

He and Ellie were Celts, both with grandparents born in Cornwall who had immigrated to the copper fields of South Australia in the middle of the nineteenth century. Both had been reared as Methodists, both came from an age when worldly ambition and spiritual virtue existed in harmony and both, in their own ways, were agitators. They wanted to change the world by exhortation. Beyond that their social similarities went no further.

Clem left school at twelve and had worked on a milk run, then had been apprenticed to a blacksmith. His family was poor; his father, a Kapunda copper miner, was ‘Labor from his toenails to his hair roots’.

Ellie had completed high school and teachers’ college. Her family was prosperous and politically conservative. Her father, Will, who had begun life in poverty, became a wheat and barley farmer on the Yorke Peninsula and, in middle age, was able to afford the luxury of a trip ‘home’ to his ancestral village in Cornwall. He arrived there dressed in top hat and tails.

Methodist rectitude in the Lee household ruled the smallest details of daily life: Ellie, who could not tolerate idleness, was raised in the belief that it was wicked to knit on the Sabbath, for example. In her social milieu there were those who regarded playing-cards as toys of the Devil, and who would go without sauce for their Sunday lunch rather than break the Sabbath ruling against work, by drawing the cork from a sauce bottle.

In Will Lee’s youth the fires of Methodist revivalism had swept the South Australian copper fields, arousing ancient passions:


Unless one lived with [the miners] in those revival days it would be impossible to appreciate such scenes as occurred. Those were the days when preachers spoke of Hell with an absolute belief in it as the abode of damned souls. It can be imagined what an effect the denunciation of sinfulness would produce on the uneducated ‘man with a past’. Swearers, blasphemers, drunkards, men with loud voices and boisterous in their excesses were caught up in the tide of revivals… One evening [a preacher] became so overwhelmed with holy rage at those who had crucified Christ that he unconsciously turned and spat over in the western corner of the church.1



In Will’s adulthood those fires still smouldered beneath his roof and in his talks as a lay preacher there was an echo of that old, sulphurous fury with the unrighteous.

James Hawke, in contrast, was an unemotional Methodist; the social properness, which was a strong characteristic of the Lee household and which never left Ellie, was less noticeable among the Hawkes. They were churchgoers, but nothing could quench the reckless gaiety and playfulness of the tribe of seven Hawke children. ‘We Hawkes had a streak of devilry’, one said. Others remember, ‘You could not be in the door five minutes before Millie [one of Clem’s sisters] would say, “Right! Now for a game of cards!”’

The Lee family had the Victorian passion for public duty, for helping others who, being less determined, less strong, less faithful to the Lord’s commandments than they, had met misfortune. Will, a man of quick and fiery temper, had been ‘a bigoted Methodist and a bigoted Tory’, but he was also ‘the most generous man in the world’. He had literally given itinerant men, whom he housed and fed when they called at his farm, the shirt from his back. Having retired comfortably from the land, Will Lee ended his days working in a cement factory and giving his wages to the needy. He dropped dead while helping a farmer plant a crop. Energetic determination was the mark of the Lees.

Optimism was the mark of the Hawkes: it flowed into them from the gospels and from the Labor movement. Of the five Hawke boys, two became ministers of religion, four attempted political careers, and one became premier of Western Australia. An uncle, Dick Hawke, was a Labor candidate in Kapunda ‘but couldn’t win against the farmers’. A Hawke cousin elsewhere in South Australia became a Country Party member of parliament. They had quick wits, the Celtic flair for oratory, and were born agitators, wanting to sculpt, from the public emotion they could arouse, the public will to reform society. ‘The Hawkes had to use their voices – in politics or from the pulpit’, Clem said. ‘They had to spread the good news.’

Clem and Ellie both believed that the purpose of existence was a life of unity with God resulting in practical good works. Ellie, who like her father was a lay preacher, had struggled against convention for the right to have an education and a career as a teacher, so that she might educate others. Clem had been weighted down by poverty, unable to plot a course, and by eighteen had held half-a-dozen ill-paid, unskilled jobs. He was secretary of the Kapunda branch of the Australian Labor Party and began to dream of a career in Labor politics. He wrote to the premier of South Australia about the possibility of an urban seat if he moved to Adelaide, but before he had decided to act on the premier’s advice (to contact the Trades Hall), Clem was drawn in a different direction.

By now he was working on a paper run and was always keen to arrive at the house of Kapunda’s Baptist minister, the Reverend Mr John Murray, who had two pretty daughters. Clem spent a good deal of time chatting to them. At length, Mr Murray invited him inside for conversations of a more serious nature. Soon afterwards, on a wintry night, Clem was totally immersed in the cold font of Mr Murray’s church to emerge a Baptist, ready to become a home missionary.

Two years later, by the time he met the schoolteacher Edith Emily Lee (and renamed her Ellie), Clem had left the Baptist church and returned to Methodism. He was now a Methodist home missionary, stationed at Forster on the River Murray in South Australia.

Ellie was in charge of her third school, at Forster. Her sisters had accepted the lot of farmers’ daughters: they had left school at thirteen and stayed home to help their mother, but Edith Emily had been ‘education mad’ from early childhood.

Within days of meeting Clem Hawke, Ellie was much attracted to the charming young preacher, five months her junior, uneducated, unordained and with political views that for her were radical and for her father verged on treachery: the Hawkes were anti-conscriptionist.

For his part Clem was fascinated – as others were to be either fascinated or angered – by Ellie’s strength of character, her forthright manner, her physical vitality and her sense of purpose.

Hawke said of his parents, ‘Mum just loved Dad. He was the boss, but there beside him was this incredibly strong woman. And she would tend to take over. As a minister’s wife Mum was unbelievably supportive – it was like having two ministers for the parish.’

In June 1920, a year after they met, Clem and Ellie were married, in Thebarton Methodist Church, Adelaide. In the meantime Clem, who was only twenty-two, had changed churches once more – this time, permanently. He had joined Congregationalism, the church that, as a radical puritan sect, had inspired Cromwell, the Pilgrim Fathers, Milton and Bunyan. It was committed to social equality (including the ordination of women) and the authority of the laity over the clergy. Of all Christian churches, it seemed to Clem, the Congregational was the most liberal, least dogmatic, least concerned with wickedness, most optimistic and the closest in its functioning to Labor’s vision of the Brotherhood of Man.

In time, Clem converted Ellie to Congregationalism, but the old fire-and-brimstone pungency of outback South Australian Methodism, with its emphasis on sin and backsliding and its history of grim decorousness shot through with flares of revivalism, seems never completely to have left her. Ellie retained her Methodist indignation against the unrighteous, the slothful, the dishonest, the weak. Hawke was to learn from his mother that ‘it would be sinful – she didn’t use the word, but she conveyed the idea – sinful if I did not use my talents’. Clem took a gentler view of the world.

A few weeks after marriage Ellie became pregnant and her teaching career had to be abandoned. Her first child was born at Houghton in the Adelaide Hills where Clem, still unordained, had been invited by the congregation to become their minister. Ellie named the baby John (after her favourite brother) and Neil, a name whose popular meaning, accepted by the Hawkes, is ‘champion’. He was known by his second name. From the beginning Ellie doted on him. Hawke said later, ‘Neil was her son, her first-born, her favourite. He’d had nine years to be her son, before I came along.’

The family moved to New Zealand for a couple of years (where Clem was ordained) then back to South Australia, to Renmark. Here Ellie returned to teaching. ‘Education is the key to the world’, she told her pupils. ‘Read, read, read. Learn, learn, learn. God gave you a brain – you’re meant to use it. If you haven’t got a book to read, get a dictionary and learn a page of it each day.’ Although she was impatient with adults, she was patient and loving with children and, longing for a daughter of her own, she lavished affection upon parish girls, whom she treated as favourite nieces, and upon favourite nieces, whom she treated as daughters. Around 1926 she asked a sister to give her one of her daughters to rear. The sister refused.

When Ellie became pregnant again in 1929 she knew, from medical advice, that the second baby would be her last. Half a century later Hawke recalled, uneasily, ‘My mother wanted me to be a girl. She used to say, “You were meant to be Elizabeth”. That used to annoy me. I thought she was silly to say it, because I was me! Bob.’

From his early years his relationship with his mother was complex, even problematic, affected by his awareness that he had disappointed her in one area that he was incapable of changing – his sex – and also by the knowledge that, almost in recompense for his unwelcome gender, she had great expectations of him. In young adulthood he ‘often shouted at Ellie’, a relation said. The test of wills between them had a primal history and was perhaps the seed, developed later by Hawke’s physical weakness and illnesses, of his striving to become powerful.

It took him half a century to make a sort of peace between the warring states within him, a confrontation that arose from his biological maleness on one side, and on the other, the phantom Elizabeth against whom he, Bob, had to fight from the beginnings of life. A defiant masculinity was a central aspect of Hawke’s personality: its battles for ascendancy were to be played out through displays of swashbuckling virility – in language, sporting prowess, aggressive competitiveness, and through many invasions into enemy territory: in common speech, through womanising.

Ellie, for her part, quickly adjusted, at least superficially, to the disappointment of another son: to her it was God’s will and she bowed to it. The boy, she decided, would be reared to social duty of a high order and his efforts would be recognised and honoured. When Hawke was in his early twenties she told his fiancée, ‘We called him Robert because it would sound good later, when he became Sir Robert’.

Hawke was made a Companion of the Order of Australia, an honour superior to knighthood, in January 1979.






TWO

HEAVEN LAY AROUND Hawke in his infancy. He was reared in a country manse in a quiet way of life deeply rooted in tradition, the seasons accentuated by church festivals, the year divided according to divine significance. It was a world rounded and harmonious.

The community in Bordertown was still snug, not yet touched by the financial crash of the previous April. The Tatiara district, of which Bordertown is the centre, is one of the richest agricultural areas in Australia. In the late 1920s the town was booming: people there only read about the disasters in the cities. Scullin, who had been prime minister for two months, had, in the second week of December, just offered the state premiers £1 million for road work to provide employment. In the New South Wales coalfields the nation’s greatest industrial dispute in the twentieth century, a lockout by employers, was dragging on and the miners and their dependants were half-starved. Police occupied the towns of the Hunter coalfields, scab labour was employed, a miner was shot dead, others were injured. But in Bordertown the only signs of depression were the scores of travel-soiled men jumping from trains then hanging around the railway yards, alert for a beckoning finger from one of the farmers loading his produce on the trains. ‘It was a good year for hay, 1929. You could get any amount of labour’, an old-timer remarked sardonically.

The Congregational parish was the largest in the district, exceeding the Methodists; Clem and Ellie were among the town’s elite. Ellie was considered a snob by some parishioners, ‘because she was educated – heddykated we used to say – and was a schoolteacher. It was something to be a schoolteacher in those days. I felt she looked down on people who weren’t heddykated.’ The ‘Congs’, as they called themselves, were in a mood as expansive as their district’s in the late 1920s. When the horse selected for Clem’s use on pastoral calls proved troublesome the laity decided, boldly, to buy him a motor car. It was a 1927 four-door, cloth-top Chevrolet and cost £150. With wheat selling at only a little less than its 1925 price and sheep still doing well, the parish could afford it. It could afford, too, to keep the minister’s table supplied with mutton, butter and milk and his hearth with firewood. Ellie grew the best vegetables in town – ‘lettuces, even in winter!’ people remembered, fifty years later.

The manse was a four-roomed house of local limestone with high ceilings and a lean-to at the back for the kitchen, laundry and bathroom. A croquet green was across the road and a couple of minutes walk away was the church, also of limestone. Although it was built in the late nineteenth century it had the friendly, candid symmetry of Georgian architecture. It has been internally renovated in recent years but in those days its most striking feature was an arch painted on the wall at the head of the nave, lettered in blue, gold and black, with the motto ‘He Who Watches Over Israel Slumbers Not Nor Sleeps’. Israel – sung about, spoken of, yearned for – glowed as a portentous presence at the heart of spiritual life. Israel was a distant, shining land, enigmatic and ageless, a link between the living and the dead, the present and the past, God and man. ‘I vividly recall’, a woman wrote to Hawke years later,


watching your mother basking in pride when a piece of the Holy Land was named after her son for his great humanitarian efforts… she had tears in her eyes listening to the sermon and speech given by your father on that glorious day in Israel… one of the happiest that you could have provided for them in their lives.



Israel had entered Hawke’s life before he could speak, for Ellie took him to church from birth.

It was in church that parishioners first noticed how he was being reared. ‘The trouble was’, a Bordertown man complained,


his mother wouldn’t smack him. He’d be up there in the front, wriggling and throwing things on the floor, or yelling. He was completely undisciplined. It wasn’t fair to Clem, trying to give the sermon, when there was a baby disrupting things. I used to want to knock his block off.



In the twenty-five years Hawke lived with his parents he was never once struck by either of them. ‘I was’, he said, ‘dreadfully spoiled’. The spoiling came from both parents, especially from Hawke’s father.

Clem adored his second son. He said,


From early on I felt special affinity, a drawing towards Bobbie. It’s a mysterious thing – Ellie had it with Neil. It’s something that just happens sometimes in families – you remember Joseph and the coat of many colours? His father felt it. You can’t say it’s right or wrong to have a favourite child… Bobbie had an outflowing magic about him.



He bathed and dressed this baby, things he had not done for Neil, and Hawke’s earliest memories were all of ‘love – an overwhelming love. I can’t describe how passionately my father loved me; I was just Dad’s boy.’

The relationship between father and son, which was so intense that Ellie worried about their dependence upon each other, equipped Hawke for life with the capacity to feel and, without embarrassment, to express love for his own sex. It also seems to have cast the emotional die that patterned his later relationships with other men: Hawke is intensely loyal and uncritical of his friends and in return evokes from them an unusual fondness, a paternal indulgence. All his closest men friends have been older than Hawke, either in years or in worldliness; all have had Clem’s desire to give of themselves to him. Men have lent him their houses to entertain in, their motor cars to ride in, their yachts to holiday on; they have come to his kitchen to cook his meals; to sit at his bedside and amuse him when he was ill; they have taken him shopping and chosen his clothes. George Rockey, a co-builder of Australia’s largest transport company, TNT, was a type of father to Hawke in the late 1970s. When Rockey was dying in 1981 and too weak to walk much, he worried about Hawke’s health and his wardrobe: ‘I send Bob to my tailor now, so his suits are good. But I’m not satisfied about his socks – I must take him to the proper place for underwear’, he said. Sir Peter Abeles, Rockey’s senior business partner, is another very close friend. A journalist recalled going to dinner one evening with Hawke and Abeles:


Sir Peter gave Bob the keys to his Rolls Royce. Bob drove it, laughing his head off, like a kid with a fantastic toy… I was in business by myself at the time, and in financial difficulties. A couple of days later I got a phone call from Abeles, whom I barely knew. He chatted for a while, then said, ‘I think I could help you, if you would like’. I was staggered – he was offering me 25 grand at 5 per cent. Finally I asked, ‘Why are you doing this?’ He replied, ‘Oh well, we both have a very close friend’, and the penny dropped. He knew Bob and I had been mates for thirty years, so that made me somebody he would help, because of his affection for Bob.1



Throughout Hawke’s life men have been drawn by ‘the outflowing magic’ that Clem felt – and encouraged – and have responded to it by behaving like fathers or doting uncles. (Hawke called Rockey ‘Uncle George’, and Rockey signed himself by this name on letters to Hawke.)

It seems as if, in his earliest years, an emotional stage was set and roles allotted to actors, and that the play was performed again and again. While this welded psychological bonds of great strength between Hawke and his friends, the son–parent configuration of relationships became, with Hawke’s increasing age, inappropriate – even undesirable – for it was holding part of his personality in limbo. Men and women only a few years older than Hawke called him ‘The Boy’ when he was in his late forties; he was treated, by intimates, as a boy who needed adult care and guidance. The role began to exasperate Hawke, and his friends.

Clem’s special son, however, was also Ellie’s special baby, a gift to her from God. But the intensity of affection between father and son tended to challenge her status with the child, and later events in the family were to cause whatever incipient competition there may have been between the parents to develop into rivalry for the boy. A relation recalled, ‘Bob could play his family off against each other: he was the centre of attention and the adults competed for him’. This was, perhaps, the origin of Hawke’s later extraordinary success in getting publicity: he had learned, when very young, how agreeable it was to be a cynosure, and in adulthood had an inner need to re-create – before a bank of television cameras, or a roaring crowd – the emotional landscape of earlier years. ‘Publicity is one of the things that keeps you going in politics’, another politician remarked. ‘The days when Bob’s been all over the newspapers and the television I’ve seen him smiling. And sad, when he wasn’t.’

Given the circumstances of his birth perhaps it was to be expected that his parents would rear him more tenderly than his elder brother. Certainly the difference in parental treatment of the Hawke boys was profound: Neil had few of the indulgences allowed to Bobbie. Before he was a teenager Neil was punished for misdemeanours ‘with a hiding from me once a fortnight – and that’s when he was good’, Ellie said; sometimes Clem gave him the strap. In his teenage years, in school holidays, Neil worked as a farmhand. Hawke took his first holiday job when he was at university.

Bordertown parishioners remembered Neil as a quiet, well-mannered boy yet Clem and Ellie both fondly described him as a young firebrand, physically reckless and deaf to caution, while Hawke, they said, was a quiet, angelic child with whom they could reason. Perhaps both accounts are accurate, from different perspectives. But as Hawke grew older he developed some of the characteristics that his parents attributed to their elder son. Most people want their children to live for them the lives they cannot: it may be that at an unspoken level the Hawkes encouraged their sons to break free of the extreme decorousness of genteel, petit bourgeois parish life, while insisting that they maintain the essence of Christian values.

Clem took Bobbie on rounds of the parish and by the time the child was three he had begun to model himself actively on his father: a bleary box Brownie photograph of 1933 shows Hawke, hands raised, preaching to an old woman lying on a cane chaise longue in her garden. She was too ill to attend church; Hawke had announced, ‘I’m going to cheer you up, like my Dad’.

Clem said,


We taught him the whole time, not only by talking to him, but also by the practical life we lived… In the Congregational church we had no creeds as such – the only creed I’ll accept is the Apostles – but we built religion around the human side of Christ’s ministry. And, of course, the divine side. We built it around His example – giving counsel to the dejected and the despairing, healing the sick, putting out a social program for the betterment of the world. What’s the use of preaching the gospel to a man with an empty stomach! It’s all pie in the sky, when what he wants is pie now.



The crash came to Bordertown in 1931: wheat dropped to 2 shillings 7 pence a bushel (36.4 litres) and oats to 1 shilling 3 pence. A dozen eggs sold for three pennies. Hawke was too young to remember the boom years and knew only the period of struggle and misery for farmers. Childhood memories of his parents’ friends talking about low prices, bad seasons and bankruptcies affected him strongly, instilling in him attitudes to rural life that were much more sympathetic than is normal among urban Labor movement officials. Country people noticed the difference: in 1979, in a national survey, farmers and cattlemen voted Hawke their first choice of leaders.

With the Depression, Clem and Ellie had to work much harder. On Sundays there was a special collection known as the Distress Fund. Ellie made meals from what she had to hand in the kitchen for the swagmen who came to her door, and would offer the manse’s spare room to people in need of lodging for a night, or for weeks. The ethic of hospitality transmitted to Hawke: his own household, friends commented later, resembled a motel, with all sorts of people making themselves at home there. ‘Bob’s the easiest touch in the world’, a man said of Hawke in middle age. ‘I’ve seen real rogues, people you wouldn’t look at, nudge him for a loan. He’s gullible, like that.’ It was a family characteristic: Clem and Ellie once lent most of their savings to a woman in distress, never to see the money again. Hawke recalled, ‘I used to be angry with my mother sometimes, watching her give money to characters whom even I knew were telling lies’.

Clem was considered an outstanding minister because of his pastoral work: while other churches’ congregations diminished in Bordertown during the Depression, the numbers in the Congregational parish grew. ‘He had the gift of listening’, a parishioner recalled. ‘He would never reject anyone. One day he ate seven afternoon teas, rather than discourage people from telling him their troubles by turning down their food.’ During these years when Hawke was his father’s shadow, visiting with him the houses of the dejected, despairing and sick, he was absorbing attitudes that were to stay with him long after he had rejected the Congregational as his church and Christianity as his faith: he was learning to dream of a future career in which he would be able to benefit humanity directly and practically. He was also acquiring his father’s habits – especially sympathetic listening, one of the most useful skills for a politician and a negotiator. Chris Crellin, Hawke’s chauffeur–bodyguard during his latter years at the ACTU, recalled,


I used to watch Bob at social functions. The way he could listen to people was brilliant: he’d cock his head on one side, like he does, and would stand there letting them bash his ear for half an hour. Whether he was really listening or not, I don’t know. But he always looked as if he were following every word they said. Getting him to leave a place was impossible. He’d say ‘Goodbye’ and two hours later would be only ten feet [3 m] closer to the door, listening to some story about a kid needing a job or somebody’s aunty from India wanting a visa for Australia. When he’d finally get in the car he’d have a pocketful of bits of paper with people’s names on them, people he was going to try to help. It was a never-ending thing. People would eat him up.



Hawke puts high value on what may be termed his pastoral skill. To a question about which of the thousands of newspaper articles about him he liked most, he replied, ‘There was one in the mid-1960s, by Richard Hall. He said I was “a good listener”. I was proud about that.’

While Clem’s long suit was fellow-feeling, Ellie’s was action. In Bordertown she was inaugural secretary–treasurer of the primary school welfare club; she gave lessons in handicrafts and divinity; she was an office bearer of the Girl Guides; she trained the children’s choir; she worked for the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. She was often in conflict with the parents of girls she was teaching because, with the crash, farmers were taking their daughters out of school and putting them to work as farmhands or housekeepers.

Before Ellie was married she had angered her sisters by resisting farm housekeeping; married, she maintained the view that housework should be shared by husband and wife, and so it was: Clem did half the chores. Ellie rescued several girls from manual drudgery by having them live in the manse. Parishioners had a respectful caution for what was known around town as ‘the sharp edge of Mrs Hawke’s tongue’.

There was never enough occupation for Ellie and in Bordertown she took up croquet, becoming an office bearer of the club. She had been a keen tennis player but found croquet more mentally stimulating – ‘tennis lacks skill’, she declared – and in later life croquet became ‘Ellie’s second religion’. Hawke said, ‘Croquet! The politics and rules of croquet that we used to get at home were enough to drive you bloody mad. It seemed to be the most important thing in the world.’ He too plays croquet with enthusiasm; he once chased Margaret Whitlam across the green at the Lodge, waving his mallet at her when she beat him on a shot and whooping, ‘I’ve got to win! You know I’ve got to win!’ As a university friend remarked vividly, if not quite accurately, ‘Bob was his mother – inside out’.

At the beginning of 1933 the family made an important decision. Neil, who was eleven, was sent to boarding school. Ellie was determined that he should have the best possible opportunities so he was enrolled at King’s College, a Baptist and Congregational school in Adelaide. Neil’s departure from home turned Hawke, in effect, into an only child. His ‘spoiling’ increased.

In 1935 Clem was called to his next post in the Yorke Peninsula town of Maitland. The congregation there knew nothing about their new minister and his wife, with the exception of a detail that had drifted across hundreds of miles of pasture, bush and desert: ‘The Hawkes have a terrible kid’.

Hawke was not yet five. Already a motif in his life was emerging: people saw him as untamed, a disruptive element, an outsider who would have to prove himself before he would be accepted.






THREE

HAWKE WAS A HIGHLY strung child. Before the upheaval of moving to Maitland he had been robust but in the new environment, with a humid climate, he stopped growing at a normal rate and was often ill with respiratory tract infections.

He was sent to school in Maitland, where he was known as Little Bobbie, and was regularly bashed up – according to fellow pupils – because he started most of the fights himself. It seems he disliked school at first. ‘I’d see him going off in the morning with his satchel on his back, bawling his head off all the way down the street’, a townswoman said. His friends, after a time, were boys several years his senior, who acted as elder brothers, and his closest friend was one who was considered socially inappropriate for the minister’s son. This was Reo Allen, one of the nine red-blooded offspring of the local truck-driver. The Allen boys were handy with their fists. Reo, who later worked in a factory in Adelaide, said, ‘I was a kind of protector for Little Bobbie – anybody who punched him had to fight me. He was a real small kid, but a brainy bugger – if you’ll excuse the expression.’ Teasing girls, including a young woman teacher at whom they would shout insults in the street, was a favourite pastime.

Hawke was consistently top or next to top of his class, his rival being the headmaster’s daughter. ‘The fact was’, he said, ‘I had a head-start, because my parents read to me’.

What they read was significant. For both Clem and Ellie the Bible was the foundation of education. While Hawke was still too young to be introduced to the complex beauty of the King James translation, he was raised on a bowdlerised work, Hurlbut’s Story of the Bible: ‘The Complete Bible Story, running from Genesis to Revelations, Told in the Simple Language of To-day for Young and Old, Profusely Illustrated with Colour Plates and Half-tone Engravings’. In the charmed circle of family love, Clem, reading to Hawke at bedtime, introduced to his son’s mind images of heroes that were to stay with him for life.

Hurlbut’s is a handsome volume. The colourful frontispiece shows David, small and barefoot, barely more than a child, alone, facing a huge bearded man who has the advantage of standing on higher ground. Goliath is magnificently armoured in brass shining like gold: breast-plate, helmet, leggings. Behind him on a hill, registering amused disdain for David, lounge the bejewelled princes of the Philistines. The caption reads, ‘David’s plan to fight the giant did not need any armour, but did need a quick eye, a clear head, a sure aim and a bold heart’. David was one of the many saviours who entered Hawke’s imagination in childhood. Years later, describing his career as an industrial advocate, he said,


I’d look up at the other end of the Bar table, crowded with silks and their juniors, able to buy the best economic advice in the country – they were black with money for research – and there I’d be, just me, and I used to think, ‘Jesus Christ, it’s David against Goliath!’



But the favourite character of Hawke’s childhood was Samson, whose story is told in Hurlbut’s as ‘The Strong Man: How He Lived and How He Died’, accompanied by black-and-white engravings of the young Samson slaying a lion; Samson beguiled by Delilah; Samson, aged and terrible, destroying the Philistines and himself in the temple of their fish-god, Dagon. Hawke knew the Samson story word for word and shared with him one circumstance: both were Nazarites. Like Samson, Hawke had been pledged by his mother to God as one who would never drink alcohol. In Bordertown Ellie had adopted as her consuming interest the work of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and had enrolled Hawke in its children’s branch, the Band of Hope.

The WCTU is a women’s movement with a proud history. It was the cause around which nineteenth-century feminists gathered in the USA, the UK and the British colonies. Suffragettes wanted the vote so as to be able to bring in prohibition, for alcohol then, as now, was the single greatest catalyst for wife murder and assault, child bashing and other domestic brutality. The WCTU’s motto is ‘Agitate, Educate, Legislate’ – a motto Hawke was to apply himself throughout his career.

Ellie had shouldered the cause of abstinence with indignation. A parishioner recalled that one afternoon he was taking tea in the manse when she gave him a lecture about the dangers of cigarettes (also disapproved of by the WCTU). After some time Clem, who was listening attentively, unbuttoned his jacket and discreetly held it open for the parishioner to see, in an inside pocket, a packet of Capstans. Clem gave the faintest smile, rebuttoned his jacket and returned his attention to Ellie’s remarks. Twenty years later members of the Lee family at Christmas lunch found that Ellie had placed beneath each festive bonbon a WCTU pamphlet about the dire effects of drink.

She was an effective lay preacher – ‘Ellie would always pluck at your heartstrings’, a relation said – but whatever success she had in reforming outsiders, the response from those closest to her was rebelliousness. A niece upon whom she doted (the one she had wanted to adopt) put brandy in the Christmas trifle. A woman who lodged with the Hawkes and who, as a Methodist, disapproved of smoking herself, once smoked a cigarette in Ellie’s presence, to defy her. Hawke became a heavy drinker.

In Maitland, parishioners who had heard that Hawke was ‘a terrible kid’ did not alter their opinion so much as expand it. He was terrible, but he was also lovable. Mothers, in particular, found him endearing – very friendly, full of wit, fun and daring. On Saturday night he would go off to the pictures by himself, while Ellie fretted, ‘What’s the use? I can’t stop him.’

An honorary member of the household in Maitland, Gwen Geater, said:


Bobbie was one of those kids that you had to make up your mind with, or he’d dominate you. I put him over my knee more times than I can count. It was the only way… Clem had taught him to play cricket and on Sundays, when Clem was busy, if you wouldn’t play cricket with Bobbie there was no peace. He’d drive you mad until you gave in. But he was so lovable – full of fun, and affectionate. I loved my Robert.



Miss Geater was fourteen years Ellie’s junior, her closest friend and co-worker in the WCTU. She was a woman of feminine, dark-eyed good looks and was the dearest of Ellie’s ‘daughters’. Clem’s predecessor in Maitland had been a bachelor; the manse was rundown and the church activities that fall to a minister’s wife had not been performed. Ellie set out to revolutionise the parish – in short order she had organised the women into building a civic garden to celebrate South Australia’s sesquicentenary, for example – but this extra work left her with less time than usual for running her household. Within a couple of weeks of arriving in Maitland she had said to Miss Geater’s mother, ‘You’ve got three daughters and I’ve got none. Give me one of yours’, and Gwen had been given over to Ellie as a helpmate.

While many female parishioners, like Miss Geater, recalled Hawke with affection and often looked after him – Ellie worked a healthy 60- to 80-hour week – his mother was the single important female presence he remembered. He had no grandmother or aunt whom he saw often and doted upon; he could not recall a woman teacher influencing him.

Ellie filled the manse with women and girls; she was forever busy with them on parish or civic activities: women, it seems, entered Hawke’s life as rivals for his mother’s attention, probably compounding whatever hostility he already felt towards females, on account of ‘Elizabeth’. For many years during adulthood there was a certain undertow of ruthlessness in Hawke’s treatment of women, in marked contrast to his tolerance and affection for men.

His attachment to his father was still intense. Once, when Clem was called from Maitland to Melbourne to discuss the possibility of becoming a minister there, Hawke announced, ‘I can’t live without him. Send a telegram for him to come home. I’m going to die.’ When Clem was not around and Hawke’s contact with the world – even, as he experienced it, with life itself – was broken, the child retreated into nervous, almost hysterical demands and isolation. ‘As a child I had few friends’, he said. ‘Dad was enough for me. I didn’t want anyone else.’

Already one of the paradoxes of Hawke’s life was beginning to reveal itself: he had an acute need to belong (to his parents, especially Clem) and an equally strong desire to avoid control (by Ellie and others). The shape of his later political career was beginning to show its outline: the man of the Left who refused to observe the Left’s ideology, the labour leader who rejected the authority of the Labor leader. Speaking of his childhood friendships, Hawke observed: ‘I was a loner. I wasn’t interested in anyone else. I didn’t depend on anyone else – I had no need for anyone else. I had my own views about life, I knew what was in my head.’ Hawke’s identity as a nonconformist was coming to life.

Meanwhile – perhaps because of the telegram episode – Ellie had begun to caution Clem about the pitch of emotion between him and Bobbie. Hawke recalled, ‘My mother said Dad and I loved each other too much, in the sense that I expected too much of him, and he of me’.

When the family had moved to Maitland in 1935 it had been into a large manse set in a wilderness. Ellie was famous for her gardening and, without reticulated water, she transformed what Hawke called ‘that desert of a manse’ into an oasis of flowering shrubs, fruit trees and vegetables. There was a tennis court attached to the grounds, adding to the sense of spaciousness Ellie had created. They might have stayed in that town or others in South Australia for years, with Hawke in due course being sent to boarding school in Adelaide. But the summer of 1938–39 shattered the Hawkes’ beneficent small world of weekdays spent in good works and Sundays in praise of God and the Holy Land.

That summer was a terrible one for the whole nation. There was the longest heatwave in living memory and bushfires consumed the countryside from Queensland to Tasmania. From Europe there rumbled rumours of war.

Seventy people died during the fires in Victoria; as well, babies died from dehydration and old people from heat prostration. The Adelaide Hills exploded in flames on Black Friday in January; factories had to close; the city ran out of soft drinks and ice, and food was scarce.

Neil Hawke – who had been dux of King’s College and had recently landed a job in the state Treasury (at a time when unemployment for young people was running at 20 per cent) was one of those who tried to cool off at an Adelaide novelty, the indoor Unley Crystal Pool. He, like Hawke, loved swimming; he was a fine, manly lad, used to fending for himself and was already living up to the ‘champion’ of his name. Neil was swimming in competitions and had won prizes in bicycle racing.

The heatwave continued into February. On the 18th Ellie’s mother, Matilda, died, aged seventy-seven. At her funeral in Adelaide Ellie and Clem noticed that Neil was pale and quiet. Two days after they had returned to Maitland a telephone call from Neil’s landlady told Clem and Ellie that he had been taken to hospital with fever, headache and convulsions. Clem returned immediately to Adelaide. From there he rang Ellie to tell her to come urgently: Neil had meningitis. He had almost certainly contracted it from the Unley pool.

The progress of meningitis is horrific to witness. Headache and convulsions are followed by loss of normal motor functions, destruction of personality, and distortion of the face as purulent liquid from the meninges overflows the cranium and forces its way into the tissues of the face. The body wastes to bone as the head enlarges.

For forty-eight hours Clem and Ellie prayed by Neil’s bedside. Next morning the drought broke in South Australia with one of the heaviest rains in living memory; it was also the coldest February day in Adelaide for more than thirty years. In the early hours of the following day hospital staff telephoned the Hawkes to come quickly. They set out into the cold, wet night, but by the time they arrived Neil had died.






FOUR

THEY WERE OPTIMISTIC people, trusting in God’s mercy, and their response to Neil’s death was a heroic manifestation of their faith.

Clem planted a wooden cross on the grave in the Mitcham cemetery, Adelaide, and placed a death notice in the Adelaide Advertiser:


HAWKE, on 27 February at a private hospital. John Neil, dearly beloved elder son of Rev. A. C. and Mrs Hawke, Congregational Manse, Maitland… ‘The golden bowl is broken’.



They returned to Maitland. A parishioner said, ‘We thought Clem was made of stone. He showed no emotion whatsoever but went on with his work as if nothing had happened.’ For Ellie, sadness was ‘too deep for tears… [In sixty years] I don’t think I ever saw the wife cry’, Clem said.

People were astonished then, and afterwards, by how the Hawke family habitually eschewed any discussion of emotional pain, of anything that might be considered ‘morbid’; how they and their surviving son denied the existence of personal distress. Hawke had been trained in contempt for wickedness. As the Hawkes rejected Satan, so they rejected the negative aspects of Neil’s death and waited for the Lord to reveal to them why He had gathered in a young soul. Hawke never inquired into the nature of his brother’s death, never visited his grave or even discovered where he was buried – although he had loved Neil who, Clem said, ‘hero-worshipped Bobbie and would rush to play ball with him as soon as he came home from school’.

For a man of emotional make-up, as Hawke is, the family taboo against dwelling on anything negative was a contradiction of nature. His later life was remarkable for moments when ‘negative’ emotions, kept at bay, would abruptly crowd upon him: Hawke would suddenly roar with anger, or begin to weep.

Hawke has no memory of his mother crying when she returned home, but he realised she was devastated:


Totally devastated. I don’t have a vision of wailing – she wasn’t behaving irrationally or anything like that – but I just knew that she was deeply hurt, that she’d lost something that was irreplaceable… I had these two problems in childhood: my mother wanted me to be a girl, and then her son died, and I had, somehow, to replace him.



The paradise of his early childhood had been broken: the life he had known as ‘Dad’s boy’ was finished; his father had changed – Clem urged the child to turn his affections towards his mother, who awaited him with open arms, and acute anxiety. But as Hawke himself recognised, he could not really replace Neil as Ellie’s son: he was a sort of impostor.

Relations said, ‘When Neil died, Ellie turned all her attention on to Bob. She overindulged him. She was terrified she would lose him, too.’ Indeed, within days of Neil’s death Hawke became ill with fever and it was feared that he, too, had meningitis. But it was only one of his stress-related viral attacks.

As for Clem, the grief he had suppressed wore him out, and when parishioners noticed that his natural diplomacy had turned to melancholy aloofness they feared that he was on the path of a nervous breakdown. A fellow Congregational minister who visited Maitland in mid-1939 urged Clem to get away, to start a new life, and offered to arrange a transfer to Western Australia. Hawke remembered the move as ‘Joy! As if it were yesterday, this enormous, enormous joy of going on a train across the centre of Australia.’

Clem’s new church was in West Leederville, a lower-middle-class suburb of Perth, and within a few weeks the family had found a cottage on the rise of Tate Street, Leederville. Their new home had a meagre front garden, a generous back garden, five rooms, a screened-in back verandah, stained glass kookaburras set in glass panels in the front door and a porthole window in the hall. When Hawke became a householder he showed his affection for the landscape of childhood by choosing a house that carried echoes of the Maitland manse and the Tate Street house: it had a tennis court and a porthole window.

There were no fringe benefits in the West Leederville parish – no rent-free manse, no motor car, no firewood or food from the farms of parishioners. Clem’s wage was the same as that for an unskilled labourer; suddenly life was frugal. For Hawke it was to become cut off from happiness as well, for in 1941 Clem enlisted in the AIF as a pastor. Within six months Hawke was in a second physical decline. He was still small for his age, with poor chest development and skinny limbs. He suffered repeatedly from attacks of sinusitis.

With Clem away, Ellie took in as boarders the wife of a Methodist minister who had also enlisted, and her son, but there was friction between the two women. The boarder recalled,


In the evening she’d bring home from the WCTU a lot of pamphlets and over the tea-table she would give the boys lectures on drinking and smoking. I used to think, ‘Oh, no. She’ll drive them to it!’ Ellie was still grieving over Neil – not openly, but there was an atmosphere in the house. She had kept some of his clothes and sometimes I’d see her open the wardrobe and bury her head in them.



To Hawke and others Ellie, who was a pacifist, remarked after the outbreak of war, ‘God took Neil to spare him from shedding blood. Neil would have enlisted, if he’d lived.’ The boarder felt that, ‘She would be looking for Neil for the rest of her life’.

Ellie had flung herself into WCTU work in Perth and at night was often out at meetings or overseeing a hostel for homeless girls. At home, the other woman complained,


She wouldn’t discipline Bob, who used to be quiet for long periods then have outbreaks of deliberate naughtiness. Ellie would say to me, ‘Oh, you speak to him’. She was out – it seemed sometimes every night of the week – and I’d have to put him to bed. He’d always want a bit of love at bedtime – he was a devil of a kid, he’d whinge and whinge until he got his own way, but he was very affectionate. The cat would be there in bed with him, hidden under the blankets. He wasn’t allowed to sleep with the cat but every night, sure enough, there it would be. When I’d find it he’d roar with laughter.



In this early period in Perth Hawke developed a resentment for the WCTU, ‘because I thought it took up too much of Mum’s time, almost to my detriment’. He also began to manipulate his parents by throwing tantrums. On the weekends when Clem was due home on leave Hawke would stand at the front gate, staring up Tate Street for the first sight of his father walking down from the trolley bus. He had, he recalled, ‘a tremendous tantrum, an unbelievable tantrum on my twelfth birthday, when Dad came home on leave and they wouldn’t take me to a pirate movie, but went off to see Pygmalion’. Where once there had been ‘overwhelming love’, anger was now intruding more and more into Hawke’s life. A sense of powerlessness had overtaken his existence, exaggerated by ill health.

During these years of severe upheaval for the family Hawke’s health became so poor as to seem chronically afflicted. He had won a scholarship to Perth Modern School in 1942, but did not excel there. ‘I was sickly in the first year at Mod. In my second year I seemed to be sick all the time.’ There was a lot of physical fighting at the school and Hawke, smaller and weaker than other boys, got the worst of it. A fellow pupil remembered him as ‘very thin, with a pinched look. He was sharp featured and had a hatchet face for a small boy.’ Finally in 1944 Ellie, having exhausted other remedies, took him to a naturopath. The man recommended fasting, then a high-fibre diet with few dairy products, eggs or meat. To this day Hawke has thanked him for


a total transformation. I became very strong. My body seemed to develop enormously quickly. I took great pride in my physical development – I could mix it with the other kids. I remember the feeling of joy in growing strong, of having a great feeling of confidence that no one physically worried me any more.



One unusual effect was that his hair, which had been straight, became thick and wavy. He had reached puberty, and was enveloped by an ecstatic sense of completeness, as if sexual definition as a male, as Bob, had brought a surge of power. Another pupil, Robin Morison, recalled Hawke after his ‘total transformation’:


Bob was one of those often involved in punch-ups. He was very pugnacious. He didn’t have a lot of girlfriends – he seemed more interested in sport and being tough than in chasing girls. Also, he did not suffer fools gladly, even then. He would abuse kids for asking silly questions and wasting the class time. He was a real tough-guy.



Hawke recalled,


Adolescence was a good time… The old masturbation syndrome hit me about the same age as everyone else. I felt guilty about it, I suppose – perhaps more than average guilt. But it didn’t detract from the enjoyment. I found it a startlingly interesting new dimension to life. In an embarrassed sort of way Dad pushed a couple of books about sex at me. I reckoned I knew as much about it as he did – and I was probably right!… I was seventeen or eighteen before I learned about menstruation, and then it came as a terrible shock. I had a mixed-up, unreal, funny reaction. It convinced me that kids should have proper sex education when they’re young.



With adolescence Hawke’s yearning for Clem’s physical presence abated: he no longer stood at the front gate waiting for his father. He said, ‘I was a little boy when he enlisted, and a young man when he was demobbed’.

It was Ellie who had got Hawke into Perth Modern School. She had wanted Hawke, like Neil, to attend a private school,


because that would make a better person of one. There was an element of snobbery in Mum, an elitist thing. A private school was a proposition I resisted very stoutly and Dad was my ally in that, so we won the argument.



When Ellie discovered that Perth Modern School was academically elite, accepting each year only the top primary students in Western Australia, she coached Hawke to win a place there.


She sat down beside me every afternoon and would say, ‘Come on. You’ve got to work and work and win that scholarship.’ She taught me to work hard and she planted in me the idea that if I did work, I could do it. I enjoyed the lessons well enough, but I found the keeping-at-it tedious… I have a hedonistic streak. To get things done I have to determine my priorities, or I spend too much time on things that aren’t relevant… After I won the scholarship, I didn’t study. I treated school as a sleigh-ride. I had fun.



Having fun is a serious business for Hawke. His parents were keen bridge players and approached the card table with a gleam of purposefulness in their eyes. Ellie especially always strove to do well whatever she undertook – when she went to a film she would mentally grapple with the plot and characters afterwards – and she played to win. Hawke played bridge, tennis, table tennis and billiards and loved crossword puzzles. Fun took its most sublime form, at school, in cricket. He said,


Somehow Dad had instilled in me, when I was about four, a love of cricket. When we’d gone on holidays back to his family home at Kapunda he had spent hours tossing me a ball to bat… God invented cricket.



Hawke strove to excel as a cricketer; whenever Clem could, he would attend his matches. Hawke was a batsman and wicketkeeper, and, when he was chosen for the First XI, he fantasised about becoming a Test cricketer.


There was a prize of a bat for anyone in the First XI who could make 100 runs in a final-year game. In the five years I’d been at Mod nobody had won the bat. The match came, and I’d made 93 runs and I thought, ‘This is it! I’m going to crack the record!’ I knew how proud Dad would be if I won it. Then Cyril Calcutt, who taught maths–science, bowled a ball that pitched outside the leg stump, and I went to hook the thing and was given lbw. There was no way in the world I was out! By God, I was so annoyed. I was enormously disappointed. It was, really, one of the biggest disappointments of my schooldays… One of my only real regrets is that I didn’t learn to bat well until I went to Oxford and had coaching. If only I could have learned when I was younger!



Perth Modern School has acquired a high reputation over the years because of its numbers of outstanding pupils, but while the school’s intellectual material was first class the education it offered in Hawke’s day was, in the opinion of an alumnus, ‘limited’. Its atmosphere was authoritarian, its subjects career oriented: it was a showcase for the intellectually competitive. ‘Mod was an exam factory’, in the view of John Wheeldon, one of its former pupils, later a Labor senator and a minister in the Whitlam government.


It was good for kids who were willing to knuckle down to the system, who were highly motivated. A lot of kids there were from very poor families. Doing well at Mod was their passport into the middle class. But for boys like Bob and me, who knew we would attend university and enter a profession, it was not an encouraging atmosphere in which to extend our minds.



The ornaments of education – drama, painting, music, literature – were not much regarded at the school. Wheeldon continued: ‘We had few extracurricular activities, compared with the better private schools. Passing exams was all that mattered to the headmaster – he even disapproved of our attending ABC Youth Concerts, because in his opinion they were a waste of time.’

Hawke’s cultural tastes remained undeveloped at high school; he acquired no interest in the arts, nor did he develop a love of reading for pleasure: reading was for self-improvement. The puritan attitude that fiction was basically a waste of time seems to have affected him. In adulthood Hawke’s middle-class friends were often surprised that a man of his intellect and education read so few novels, and that when he did read one it was to pass the time while travelling, and therefore usually some light, racy yarn.

At school Latin became symbolic of high culture for Hawke, and Latinate English became his style – so much so that the satirist Barry Humphries, in a skit in the 1970s, announced that all trade union officials now used the word ‘indicate’ instead of ‘said’ because Bob Hawke had taught them to. Hawke said, ‘If I were an educational dictator I would make Latin compulsory. It’s a great aid to the development of logic.’ He was already committed to ‘useful’ learning. Unsurprisingly, therefore, he did not feel the shortcomings of Mod keenly, as Wheeldon did. But like Wheeldon and many other pupils, he disliked, almost hated, the headmaster. With this man Hawke had his first major crisis with authority, and would have been expelled – for a prank during a chemistry lesson in third year – but for Clem’s intervention. Wheeldon recalled,


The headmaster was a Labor man. In my youth I was a dedicated Liberal, largely because of him. He left me with an abiding dislike of any sort of state control of anything, which I’ve found, even as a socialist, rather difficult to overcome.



Hawke was a Labor sympathiser at school and did not allow his dislike of the headmaster to influence his politics. He said,


The best lesson I had from school was the development of scepticism about authority as such. I realised there wasn’t such a thing as goodness in authority, that its goodness or badness depended upon the people who wielded it. That became very much part of my conscious belief and is still deeply ingrained in me.



Perth Modern School crystallised in Hawke’s mind ideas that had a long history in his behaviour – rejection of control, ‘the minister’s son showing he was independent’.

Despite Ellie’s protests he joined the school cadets but then found himself rejecting the commands of his senior officers and, after three years of training, was still a private. Only three boys, another being Wheeldon, managed to remain privates.

Wheeldon recalled that Hawke


already had that larrikin streak. Since then I’ve seen him be abrasive with people, but he has never been with me. I’ve always had the impression that he is a warm-hearted fellow. As a boy he was already very interested in politics, as I was – the whole school had a high awareness of current affairs. Debating was one of the few extracurricular activities that the headmaster encouraged. Hawke took a leading role in a debate on some current event, which was held before the assembled school. He was a good debater, even then… I remember us one afternoon, when we were fourteen, talking for at least an hour about the American trade unions. The Communists had tried to blow up the car of Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers, and we talked about the problems of trade unions – how they had to deal with the employers and the Communists. He was always very interested in events of that type.



The stimulus to Hawke’s interest in politics was a change in family circumstances: a new member had joined the Hawke circle, with profound effect. Clem’s favourite brother, Albert, who at the age of sixteen had taken over Clem’s job as secretary of the Kapunda ALP, was reunited with him in Perth. Albert, also known as Bert, was already a minister in the Western Australian government and was being groomed for the premiership. He was a professional politician of high calibre, combining skill in administration with power and wit as an orator. He had a quick mind and a charmingly suave manner. Ellie, who had been tepid towards Labor, was converted. Clem, who had been obliged to keep quiet about his political sympathies in the conservative towns of South Australia, could now indulge his youthful enthusiasm. A Hawke household was once more Labor ‘from toenails to hair roots’.

Albert, who had no son of his own, came each week to dine and play bridge with Clem and Ellie who, under Clem’s influence, had years ago abandoned the idea that knitting on Sundays was a sin and that playing cards was another. Albert made Hawke his favourite nephew and became the boy’s political mentor. It was a piece of sweet fortune for Hawke: first, to have a mentor; second, to have such a good one. Uncle Albert became a critical figure in Hawke’s development and later success. A schoolboy friend of Hawke’s said, ‘His uncle showed Bob that there was a wider world, that life was not all about God, and he introduced Bob into that world’.

In 1945 when the prime minister, John Curtin, died Albert was asked to stand for Curtin’s seat of Fremantle. His backers were confident that he could, after the departure of Chifley, become the next leader of the ALP. But Albert rejected the opportunity in favour of the certainty of becoming premier of Western Australia and lived afterwards with a lingering regret, shared by Clem and Ellie. In 1979, when Hawke was agonising about entering federal parliament, Uncle Bert took hold of him and said, ‘Is another Hawke going to squib it?’

When Bert passed up his chance in 1945 he, Clem and Ellie turned their hopes on the boy. From the time the family had moved to Perth and Ellie had become a Labor enthusiast, she had begun to say she wished that Hawke would have a political career. She enrolled him when he was fourteen in classes for the Art of Speech, a subject not taught in state schools. It was the training ground for orators. The nineteenth-century canon that oratory was the political skill still prevailed – if not in the minds of politicians, certainly with large sections of the electorate, and particularly with Ellie Hawke. Her son was already showing the effects of a family background in which both parents were public speakers and where an insistence on fluency, in Clem’s case, and accuracy in Ellie’s, ruled daily life. (An exasperated niece once snapped at Ellie, ‘We don’t have to speak grammatically to get into the Kingdom of Heaven, Aunt!’) From the time Hawke was twelve Ellie had been saying, only half jokingly, to relations, ‘Bob will be prime minister one day – he has the gift of the gab’. Gradually the idea became family lore: Hawke would be prime minister. Robin Morison recalled that in his final years of high school,


Hawke would often tell people he was going to be prime minister. Max Newton, who along with Hawke was the other most flamboyant boy at school, was very irritated by Hawke’s saying this, and used to be sarcastic about it. He’d walk into class and say, ‘The prime minister is coming’ or ‘He’s just told me again that he’s going to be prime minister…’



Hazel Hawke said of the family in the 1940s, ‘The idea [that Bob would be prime minister] was always around’.



Clem had been demobbed in 1945. During his four years in the AIF he had been in daily contact with men of a type he had seldom before encountered. They were swearers, blasphemers, womanisers, heavy drinkers, agnostics, atheists. Hawke said, ‘The experience had a big effect on Dad. He was a liberated man.’ Clem had begun to read psychological works to help him with counselling these wild, tough men; he had begun to drink alcohol with them; he had more liberal attitudes to social behaviour; the benign sophistication that was so noticeable in his later years began to settle upon him. But his occasional glasses of beer were anathema to Ellie and for the first time there were sharp arguments at home. Money was scarce. In the AIF Clem’s pay had been better than it ever was in civilian life but now he was out of a job because his West Leederville church had gone to another minister, and it would be a year before a second church, at Subiaco, became available to him. In the meantime he worked in an insurance company. Ellie returned to teaching. Sometimes she upbraided Clem for ‘weakness’. As had happened in thousands of other families during the war, she had become accustomed to being the head of the household, and readjustment was difficult.

Hawke looked back on the period from Neil’s death to Clem’s placement in a second Perth church as one of ‘dislocation’. Contemporaries of his, who also had developed from children into young men under the guidance of their mothers, nevertheless found his family environment extraordinary. One said, referring to 1945 when he first met Hawke,


Ellie would talk of nothing but her marvellous son. It was always Bob Hawke, Bob Hawke – and God. And the necessary connection between them. Sometimes you would see a look of embarrassment on Clem’s face when Ellie was going on and on about Bob’s ability. When he came home from school he had to make an accounting to her of how he had done that day. She drove him. When there were exams there was a great discussion about why he had come sixth or seventh, not first. In Ellie’s mind Bob was not God simply because he was not old enough to be God. She instilled in him the Inevitability Syndrome – that inevitably he would be the best. He had no idea that his upbringing was unusual… For Ellie there was just Bob Hawke – the rest of the world was simply other people around him.



Hawke, however, did not respond to his mother’s urgings to shine academically and to begin to fulfil his destiny. He matriculated at the end of 1946 with a good pass but one that, for Perth Modern students, was only average, and enrolled in law at the University of Western Australia. There had never been any doubt at home that he would attend university. Living in Perth made the process easier, for the University of Western Australia was, then, the only free university in the country. Hawke had no special reason for choosing law. It just seemed ‘a useful sort of course’. He started at university with a vision of himself as a good–average student and a sportsman.

Six months later something happened that was to transform his life.






FIVE

BELONGING TO ORGANISED community groups was natural for people as highly socialised as the Hawkes. One of the first things Hawke did on entering university was to join the Labor Club. Another was to begin playing first-grade cricket. And a third was to join the Student Christian Movement. He was a deacon of the Subiaco church and was considered an outstanding chairman of meetings – years later his political enemies would acknowledge sourly his effectiveness as a chairman, their expressions brightening as they remarked, ‘And that’s something he can’t do on television’.

At seventeen Hawke was still thin, almost skinny; his limbs were slender and he had small, well-shaped hands that he was in the process of disfiguring through playing cricket. His face was bony but agreeable, with a broad well-formed mouth and wide-set dark blue eyes that were both alert and candid. He had caught, from Ellie, the habit of moving them restlessly, and also had the trick of quizzically raising one eyebrow. His hair, which had been blond in childhood, had turned dark brown and was luxuriantly curly; it and his lustrous olive skin were his most attractive physical features. Then, and later, he lavished attention on both, keeping his hair groomed and his suntan in finest condition. A university friend said, ‘One day he came to watch a cricket match, wearing shorts, and sat stroking his leg, looking at it as if he loved it. He was a narcissist.’ Hawke said of himself, at the end of school days, ‘I was proud of my good, strong body’, and has never disguised his vanity about his hair and his skin. In later life he would ask women, ‘What do you like best: my brains or my curly hair?’ – or would say, ‘Look at my beautiful suntan’. For all this, Hawke was not a handsome boy and good looks did not come to him until he was in his forties, when his hair turned into a magnificent grey wolf’s ruff and his face was sculpted with experience. In youth his attractiveness to others, male and female, was his personality. With adults he was a friendly, conventionally well-mannered, strait-laced religious lad. He had not tried drinking or smoking, he disapproved of gambling – and continued to do so until he was almost forty – and he tried to uphold the virtues of social duty and reform that he had learned at home. With his peers he was high spirited, quick witted and a flirt. Few girls knew how to deal with his aggressive badinage. Meg Zanetti, a fellow pupil in Art of Speech, recalled, ‘He was very cocky. I just couldn’t cope with his teasing.’

The terrible kid was now the brash youth. Hawke said of himself as a teenager, ‘I was obnoxious in many ways. I was self-confident, and that can come out as brashness.’ Hawke did not confine his brashness to girls. Sectarian issues were important on the campus in the late 1940s and, as a Protestant, Hawke was sharp in his criticism of other streams of Christianity. John Toohey, a fellow law student, recalled that he spent much of Law I defending his Roman Catholicism against Hawke’s jibes: ‘All those stories about nuns and priests, and what happened behind the walls of the convent at the top of Tate Street – Bob brought them all out’.

Student politics were also of great importance at the university. Robert Menzies, six years out of office, was gradually evolving ‘the Liberal philosophy’, in opposition to the creeping authoritarianism that had come to infect Labor during its years as the wartime government and later as the instrument of postwar reconstruction. The international success of Communism during the 1930s and now, more dramatically, in the 1940s, was influencing politics everywhere, and at the University of Western Australia its strength was heightened by the numbers of ex-servicemen and women on campus. The year 1947 was the peak for ex-service enrolments and these older students brought to the campus a special worldliness and toughness. ‘They were the stars, in class and on the playing fields’, Toohey said. ‘The university was more radical and adult at that time than it was for years later. Student politics were much influenced by events in Eastern Europe.’

When Hawke joined the Labor Club he was


quickly disillusioned with the club as such. It clearly wasn’t an ALP Club, it was more a Communist Club. At the time Russia seemed to embody a lot of good things: a better society, a fairer one, a more egalitarian one. None of us knew the evil that was being perpetrated there. I was never attracted to Communism, although I had much more sympathy towards it then than I have now. In the Labor Club I felt there was a subterfuge, that they were taking positions which were detrimental to the Labor Party. So I was forthright in expressing my views. I didn’t have any feelings of reticence, as a freshman, about getting up in debates and being pretty forthright and critical. By the end of that year I’d left the Labor Club and set up the ALP Club, and was its first president1… I had a capacity to get into arguments, and to influence people.



His style, developed through debating at Mod and attendances at state parliamentary debates, was already militantly rationalistic: he was beginning to learn to use logic as a weapon. Ellie, however, was not as impressed by it as some others were. When Hawke entered university he clashed with her over the logic of driving a motorbike.

Sweeping along the northern river foreshore of Perth there is a large reserve of bushland, King’s Park, that separates the commercial centre and the university from the small, neat suburbs to the north and west. In the 1940s public transport from West Leederville to the university detoured around King’s Park, involved several changes of trolley bus, and took at least half an hour. The alternative was to drive through the park, taking no more than ten minutes. Hawke said he needed a motorbike to get to university. Ellie argued that motorbikes were dangerous, and Clem agreed with her. It was a question of safety, not money.

From her salary Ellie paid for the family’s modest luxuries. Throughout Hawke’s childhood it had been a matter of honour for her that, although family finances were always straitened, Hawke was never to be allowed to feel disadvantaged.


It was a big thing with Mum that I should not want for anything. It was part of that sense of security that I always had – I knew that if I had some reasonable request that I wouldn’t be knocked back. When it was clear that I really wanted a new bicycle, there was a new bicycle. When I got into the First XI I wanted a bat. So I got a bat. At university, about the motorbike, I had the logic of geography on my side. Of course it wasn’t just that. A motorbike was – oh, big deal! I kept on and on about the logic of it. Finally, Dad came round.



Outvoted, Ellie capitulated.

Hawke was given a black Panther which, from the outset he rode, according to a contemporary, ‘hunched forward, staring straight ahead, never looking to right or left, and convinced he was riding it well’. In the second-term holidays Hawke was riding the Panther through King’s Park, returning from the university library. It was a stirring early spring day, but he felt off colour and had taken several analgesic powders. He was still suffering attacks of sinusitis and, more recently, tonsillitis. He remembers the bike going into a skid, being thrown from it and landing hooked through with agony. He lay on the side of the road, screaming with pain. After some time a passing motorist took him to hospital. Apart from bruising, Hawke had no sign of injury but was in unbearable pain: ‘I was screaming and screaming, it was so unspeakable. I thought, death would be marvellous. I’d have deliverance from this.’ Injections eased his agony down to a black labyrinth. Inside it he was left, entombed.

Medical staff began tests. Some internal injury had occurred when he had hit the ground and his abdomen had smashed against a metal stand (for the motorbike) that he had been carrying inside his windcheater. At eight o’clock that night Jack Knight, a boy Hawke played tennis with and a close friend, talked his way into the ward. Knight recalled,


I’d seen the colour of death on my grandparents when they were dying. It’s a deep grey. Bob was that same colour. He was conscious but in too much pain to talk and just lay there cursing and moaning. Ellie was fussing. She talked continuously when she was distressed, to cover up her emotions – it was as if emotions were too dangerous, you could keep them away by talking.



Twenty-four hours after he was injured Hawke was anaesthetised and woke up some hours later with an L-shaped wound, 18 centimetres by 18 centimetres alongside his navel, and no spleen. It, along with blood vessels, had been ruptured. He said,


I can remember at one point my parents talking about the motorbike and how they cursed their decision to allow me to have it. When I came to after the operation next day I can dimly remember them talking to the surgeon and saying they blessed him for having saved me. I’d been on the critically ill list for several days. Time is vague – I have a vision of my mother weeping over me. I think it was after the operation that I realised what an enormous sense of tragedy Dad and Mum would feel, losing their only son. I was acutely aware of how close to death I had been, and I got this sense that the Lord had spared my life. I can’t overstate how important that accident was. It was the total turning point of my life.



Emotionally, Hawke had had an experience of priceless value: he had faced death, and won.

At the same age Neil, in whose shadow Hawke had lived, had been defeated. There, in the anguish of his parents, was proof that he was no longer an impostor but the centre of both their lives. For all of them there was another level of meaning, one that transcended the ordinary world, for the Hawkes believed implicitly that God always acted with design. By threatening, then relenting over, Bob’s life, they all felt that He had given them a sign. Hawke had forgotten or had never been told about the signs Ellie had read in the Bible before he was born: now he too believed he was an instrument chosen by the Lord.


From very early Mum had told me I had great talents and that it was a duty to use them. It would be sinful – she didn’t actually use the word, but she conveyed the idea – sinful, if I didn’t use these talents. And there it was: The Parable of the Talents. Like the bad servant whom God had punished, I hadn’t been using my talents. I hadn’t taken school seriously; I hadn’t taken university seriously. Lying there in hospital I decided I was going to live my life to my utmost ability, that I’d push myself to my limits.



And so, at seventeen, he was reborn. The sense of invulnerability, the prizes, the physical injuries, the soaring optimism, the last-minute timing, the grandiose schemes, the breathtaking stamina and equally astonishing bouts of idleness, the wild sober and drunken sprees, the fearless espousal of causes, the honours, the love affairs, the nobility of heart, the thousands of friends and the murderous enemies, were all to follow.






SIX

HE FASCINATED ME. He fascinated everyone.’ Jules Zanetti, a Sydney journalist, was talking about Hawke aged eighteen to twenty-four.


It was a foregone conclusion that Bob was going to be prime minister. I took it absolutely seriously – we had long conversations about it – he would be prime minister and I would be his press officer. There was magic in the way he could get you to believe in things. It was an ability to manipulate. He had it then.



Hawke had had it since early childhood; by his late teens the lovable devil-of-a-kid had the gift of creating in his friends an eagerness to please him while, tormentingly, he went his own way. There was a subtle imbalance in all his relationships: somehow, he was always the more important partner. Hawke’s life as a captain with lieutenants to do his bidding was underway. Zanetti continued, ‘With us, it was a love–hate relationship. Somehow, we’ve always kissed and made up… The bastard!’

Zanetti, a returned serviceman almost two years Hawke’s senior, met him at university. Other friends, who had known Hawke from schooldays, say they found no change in him after the motorbike accident, but what seems clear from his own testimony is that there had been an inner transformation. At school, when Hawke had talked of becoming prime minister, he was speaking a part created for him by Ellie. Now, he was writing the drama himself: he had taken over her dream for him as his own. He spent the next five years, after his escape from death, in pursuit of the prizes that he now believed it was his duty and destiny to win. His confidence was boundless: any defeat he treated as a temporary, quirkish setback to be cast, after a period of sharp dejection, away from him. Then and later ebullient – even reckless – confidence became the Hawke style: he projected an image of the young man questing for glory and adventure, guided by the courage of high endeavour. A university tutor said, referring to Hawke aged about twenty, ‘Bob had charisma at a time when most Australians didn’t know the word existed’.

Hawke had not developed steady scholastic habits at school but had allowed himself to be forced to learning by Ellie who, in the very act of urging him to work, was also reinforcing the family belief that he was especially gifted. Even when most intensely mentally engaged Hawke’s ‘streak of hedonism’ was present: he studied with his Persian cat draped around his neck. As he saw himself the gifted child, already an intellectual aristocrat, he had no need to apply himself to sensible, constant effort: he can succeed against the odds, with a burst of concentration. At Modern School Hawke had despised ‘swots’. He still did. At university he set out to invent a way of becoming a top law student – the top law student – without diminishing his cherished status as extraordinary. His solution, arrived at, it seems, unconsciously, was alarming. ‘He needed pressure’, a friend said.


He would let things slide until the examinations were upon him, then would study frantically. And he would almost always come down with sinusitis or tonsillitis just before exams, so that he would have to push himself even harder, to make up for the time lost while he was ill. Bob comes alive under pressure.



Many students study only at the last moment, but their aim is merely to pass. Hawke was different, in that his aim was, by daring failure, to leap to triumph. A certain air of ‘You, dark forces, do your damnedest – and I’ll beat you!’ has clung to him ever since. Daring has recurred throughout his career. ‘The mistake the Socialist Left made’, an ALP official said, reflecting on the downfall of the Stop Hawke campaign of the late 1970s, ‘was to triple-dare him, to threaten him with extinction. He took on the dare.’

Hawke had missed most of the third-term law lectures as a result of his accident but chose not to ask for posts. He sat for all but one of his examinations at the normal time, and passed. Although he would need to take honours in every subject in each successive year (to make up for the passes in first year) he believed he would graduate with first-class honours in law. John Toohey, later a distinguished judge, competed each year with him for top position and was, finally, the only student to graduate cum laude. Toohey said, ‘Bob was very disappointed when he missed the First. He expected to get it – he always anticipated winning, and he wanted to carry off all the prizes.’

While Hawke wanted to be a top law student, many of the practices of lawyers and many of the traditions of the law disgusted him. Soon after beginning the course he had told Clem he would not enter the profession:


I felt a lawyer was very much a hired hand who was prepared to argue the case whatever his view, and I found that offensive. I also thought there was a fair degree of pretension about the law, that it tried to invest itself with some intrinsically glorious majesty, as such, as The Law. And I could never be persuaded of that. I thought the law was an instrument of society and it could be and should be an instrument for a better society, but that it could be a very evil thing – it could be used to condone things that couldn’t and shouldn’t be condoned.



At twenty-one he had a second-class honours degree in law; he was a first-grade cricketer; a delegate to the ALP state conference (where Albert continued to coach him, and Hawke to show his independence of mind by referring loudly to the Labor Party state president as ‘that baldy old bastard’). He was an active member of the Student Christian Movement; president of the Congregational Youth Fellowship; and president of the students’ Societies Council. He had an urge to be involved, a rushing embrace of the world. A university friend said that Hawke, at twenty-one, showed ‘an impatience, an eagerness to get to the point, whether it were of observation, principle or joke’. And, alongside that, he had a patient determination to equip himself for his long-term goal of leading the country. He decided to do a second – Arts – degree, majoring in economics, ‘because if one were interested in government a knowledge of economics was sensible’. He also decided to earn some money. He took a job in the Vacuum Oil Company as a trainee executive and studied part time for a year. He disliked his job, which he found ‘pointless’ – that is, it had no social value – and he missed the expansiveness of university life. In 1951 he resigned from Vacuum Oil and returned to university full time, gathering his strength for a final effort to plant his flag at the summit of student life: he wanted to become president of the Guild of Undergraduates and to win the Rhodes scholarship for Western Australia. He said that, since his third year of law,


it had become obvious that I was within that small range of students who would be relevant candidates for the Rhodes. A number of people mentioned it to me – student colleagues, and Dr Rossiter [the warden of Wesley College and a member of the University Senate] very strongly suggested it to me.



Zanetti by now was editor of the university newspaper, Pelican, and became Hawke’s publicist in the campaign to make him president of the Guild:


Bob wanted to be president because he wanted to bring in reforms. It wasn’t a question of power for power’s sake – he was totally sincere in wanting to use power for the public good. He was also totally determined about getting it. Presidency of the Guild was a huge step towards the Rhodes. Bob sat down and drew up a blueprint for action. He had two power bases, the ALP Club and the Student Christian Movement. I used to tell him he was a hypocrite, that he couldn’t possibly still be a believer, that he was just using the SCM for votes.



Zanetti himself was known as ‘an operator’. His bargain with Hawke for ‘putting Bob’s smiling face on the front page of Pelican time after time’ was that, once Hawke was president he would get Zanetti a vote – as against just a seat – in the Guild.

In 1951 Hawke ran for president and won the position with the support of both the ALP and the Liberal clubs. His old friend Jack Knight was a Liberal activist and helped to carry Liberal support for Hawke, who became, in Zanetti’s view, ‘the best Guild president we ever had’. In the opinion of the vice-chancellor, (Sir) George Currie, Hawke was


absolutely top-notch. He was almost the perfect president so far as a vice-chancellor was concerned. He was gentlemanly, co-operative and charming, and among the presidents was outstanding for his sense of responsibility. He was a natural leader. By tradition all the presidents of the Council had to be of outstanding character, and all-rounders at the university. Hawke was innovative and an excellent chairman of meetings. He was well spoken in those days. He had a distinctly Australian voice, but it was not harsh… It was hard to make the connection between that man and the one we saw on television later, being rude and obviously having had too much to drink. I suppose those things were there in him then, but were never called forth.



As Guild president one of Hawke’s first official duties was to welcome the freshers of 1952. His speech (published by Zanetti in Pelican) shows how strong, still, was his manse conditioning, and his slight uneasiness about it:


You are coming from the somewhat restraining atmosphere of the secondary school into an environment which gives you every possible opportunity to develop your intellect, character and personality. You will find a comparative lack of discipline external to yourself – to a large extent you have become your own disciplinarians. This, of course, involves distinct responsibilities to yourself, to those by whose sacrifices it has been made possible for you to attend the uni., to your fellow students, and finally to the whole society of which we are all a part… I would ask that you keep an open mind on all things, rid yourself of bias or preconceived prejudices and accept the intellectual responsibility of thinking clearly. If you do this you will find that at the end of your university career its main purpose will have been achieved – you will be equipped for worthwhile citizenship and to give a lead to those who may be less fortunate than yourselves. I apologize for the fact that the above sounds most sermon-like…1



Hawke had been elevated, as the university’s representative student, into an unfamiliar social milieu of dignitaries, local and foreign. The state governor, Sir Charles Gairdner, was guest of honour at many university social events and it was Hawke’s duty to help to entertain him, to sit at the top table, dance with Lady Gairdner, deliver speeches of welcome and of thanks. The governor liked him enough to invite him to Government House for weekend tennis. The vice-chancellor, ‘a bloke I loved’, and his wife invited Hawke to afternoon teas. These social contacts were important for Hawke’s most ambitious scheme as Guild president.

He had become friendly with some of the foreign students, in particular a Singhalese boy, a Buddhist who was lonely and missing his family, probably suffering what is now recognised as culture shock. Hawke invited him home and encouraged him to treat the Tate Street house as his own. In 1951 two Asian students had hanged themselves, and in early 1952 a third was taken to hospital with a nervous breakdown. The plight of foreign students stirred up Hawke’s compassion: for him the next logical step was to do something practical, to rescue them.

He first founded an Australian–Overseas Student Club, then on 9 April 1952 gave an afternoon tea for ‘overseas students to exchange ideas and impressions and discuss a few of the problems associated with entering our university’. Slowly, the idea of building an International House emerged, and in August 1952 Hawke launched the concept with characteristic ebullience. The building would cost, he announced, £150 000, and ‘the bulk of this sum will – we hope – come from Asian countries, grants from the Australian [federal and WA] governments and American foundations like the Rockefeller Institute’.2 He flung himself into publicising and fund-raising. Sir Charles Gairdner agreed to become patron of the appeal; there was an impressive ceremonial opening; Pelican ran front-page stories about it; Hawke badgered the Western Australian news media for publicity; there were sporting competitions, a gala ball, male and female beauty contests, a huge fete… all in vain.

International House was the first of his doomed enterprises, a forerunner to the failures he would experience as president of the ACTU. The inner pressure of his optimism preserved in Hawke a naivety about the goodwill of others that was later to cause astonishing misjudgments. Only £2200 of the £150 000 was raised for International House. He said,


I had the feeling that if I could have gone into it earlier and been able to stay there longer we could have got it off the ground. I was disappointed that my concept of it came to me too late for me to have a chance to really get it going. There was some opposition to it, some on racist grounds, some feelings that it was a threat to new or existing colleges, but I think the problem was one of apathy and non-appreciation of the idea, rather than of opposition. I thought that the idea was so obviously good and sensible and right that it would get a momentum of its own. Well, it didn’t.



Another student said, in the sour tone of envy that Hawke’s contemporaries were increasingly beginning to use when they spoke of him, ‘The trouble was, International House was all Bob’s idea. He hogged the limelight.’

It was during the International House appeal that Clem and Ellie first had real cause for alarm about their son’s behaviour. Hawke had been to the Guildford house of a businessman to ask for a donation; the man had offered him spirits and Hawke had arrived home drunk.

In 1949 he had been unable to withstand the pressure of his peers any longer and at a law faculty dinner had drunk a glass of beer. After about a week of illicit drinking he had come home one evening, told Ellie he wanted to talk seriously to her, and after the dishes were cleared away, sat at the table and confessed. He told her that not only had he begun to drink, but also that he was not going to stop. Their discussion was a long one and ‘not very pleasant’. It ended with Ellie saying, ‘I’m glad, at least, you had the honesty to tell me’.

It is a mark of the faith and strength of this extraordinary woman that she forced herself to endure her son’s drinking. She prayed daily that he would stop, but she did not make scenes with him about it. Reflecting years later, when Ellie was dead, Hawke said with intense sadness for the anguish he had caused her, ‘She learned to live with it. Better than I did.’

As a product of several generations of teetotallers it is possible that Hawke had no physiological resistance to alcohol and may even have been allergic to it at first. According to a student drinking companion,


After two glasses of beer he would be whacked or throwing up in a way I’ve never seen before – it was an incredible cacophony, you’d think the whole world, including his feet, was coming up. But Bob was determined to improve as a drinker, as he was determined to improve at everything he did.



Hawke drank moderately for about two years but, as his tolerance improved, his intake increased: ‘Mum could see that I was still working extremely hard; I hadn’t become “a dissolute young man”. There was never any drink in the home and I never drank at home. There was never any flaunting in front of her.’ But he was beginning to get drunk often, and in 1952, in Melbourne for a National Union of Australian University Students meeting, went off for a boozy weekend, returned late and still drunk on Monday morning, and thereby missed the chance of the highest position for Australian university students, presidency of NUAUS. The right-wing lobby was able to convince the centre group, whose support Hawke needed, that he was too wild for the job. Twenty years later this opinion was to become a national refrain.

Jack Knight said:


Bob had a terrific fear of Ellie catching him drunk. I used often to get him into bed – he was sleeping on the back verandah – and we’d creep around the side of the house. There was a watertank there where he could have a wash. Then I’d get him up the steps, through a flywire door and into bed. I was scared about Ellie catching us, too. She would have blamed me for leading Bob astray.



Gradually Hawke was able to hold his liquor better and in 1952 he won a university speed-drinking competition, organised by Zanetti, by downing three schooners of beer in 9.3 seconds. Within a few years the world was to know of Hawke’s prowess with alcohol: at Oxford he drank 2.5 pints (1.42 litres) of beer in 12 seconds and was entered in the Guinness Book of Records. In competitions for long-distance drinking, however, he was a failure; Zanetti carried off the prizes. He, too, had come from a teetotal background and remarked wistfully in 1980, ‘We worshipped the grog’.

Ellie’s determination to endure and not to discuss Hawke’s drinking became a cause of sometimes unbearable tension for her. One day when he was late returning home to meet a friend she became increasingly jittery. At last she fled into another room, flung herself on the floor and wailed. Almost thirty years later the household tension about alcohol and the family taboo on speaking about emotional distress had not lessened. In 1977 Kate Baillieu, a television journalist, was waiting at the Tate Street house to interview Hawke en famille. Baillieu had made the gaffe of bringing as a present to Clem and Ellie a bottle of whisky. They had laughed and explained they did not drink. Hawke was late. Everyone there knew that he had been drinking heavily the night before but, although the subject had been raised by Baillieu’s inappropriate present, no mention was made of this. Ellie became more and more agitated, talking constantly, until she suddenly said to Baillieu, ‘You know, he has blackouts’.

In this highly charged atmosphere it was inevitable that Hawke should begin leading a double life. On one side there was the gregarious student leader, already sexually experienced, a beer-garden king who when indignant would throw punches. On the other there was the minister’s son who abhorred violence, who went to church on Sundays, was a deacon, taught Sunday school and helped to organise wholesome holiday camps and hymn-singing social evenings.

Because there was apartheid between the hymn-singers and the drinkers most people knew him only in one role. Because he could establish rapport so strongly with his companions of the hour, the whites, as it were, could not believe that he loved the blacks just as much. Those of his drinking contemporaries who did know about Hawke’s religious life were baffled by the paradox they saw, and believed that his Christianity was bogus.

It was an older man, a tutor in the English department at the University of Western Australia, Bob Rogers, who recognised that Hawke, in public, dressed in camouflage. Rogers, who influenced Hawke strongly, wrote:


It was the beer-garden Hawke only whom I knew, for a time – extrovert, bursting with boisterousness and vigour. For a time, but not for long. The passing show of Saturday afternoon football, of holding a charismatic court, was a sideline; his bar-room friends were just sidekicks. We began to indulge, even on licensed premises, in serious inquiries, albeit seeing the comic dimension of so many academic issues. So I was surprised one morning to be severely reprimanded by the management of the hotel in which we frequently drank, for I am, generally speaking, inoffensive, certainly so in my cups. But I was upbraided as the friend of the bloke who had offered to change the publican’s face. When I saw Hawke later I asked him why he had threatened to punch the publican. Bob replied that I ought to know.

The evasion intrigued me and in it lay, upon reflection, the key to an essential part of Bob. The publican represented an aspect of the Australian Way of Life which sends Hawkey up the wall. Wherever the type within a type occurs – used-car salesman, medical practitioner or PR consultant – Hawke senses someone on the take. And that he truly resents. Because Bob can so successfully perform as the voluble extrovert, the inner Hawke is underestimated and misunderstood. That is, the Hawke who sits and judges and loathes the operator – whatever his mask of bonhomie or of service – who is on the cheap grab.

Shortly, I was to graduate formally from knowing the bar-room to meeting the carefully hidden private Hawke. Bob was uneasy. ‘You are… you aren’t… of course, you don’t have to.’ It was an invitation to meet his parents, to spend an evening playing bridge at their house.

Mr Hawke welcomed me – he was tall, lean, clean, not flowery and not to be trifled with. I met his strong handshake with deep misgivings. Our bridge party was all male: I was to partner Jack Knight. The booze Jack and I had organised for later was in the boot of my old-fashioned bomb. We sat down for our game: the tang of austerity dominated the card table and I had the feeling that Mr Hawke was observing me, rather than I, him. Yet he was completely self-contained and when the conversation touched on personalities in student politics, he showed something of disdain for those in the scrabble for power. Somehow, Clem Hawke intruded as a presence, gently, persuasively, intelligently, as, I suggest, he pervaded his son’s life. Increasingly, I lost interest in the cards as they were dealt.

At supper, Mrs Hawke fussed over sandwiches, cakes and soft drinks. I was offered beer, presumably a concession to me as a practising Catholic. I felt as though I were accepting something unhygienic (and certainly unnecessary). I yielded, under pleasant, hospitable pressure and Bob, the unashamed hypocrite, condescended and accepted a small glass, too.

We had a bit of trouble starting my old bus and Bob was called out to give it a heave. He approached readily, suddenly remembered what was in the boot, then shunned my car as though it were a den of iniquity. I can still recall the look of distaste on his face as we left. Looking back, that perhaps was another key: the distaste of the party-goer who sees through the shallowness, the artificiality, the falsity, and despises those who take grog-ons seriously. Bob was tugged in two directions. He could see no reason for not joining the cultivated carefreeness of bonhomie and its amusing revelations and he had nothing but disgust for the emptiness behind it. He saw bonhomie as an aspect, a tool to be used.3



Already, apocryphal stories were circulating about Hawke on campus. One was that, when not selected for the first-grade cricket team, he had called a meeting, stacked it, had the selectors dismissed and installed new ones who promptly selected him. Within a few years the aura of success, the myths, the unspoken envy surrounding Hawke were so great that they combined to create an impenetrable disguise, and he became, increasingly, a puzzle. Rogers was the last man to see Hawke, as it were, alive.



In 1949 Hawke had defied a second major taboo of his background: he had lost his virginity. A university friend recalled, ‘He could always line up girls, for himself and his friends. It was a case of “You provide the beer and I’ll bring the girls”, and we’d be off to the sand dunes with a couple of blankets.’ Another friend said, ‘Bob was always on the lookout for love nests. He was a great key collector. If you found a door locked to which he had a key, you’d know Bob was in there with some girl.’

But while Hawke was, and continued to be, a womaniser, he had only one special love: his co-religionist, childhood acquaintance and fiancée, Hazel Masterson. Hazel was the girl Hawke trusted, the one who shared his dreams and would help him realise them. She was the younger daughter of a modestly well-to-do accountant, a man who was a staunch conservative and secret philanthropist. Unknown even to his family, Jim Masterson had for years made a habit of giving money to battlers. He had been a battler himself – his family was poor and he had come to the city and worked his way through night school. Hazel Masterson had grown up with the values of kindliness and social duty that had inspired the Lee household. She was five months older than Hawke, the same age difference between Ellie and Clem, and like them, she and Hawke met through the church. Hazel was a good musician and became a church organist at Subiaco and a focus for many of the Congregational youth activities, where she was always in demand as a pianist. In her later teenage years she was secretary of the Congregational Youth Fellowship while Hawke was its president. For both of them this was an ideal division of labour and one which became their settled modus operandi: Hawke the public figure; Hazel the administrator. In all their life together Hawke never paid household bills nor made a decision about its organisation.

Their courting began in the church community and continued in their parents’ homes: ‘The influence of home was very strong on us’, Hazel said. Hawke recalled, ‘Hazel was a vibrant person. She was interested in the church, music, tennis, and after a bit, me.’ She was as emotional as Hawke, had a lively wit and among friends was full of irrepressible laughter. One recalled,


I once travelled with Hazel in a small jet aeroplane and something would set her off – a remark, or a funny memory – and out would come this wonderful whoop of laughter. The other passengers would start grinning, and after a while the whole plane was in fits, everyone laughing because Hazel had.



She was very good looking, with light brown hair and pale eyes and a fine, strong bone-structure in which could be seen the bloodlines of a Czechoslovakian Jewish grandmother. Among strangers, however, she was often shy and Hawke’s university friends considered her ‘withdrawn’. Some noted, later, ‘sometimes a great sadness in her eyes’. Hazel was working as a stenographer and ‘in the student community she felt at a disadvantage’, Jules Zanetti said. He called her The Mouse, until he got to know her better when, like others, he realised she was ‘a great girl, a lovely girl’.

She and Hawke had started going out together (on the Panther) in 1948. In the early summer of 1949 Hawke had made a formal call upon Jim Masterson to ask his permission to marry Hazel. Masterson had reservations: Hawke was only nineteen, he was a political radical – in Masterson’s terms – and he had no apparent intention of settling down to earning a living and supporting a wife in the comfort that her father had provided. Masterson’s doubts were similar to Will Lee’s thirty years earlier, but greater, and in the end just as futile: ‘We were madly in love. We were off our beans about each other’, Hazel said. They were engaged. Ellie at last had a real daughter she could mother. A friend recalled,


Ellie would bring them a cup of tea in bed on Saturday mornings and cluck about how sweet it was that Bob and Hazel were having a brotherly-and-sisterly cuddle. A cuddle! Ellie knew her son and she was determined he was not going to run off the rails with some girl she’d never met. She was delighted to have Hazel staying at Tate Street weekend after weekend, as a magnet to keep Bob at home. They were a terrific couple. People would talk about Bob-and-Hazel – ‘We’ve invited Bob-and-Hazel, Bob-and-Hazel were there’.



As events turned out their engagement was to be almost of Biblical length: it lasted six years.

In 1951 Hawke was a candidate for the Rhodes scholarship, and failed. He was a candidate again in 1952, and in November that year was awarded the prize. A few weeks later he set out by P&O ship from Fremantle to represent the Congregational church at a world conference of Christian youth in south India. Clem and Ellie, Hazel, friends and parishioners farewelled him with pride, for he was the most distinguished student of his day in Western Australia, honoured by the church, the state and his peers.

He went off blithely, unaware that the summer sapphire of the Indian Ocean was carrying him towards a spiritual storm.






SEVEN

Hawke says of his childhood and youth,


I accepted unquestioningly that God was the centre of everything. And it satisfied me. In later childhood I remember having uncomfortable thoughts about where did God actually live? What was Heaven? What were its limits, shape and nature? What was involved after death – did people have their actual form in Heaven or Hell? But the substance of my faith wasn’t in question. Subconsciously only I was beginning to feel uneasy about my total theocentric explanation of things.



In Perth in the 1940s church attendances were still high. A pupil at Modern School estimated that at least half the pupils attended church services and Sunday school. The difference between Hawke and his contemporaries in religious matters was the breadth of his knowledge of the Bible, hymns and rites of the church, and the depth of his emotional commitment to Christianity. It was part of the cluster of his imperial loyalties: self, family and church were linked. At university he began to encounter minds as vigorous as his own but with different ideas about religion – specifically Roman Catholics. Hawke argued with them vehemently. ‘At university I became more conscious of uneasiness. One of the great joys of student life was the long theological arguments I used to have with Roman Catholics. Catholics fascinated me. I sought them out.’

One was John Toohey; another a philosophy lecturer, Selwyn Graves, who had been a Jesuit priest; and a third was Bob Rogers, an upper-middle-class ‘Evelyn Waugh type of Catholic’, ten years Hawke’s senior, the man Hawke had invited home to play bridge. The three were active members of the Newman Society. Hawke said,


In our discussions certain questions would arise from propositions I put which challenged their dogma. They were able to say, and I was able to agree, that if you were astringent about some of those propositions you found a challenge to your own beliefs. I challenged papal infallibility. The Catholics argued back: How can you believe in the Virgin Birth, the raising from the dead and so forth? They asserted that the whole Protestant position was far too waffly and subject to the truth being what one wanted the truth to be, and that their dogmatism, far from being a weakness, was a strength. And, in a sense, I could see the logic in that: if there was going to be a Christian religion, then there had to be some parameters to what was the truth. The logic that followed from my questioning of Catholic dogma started to nibble, very slightly, around the edge of my own belief… I felt some guilt, but not burdensome guilt, about defying some of the moral laws of the church, but really I regarded those laws as irrelevant to the realities of existence. I didn’t want to burn the church on that account. In fact, I’ve never wanted to burn the church… I didn’t discuss these ideas with Dad because more than anything I didn’t want to hurt him. I loved him so much, and I thought he might feel hurt.



At the age of twenty-three when Hawke embarked for India he was still a practising Christian who took the good government and welfare of the church seriously. The conference in India was to be a strategic exercise for Christian soldiers – or so he believed.

He knew nothing of India – that ‘functioning anarchy’, as Galbraith described it. He was an emotional young man, prone to moral indignation and the urge to give comfort to the depressed, the despairing and the sick. Like his parents he had a desire to rescue. His trust in the church was centred upon its succour. And he was travelling towards the most outrageously afflicted society on earth, where the very concept of effectively relieving distress was maddening. In India, skeletons walk about in the streets.

The ship berthed in Colombo ‘which was a shock’; he then travelled by train and boat to Madras, ‘a greater shock’, and took a plane to Travincore Cochin and finally a bus to the conference centre, Cottyam. (Travincore Cochin became later Kerala state.) Three hundred Christians from different countries, including a large Indian contingent, were gathered in Cottyam. The conference complex was close to a bishop’s residence that had spacious grounds shaded by large trees and maintained by a staff of sweepers. The local Christians financially dominated the country round about. Hawke noticed with gathering indignation that there was a sharp class distinction between them and the poor, disregarded multitude of Hindus. However, he was still cheerful, as usual: ‘The experience of meeting people from all over the world was terribly exciting and stimulating to me’. Pastor Niemoller of Germany was the main speaker, and a good one; accommodation – in school dormitories – was comfortable and, most importantly, Hawke was not suffering the gut infections that were enfeebling scores of other visitors. He had decided not to take risks with his health and would eat nothing but cashew nuts and bananas.

As the conference continued, his moral indignation with his co-religionists increased:


The culmination for me started to come towards the end of the conference. The Communist Party in the area was very strong, the strongest in India as a result – as I worked it out – of the activities of the Christian church. The church had created through their mission schools the highest level of literacy in India and the Communist Party had taken advantage of this to swamp the district with cheap literature. Communist proselytising was very much simplified by literacy. The Party had organised an enormous rally and those in charge of our conference had issued an edict that none of us were to have anything to do with it. Of course, I took absolutely no notice of that, and went to the rally, and was taken up on the dais to meet the leaders. Their appeal to the people was so relevant! I forecast then that Kerala would be the first Communist state in the British Commonwealth, and I was right. Back at the conference centre there was some resentment that I’d gone to the rally. It was said I’d given comfort to the Communists by being present. A part of the whole unreality of the situation was the fact that the Communists had their propaganda on sale very cheaply, and even the Russian classics, beautifully bound, for unbelievably low prices. In contrast, a Bible cost twenty times as much.

A few days after the rally the Christmas celebrations began. There were two things that happened. The first was a great feast held in the grounds of the bishop’s residence. Tables were groaning, groaning with food, and people were gorging themselves, while just a few yards away there were hundreds of the poor staring in through the bishop’s fence, looking at us and our food. Then, on Christmas Eve there was an open-air service and afterwards Christmas parties in the homes of the Christians from Cottyam, to which we were invited. People were singing hymns and carols and the one that stuck in my mind was ‘The World to Christ We Bring, Christ to the World We Bring’, and it all seemed so bloody unreal and hypocritical. I wandered down to the village. It was hot during the day but became cool after sunset. The people who lived in the street had already settled down for the night; they were lying on the pavements with bits of rag pulled over themselves to try to keep warm. There was one little kid – he had a beautiful face with huge eyes – lying there with an older girl. He looked terribly miserable. It all suddenly jarred in my mind. There were those comfortable Christians up the road singing about bringing Christ to the world, and the world to Christ, and here was the world. And to the Christians they seemed to be totally irrelevant as the Christians were irrelevant to them.

I went back to the dormitory and got a windcheater and took it down to the little girl for her baby brother. She put it on him. They thought it was the greatest thing that had ever happened – and it was nothing to me, in terms of material possessions. The whole conjunction of circumstances sickened me.

On Christmas Day there were more services and more irrelevancies and the conference broke up a couple of days later. I made my way from there with a young Anglican minister to Bangalore and Mysore, by bus and train, and back to Madras by train. We deliberately went third class. In Mysore and Bangalore the contrast between wealth and poverty, which I thought I’d seen, really hit me. We saw the palaces of princes and rajahs. In one, the stables had been converted to garages – there were twenty-five bloody motor cars and the place was lit up at night with light bulbs all over it, while all around there were people begging and half-starved…

We arrived in Madras at dawn and were met by a local Christian, who owned a newspaper. People were just waking up, scores and scores of them lying in the shit and filth of the gutters. The newspaper owner took us off to lunch with a relation of his. He was driving a great flash car and on the way the relation asked how he liked his new car. Our host complained bitterly because there was something wrong with one of the doorhandles. Well, that jarred just a little with me.

I left India and returned to Colombo, where I was the guest of a Singhalese student I knew in Perth. They were Buddhists, their house was in the grounds of a temple, and the atmosphere of the household was very peaceful and unbelievably gentle. I talked a lot about Buddhism with them, and they took me up to a temple in the hills, in Kandy, where I met the monks and talked to a very old abbot, who explained more about Buddhism to me. I found Buddhism fascinating. Their concept that you progress towards the ineffable through a number of existences seemed to me much more intellectually satisfying than the Christian belief that you come just once and are cast into circumstances maybe of great wealth or of great moment, but that you come to God or don’t come to God on the basis of that one life. The logical attraction of Buddhism after the devastating experience of India was a further part of my breaking down. I was never on the point of embracing Buddhism but I found, and still find, it infinitely more satisfying than the Judeo-Christian philosophy.

When I got back to Australia customs officials seized the Communist literature I’d bought in Cottyam, including pamphlets which purported to prove the use of germ warfare by the Americans in the Korean War. I was pretty savage about my rights to bring into the country Communist literature [the Menzies government had failed in 1951 to have the Australian Communist Party outlawed] and the next day a Commonwealth car arrived at Tate Street with some embarrassed-looking blokes who returned all the stuff to me.



Clem, with the Hawke characteristic of discounting the existence of distress, described his son as ‘emotional’ when he returned from India: ‘I’ve only twice seen Bob emotional’, he said. ‘The first time was when he’d been to India. The second time was after the war in Israel.’

Hawke was experiencing a crisis of loyalty: he was disgusted with his church, but his church and his father were inextricably linked.


I talked about the politics, rather than the religious doubts, to Dad. Religion was his total life. I didn’t want to say anything that might make him think it was all a charade or a joke or an unreality… Looking back, I can see that time in India and Ceylon [Sri Lanka] was the turning point, but it was still a process which took a long time to work itself out. I continued going to church, with decreasing enthusiasm. It was years before I said to myself, ‘I’m an agnostic’. I’ve never said ‘I’m an atheist’ – it’s an illogical statement, I think.



Bob Rogers, who unwittingly had hastened the attrition of Hawke’s faith, noticed how tense and defensive he was on return from India. Hawke rang Rogers and asked, in an urgent tone, to meet him at the students’ pub, the Nedlands Hotel. When Rogers entered, ‘Hawkey pretended not to notice that I had come in and talked energetically to people he could not stand and finally threw me an aside – “Let’s go somewhere else.”’1

Once they were alone together Hawke’s furtiveness eased and he explained to Rogers how shaken he had been by his experience of India’s appalling conditions. Again, Hawke expressed his political and humanitarian horror, not his religious doubts. But Rogers had an inkling that there was more involved, for he gently reminded Hawke that the existence of distress and oppression was not an argument against Christianity, that Christ himself had lived in such a society. Rogers wrote:


India seemed to spark off in Bob the role of a secular missionary, the Humanist who burns to reduce the store of so much socially induced human misery. ‘It would be so simple if…’ And I think that Bob does divide us into the Goodies and the Baddies. The Goodies are those who, either actively or as spectators, support reducing the level of human misery; the Baddies, those who, motivated by privilege or gain, do nothing to impede the war on human suffering.

That I have portrayed him as a missionary does not exclude the proposition that some missionaries can be ruthless and have flashes of irritation, in Bob’s case, an irritation caused by those who, he considers, befog or arrest the campaign against human distress. Such irritation can cut across party or union affiliations and baffle those who try to pinpoint his position in the political spectrum.2



It was, however, to be another five years before Hawke would find an arena in which to express his secular missionary zeal, and that was in the Australian Conciliation and Arbitration Commission.

A few weeks after his return from India Hawke had to report on the Cottyam meeting to a Congregational conference in Adelaide. He went there en famille, with Clem, Ellie and Hazel, who was present in her own right, as a Western Australian delegate. There were a couple of hundred Congregationalists attending; Hawke was asked to address a plenary session.


I wanted to be able to do it well, in a way which had a message, and not a destructive message, about my doubts. On the afternoon before I was to speak I went off into the bush by myself and thought and prayed. I had an intense desire to be helped. I prayed for help. What was going on inside me was a torment – those great doubts I had were doing something. I prayed again that night, in bed. I wanted to emphasise the things said at Cottyam about Christian concern, but I was in terrible doubt about the relevance of Christian belief, and in doubt about the concern that Christians should have for others. I was in a torment about the two aspects I had seen. When I began to speak something extraordinary happened. I felt something unknown – a capacity in myself which I had never suspected – it was as if it were not I speaking but someone else. My speech was brilliantly articulated – I had never been able to speak like that before – and it had enormous impact, people were moved in a way in which I’ve never been able to repeat – oh, just once it happened again, at an ALP meeting in late 1979. In Adelaide I had the feeling that something unique had happened, that there had been a response to my request for help.



A missionary jumped up and said, ‘Thank God for Bob Hawke!’

That day in Adelaide was probably Hawke’s last as a Christian; it was his first as a political agitator: he had swept the mood of the conference round from one of a condemnation of the expense involved in sending representatives to India to approval of the decision, and wild ovation.

He returned to Perth, to study and tutor in economics and to wait out the seven months until he was due to take up his Rhodes scholarship. He had lived five years convinced that the Lord had touched him with His hand; now this conviction seemed questionable. Hawke’s next five years were unsettled. He was in the full flower of his youth and his life on the surface appeared joyous, full of novelty, madcap gaiety, intellectual challenge. However, an older man who got to know Hawke during this period remarked, ‘I thought he was a soul in torment’.






EIGHT

ON THE DAY IN November 1951 when Hawke learned he had not been chosen as the Western Australian Rhodes Scholar for 1952 he went to the cinema with Hazel. Later he could not remember what film they had seen but Hazel recalled the evening vividly. The movie, chosen at random, had turned out to be about a Rhodes scholar; their outing was acutely painful. But within days Hawke had shaken off his disappointment and decided to reapply the following year.

As events unfolded, he was to be glad that he had at first failed to win the Rhodes. With hindsight he was able to see in the one-year delay to his ambition the origin of his career as a labour leader: the delay gave him a chance to complete his Arts degree, majoring in economics; this in turn determined the nature of his study at Oxford, which linked to his further research at the Australian National University, which led him to the attention of officials of the Australian Council of Trade Unions.

Rhodes had specified in his will the qualities he desired in scholars:


Literary and scholastic attainments; qualities of manhood, truth, courage, devotion to duty, sympathy for and protection of the weak, kindliness, unselfishness and fellowship; exhibition of moral force of character and of instincts to lead and to take an interest in his fellows, physical vigour, as shown by fondness for and success in manly outdoor sports.



They also had to be bachelors.

Hawke could not be credited with literary attainments but he possessed all the other attributes, plus another: a nose for pretension. Cecil Rhodes offended Hawke’s deepest social beliefs. He regarded Rhodes as a colonial exploiter who, having amassed a great fortune from cheap black labour, had found it convenient to distribute his wealth posthumously to children of the upper middle class. Hawke’s opinion of Rhodes scholars was not high, either. He wanted to win the Rhodes scholarship because it was there for the winning, and would enable him to study abroad. He had applied also for a scholarship to an American university and would have been equally happy with that, he said, but the Rhodes was decided first.

Hawke made no secret of his contempt for Rhodes (and Rhodes scholars in general) but did not explain his reasoning. He rarely does: for him, people are either trained to perceive social evil, as he is, in which case no explanation is necessary – or they are not, in which case explanation is futile. Furthermore, Hawke demands of his friends that they psychologically bond with him, spontaneously and without need for words – a demand that is often too great. Other students found his expressed disdain for Rhodes combined with his eagerness to win a Rhodes scholarship paradoxical and even improper. Repeatedly during his career Hawke’s ‘sort of terrific conceit, which won’t allow him to share his mental processes’ (as a close friend described it), was to cause misunderstandings and misjudgments.

The final interviews of the short-list candidates took place on Friday, 28 November 1952 at Government House. Six tense young men waited in an ante-room for the secretary, Josh Reynolds, to call them inside for the decisive meeting with the selection committee. It was made up of Sir Charles Gairdner; the acting vice-chancellor, Professor N. S. Bayliss; and five other men, most of them former Rhodes scholars. Hawke was friendly with the chairman (Gairdner) and the secretary. In the opinion of contemporaries he had cultivated the friendship of Reynolds, who was warden of St George’s College, by taking holiday jobs at the university. It was an accurate assessment but to picture it – as some contemporaries did – as self-interested deviousness is too cynical. From schooldays Hawke had worked at relating to others and had seen relating as work: the milkman, the corner-store shopkeeper and the dean of law were all subject to Hawke’s self-aware desire to be liked. Clem operated in exactly the same way.

Hawke recalled,


I was second or third to be called in and was asked one question – I’ve forgotten what. Then this bloke, a lawyer, said to me: ‘Mr Hawke, one of the important considerations in the mind of the Founder’ – you were supposed to genuflect at the mention of the Founder – ‘and one of our responsibilities, is to have a concern for what a Rhodes scholar will do. If we were to award you a scholarship, what would you do in later life?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. I don’t wish to practise law. The only answer I can give you is that it would be some sort of public service, by which I don’t mean that I would necessarily go into the Public Service.’ And he said, ‘Come, come, Mr Hawke. You must have an idea.’ And I said to him again, rather sharply, ‘I’m sorry, but that is all I can honestly say. I just don’t know. Perhaps within that definition of public service I would want to do some academic work, but I can’t help you more than that.’ And he then came back at me again and said that wasn’t good enough. So I turned to the governor and said to him, ‘I’ve answered the question honestly and to the best of my ability. And I resent the insinuation that I’m not being forthright about it. And I haven’t come here to have my honesty impugned!’ I really went off. I was then asked some other questions, by others, which I answered genially and then I was shown out, thinking, ‘Oh, well. I’ve blown it.’ The other blokes asked me how I’d done and I said, ‘Aw, a bit of fun’.

Then the fateful moment came. Old Josh came out again and said, ‘The committee would like to see Mr Hawke’. I went in and the governor walked round from behind his chair to greet me and said, ‘Bob, we read all the references before we interview the candidates. I must tell you that my inclination was that you were the person for it.’ Then he added quietly, ‘If I had any doubts about it, your replies to that character confirmed my previous opinion’. And that was it. I’d won.



In the months between winning and embarking for England, Hawke had another serious injury. He was run down by a cart-horse and had his thigh ripped open. Again he lost a lot of blood and when he was injected with penicillin in hospital suffered anaphylaxis, a violent allergic reaction that is often fatal. He had fallen off the motorbike a couple more times; he had been struck in the face by a cricket ball – a week after a young man, playing on the same pitch, had been killed by a ball – and brought home to Ellie covered in blood. Physical injuries were becoming a way of life. Pushing himself to his limits – even flinging away the idea of limits – Hawke suffered over the years broken wrists, sprained ankles, torn ligaments, smashed fingers, cuts, contusions and temporary paralysis from spinal injury.

There was, too, emotional hurt. He was deeply in love with Hazel but their marriage had been delayed and delayed and now he was leaving her. They wanted to have children. Their friends were already parents. A six-year engagement was cause for derision – as Hazel had accepted for some time and Hawke was accepting now, for the first time. In the days before his departure he was overcome with angry sadness, forced to realise that his career, his commitment to duty-and-destiny, would for years, or forever, override their private lives. Hazel welcomed her role as helpmate in Hawke’s life, and along with Ellie had become his abiding champion and protector. But he was struck dumb, as he always is when distressed, gripped by a sense of horror and dishonour at delay. He had seen, for a moment, his selfishness and what burdens he was imposing upon both of them.1

He had already what Hazel later called ‘a battery of defence mechanisms’, and only those close to him had a vague uneasiness that something was disturbing him, as Bob Rogers revealed in this description of a party. It was the biggest of a round of farewells, the guests including everyone from the university Young Liberals (the future Liberal leader, Billy Snedden, was a guest) to the Communists, and was held in Rogers’ house. He wrote:


The party was one of the merriest I have ever attended. We were disturbed by the police (who had received a complaint about noise) but that was the only jarring note in the saturnalia. Bob was gay, beaming: it seemed to be one of those moments in his life when he felt that jollity could go on forever. So I was surprised when, awakened by my bladder at about six in the morning, I found Bob on his knees in the kitchen scrubbing the floor. I told him to stop making a fool of himself and leave the floor as it was. He refused. I offered to help. He told me to get out. So I left him to enjoy his puritanical conscience in his own way. About ten, someone called in to take Hawkey for a swim. I checked the house. It had been meticulously tidied. About 2 o’clock there was a call from the pub. Remnants of the party were having lunch or breakfast there. Hawkey said he needed a shower and came back to my place.

He reappeared sometime later dressed in a very conservative fashion and complaining of hunger. He refused to drink. I should have smelt a rat. Bob said he needed to get across to Subiaco in a hurry, so I drove him over. On the way we discussed some of the intellectual foibles of our guests and I asked him casually, but somewhat to the point, ‘Where are we going?’

‘Just drop me off in Rokeby Road’, he said.

I said, ‘Yes, but where are you going?’

As we were nearly at Rokeby Road he had to come clean: the Congregational Youth were giving him a grand farewell starting at 6 o’clock. I was entranced! I made a quick check and knew I was shaved and moderately well dressed. I then expressed my pleasure at going to a Congregational Youth dinner. I had never been to one and I looked forward to the occasion very much. I looked forward to the opportunity of attempting to fathom… We had reached the Congregational Hall.

‘You are not coming in’, Bob said.

‘What!’

‘You smell of drink.’2



On Saturday, 15 August 1953, Hawke was to set sail for England. He had, as usual, neglected his preparations until it seemed he would miss the boat. As usual, too, friends and relations rallied round and Hawke himself had an eleventh-hour burst of intense activity and somehow, amid alarums and confusion, he got on board the Dominion Monarch in time, with his papers in order and some money borrowed from a parishioner to help with small luxuries while abroad.

He was so broke that when he had won the Rhodes scholarship he had been able to afford only the cheapest passage, and had booked on a rustbucket called the Mooltan, known jocularly as the smallpox ship. But during 1953 one of the windfalls that were to become normal for him occurred: the Shaw Savill line reverted to a prewar policy of giving free return first-class berths to Rhodes scholars. Instead of travelling in a six-bunk cabin below the waterline next to the engine room of the smallpox ship he sailed in a stateroom of the well-found Dominion Monarch. He enjoyed himself inordinately and, having stayed up until three in the morning at a party following a call at the Canary Islands, caught a chill, had to be carried ashore in England and was taken by ambulance to Southampton Hospital, with pneumonia.

The college he had chosen at Oxford was University, one of the cheaper, smaller colleges. He had picked it for its price and because he was attracted by the work of a don there. Hawke said,


There had been earnest discussions back at the University of Western Australia about which was the oldest of Oxford’s colleges – Merton or Univ. [An Oxford joke has it that King Arthur founded University.] When I first arrived and got shown to my rooms I was quite sure which was the oldest – University was, and I had the oldest rooms in it. In the bedroom there was a washstand with a bowl which my scout, Ernie, who was 180 years old, would fill each morning with warm water. The bathroom was downstairs. There was a coal fire, which Ernie used to light, and that left the room warm enough to freeze your balls. And there was some dreadful old furniture and a piece of bald carpet on the floor. My first impression was that it was all so bloody ancient and so unfunctional a place in which to live. But the sheer beauty of Oxford, the tradition as much as the beauty, hits you as soon as you arrive there – Magdalen and All Souls and Balliol.



On the whole, however, the mystique of Oxford, which in the 1950s was still considered the most significant university in the world, affected him little. ‘I thought there was a fair degree of bullshit about Oxford. There was a lot of pretension and genuflecting to the glories of tradition. People called the terms Trinity, Michaelmas and so on. I called them First, Second and Third.’

He was quickly nicknamed ‘Digger’. Graham Freudenberg wrote in A Certain Grandeur:


Robert James Lee Hawke may prove to be the first completely modern Australian politician. He was the only Australian to have left Oxford more convincedly Australian than before he went there. Oxford had much the effect on Hawke as Cambridge had on Lee Kuan Yew a decade before; both learnt that there was nobody better than them there, but that their destiny lay absolutely at home. Hawke, in his generation, was the most significant of those who learned in England to patronise the English, as the English had patronised the Australians for six generations.3



Because Hawke had failed to win the Rhodes on his first attempt he had completed all but one unit of a Bachelor of Arts degree while in Perth, and he took the examinations for this at the end of 1953 at Oxford. The normal course for Rhodes scholars with a background in Arts–Law is politics, philosophy and economics – PPE. But Hawke now had two undergraduate degrees and gaining a third seemed tiresome. He was bored by the work, older than other PPE students and homesick:


I had a feeling of pointlessness. It was winter, cold, intensely lonely. I used to go back to my grim little monk’s cell at night… Not having something to which I felt strongly attached – to compensate for the security I’d known for the whole of my life – made it worse. Nothing in my work was exciting and challenging.



Again he was fretting himself into a decline.

After a month or so he wrote to Hazel and asked her to throw in her job and join him as soon as she could. She replied that she had booked to arrive at Tilbury in December 1953, and sent him money to buy a van in which they could tour England and Europe the following spring. Hawke was so elated at the prospect of seeing Hazel again that on the morning he set off to meet her at Tilbury his concentration lapsed, the van went into a spin… Fortunately, there was no traffic.

With Hazel’s arrival Hawke was renewed and Oxford became ‘the happiest years of my life’. After a couple of weeks he had decided to cut his losses, abandon PPE and take up postgraduate work. He wanted to do a piece of original research but he had already lost too much time to write a doctoral thesis, so he opted for the lesser degree of Bachelor of Letters. He was mentally casting about for a topic that would marry his legal and economic work and that would be ‘relevant to Australia’, when one unusually bright winter morning he went to the library at Rhodes House and stood looking around at the shelves:


It was fantastic! There was a full set of Commonwealth Arbitration Reports, a complete set of Hansards, a complete set of the Convention debates and a complete set of the newspapers of the 1890s – the period of the Great Strike that had spawned arbitration. And there were all the relevant history books. It suddenly clicked! I’d study the Australian arbitration system – how wages were determined.



Afterwards he thought of that instant when something had pinched at him as another signpost of destiny.

Dr Colin Clark was then at Oxford directing the Institute of Agricultural Economics and agreed to become Hawke’s supervisor. Their first contact was cordial and Hawke was excited (as he wrote to his financial benefactor, the parishioner who had lent him money and was to lend more) about having as supervisor ‘certainly one of the foremost economists in the world today, and recently arrived from Australia, where during the past years he has been intimately acquainted with the economic situation and Government decisions at a high level’.4

With hindsight, Hawke’s enthusiasm was ironic: Clark had been the economic adviser to E. J. Hanlon’s Labor government in Queensland but in early 1952 his relationship with the premier had ruptured over the issue of a green revolution – a central concept of the National Catholic Rural Movement – in Queensland. Hawke was unaware that Clark had experienced the crisis of adult conversion to Roman Catholicism; that he had been deeply attracted by the spiritual qualities of the Rural Movement and, realising the impracticality of some of its program, had set about developing a workable economic scheme appropriate to its social concepts. Inflation in Australia was severe by 1952; Clark urged a brake on further industrialisation in favour of intensive settlement of the land; lower tariffs; and the abolition of automatic quarterly adjustments of the basic wage (to help combat inflation). He proposed that the adjustment-for-inflation system of wage fixation be replaced by productivity-geared wage increases. Clark was one of the few economists in the world who understood productivity gearing at the time. Unknown to Hawke, Clark’s concepts, transmitted through the network of Catholic intellectuals in Australia, and applied without deep understanding of economics, had just caused a revolution in wage fixation. In 1954 the name Santamaria meant nothing to Hawke. He was, however, a little uneasy about some facets of his supervisor’s personality: ‘He is an ardent R.C.’, Hawke wrote, ‘and in some respects this tends to colour his work. I am sure that during the course of my study under him there will be differences of opinion, but at all times I should be sure of stimulating supervision’.5

The stimulating supervision transmuted into an almighty row.

Clark believed he was to supervise an economics thesis that would be titled, as he recalled later, ‘The Economics of Wage Arbitration’.6 But Hawke wrote at the time, ‘the topic for research is Wage Determination in Australia’.7 Clark was expecting an economics thesis; Hawke was researching politics and history.

They continued to see each other for a couple of months until a day in second term when Clark, whose conversation is scintillating but whose manner can be cold and abrasive, lost patience with his student. Hawke said:


I had just discussed with him my ideas on the development of the arbitration system with special reference to the concept of the basic wage. And then, Clark staggered me. He said, ‘Mr Hawke, that is a matter that would be of no interest to me, but what is more important, it would be of no interest to the University of Oxford’. Me being me, I didn’t accept that. I said, ‘It may be of no interest to you, but there’s no reason to believe it would not be of interest to the University of Oxford’. And I left.



Hawke had now had two false starts. His confidence was shaken by Clark’s remark that his thesis would be of no interest to Oxford – for it suggested he would fail to get his degree – and he was indignant. ‘I find it difficult’, he wrote,


to be at all unbiased when speaking of the man… an individual who regards an interview with a student as an opportunity for a pedantic exercise in which he delivers himself of certain pronouncements with an air of papal infallibility, and you have the feeling that if you attempt to push your own ideas you run the threat of excommunication.8



Clark’s opinion of Hawke, as he expressed it to friends, was disdainful, particularly of Hawke’s ability with economics. The units of economics in Hawke’s Arts degree had not equipped him for the high-level economic research that Clark expected and he used later to refer to Hawke as ‘that economic drongo’.

The wardens of University College and Rhodes House found a new supervisor for Hawke, the Professor of Government and Public Administration at All Souls, K. C. Wheare, an Australian and former Rhodes scholar. Wheare’s field was constitutional law. He was considered one of the outstanding legal intellects of his time and was a kindly, diffident man, assuring Hawke he knew nothing of the development of the basic wage – perhaps Mr Hawke would teach him?


It was well into second term before this was all sorted out. I was tremendously excited about doing major research for the first time in my academic life, and I had the added edge now that I wanted to demonstrate that Clark was wrong. I had thought the man must be mad, bonkers. Later I discovered what it was all about. Clark was the economic adviser to Santamaria. He was the evil genius behind the 1952–53 basic wage case decision – had just, in fact, been involved in butchering the basic wage, and here was a young man wanting to come in and research it!



Hawke never forgave Clark. In Oxford the stage had been set for his passionate assault upon the wage decisions of the Australian arbitration system.



Meanwhile, his decision to become a researcher had altered the way he looked at Oxford itself. He began to appreciate it as a sanctuary of freedom and tolerance. To the east, Europe was struggling out of the rubble of war, and across the Atlantic the United States was deranged with McCarthyism. At home the ALP was boiling with sectarian hatreds, and Liberalism, in its ‘first, fine careless rapture’, was persecuting its political enemies. In the town of Oxford itself, in the tea shops, young men with crewcuts and sky-blue uniforms were a constant reminder that Europe and America now awaited nuclear war with the Soviet Union, for the airmen came from a base a few kilometres out of town, from which bombers armed with nuclear warheads flew on exercises twenty-four hours a day. But in the colleges Communists held professorships and walked the quadrangles with the springy step of free men. The University of Oxford seemed, Hawke said, ‘an island in a mad world’. In the safety of isolation he had, for the first time ever, the opportunity to please himself entirely.


I’d made a deliberate decision before I went there to put a moratorium on politics, student and party, because I knew that when I went back to Australia I’d be deeply involved in politics, probably for the rest of my working life. I decided to enjoy Oxford, but on my terms. I picked my friends in a way which had no care of the future. I had all kinds of relationships, just for relationship’s sake – a pleasure I’ve never been able to have in any other two years of my life since.



His companions ranged from Sir Howard Florey (who developed penicillin) to a Dorset policeman. For no cost he indulged in a pleasure that he could not afford in Australia: he joined the Royal Air Force Reserve and learned to fly.

Hawke’s friends (who had noted the way he piloted land transport) predicted that he would kill himself in an aeroplane. It was, however, his motor vehicle, the van known around Oxford as the fornicatorium, that led to trouble. In late 1954 he was at an Air Squadron dinner where one of the guests became paralytically drunk. With the help of another student, Jimmy Allan, Hawke drove the boy home and put him to bed. It was after midnight, pouring with rain, and Hawke himself had been drinking. A police car followed the van back to the squadron party then, as Hawke got out, the police seized him and accused him of stealing the van. The ancient, once murderous, town-versus-gown feeling in Oxford was still strong and police harassment of students was common. Hawke was loud in his indignation. The commandant of the squadron had to be called out to vouch that the van was not stolen, and that seemed the end of the matter. But a few days later the police called on Hawke with a summons for dangerous driving.

Already he was something of a hero, a Wild Colonial Boy, to sections of the student community, particularly those in the sporting club, Vincent’s. On the day his case was to be heard his friends packed the gallery of the magistrate’s court. Hawke had not expected that the police would lie under oath, but they did. He was convicted, fined £40 and had his licence suspended for six months. His supporters heckled the police and the magistrate, and a number of them were arrested and charged with contempt. The case was reported locally, and in the West Australian press, under the headline ‘Rhodes Scholar on Dangerous Driving Charge’. Hawke said, ‘I felt terribly ashamed. I was also very angry – it was a cook! I decided to appeal, and if I lost the appeal to throw it in and go home.’

At the University of Western Australia Hawke had never joined in student pranks, and had given the impression to contemporaries that ‘he thought such things were beneath him’. But at Oxford in November 1954 he was again caught by the police as he attempted to steal a street lamp. He was convicted and fined £5.

His second conviction complicated his appeal against the first. Hawke engaged a barrister, Oliver Popplewell, for the appeal. Popplewell wanted to bring up as evidence of Hawke’s driving experience his previously clean driving record, but if he were to do this the police would bring forward Hawke’s conviction for attempted theft. This had been such a footling matter that it had not attracted the attention of the press; Clem and Ellie were unaware of it. ‘Bob was very anxious that his parents shouldn’t get to hear about the street lamp’, Popplewell said, and took instructions from Hawke to present the case in a different way. The police had said that Hawke had put his arm out the rolled-down driver’s window and made a vulgar gesture at them. But the driver’s window could not be rolled down, for it was made up of one fixed and one sideways sliding glass panel. Hawke told Popplewell to ask the police: how far was the van’s window down when the defendant put his arm through it and made the gesture? As events turned out, the constable said the window was three-quarters to fully down; the sergeant that it was fully rolled down, and this time their perjury was revealed.

The appeal was heard in the Oxford Quarter Sessions in March 1955 before Mr A. C. Longford, the Deputy-Recorder. The main witness for Hawke was Jimmy Allan, a cricket Blue and also a member of the Worcester College rugby team, which on the day of the appeal was playing an intercollege final. To Popplewell’s and Hawke’s horror, when Allan was called he did not appear. The session was adjourned. Popplewell had not yet questioned the police.

A few minutes later Allan arrived breathless, covered in mud, and without a tie. An apocryphal story circulated later that he had come into court wearing a Hawk’s tie – the Hawk’s Club being the Cambridge rival of Vincent’s. Popplewell ‘washed him and brushed him up a bit and put a tie on him’, and Allan entered the box.

The Deputy-Recorder was testy about the adjournment and demanded why Allan was late. When Allan admitted he had been playing rugby Longford became even more irritated and upbraided the young man for wasting the court’s time. Allan had a Scots temper and replied it was important that he play, because it was the first time his college had been in Cupper’s final. The case seemed lost. Longford glared, then abruptly asked, ‘Which college?’

On hearing that it was Worcester, Longford’s manner changed: ‘That was my father’s college’, he said wistfully.

Popplewell recalled, ‘And from that moment on everything Jimmy Allan said was accepted by the judge. The police’s lie was exposed, their reliability was destroyed and we romped home, with costs, and had an enormous party that evening in Vincent’s.’

After this troublesome period Hawke settled once more to ‘enjoying my academic work beyond description and playing cricket to saturation point’. His working method was already established. It was a system of alternating intense pressure and détente. A don described it later:


In summer he drank excessively, wenched excessively, played cricket excessively. We thought he was going to the dogs. When winter came, he stopped drinking, stopped wenching, and studied excessively. We thought he’d do himself an injury from over-work. But when summer came he forgot the library, returned to his girls and his beer. That was Digger for you.9



Hawke said, ‘I had only three terms in which to prepare a 70 000 word thesis’. In fact, he had five, but his determination to play and his need for pressure made the other two a mental blank. As co-workers were to discover later, when Hawke has decided on a period of indolence it is impossible to cajole him out of it or to coax him into consideration of serious matters. Conversely, when he has marshalled his attention to a problem, he refuses to be distracted from it, and gives the impression that he has not only intellectually but physically entered into it.

Because it is a method that lacks administrative planning, to be effective it needs immense energy, a hit of inspiration and some luck. Many people agree with Hawke’s own assessment that he is lucky, but half his luck is boldness.

As a cricketer at Oxford Hawke was unlucky. He was twelfth man in the Oxford team, and although he toured the counties for months he was never called upon to bat and so failed to win a full Blue. But academically he had good fortune. In 1955 he won a six-week scholarship to the Institute of American Studies in the Schloss Leopoldskron, Salzburg, for a residential course in American industrial law and relations. Leading American academics and bureaucrats in the field of industrial relations conducted the lectures. Among them were the head of the Bureau of Labour Statistics and the Director of Community Affairs from the Jewish Labour Committee, Ben Seligman, who became later Professor of Economics at the University of Massachusetts. Seligman was attracted to Hawke and ‘took me under his wing, another father-figure thing, I suppose’. Like other men who felt a desire to indulge Hawke, Seligman was tolerant of his protégé’s harum-scarum behaviour and took it in his stride when, as Hawke’s host at a performance of The Magic Flute, his guest fell asleep.

Hawke had his usual last-minute administrative chaos when his thesis was due to be handed in. As usual, friends rallied around and the work was finished in time. In December 1955 he presented himself in Schools for the viva voce on his topic, which was titled, ‘An appraisal of the role of the Australian Commonwealth Court of Conciliation and Arbitration with special reference to the development of the concept of the basic wage’. It broke new ground and survived for a quarter of a century as an introductory text for students of the history of industrial law. The Salzburg work had enabled him to include a comparison between the Australian system of wages arbitration and the American system of collective bargaining. He had gained from Wheare an understanding of the Australian Constitution and its weaknesses, and a desire to see it reformed.


When I arrived for the viva the chairman said, ‘Mr Hawke, you’re in the fortunate position of knowing more about your subject than any of us’. They complimented me on the thesis. We had a genial yarn and that was it. I was a Bachelor of Letters.



Hawke’s thesis is not so much the work of an intellectual, in the sense of a theorist, as of a forceful intellect, a honed, logical mind concerned with practicalities. The last paragraph reads:


At the time when it was becoming a nation Australia made a bold experiment [by establishing the arbitration system]. If the experiment… has become an inadequate instrument of self-realisation, Australia should recognise the fact and, equally boldly, seek to improve the instrument.10



These written thoughts of a postgraduate student are, at heart, a politician’s speech. Aged twenty-six and unemployed, Hawke was addressing not his English examiners, but the Australian people.

His two insouciant years were over. When he arrived back in Perth in the summer of 1956 he discussed with Albert Hawke the possibility of a seat in parliament.






NINE

HAWKE’S YOUTHFUL FANTASY about becoming prime minister seemed, he said, when he cast a condescending backward glance at it in the summer of 1956, to be no more than that: a fantasy of youth. Examining the same idea again, with his Uncle Bert, he believed it could be realised: ‘I talked to him in terms of a political career and obviously, if I had a political career, I would want to go to the top’. No seat was immediately available and anyway Hawke’s formal education was incomplete: he had won a research scholarship to the Australian National University, which he was committed to take up in the early part of 1956. At the ANU he was to write a doctoral thesis on the basic wage; he would be the first PhD student in the Faculty of Law there. But before he began a new stretch as a student he had a different commitment: now that the enforced bachelorhood of the Rhodes scholarship was behind him he was free to marry Hazel.

Their wedding was in Trinity Church, Perth, on the afternoon of 3 March, a day with temperatures higher than 38°C and the air heavy with an approaching thunderstorm. A guest recalled:


We were all dressed up and perspiring. Hawke’s Uncle Bert gave the toast to the bride and groom and it felt like eight hours, though it probably only went on for forty minutes. It was a hot and long reception and there was only lemon cordial to drink.1



Hazel, whom the family described on ordinary days as ‘bubbly’, was laughing as she came out of the church on Hawke’s arm; in their wedding photographs he is looking at her with a grin of rapt smugness. After a honeymoon on the coast at Yallingup they set out, broke and still owing the money borrowed for Oxford, for University House, Canberra.

In 1956 the national capital was an expanse of paddocks, bush and mountains surrounding a cluster of suburbs and government buildings. Kangaroos did not hop in the main street but they were a common sight on the edges of town; magnificent parrots – black and sulphur-crested cockatoos, galahs, rosellas and lorikeets – visited domestic and public gardens in noisy flocks. There was no lake then and few restaurants outside the modest hotels and clubs. For entertainment at night there were the pubs, a couple of cinemas and the Blue Moon Cafe in Civic, specialising in fried things. The Australian National University, almost at the centre of town, was a dozen buildings, some fibro huts, playing fields, lawns and bushland. ‘We were used to small towns. We enjoyed Canberra’, Hazel said.

University House was, by the standards of the city and the times, de luxe accommodation. It was new, attractively designed and centrally heated. Few of those who lived there liked it. There were no cooking facilities in its apartments and meals were taken in a communal dining room; its rules were strict and quirky: pregnant women were not allowed to be residents, for example. The Master of University House, Professor A. D. Trendall, was a man of extremely tidy habits who, on entering a scholar’s apartment, would immediately begin to straighten up piles of books or other articles lying out of place. There were no undergraduates in residence but amorous liaisons on the premises were against the rules. ‘It was run like a girls’ boarding school’, complained a senior academic. ‘The rules made people break out.’ In due course Hawke broke out in spectacular fashion.

The Hawkes’ next-door neighbours were Peter Coleman and his wife, Verna. Coleman, who later had a distinguished career in journalism and a less distinguished one in New South Wales Liberal politics, was at the time uncertain of his future. He had attended the London School of Economics, had been a teacher in the Sudan, and had come to the ANU to read social philosophy. On his first day there he felt uneasy with the university’s atmosphere, which he described as ‘flab Lib-Lab’, and with University House, and was already doubting his decision to live there when, after a few hours, he met Hawke.


Bob was pleasantly atypical – he had an intense vitality. He was obviously a man from a wider world and was a most interesting and lively person. I thought, ‘Oh, here’s somebody to be friends with!’ We chatted for a bit, then he turned round and shouted, ‘Hizel’ in that nasal, West Australian voice, and she came over. She seemed like a jolly, country girl – good humoured, with a very flat voice… I envied Bob’s sense of direction. His academic work had been of a piece, it all fitted together. He was a man following his star.



They had not long been residents in University House when, in the same week, Hazel and Verna Coleman discovered they were pregnant. Both couples had to move: from University House to the university-owned flats in Masson Street, Turner, where again, they were neighbours.

Hawke was delighted by the prospect of fatherhood and wanted his first child to be a son. ‘He was so insistent about having a son that he gave the impression that Hazel’s destiny in life was to be his wife and to have his son – something which I, then a bachelor, found extremely odd’, a fellow scholar recalled. In January 1957 Hazel gave birth to a daughter, whom they christened Susan Edith, and called Susie. ‘When we saw her we were overboard!’ Hawke said. He was an extravagantly affectionate father and treated friends to descriptions of the undreamed of wonders of Susie – her first smile, the eruption of teeth, crawling. When she was about a year old he was in Melbourne and telephoned Hazel in Canberra; the person who overheard his conversation was astonished: ‘He didn’t even say hello to Hazel, but as soon as she answered the phone demanded, “Is Susie walking yet?” ’

Hawke responded to the role of head of family with a burst of domesticity modelled on Ellie’s example as a gardener. He set out to grow the best vegetables in Canberra, where the months of frosts and dry summers make the going hard. ‘Supposedly it was to save money, but he treated it as a challenge and grew things that would have won prizes in a horticultural show’, Coleman said.


He used fish and vegetable compost and would go around the local fish and fruit shops collecting their detritus. It was like farming – squalid and hard work. We were fascinated to watch him spending days digging in fishheads and fishguts, out in the sun.



The Colemans were also intrigued by the periodic appearance of a local Congregational minister, who came to mow Hawke’s lawn. Hazel remarked later, having observed for years the phenomenon of people eagerly offering themselves to Hawke’s service, ‘Bob’s supporters do everything for him – except blow his nose’.

Coleman continued,


Bob had charm, even charisma: the word was just coming into common use then. There was always a group of people around him, at the ANU usually younger students, who would do what he wanted. While I was very attracted to him I was also repelled – that is too strong a word – uneasy, about being with him when he was in his ‘public figure’ role, performing, being the hail-fellow-well-met centre of a fan club.



Hawke had been at the ANU only a few weeks when the position of scholar’s representative, with a seat on the university council, came up for election. Coleman encouraged him to stand and ‘he walked in’. Hawke was also involved in a political discussion club and played first-grade cricket. He had been a lusty, wild-hitting batsman before he left Australia; at Oxford he was described as overly confident and impatient, hooking too soon. He said, ‘I had natural talent as a cricketer, but it was undeveloped until I had coaching at Oxford’. The ANU had only two first-grade cricketers playing for the Australian Capital Territory, one of them Hawke. Some observers thought that the effect of coaching had inhibited him so that now, in place of his full-blooded swipes at the ball, he was ‘a bit of a prod and poke man’, determined to avoid getting out but not yet master of the Zen-like cricket of England. ‘In those days Australians played effective cricket; the English achieved grace’, the ANU historian (and cricket buff), Manning Clark, said.

One day, however, playing for the ACT in Newcastle, Hawke had a second experience of what seemed supernatural grace:


Something happened – I felt as if I were out of my body. I was hitting the ball and I suddenly knew that I couldn’t miss it – every ball was coming straight to the bat. They changed bowlers and went through contortions to try to get me out but I just hit them and hit them – fours and sixes – until I was 78 not out. There was a New South Wales talent spotter there and he rushed over and talked about selection trials for me, said I should try out for a non-metropolitan team. I told him that wasn’t me out there, it was somebody else playing. Next game I was out for a duck.



Within months of arrival in Canberra Hawke’s ascendancy was established; he was, in the words of Ross Martin (later Professor of Political Science at La Trobe), ‘the student star’. But in January the following year his high standing with the university establishment was swiftly and vigorously lowered.

A gathering of bishops was staying at University House on the night of a party there, at which Hawke was a guest. A professor who was host to the bishops got out of bed to complain that the noise was preventing his guests from sleeping; he ran into Hawke. There is an ornamental lily pond at University House that was known then, because of the pride Trendall took in it, as the Master’s Pond. Hawke offered to throw the professor into the Master’s Pond. Later that night, accompanied by a group of admirers, Hawke went swimming in it. Next day the professor lodged a complaint against Hawke with the vice-chancellor; Hawke resigned from the university council. Had he not done so he would have been dismissed.

This was only one of many escapades. ‘We used to see Hazel crying’, Coleman said.


She was very supportive of Bob, you always knew that she felt he was a special person, that he had a great career ahead of him, and she would become upset when he was getting into scrapes that could damage his future. She used to say, ‘It’s Oxford all over again’. I often saw her take him to task, in a good-humoured way, about his behaviour. In those days Bob talked freely about the rows with the police he’d had at Oxford, and his great beer-drinking competition. Later he preferred not to mention those things and got angry with me for writing about them.



In Canberra Hawke became friends with two of the town’s great characters: Max Newton and Dr Ron Hieser. Newton had been Hawke’s verbal sparring partner at Perth Modern School and was considered along with another pupil, John Stone (who became secretary of the Treasury), to be an intellectual phenomenon. Newton had been to Cambridge and taken a First in economics and in Canberra was working as a journalist for the John Fairfax group. Hawke had not liked him at school, where Newton was known as ‘a swot’; their friendship in Canberra was unstable and electric with challenge. Together with Ron Hieser, Hawke’s closer friend, they drank in the back bar of the Canberra Hotel. Both Hieser and Newton had a touch of genius: Newton had a brilliant career as an economic journalist then became the publisher of a newspaper of vulgar titillation for several years before getting a new lease of life in his fifties, as one of the outstanding economic writers in the USA. Hieser worked on the development of econometrics in Australia, but became an alcoholic invalid in his fifties, and died before he turned sixty. Hieser had left school at fifteen, had various jobs, joined the Communist Party, spent five years in the AIF and was, by the late 1950s, a Left-wing member of the ALP. He already had a gargantuan appetite for liquor of all types and for argument; he was broken-hearted over the disarray within the ALP and had embraced the politics of despair – a subject over which he and Hawke constantly disagreed. He found Hawke ‘completely uninterested in theory – he knew as much about Marx as the average journalist: Bob was a practical politician’. Hawke considered Hieser’s despair useless and self-indulgent. Manning Clark recalled, ‘They were an inseparable trio for a while. They came to play ping-pong at my house one day, rushing in together – it was like a huge snowball flying through the door – then rushed out together in a sort of ballet.’ Hieser, who was eight years Hawke’s senior and capable of bettering him in argument, was in the opinion of many a bad influence on Hawke.

John Knight, Hawke’s old friend from Perth who had helped him win presidency of the Guild by bringing in Liberal Club votes, had also moved to Canberra and was working in the Treasury. He recalled:


I earned £28 a fortnight clear – we were all broke in those days and who ever had money spent it. One Friday in a non-pay week Bob rang me at two o’clock in the afternoon and invited me to join him and Ron Hieser in the pub. I told him I couldn’t leave work. Hieser then came on the line and demanded that I come to the pub. Ron was much more aggressive than Bob – he was aggressive drunk or sober. When I told Ron I was broke he slammed the phone down. About an hour later I looked up to see Bob and Ron standing beside me, both of them in jolly spirits. ‘Give us five quid’, Bob said. I told him I was skint. Ron bellowed, ‘Whaddya mean, you’ve got no money? They don’t pay you enough! Where’s Lennie?’ Lennie was Lenox Hewitt [later Sir Lenox], a first assistant secretary of the Treasury. At that stage, as a base-grade clerk, I regarded class elevens as gods. My boss, Laurie Burgess [later president of the Superannuation Board] was an eleven. Burgess called me over and told me to make my friends leave the office. I pleaded with them, and after a while they disappeared. Then a bit later there was a commotion from the direction of the sanctum sanctorum, the first assistant secretary’s office. Bob and Ron had gone to the men’s lavatory, removed all the paper towels and rolls of lavatory paper and made a carpet with it, stretching from the lavatory, along the corridor and into the office of Hewitt’s stenographer, up to Hewitt’s door. They had stationed themselves there and were refusing to leave until they had spoken to Hewitt about his economic management in general and my low wages in particular. We tried threatening, then pleading, with them. It was no good. They finally left when Burgess handed over £5. It took me weeks to repay him.



Hieser was close to the Labor leader, Dr H. V. Evatt, and introduced Hawke to him, mentioning that Hawke was doing research work for the Australian Council of Trade Unions. Hawke said,


Evatt asked me, ‘How can you work for the ACTU? They’re the Groupers – there are Clerks [Union officials] and Ironworkers on its executive.’ I replied, ‘You don’t avoid the ALP because there are some people in it with whom you disagree’, and went on to have a violent argument. I told him I thought he was bloody mad.



Already Evatt’s extraordinary memory was beginning to fail, but it was not realised then that a tragic mental decay was overtaking him. Hawke had been right: Evatt, always eccentric, was going mad.2

Some time after his first meeting with Evatt, Hawke and Hieser were in Melbourne together and attended a celebration in the Richmond Town Hall for the federal Member for Yarra, Jim Cairns, who had just been awarded his doctorate. Evatt was presiding. He, Hawke, Hieser and some others moved on to the Windsor, which at that time was the leading hotel in Melbourne. Evatt, who had been a High Court judge, had another argument with Hawke, on this occasion about constitutional law. At some stage he left and Hawke and Hieser continued drinking until about 2 a.m. On the way out they came across a corridor of rooms outside the doors of which hotel guests had placed their shoes to be cleaned. ‘Look how these rich bastards demean the workers!’ Hawke said. He and Hieser rushed up and down the corridor rearranging all the pairs of shoes, placing brown ones with black ones, long ones with short ones, until there was not a matching pair in the corridor. When they discovered they had three odd shoes left over they threw them down the lift well.

Some months later Hawke and Hieser were again in Melbourne, drinking in a bar alongside some supporters of the National Civic Council, the body organised by B. A. Santamaria to maintain his anti-Communist campaign in the trade unions, and one closely associated with the Democratic Labor Party. The Split in the ALP was recent. Hieser and Hawke, ostensibly having a private conversation, talked loudly and provokingly about the NCC, until the other men wheeled around with their fists up. They ran out to a back lane, pursued by the NCC men, one of whom had marked down Hawke and was aiming to king-hit him. Hawke, who has never learned to box (and who abhors physical violence on principle, but when drink-taken would sometimes forget), leapt away, fell and crashed his forehead on the street, splitting open an eyebrow. The NCC men fled. Hieser took Hawke to Royal Melbourne Hospital, where the casualty doctor on duty was Chinese. Hieser said,


Bob’s presence of mind was beautiful. He was covered in blood and he looked up at the doctor and asked, ‘Are you from Taiwan? Or Formosa?’ The doctor murmured, ‘Taiwan’. Bob cocked his good eyebrow at me and said, ‘Hit by the NCC. Stitched by the Kuomintang!’ Basically, Bob was strait-laced, but he had an imp inside him which leavened the conventional lump… Oh, I envied his vitality.



Hawke’s persona took on its mature form at the ANU. To male contemporaries – and the university was largely a male world – he presented the image of an excessively virile, vigorously intelligent, part-larrikin Australian mate. He was febrile in his boisterousness: indeed, a sort of fever seems to surround Hawke often when he is in company – even badinage on the telephone with friends will make him sweat. He was humorous and aggressive, and hectoring in debate. The ANU was self-consciously an intellectual meritocracy and Hawke’s determination to be a winner further encouraged in him the style of an intellectual bully. Coleman said,


He was a formidable opponent in his area of specialisation and he was very well informed on political matters, but in social philosophy he was a lightweight, and always regarded as one. Argument with Bob was not an intellectual excitement, for his intellect was limited, as were his interests – he had, for example, no interest in literature, the theatre or music, except for pop music. Li’l Abner and Reedy River were two popular musicals in those days; Bob had the records. I watched him one day play Reedy River about twenty times… It was his personality that was impressive. A strong, attractive personality.



Hawke was given to outbursts of sarcasm, or worse, when thwarted in argument. One night at a party he became so irritated by a scholar who was refusing to accept the logic of his case that he shoved her backwards into a wall, roaring, ‘I’ll bang some sense into you!’ His friendship with Coleman was finally ruptured a few years after leaving the university when, during a night of political discussion, Hawke lost all patience with Coleman’s now solid Liberal views and, according to Coleman, ordered his German shepherd dog to drive Coleman from the house. Hawke has no memory of this incident. Whatever did happen, Coleman was not bitten nor threatened by the German shepherd, with whom he was on good terms. He said,


Hazel was almost in tears, and saying, ‘Oh, Bob!’ After that Bob put his arm on my shoulder and said, ‘Well, Coley, we had a good barney, eh?’ It was an attempt at the old winning mateyness. I don’t mind a man who loses his temper. It was not his sooling the dog on to me that did it, but I realised I no longer knew the private man… [On the other hand] even at the ANU Bob had that soothing, mediator’s ability that became famous later. Two of our neighbours at Masson Street, both of them academics, and one a philosopher, had a row over some domestic issue and by agreement they called Bob in to settle it for them.



Few people at the ANU glimpsed ‘the carefully hidden, private Hawke’ that Bob Rogers had discovered at the University of Western Australia. But older men sensed that beneath the public image there was a different personality. One such observer was a resident in University House, who often heard Hawke arriving late at night at the door of Emily Sadka, a Sephardic Jewess who had lived in Western Australia and had been to Oxford. She was about ten years Hawke’s senior and was a woman of rare strength of character, visually enforced by exaggeratedly Semitic features. Conventionally ugly, her face had often, too, a sudden beauty. She died young. A friend of Sadka’s recalled,


Emily had a great sense of Biblical morality: This is Just, this is Unjust. She talked not like an orthodox Jewess but like an emancipated Jewess stepping out of the Bible. She was reticent, but at critical moments she would speak and when she did she spoke the Law of Moses. She was a retributionist: she wanted people to be punished for their sins, she demanded that they walk in the lee of Mount Sinai. Emily had an appeal to people who had a serious interest in life; she herself had a particular feeling for robust Anglo-Saxon men of intellectual quality.



Nobody imagined that Hawke and Sadka were having an affair: they were not. Her neighbour said,


I would hear Bob whispering ‘Let me in, Emily’ late at night after he had spent the day boozing with his low-down friends – they could give you the low-down on anyone and were full of cynicism. Bob would come along, after that company, to Emily. It was touching how anxious he was to talk to her. I thought he was a soul in torment, looking for purification.



This observer had realised that beneath Hawke’s gregarious machismo there was what Rogers had seen: a sterner character who sat in judgment and loathed the sharp operator – who was, sometimes, himself. What Hawke shared with Sadka was a system of values built upon the teachings of the Hebrew prophets: they could talk to each other in a private grammar.

One of Hawke’s closest older friends – ‘a bloke I loved’ – was Sam Stoljar, then a Reader in Law at the ANU. Stoljar revelled in the excitement of ideas and had been on the lookout for Hawke from the time he arrived in Canberra because Professor Wheare had written from Oxford recommending Hawke to Stoljar as a man of great ability. Stoljar said,


The flighty playboy would make fifty thousand circles around Emily’s door before he would knock. Bob was not a playboy at heart. In spite of all his childishness, frivolities, pranks and drinking, and being a wild man – in spite of all these things he was sound at the core. There was a constancy to his convictions, he had a basic maturity. Along with the scandals he caused at the university – really, vastly innocent things – there was his concern for the public good. He was a man of energy, an improver of human life. To be a scholar in the ivory tower of your study required the kind of devotion that Bob does not have – all his interests led him away from the sleepier, less energetic, lazier if you like, academic’s devotion. Bob had to do things… People recognised that he was not destined for our quiet world. One evening in a philosophy talk this question was set by the lecturer: ‘On the day that Bob Hawke is Prime Minister of Australia can I say with certainty that I will still be a scholar?’



Uncertainty about the academic life had beset Hawke a few months after his arrival at the ANU, but he attacked his studies vigorously. His supervisor, Professor Geoffrey Sawer, said: ‘I was very satisfied with my first PhD student – Bob was hard-working and although he would go on benders they never interfered with his academic progress’. Hawke’s discontent was twofold: the unhurried pace of academic life frustrated him, and epistemologically his thesis topic was unattainable. Sawer explained:


When Bob started his research he was sure he had a picture in his mind as to how to delineate the basic wage concept, but his great problem was that his topic was beyond the reach of anyone attempting to make a conceptual, as against a psychological, analysis of why the learned judges decided this or that. Matters he had set out to analyse simply defied analysis. The intellectual tool Bob had cultivated up till then – logic – would not serve his purposes. He simply had to change his topic, but it took him a long time to realise this and admit that his original vision was faulty.



Many scholars, economists in particular, have gone quietly mad with frustration or performed acrobatic leaps of sophistry in trying to apply to wage arbitration the rules of their discipline. The arbitration system is a social institution, like marriage, and can be just as wayward in rational terms. At the time Hawke was attempting, from a distance, to develop theories about its workings, the wage-fixing system was undergoing a particularly stormy and irrational period. When he finally became a part of the drama he did more than any other man, except the founder of wage fixing, Mr Justice Higgins, to force logic upon it.

A third cause of discontent with life as a student presented itself to Hawke in early 1957: he attended his first basic wage case.

At the University of Western Australia he had been inspired, he said, by an account of the career of Clarence Darrow, the great American lawyer and civil rights fighter, who had shown him ‘what you could do, against the odds, if you were intelligent, articulate, and tough’. Rejecting the practice of law as personally offensive and morally indefensible yet moving towards a career as an academic lawyer, Hawke had suddenly, in the Arbitration Commission, come face to face with a branch of legal practice that roused his deep instincts to serve the community. Here was the real world, the practical forum where, for good or ill, human lives were affected. But he was held back on the sidelines, looking on, while barristers and Queen’s Counsel argued the cases.

A roundabout path had led Hawke to the Arbitration Commission in 1957.

In mid-1956 the Australian Council of Trade Unions had called a special congress with two items on the agenda: atomic testing at Monte Bello Island and union policy on the basic wage and federal arbitration system that, under the chief judgeship of Sir Raymond Kelly, had been through a revolution.

The arbitration system had exercised three functions: it protected unionists against breadline wages; it periodically adjusted the income of unionists; it prevented and settled industrial disputes.

The protective function was fulfilled by the basic wage – the minimum that an unskilled man could be paid – that had been established in 1907 and since 1921 had been indexed for inflation. Every three months cost-of-living adjustments were made to it, automatically. The adjustments were a small, continuous check on the redistribution of income away from unionists, via price rises.

The large adjustment of income occurred at long, irregular intervals when it was widely believed that a new plane of prosperity had been reached in the nation. The primary large adjustment came through a basic wage inquiry; a secondary large adjustment occurred through a margins inquiry, the margin being that money paid for skill and added to the (unskilled) basic wage to make a single pay packet. Basic wage inquiries were marathon affairs lasting usually a year or more and occurring on average once a decade. During them arguments were made about ‘the capacity of the economy to pay’ and the ‘needs’ of a family of man, woman and ‘about three children’. There was no precise way of measuring either capacity or needs; the unions on one side and the employers on the other argued for their measurements then the arbitration judges struck a compromise between them. During the Depression the arbitration system adjusted income by reducing unionists’ wages by 10 per cent.

Dispute settlement, the system’s third function and the only one required of it by the Constitution, took up most of its time. The prevention and settlement of industrial disputes formally occurred when ‘paper’ disputes over the basic wage and margins arose; very frequently real disputes arose, and these were settled by the judges and commissioners conciliating the parties or, if conciliation failed, arbitrating. If the disputants flouted arbitration they were punished. Depending upon the temperament of the federal government, arbitration judges were empowered by legislation to punish with fines, prison or banishment – that is, deregistration. Higher wage rates for a certain industry or group of workers nearly always resulted from the settlement of a dispute. Together, the system’s three functions made up a fourth that, it can be argued, was its most important: it damped down the tendency to envy in the community. As the Australian Communist Party recognised more quickly than others, this softening effect of arbitration diminished the vehemence of socialism. Put crudely, the arbitration system has helped to keep radical and reform parties out of office in Australia.

The system had jogged along since 1904, always under attack from one vested interest group or another, and being respected for its activities – until 1950.

By a fluke that year a radical judge, Alf Foster, raised the basic wage from £7 to £8, an increase that by its magnitude staggered the employers and the government, and gave joy to the unions. Foster had led a mutiny on the Bench against the new chief judge, Sir Raymond Kelly. Kelly, too, was a radical, but a conservative one. Like Foster, who had been described by the press as ‘the red judge’, Kelly was a social engineer. He was a member of the South Australian Roman Catholic establishment, a man of gentle though authoritarian nature, eccentric and wholly well meaning. He was emotionally attracted, like Dr Colin Clark and thousands of others, to an idea that came into vogue in the late 1940s in Australia – although it was as old as the existence of cities. It was a vision of paradise regained: on a small farm, in a life of simplicity, voluntary frugality and communion with God. The mills of industry were to Kelly as dark and satanic now as they had ever been; he saw them as sucking the souls out of men’s bodies.

Unlike other enthusiasts of the ideology of the National Catholic Rural Movement, however, Kelly was in a position to make changes to the lives of millions of workers. He believed that ‘Foster’s £1’, as it was known, was a national disaster; a cause of inflation; and an encouragement for the industrial workforce to grow and, therefore, soullessness to increase. He determined to undo the damage he saw.

In 1953, in dramatic and secret circumstances, Kelly presided over a Bench of judges that revolutionised the role of the arbitration system, openly institutionalising it as manipulator of the Australian economy.3 The coup was startlingly simple: like all coups, merely a matter of abolishing one set of rules, declaring another and establishing new managers. The Bench that year abolished automatic quarterly cost-of-living adjustments; it declared that henceforth wages – money wages not real wages, which were falling – would rise only when the economy had capacity to pay and that decision would be made by the managers of this new scheme for the distribution of cash, the judges in arbitration. This extraordinary power to decide upon the basic necessities of life for the workforce was vested in men who knew almost nothing about economics, not even how they could measure ‘capacity to pay’ in any sensible fashion or if, indeed, it was measurable. Nor were they familiar with poverty. Sociologically, the judgment was a stimulant to envy. One example: all the states except South Australia decided to maintain automatic adjustments; within three years workers under state awards were earning on average 19 shillings (just under £1) a week more than workers under federal awards, doing the same work, often in the same shop.

The 1953 decision convulsed the trade union movement. It had stripped workers of their protection against inflation – which had reached 22.5 per cent in 1951 – and had given nothing in return, except the demand for legal fees. If the unions wanted wage rises awarded in future they would have to employ a Queen’s Counsel – Kelly did not care for mere barristers in his court – and hope that his arguments would persuade the judges that the economy had ‘capacity to pay’. The tables had been turned for Foster’s £1 and the employers gloated: they could not measure capacity to pay any more than the judges could, but the employers could scare the Bench by crying Bankrupt! And did.

As if all this were not unwelcome enough to the unions they then learned from their legal advisers that the 1953 judgment was written in such a way as to make it invulnerable to attrition. It was a monster of a document, knotted together with such ingenuity that the unions would have to persuade a future Bench to disown it in toto, for half measures were useless. After the unpredictable behaviour of the arbitration Bench in recent years another major swing of judicial minds would have raised the most serious questions; it was, therefore, most unlikely that the judges would have the nerve to disown the 1953 decision. The unions tried to persuade them to in 1956, and failed.

Meanwhile, the government had become alarmed by the bitterness in industrial life caused, in part, by the 1953 judgment, in part by the authoritarian and punitive atmosphere that the system breathed, under Sir Raymond Kelly. In early 1956 the government, using as its excuse the Boilermakers’ Case,4 split the Arbitration Court, removing the power to punish with fines and prison to a new body, the Industrial Court. It gave the economic functions and those for prevention and settlement of industrial disputes to another newly created institution, the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission. Mr Justice Foster, who was now seventy, believed that because of his seniority he should be made head of the Commission, but to his anger a younger judge, Richard Kirby, got the job. From the outset relations within the Arbitration Commission were strained.

Foster abhorred the 1953 judgment. Kirby, a man of more passive nature, had publicly associated himself with it, although privately the judgment embarrassed him. In 1956 Kirby presided on the Bench that refused the unions’ application to overturn the 1953 decision; he presided and refused again in 1957, 1958, 1959 and 1960. Foster believed that Kirby was naive and had been tricked by Sir Raymond Kelly in 1953; that Kirby’s continued support for Kelly’s handiwork was caused by embarrassment and timidity. Kirby was certainly a very different chief judge5 from his predecessor, Kelly; he described himself as ‘an underdog’s man’ and by temperament was a peacemaker. Hawke was making his first live contact with the arbitration system in a promising new era.

The ACTU special congress of 1956 was to discuss trade union tactics on award wages in the wake of the revolution that had taken place. Hawke asked if he might attend, was welcomed, given a seat on the platform and introduced to the president, Albert Monk, and the secretary, Harold Souter. He said, ‘It became clear to the executive of the ACTU that I knew more about the basic wage than anyone else in the country’. Souter, who had heard about Hawke through Horrie Brown, an ANU economist who had appeared for the ACTU in the 1950 basic wage case, invited him to assist by supplying historical and legal research for the first case to be argued, in early 1957, under the new annual system established by the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission.

Souter’s invitation, however, was not the honour it might seem: then and later the stinginess of the trade union movement kept its peak council short of funds so that Souter was always on the alert for academics with a Labor movement bias who were willing to donate their expertise. He had been the ACTU research officer and advocate himself, but since moving into the secretary’s job there had been no replacement. Instead the ACTU briefed a Queen’s Counsel to present its cases, so that what was skimped on research was spent on fees for a silk, his junior and instructing solicitors. The ACTU advocate was Richard (later Sir Richard) Eggleston, a man whose arguments were faultless in logic and presented with exquisite lucidity of thought and whose knowledge of economics was unique in the legal profession. He was an acknowledged leader of the Melbourne Bar. For years he attempted to explain to the Bench that if ‘capacity to pay’ meant anything, it meant an increase in productivity. It seems strange now, when the concept is widely understood, but in the 1950s the legal profession in general greeted the terminology of economics with distrust and ridicule, inspired, one must suppose, largely by the intellectual snobbery that tends to attach to legal training. In 1950 and 1953 barristers had derided the work of Horrie Brown, who had developed an index for measuring productivity; in his 1950 judgment Kelly had dismissed Brown’s work as fanciful.

Eggleston’s instructing solicitor was Bob Brodney of Maurice Blackburn and Company, a firm that had advised the unions for more than thirty years and had its offices in the ACTU building, which was across the road from the Melbourne Trades Hall and next door to that other hub of trade union life, the Lygon (later the John Curtin) Hotel.

Eggleston opened the 1957 case but had to depart shortly afterwards for an employers’ brief in the Privy Council, ‘and that’, in the words of Sir John Moore (the second president of the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission), ‘was the beginning of the end of Dick Eggleston as far as the ACTU was concerned’. Eggleston left carriage of the unions’ argument to his junior, who lacked Eggleston’s flair and authority. Hawke sat in court during the case and recalled, ‘My material was butchered by the junior! I suffered the tortures of the damned.’

Keith Hancock, another young academic whom Souter had asked to assist with economic research, said,


Bob took a particularly severe view of the way the case was handled. In comparison, the employers’ junior, Lindsay Williams, was continually feeding stuff to their silk, Drew Aird. Bob said the relationship between Eggleston and his instructing solicitor was irrelevant and totally inefficient.



In 1958 Hawke again assisted with legal and historical research for the unions’ wage case and again suffered a ferment of indignation. Hancock (later professor, and vice-chancellor of Flinders University) had found Hawke:


Well mannered and civilised. On one of his visits to Melbourne he stayed with my parents, who were most impressed by what a nice, quiet, refined boy he was. My mother was particularly charmed by him. He was obviously very intelligent and could grasp any type of argument quickly, including economic argument. I remember watching him do a very difficult crossword puzzle, full of historical and literary clues. Perhaps it’s a comment on how naive I was, but Hawke seemed to me sophisticated and cultured. I later began to think he was a Jekyll and Hyde character, when I heard some of the stories about him at the ANU.



Hawke similarly puzzled the Bench of the Arbitration Commission. Kirby recalled that in 1957 and 1958 the judges had watched him and had been impressed by his enthusiasm and vitality:


He was very fresh-faced and we thought he was only twenty-two or three. On occasions he was unable to sit still and we could see he was nearly going mad with frustration, wanting to jump up and have a say. We used to watch him with some curiosity and amusement, and wonder who this young cove was. One day he suddenly stepped into my chambers, introduced himself as a research scholar and started asking questions as if he were entitled to, ignoring the fact that I was of judicial rank and deciding a matter that he was involved in. He had that academic’s snobbery that he was entitled to badger anyone, and did so in a somewhat iconoclastic fashion, to knock you off your perch a bit. He asked what qualifications I thought each member of the Bench had for deciding very important questions of national economics. I told him we were chaps with trained minds, we picked up as much economics as we could, but I didn’t go into any detail because he didn’t make me feel I wanted to tell him. I went on to say that on a full Bench we did our best to work as a team, which amazed him and inclined him to ridicule. He said, ‘How can you be a team, when you’re talking about economics?’ It was something like a confessional. Finally I told him it was no good discussing the matter any more. I thought him brash and almost rude, but the overwhelming impression was that I couldn’t come to grips with him.



Besides ruffling the feathers of the chief judge, Hawke had unwittingly bumped into the internal politics of the Arbitration Commission: Kirby was trying to create a team, but he and Foster were not on speaking terms. The debacle of 1950 had arisen because Foster and Sir Raymond Kelly were not speaking. (A third silence between judges, in 1965, was to have the most far-reaching effect on Hawke’s career – and the Australian economy.)

Meanwhile, Hawke had also prodded Kirby on that other vulnerable area – the lack of economic expertise on the Bench. It was an inauspicious first encounter for both men.



By early 1958 Hawke had collected a mass of material for his thesis, he was already a part-time lecturer in law at the Canberra University College, and he had been offered a senior lectureship at the University College, to divide his time between teaching industrial law in the Law Faculty and industrial relations in the Economics Faculty. He said, ‘I had been going from one academic niche to another, it all had a logic about it, but I felt that somehow the academic life wasn’t dragging out of me all that it could’. Increasingly he had been spending his time at the ACTU. Peter Coleman wrote of Hawke in this period:


I met him in the Lygon Hotel, Melbourne, that unofficial Labor headquarters opposite Trades Hall and next to the ACTU. There, beneath faded framed pictures of old Labor leaders, present-day union officials and politicians gather to intrigue or get drunk. (The Groupers go to the Dover down the road.) Somehow we ended up at a party thrown, I think, by the Fuel and Fodder Workers’ Union in Trades Hall, and after a few speeches about the old days, some songs about the Bush, the Wild West, and the Deep South, and a good deal of beer, Bob Hawke drove me home.

As we shot along St Kilda Road, Hawke sat hunched grimly over the wheel peering through rimless glasses. At the Junction he swung, as it were, into orbit and without reducing speed spun around the circus about ten times looking for the right turn-off. Each time, as we sped past it, I called out, ‘There it is! There!’ – each time too late.6 Then, apparently by a mixture of luck and intuition, he suddenly shot off at a tangent up the street leading to my flat. I last saw him disappearing… at the maximum speed.

Without straining things too much, the whole incident seems symbolic of Hawke at the time. Pugnacious, ambitious, full of confidence, in a hell of a hurry but not certain which way to turn and certainly not listening to anyone who wanted to advise him.7



One evening in mid-1958 Hawke was at an ACTU dinner in Usher’s Hotel, Sydney, when late in the evening the president, Albert Monk, came over to him and put an arm around his shoulders. ‘Albert was a man who erected big fences around himself. He didn’t want close friends, he didn’t want intimacy – he was frightened of it’, Hawke said.


But when he’d had a fair bit to drink he would relax. And when he did make an intimate gesture, because it was so unusual, it had a strong impact. So, he put his arm around me and what he said came out of the blue:

‘We’d like you to be our research officer. What about it?’ It seemed as if suddenly everything was falling into place, as if it were a culmination of all that had gone before, so that, in an inexorable way, everything had been leading up to that moment: I knew more about the basic wage system than anybody else. I was uniquely well equipped to do the job.



He was to work for about two years at the ACTU, preparing and arguing wage cases in the Arbitration Commission; Monk and Souter presumed that after that he would return to academic life. Their plan was that he should act as a bellwether for the unions among other academic lawyers and economists. Souter said,


We envisaged that we’d employ him for a couple of years, then replace him with someone else from the universities and in time would build up a group of academics who were interested in and sympathetic to us, and that they would spread knowledge of wages arbitration throughout the university system.



Capturing Hawke, domesticating him and setting him to work was to become the fierce obsession of many people; many of them have been disappointed, at least in their original hopes. Souter, who had persuaded Monk to hire Hawke, was soon to discover that he eluded control.

Although Hawke was certain that the ACTU job was his destiny, he did not accept immediately. Instead he began a process that, at other important times in his life, he was always to repeat: he lobbied, he built up a power base of supporters, so that when he left the ANU he did so on an indefinable but strength-giving cloud of others’ hopes and good wishes. He succeeded, too, in persuading Sawer that he should be re-awarded a fellowship to complete his doctorate when the ACTU sojourn was over. Sawer said:


He asked my advice about the ACTU job, saying it was the sort of work he would love doing and that, living in the atmosphere of unions, he could be even more effective than Eggleston. I believed that had Bob gone to the Bar he would have made a brilliant jury advocate, and in my opinion, the Arbitration Commission needed a jury advocate. I urged him to take it.



There were many other scholars whom Hawke infused with enthusiasm for the prospect of his new role; Sawer and they shared an opinion that working for the unions would be a ladder into politics for Hawke. ‘It was exciting’, Coleman said, ‘to know somebody who was spoken of as a future prime minister’. The university community believed it was watching a drama unfold towards a denouement that they, the select, knew in advance.

For their part Monk and Souter had successfully lobbied the rest of the ACTU executive to accept Hawke. Their efforts were necessary because at the time the great influx of manual workers’ children into universities – the ‘gentrification’, as it has been called, of the working class – had not begun and trade union circles were proudly anti-academic. Higher education was both frightening and cause for derision; the blue-collar ethos laid down that things working class and union were so unknown and unimaginable to an educated man from the middle class as to be beyond his comprehension or sympathy. The words ‘intellectual’ and ‘academic’ were often pejoratives for which ‘pooftah’ or ‘pansy’ could be synonyms. Hawke, aged twenty-eight, with education from three universities, never having earned his living – by union standards – in his life, was an astonishing employee for the ACTU. In his twenty-one years with that organisation he never completely overcame the class prejudice that first greeted him; initially, it was a prejudice of the Right.

When his appointment was announced the pubs buzzed with curiosity, scepticism and some loud ridicule about the outsider. Tom Dougherty, an old enemy of Monk and the mogul of the giant Australian Workers’ Union (which was still not affiliated with the ACTU and had attempted to murder it at birth), scoffed in his union’s journal ‘From Eggleston to Egghead’. Doubts about Hawke’s capacity to represent the tribe were such that the ACTU executive became nervous and established advisory panels of unionists to help him. Then Mr Justice Foster, who was to be one of the three judges Hawke would face in his first big case, sent word to Monk that he was much displeased about the change of advocates. Foster had not decided a basic wage case since 1950; he wanted, as he explained later, to overturn the 1953 decision but for that to happen he needed arguments to be presented to him with the utmost authority and persuasion. He wanted Eggleston, not some young man who was not even a barrister but had been plucked from a university course. Monk decided that, after all, Eggleston had better be the advocate. But Souter and some Left-wing members of the executive had become convinced that Hawke could and should present the case. After a couple of weeks of uncertainty, their view prevailed.

Hawke’s test was to attempt what Eggleston had failed to achieve in three years of trying: to slay the monster of 1953.

For a boy raised on David and Goliath it was the perfect start to a career.
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