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Introduction


In 1944, when this study of the second, and major, phase of Menzies’ life and career begins, he was approaching fifty. Handsome, with silvering hair and bushy black eyebrows, he was a striking figure. Gifted with a pleasant, cultivated but unmistakably Australian voice, he had as barrister and politician developed over the years notable skills as a public speaker. The hallmarks of his speeches were lucidity and clarity of structure. He was as accomplished on spontaneous occasions as when delivering prepared remarks. On formal occasions he usually spoke from brief notes. He rarely wrote, or read out, a speech in full.


For a man of his age, Menzies had already had considerable, if not always happy, political experience. He had served a ministerial apprenticeship in the Victorian parliament before being elected to the federal House of Representatives in 1934. There he at once received a portfolio in Joseph Lyons’ newly created United Australia Party (UAP) Government, then ruling in coalition with the Country Party. In 1939, when Lyons died, Menzies was elected to the party leadership, thus also becoming Prime Minister. As such he led Australia into World War II, presiding over his country during that stage of the conflict when Europe was the focus of hostilities, and before Japan’s entry into the war. In North Africa, during 1940–41, soldiers of the Second Australian Imperial Force (AIF), sent in the once traditional way to Egypt to complete their training, fought the first successful Allied land battles, sweeping a larger Italian army over 800 kilometres from the Egyptian border beyond Benghazi in Libya.


Uncomfortable at possible threats to Australia’s north, and aware that the new war would be very different from that of 1914–18, Menzies had initially balked at the despatch of this expeditionary force abroad. A little later, alarmed at Britain’s neglect of the military and naval strength of Singapore, thought of by Australians in those days as their chief bastion of defence in the north, he went personally to London in 1941. His mission was to remonstrate with British ministers, chiefly Winston Churchill, at their neglect. But by then the Nazis had overrun France, had begun their aerial Blitz on British cities, and appeared to be poised for invasion across the English Channel. For the moment substantial strengthening of Singapore was out of the question. To add to Menzies’ anxiety Australian and New Zealand troops in North Africa—at that stage the only available infantry not garrisoning the British Isles—were sent, partly to meet Churchill’s wishes, on a doubtful effort to defend Greece against German invaders moving southwards through the Balkans. This expedition was defeated with heavy losses. Meanwhile General Rommel established a German bridgehead in North Africa and his armoured desert forces began rolling back towards Suez the gains which had been made in recent sweeps against the Italians. Through these painful days Menzies, admitted by courtesy to the British Cabinet, made no secret of his dissatisfaction with what he saw as Churchill’s high-handedness and Britain’s seeming ineptitude in the face of Germany’s superior military tactics.


Disgust with policy makers and distress at the setbacks suffered by Australian soldiers could not, however, dim Menzies’ profound admiration for the courage with which the British people were facing air raids, food shortages and the loss of loved ones. When he came home after his stay in London, which extended to five months, he spoke eloquently about the spirit of national solidarity he had seen and shared, and he was admired and feted in many quarters. But he was soon contrasting British unity of purpose with what he saw as local apathy and ignoble divisions. Where Britain had a national, all-party wartime government, political parties in Australia still operated in the traditional, adversarial way. Increasingly his own Government drifted into difficulties. It had made great strides in putting the country on to a war footing, but there were critics who argued that still not enough had been done. Others resented the shortages that wartime conditions brought, even at Australia’s distance from the actual theatres of war, and acted as if they believed that too much had been done.


But the most profound malaise was in Menzies’ own party. He was not universally liked. Certain members, including ministers, resented his sometimes overbearing manner and sharp wit, and during his absence he had received more than one warning of plots against him. Some thought that he lacked leadership skills; others maintained that he was unpopular in the electorate and that the Government could not carry its wartime responsibilities with him as head. After complex internal manoeuvres, and Labor’s refusal to agree to the formation of a British-style National Government, Menzies had the galling experience of appearing to lose majority support in his own Cabinet. He resigned both the prime ministership and later the leadership of his party. It was the most humiliating personal collapse in the history of federal politics in Australia.


Arthur Fadden, Treasurer and leader of the Country Party, became Prime Minister. But the Government’s difficulties continued, and at the beginning of October 1941 it was defeated on the majority vote of two independent members of the House of Representatives. The ageing W. M. (‘Billy’) Hughes was elected head of the parliamentary UAP and John Curtin, the sagacious leader chiefly responsible for having reunited a Labor Party torn apart by the agony of the Great Depression, became the new Prime Minister. He faced a supreme test of leadership almost at once. On 8 December he had to announce to Australians that they were at war with Japan, following her unprovoked attack on British and United States territory, by which action ‘the rights of free people in the whole Pacific are assailed’. For Australia the most dangerous stage of the war had begun.


In the first agony of his forced resignation Menzies toyed with the idea of leaving Australian politics and employing his talents in some senior wartime role in England. The idea did not last long. It was defused in part by his detractors, particularly Churchill. But more important was the pull of family ties and the thrust of remaining political ambition. Wiseacres talked of the impossibility of resurrection in Australian politics following such a fall, but after the initial blow of defeat Menzies climbed back with remarkable resilience and courage. He remained in parliament, seconding from the Opposition backbench the Curtin Government’s struggle against the peril of Japanese invasion, while at the same time indignantly repudiating the charge of Labor extremists (with whom Curtin himself did not agree) that his own Administration had at an earlier stage failed energetically to put the country on a proper war footing. Shortly after losing the prime ministership Menzies took up the idea of weekly radio broadcasts modelled on the ‘fireside chats’ with which President Franklin D. Roosevelt had inspired the American people as they fought their way out of the Depression. By July 1943 he noted that since moving to the Opposition benches he had made almost eighty such broadcasts, in which ‘I have tried to put in simple language the difficulties that face us today and for the future’. The importance of these broadcasts lies less in any immediate effect on the electorate (though many were without doubt useful in boosting patriotic morale) than in symbolizing Menzies’ refusal to be neutralized, and his concern to worry his way towards fruitful future adaptations of ideas he had always cherished. The most important of the broadcasts, ‘The Forgotten People’, did not embody, as has sometimes been implied, a telling new idea whose exploitation would become a turning point in Menzies’ career. It was simply an elegant exposition of moral principles which he had learned as a child and a view of social life and stability which as a politician he had consistently advanced and built upon ever since his apprentice days in the 1920s.


For Australia the darkest year of the Pacific war was 1942. But by the time the next federal election fell due, in August 1943, the immediate danger had receded, though the war was still far from over. United States naval victories in the Coral Sea and at Midway in 1942 had broken Japanese dominance at sea and, after a close contest in the Owen Stanley Ranges, Australian soldiers had in effect driven the Japanese out of Papua. The chief thrust of the war moved north, becoming an almost exclusive American operation. Australian forces still fought bloody campaigns on the northern coast of New Guinea, and on Bougainville, New Britain and Borneo, but these were not critical battlefields. The Australian fighting was at first nominally designed to release American troops for a drive through the Philippines towards Japan, but it was to become a matter of controversy whether these ‘mopping up’ operations were necessary at all. By the last half of 1943 a fundamental adjustment in the Australian war effort was under way. With American troops reaching their peak numbers, food and other supplies which could be locally produced were at a premium, and towards the end of the year manpower shortages brought Cabinet decisions for the demobilization of growing numbers of servicemen and women.


Menzies’ continuing intellectual superiority in the UAP was signalled when he was asked to formulate, and in due course won Executive endorsement of, the party’s policy for the 1943 election. He was already—perhaps too soon—feeling his way towards a new kind of politics. His key statement was that, despite disclaimers from Curtin, there were some Labor ideologues who were bent on using wartime powers to begin a transformation to socialism, in which ‘thrift would be penalised, and the great middle class of people crushed’. Much more research, he argued, was needed to prepare for post-war reconstruction: policies had to be developed for ‘the encouragement by all possible means of thrift, independence and the family home’. But, after a lack-lustre UAP campaign, Labor won a landslide victory. Hughes resigned and Menzies, reelected as leader of a chastened UAP, also reclaimed leadership of the Opposition from Arthur Fadden.


The electorate’s decisive rejection of the UAP, and therefore of the ideas which Menzies had formulated for his party, meant that, as the war drew to a close, Labor was firmly in the saddle. The underpinnings of its strength were the unity of the party, the prestige which Curtin’s outstanding wartime leadership had won it, and the idealistic plans being formulated by the youthful intellectual bureaucracy it had recruited, particularly in the Department of Postwar Reconstruction. These plans, which hinged on the notions of full employment and economic management with Keynesian ends in view, inevitably appealed to a broad constituency. Labor ministers, especially the Treasurer, Ben Chifley, looked back with pain on the Depression sufferings of the 1930s, determined that what they saw as past social injustices should not be allowed to recur.


Labor’s strength was enhanced by the weakness, indeed for many voters the irrelevance, of the Opposition. Originally a striking political formation which had appeared as the party of sanity and salvation in the most disturbed days of the Great Depression, the UAP had failed to develop positive and distinctive policies, becoming a somewhat grey defender of the status quo. A slow decline in its effectiveness was evident before the war, as improving economic conditions began to remove its original raison d’être. War, with its requirements for full employment and total mobilization, completed this process. The divisions and jealousies which culminated in Menzies’ fall in 1941 were the outward manifestations of the party’s decay. ‘The progeny of a political expedient’, as Paul Hasluck once described it, the UAP had run its course. ‘Fortunate is the political party’, Hasluck wrote,


that can boast of its nativity or invent an honourable ancestry. From 1934 to the death of Lyons in April 1939 the chief reasons for the existence of the UAP were to be found in the political measures taken to overcome the Great Depression. From 1939 to 1941 [the party’s leaders] had little opportunity to think of much besides war. The necessary rediscovery of their political tradition, the necessary re-examination of their political faith, and the necessary restatement of their political platform for present and prospective conditions in Australia had never been made. The party had been due for overhaul in 1938. By 1943 it was rattling at every joint.1


Robert Menzies’ place in post-war Australia has initially to be appreciated in this longer-term context. If his seeming determination to build his position anew was to bear fruit, a first task was to wonder how the tottering UAP could best be regenerated or replaced as a power base which was more than ‘the progeny of a political expedient’.


Thus by 1944, after the first volume of this study of Menzies ends and a second begins, politics and party leadership had in a particularly powerful way reasserted themselves as the outward focus of his life. How Menzies would fare in the new circumstances would primarily be a political story, and thus, inescapably, much attention is paid to political events in the pages which follow. Indeed, my own leaning is to think of the public career of such a man as offering the most empirically useful basis on which to construct a bony edifice for the progressive display of what can be glimpsed of the flesh of the life. This book therefore consists of chapters primarily structured around sequential phases of Menzies’ political career. But I am also interested in a variety of matters incidental to politics, though I prefer readers to sense and judge these for themselves rather than to ask them to accept or reject analyses of my own. I am, naturally, well aware that, however much one strives for objectivity, presuppositions—not all necessarily conscious—inevitably affect the choice of matters to discuss. Beyond that, there is the dismissive reaction of many committed critics of Menzies. The ‘hindsight’ industry has been especially active in judgements of him.


I wish also to emphasise that I have tried to direct this book to the interested general reader rather than to the relatively small number of Australians who have a competent working knowledge of our political history. The Menzies era is now chronologically half a century away. The past, it has been said, is a foreign country; hence the difficulty we often have in understanding it. Given the extraordinary social, economic and technical changes Australia has experienced since the 1960s, when Menzies left public life, it must be said that in this case the recent past itself has become notably remote. For the modern reader, even someone half a century old and able to recollect, albeit dimly, Menzies in the evening of his prime ministership, it will be difficult to recall an era before the fax, STD telephones, investigative reporting and current affairs journalism on radio and television. Indeed, Menzies left office before the first decade of black and white television had ended and more than half a decade before the arrival of colour television. He left well before wide-bodied jets made inter-continental travel readily accessible to Australians and when a visit ‘home’ to Britain on a P&O liner was still for many a normal mode of travel. In writing this book I have sought to mute the inevitable sin of hindsight, and to consider Menzies primarily in the light of his own time and experience. I have also tried to capture something of the flavour of his personality; to reach beyond and behind the symbolic caricature of Australian conservatism, as Menzies is so often depicted, to the real live man whose own humanity was in many ways central to his success as a political figure.


The constant question with Menzies is what, politically, drove him on? Chemistry in the blood (the strange compulsion that the political life has for those who become its addicts), the spur of ambition, or a vocation for public service—a feeling that experience and talent impose, inescapably, a kind of public duty? Reverence for British institutions and an anxiety to preserve and make them work in a Commonwealth outpost? The list and the plausible permutations and combinations are endless. Some will be found in these pages. I eschew, however, as being beyond the range of my taste and expertise, the kind of speculative and theoretical reasoning so effectively deployed by scholars like Judith Brett.2 In today’s climate of opinion few historians dare to say that they seek to find ‘what actually happened’. That, nevertheless, is my ambition in this study, though constrained naturally by the limitations evidence and space impose on glimpses of the wide canvas of the life. My hope is still that Menzies might be more understandable as a consequence of the labour which this book represents.


I wrote most of it while an Honorary Fellow in the Law Program, in the Research School of Social Sciences of the Australian National University. I cannot forget the warmth with which the then head of the Department, Professor Paul Finn, took me in. I have appreciated the subsequent hospitality given to me by Professor John Braithwaite and his colleagues, and have benefited from the advice of my old friends in the History Program of the same School.


I have sad but deeply grateful memories of the assistance given to me on both volumes by the late Patsy Hardy. After the shock of Patsy’s death Pam Crichton helped me in numerous ways. Heather and Peter Henderson have provided much information without ever seeking to influence my interpretation. I have been assisted by a great number of fellow scholars and interviewees: in general they are individually acknowledged in the footnotes. But special mention must be made here of my friends Geoffrey Bolton, Ian Hancock and John Nethercote. Geoffrey read and insightfully criticized the whole manuscript in draft. Ian’s work on the Liberal Party’s organization was conceived and carried out over approximately the same time as my preparation of this volume. We enjoyed many fruitful exchanges on common problems and I believe that our finished writings, which have very different foci, will in the best sense come to complement each other. John Nethercote’s erudition and interest in Menzies (and in cricket), and patient readiness to discuss any of my developing hypotheses, have enlivened happy years of our personal, peripatetic luncheon ‘club’.


I offer my thanks for a generous grant from the Australian Research Council, which enabled me to travel and acquire some research assistance. No work of this kind can possibly be produced without the resources of libraries, and I therefore salute the libraries and their keepers with whom I have worked throughout the world. But I owe a special debt to my friends of the manuscript room of the National Library of Australia in Canberra, who over months, nay years, took it in their stride that I had become something of a permanent fixture in their hallowed precincts.


I am grateful for the professionalism and care which Mrs Chris Treadwell showed in undertaking, at short notice, the final corrections and formatting of the manuscript.


And, as ever, I offer thanks to my wife, who has, with typical graciousness, seen me through a rocky period.


Canberra, May 1998


 


1 Paul Hasluck, The Government and the People, 1942–1945,387.


2 Robert Menzies’Forgotten People (Sydney, 1992); Political Lives (Sydney, 1997).
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A Note on the spelling of ‘Labor’


Throughout this book the contemporary conventions of the period have been followed


The official party spelling, used in all party publications and by all party members, was ‘Labor’.


Opposing parties and most mainstream newspapers described the political formation as the ‘Labour Party’.


However, the ‘Labour Movement’ was so described by people of all shades of political allegiance.





1


The Liberal Party


ON SUNDAY 10 OCTOBER 1943 Menzies’ secretary, Miss Eileen Lenihan, wrote from the ‘Office of the Rt Hon. the Leader of the Opposition’ (‘hope you are duly impressed’) to Lieutenant Ken Menzies, then serving with the AIF somewhere in the islands to the north of Australia:


How I wish you could be transported to Canberra just for one . . . day in order to see your father again sitting at the Table (it’s a very pleasant sight—even if its on the off rather than the on side). The dignity of the whole Chamber has, needless to say, improved marvellously already and we now have ‘speeches what are speeches’ on every subject of importance—at the proper time by the proper person. The first was on the Address-in-Reply and it was a ‘corker’ although your father said afterwards that he felt as nervous as though he were making a maiden speech.


The tone of affection was typical: most who knew him well have commented on how Menzies’ kindness and good humour encircled and captivated those who served him most closely. Miss Lenihan (‘Lennie’) added that she hadn’t had a proper night’s sleep for a week before the day of the election which had restored Menzies to party leadership and on that day itself she was ‘too twittery’ to ‘even get out a decent word of congratulation’.1


The federal parliament whose changed arrangements Lennie celebrated was the seventeenth. Its first session, after the election of August, had begun on 23 September 1943. The few weeks before then had been hectic ones for Menzies and the UAP. The leadership election, only days before the convening of parliament, had in the previous fortnight been preceded by at least three post-mortems of the catastrophic defeat which the party had suffered in the general election.2 Though in detail not all to Menzies satisfaction, postmortems commonly agreed with Menzies’ own conviction that what was now needed was a new party, with a new name and a new form of organization to match that of Labor. Meanwhile, in ordinary day-to-day terms, there was, as Menzies explained to his brother, ‘a terrific amount of cleaning up to be done’.3


The initial difficulty was ‘to get hold of first-class staff—practically an impossibility’. Lennie observed that since Ken’s father now had a ‘really worth-while job’, she was assailed from the public service by ‘professional-male-secretaries’ of whom only one ‘chap allowed it to enter into his skull that I might be kept on’. For Menzies himself this was not an issue: Lennie’s gifts in adversity were only the more valuable in success. To Menzies, ‘getting first-class staff’ meant finding people like Curtin’s legendary press secretary, Don Rogers, who, Menzies wrote, ‘has built up his chief in a really remarkable way; he knows exactly what the public want to read, and he has a really burning enthusiasm for Labour’s cause . . . I simply can’t think of one man who is anywhere in his class’.4 But although no such paragon was momentarily on the horizon, Menzies within a few months decided on Charles Meeking of the Department of Information for a press officer, describing him as ‘a very experienced journalist, with whom my personal relations are of the best’.5


Meeking had once been editor of the Leader, Melbourne, and had subsequently worked in Melbourne and Canberra as political roundsman for the Age. In writing to accept the position he also spoke of the long and friendly relationship he had had with Menzies: ‘it began, as I vividly remember, when I called on the newly appointed Minister for Railways and he gave me three appreciated and exclusive statements’. Meeking asked Menzies, ‘in view of the extreme difficulty of keeping anything secret in Canberra’, to issue a brief press statement about his having accepted the post of ‘Press Relations Officer to the Leader of the Opposition (Mr. Menzies) and the United Australia Party’ (UAP). In drawing up for Menzies a list of conditions under which Meeking was to be employed, someone in his office (probably Lennie) suggested that Meeking be simply known as ‘Press Secretary’, and that the phrase connecting him formally to the Party be eliminated.6 So, attached to Menzies personally, he became in truth the Opposition leader’s answer to Curtin’s Don Rogers. From the outset he saw it as his role to shore up Menzies’ leadership in the Party and to advise constantly on how Menzies’ public image might be improved. In retrospect this can be seen as an important step in the process of consolidating the office of Leader of the Opposition, a notable development in the House of Representatives in the 1940s.7


Writing to son Ken just before he recaptured the party leadership Menzies had given a dramatic account of what the general election campaign of 1943 had involved for him: five weeks of continuous campaigning, in the course of which he travelled over seven thousand miles. He had more than fifty meetings, only two of which were badly disrupted (by contrast to those of Fadden, who complained repeatedly of organized obstruction, ‘but my own impression’, Menzies added characteristically, ‘is that he created most of the noise by a failure to realise that interjections, properly considered, are a help and not a hindrance’). His own two most riotous meetings were in East Sydney, ‘where the mob looked exactly like a French Revolution mob, and where, in the dark street afterwards, I had some nasty feelings before I reached safety’, and in Fremantle, where in the Town Hall he faced disruptive groups, organized by wharf labourers, which counted him out continuously for seventy minutes. Otherwise meetings were well attended and friendly and there was ‘no superficial sign of any swing in the direction of Labour’. Indeed, he could even write jocularly about his father’s supportive efforts in his own electorate of Kooyong:


He got to the booth at 8 a.m. as usual and was on ‘how to vote’ card duty all day. Sid [Menzies’ brother] went across during the day, but was very soon ordered off as a nincompoop! The old man was performing his usual stunt of taking Labour tickets out of the hands of people and tearing them up and dropping them over the fence, and using honeyed words as he pressed my own tickets into more or less reluctant hands . . . Unfortunately, one result of the day’s exertions is that Father is now in bed with a heavy cold, but even in a recumbent position he can still reconstruct the political world to his own complete satisfaction. There is no doubt that he is a marvol [sic].8


Menzies’ remark about the negligible swing towards Labor was rather naive, suggesting how out of touch he was with the real sentiments of sections of the electorate. For example, the Director of the Victorian Institute of Public Affairs, W. F. McConnell, took a random straw poll of voters on the weekend after the election. A selection of the remarks he gathered is amusing and instructive: ‘Public antagonism to Menzies, Hughes too old’; ‘Curtin is a real leader and nobody knows who is the real leader of the other crowd’; ‘Fadden is a blob. Billy Hughes is living in the past. Menzies is not a people’s man (UAP) voter)’; ‘You’ll have to get a policy and a leader and you’ll have to popularise the policy. The UAP is run by Pharisees, not by Samaritans (C of E parson)’.9


At the election the most obvious signs of the bankruptcy of the UAP had been the multiplicity of independent non-Labor candidates and the emergence, particularly in Melbourne and Sydney, of splinter parties as different groups struggled to express a wide variety of conservative sentiments. In the aftermath of the election there was much jockeying between ambitious local politicians in an attempt to retrieve the situation. Probably the most arcane of these local struggles was in Sydney where, beside the UAP (renamed Democratic Party after the election), there was a Commonwealth Party, composed chiefly of ex-servicemen anxious about Labor’s post-war plans, and a Liberal Democratic Party, largely a business group organized by one E. K. White. White, a timber merchant whose cantankerous arrogance alienated many, was dissatisfied with the UAP leadership in New South Wales and driven by a combination of personal ambition and an exaggerated fear of Labor.


We need also to notice that an essential element in the manoeuvres of these days was the Institute of Public Affairs. Victoria’s was the pioneer organization, formed in October 1942 by leading members of the Chamber of Manufactures, goaded by the industrialist improver, Herbert Gepp. An IPA followed in New South Wales in February 1943 and counterparts appeared in South Australia and Queensland in the following June. Businessmen predominated in all cases: the organizations represented primarily the fear that Labor’s political dominance during and after the war would mean the triumph of socialism and a serious challenge to individual initiative. The New South Wales Institute was from the beginning involved in politics, and remained so. The Victorian IPA also, but briefly, had a strong political orientation. It was active in the 1943 electoral campaign. Seeking to improve ‘a situation produced by years of intrigue on the one hand, and incompetence on the other’, it virtually took over from the old, distrusted National Union the task of collecting—chiefly from business—campaign funds for the UAP. But the UAP’s decisive defeat in the election convinced IPA leaders in Victoria that involvement in the day-to-day work of politics was not the organization’s most urgent task. It was more important to develop long-range policy and to look for a wider social base for the anti-socialist cause.10


Menzies was well aware of these and other immediate postelection manoeuvres: his contacts were wide and his ambition was quickly taking shape. As early as 13 October 1943, writing to tell his son of his having become UAP leader again, he spoke of a trip he was making next day to Sydney


for a conference with a number of people associated with such organisations as the Middle Class and the Soldiers and Citizens and so on which sprang up before and during the last campaign. They are all opposed to the Socialist doctrine and there were some good men amongst their candidates. I have already found a good deal of support for proposals which I have been putting forward in suitable quarters. I am anxious that we should all get together so that a new and powerful grouping of people who are prepared to think hard and work hard shall take form as soon as possible.11


While in Sydney Menzies met a ‘Reconstruction Committee’ which, under the chairmanship of one John Cramer, was investigating the possibility of negotiating arrangements with local organizations and the Victorian UAP to establish an Australia-wide anti-Labor party. Cramer came subsequently to claim that he was responsible for persuading Menzies to undertake the leadership of such a party and that he, not Menzies, was the real founder of the Liberal Party!12 Unknown to Cramer, Menzies had other contacts and was well aware of the situation in New South Wales. Ten days after his meeting with Cramer’s Committee, for example, he heard from a friend in Sydney, Eric Kennedy (chief executive of Associated Newspapers), who wrote to say how anxious he was ‘to help the plan you outlined to me in Canberra’. He stressed the need for a new organization: any new programme from the old elements in the UAP would look ‘rather like a gift from a dead hand’. Petty controversy continued in New South Wales. The UAP renamed itself the Democratic Party. But at the State election of May 1944 Democrats, Liberal Democrats and other fragments fought each other bitterly and Labor won convincingly. In June Telford Simpson, an old and well-known UAP organizer in the State, wearily reported to Menzies the formation of yet two more anti-Labor bodies—a Political Reform League and an Australian Constitutional League. The time, he wrote, was ripe to get all these people representing various forms of dissatisfaction with the present set-up into a room and ‘bump their heads severely together and deliver an ultimatum of the basis on which future activities of the Anti-Socialist forces are going to be conducted if you are to be the leader of them’.13


The confusion—of which in this brief summary we have only sampled a part—was greatest in New South Wales, but difficulties, varying according to local circumstances, experience and personalities, also existed in the other States, particularly Victoria and Queensland.14 Altogether, by the end of 1943 and the early part of 1944, to achieve united and effectual action on the non-Labor side sometimes seemed a hopeless cause. But Menzies persisted, and then an unscheduled political happening brought new optimism. The Labor Government attempted to win at referendum the continuation of certain wartime powers for five years after the end of hostilities, whenever that would be. But the move failed, defeated by a vigorous campaign in which Menzies was the most prominent leader.


Curtin’s ministers argued that continuation of the powers in question was needed for a smooth transition to peacetime conditions and to enable the Government to mount effectively the special plans that were being developed in the Department of Postwar Reconstruction. One way of achieving this would be to persuade the States to delegate the desired powers to the Commonwealth, and in fact a conference late in 1942 had agreed that this should be done. But when it came to the point, only Queensland and New South Wales honoured the agreement. Thus frustrated, the Government was emboldened by its great victory in the election of 1943 to try the alternative of obtaining the powers it wanted through constitutional amendment by referendum. Persuaded by Chifley and Evatt against the better judgement of some colleagues, including Curtin himself, the Ministry asked for global approval of fourteen powers. They ranged from uncontentious items like civil aviation and uniformity of railway gauges to debatable issues like price control, organized marketing of certain commodities, and national health. Menzies argued against the ‘lumping’ of so many powers together, while conceding that some controls would be necessary when wartime hostilities ceased, for ‘individual freedom must always be subject to the restraints of a society which believes in order and good government’. But restraints must be gently imposed and relaxed rationally. The Government’s claim to enlarged powers, he insisted, was spurious: uniform taxation gave it, already, financial power over the States and the Defence power does not end when the war ends. ‘Just as it has been treated as authorising the mobilisation of the Nation for war, so equally it authorises the demobilisation of the Nation during the period of transition from war to peace.’15


In the campaign that followed, Menzies worked with his usual enthusiasm, addressing meetings in all States and taking a leading part in the organization of propaganda. On 16 June, a few days before the vote, he presided over a meeting in Melbourne of UAP ‘Parliamentary Party Leaders and Office Bearers in all States’, called to discuss the last stages of the campaign against Labor’s proposals. After the meeting Menzies issued a statement noting how


Delegates to the Conference expressed the opinion at its conclusion that it had been of great value in cementing the relationships between the various State organisations. It was the first full interstate conference that had been held for some time and the agreement shown during the discussion was an indication of strong unity of feeling, both on the referendum and on political questions generally.16


The referendum was decisively rejected: only South Australia and Western Australia registered majorities in favour. This victory, coming hard on the heels of the successful inter-State UAP meeting in Melbourne, seemed to promise a clear turning point in the fortunes of the parties on Menzies’ side of politics. As he wrote to his son in the AIF:


Two things at any rate are established. One is that my own position has been very much strengthened, because ‘nothing succeeds like success’; the other is that I am now able to get out invitations to all non-Labour bodies (other than the Country Party, with which we can always negotiate later on) to attend a conference in Canberra in about a month’s time to have a shot at setting up an Australia-wide organization with a Federal Executive and Secretariat and proper equipment for conducting a national campaign. If this move succeeds I think we will be in a fair way to winning the next election. The Government’s defeat [in the referendum] cannot be laughed off.17


That was on 5 September 1944. Already, on 30 August, the press had announced that Menzies was about to call a conference of non-Labor organizations from all States to discuss the possibility of political unity. At once letters of pleasure came in to him from a variety of sources. In a typical example Cecil Hoskins, head of BHP’s Port Kembla steelworks, wrote that the Council of the New South Wales IPA had greeted the news with enthusiasm. Hoskins suggested that Menzies come at once to Sydney to talk the matter over with interested parties,18 and this he did. As he told his son, referring to the ‘quite . . . bitter internecine war between the Democratic Party and the Liberal Democrats’, he ‘interviewed all factions with first class results’, so that at the subsequent Conference ‘the two principal NSW groups worked in the greatest harmony’.19


Then, on 7 September, a circular letter over Menzies’ signature invited a wide range of organizations, and some individuals, to a conference in Canberra on 13–16 October. ‘The time seems opportune’, it said, ‘for an effort to secure unity of action and organization among those political groups which stand for a liberal, progressive policy and are opposed to Socialism with its bureaucratic administration and restriction of personal freedom’. Labor’s efficient Australia-wide machine must be matched. ‘My colleagues and I believe it to be most desirable that those of us who share the same broad political beliefs should first see if a basis can be found for unity. A successful outcome to such a discussion might quickly and completely alter the current of Australian politics.’If the Canberra meeting signalled strong approval, a further conference could establish a new party.


Menzies’ hard work and latent prestige were reflected in the rollup to the conference: 77 delegates or observers, representing a galaxy of political parties or non-party organizations.20 He opened proceedings with a scintillating speech, which called for a new start for the non-Labour movement. Beginning with an account of the position in individual States, he sketched an overall picture of many thousands of people, all desperately anxious to travel in the same political direction but divided into various sects and bodies, with no Federal structure, no central executive, no clearly accepted political doctrine or faith to serve as a banner under which to fight. This conference, he hoped, would declare a belief that an Australia-wide organization to fill this vacuum must be set up, founded on a liberal and progressive faith to make it possible for a new generation to build a new Australia.


On the eve of the conference Menzies had read a 70-page pamphlet written by the Victorian IPA’s economic adviser, C. D. Kemp. Called ‘Looking Forward’, it was a businessman’s argument about the virtues of free enterprise, but it also warned of the dangers of monopolies, urged consultation in industry and the fostering of profit-sharing schemes. It was not hostile to the State, but demanded agreed lines between when governments should attempt to thrust themselves forward and where they were being intrusive. What was essential, it said, was a kind of middle way: service as a managerial ideal. The Bulletin described it as ‘the most comprehensive and intelligent set of recommendations concerning post-war problems’ yet published in Australia. Menzies agreed: he wrote personally to Kemp, declaring ‘Looking Forward’ to be ‘the finest statement of basic political and academic problems made in Australia for many years. I feel most enthusiastic about it and would like to see its substance conveyed to the people as widely as possible’.21 Subsequently he concluded his opening address at the Canberra conference with a long quotation from Kemp’s work, urging every delegate to study it. The Victorian IPA had two observers at the conference: by the time they went home delegates had placed orders with them for 21000 copies of ‘Looking Forward’. The work had come at the right moment. It formulated ideas about the post-war world kindling already in Menzies’ mind, but not yet lucidly set out. By so lauding it, for the time being at least, the coming Liberal leader was adopting ‘Looking Forward’ as his alternative to the ambitious post-war plans of the Labor Government.22


When it came to detailed discussions, the opinion of conference participants was unanimous that Menzies was the key player. ‘No single factor contributed so much to the success of the Conference as Mr. Menzies’ personality’, reported the Victorian IPA observers. ‘His good humour, his patience, his skilful handling of the business before the meetings, were at all times outstanding. Moreover, one felt that in his absence the proceedings would have declined into mediocrity.’23 Menzies could, however, be tough as well as good-humoured. So, for example, he reported to his son how he had dealt with South Australian delegates who were ‘gloomy’ about the possibility of an Australia-wide organization. ‘I had to roll up my sleeves and hop into them properly, telling them in substance that if they would not co-operate they might just as well leave the conference and we would form an organisation without them. This touch of realism served its purpose and they came into line.’24


The conference agreed that a ‘federal body representing liberal thought’ be established. The affairs of this body should be administered by a Federal Council, with a permanent secretariat. There should be a branch of the new party in each State, but these branches should constitute their own State organization and control their own affairs. The party must raise and control its finance. As delegates to the present conference were not authorised to bind their organizations, they were now to report to these organizations, obtain their comments on conference recommendations, and prepare for a second meeting. This conference would have plenary powers, each State delegation would have six votes, and the party could be formally set up. Then, upon the creation of a State branch, the existing political organizations would be dissolved. Meantime a provisional Executive Committee, consisting of Menzies and two delegates from each State, would liaise with all State organizations and set the date for the next conference. Menzies was delighted with the resolutions, unanimously passed, which embodied these plans. ‘I believe this is really a momentous conference’, he declared, ‘and it will be even more momentous if we do not regard it as the end of our difficulties but rather prefer to look at it as the first great step towards what I believe can be revolutionary changes in the Australian political scene’. The conference, indeed, closed on a note of euphoria. Alexander Mair, lately parliamentary leader of the New South Wales UAP and sometime Premier of his State, in a speech of extravagant praise for Menzies, caught at the more starry-eyed emotions of the moment:


No one else could have brought us here as he did. He waited patiently for the psychological moment. We have waited, and have wondered whether the political wreckers would do too much damage before we could come together to put up an organization to save our country and the individual freedoms which are essentially British and which we have cherished. More than anything we have waited to see if we could not bring to the public mind this realisation that the war was being used to undermine our freedom, to regiment us, and to get us used to a system that was un-Australian and un-British.25


The second convention was held in Albury from 14 to 18 December 1944. Menzies thought it a good thing to hold the meeting in a provincial centre to counter the impression that the new movement was a purely metropolitan one; besides, ‘travel has become so difficult that it is worthwhile selecting a place which will save all the delegates from Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia, an extra night sitting up on the train’. Representatives or observers attended from fifteen extra-parliamentary organizations. Menzies addressed the first plenary session, taking as his central theme what the Sydney Morning Herald called ‘rising resentment against the manner in which the extreme wing of the Labour Party, far from having its socialistic ardour dampened by the referendum vote, has been bent on making the most of the opportunities of office, regardless of the popular will’.26


Never in my life have I been so alarmed as now at the growing threat to all that is good in our beloved country. Political unity among the non-Socialist forces is for us who are its trustees at this moment not a mere matter of political convenience or opportunity, it represents our great chance to give a means of expression to the deepest feelings of hundreds of thousands of Australians who are frustrated by the present, and unhappy about the future.27


The address lasted an hour; the conference then went into committee to discuss a draft constitution (which had been drawn up by Menzies himself), organizational structure, and finance. Agreement was reached on these matters over the next two days. The new party was to be federal in structure, with a permanent secretariat for the purposes of co-ordination, research, publicity, and giving assistance to the federal parliamentary party. Each State organization would be under the control of a State Council, elected annually. There was to be a Federal Council, composed of one representative from each State organization, plus the two federal parliamentary leaders, in the House of Representatives and the Senate. Joint standing committees on policy were to be formed in each State and at the federal level. And the new party must raise and control its own funds, which was seen as a crucial step in distancing itself from the old charge levelled against its predecessor, the UAP: that it was primarily the party of big business. A membership fee was fixed at 2s 6d a year for adults and one shilling for juniors. The party could certainly receive larger donations from outside sympathizers, either organizations or individuals, but they had to be handled by the party’s formal fundraising machinery and must have no strings attached to them.


One of the more insightful journalists of the day, Crayton Burns (Canberra correspondent of the Argus), noted as the keynote of the new party’s purpose that clause of its constitution which dedicated it to the task of creating a nation ‘looking primarily to the encouragement of individual initiative and enterprise as the dynamic course of reconstruction and progress’. All the other clauses, he insisted, hinge on this. Further, there could be no question as to whether or not this was Menzies’ party:


His initiative, leadership, hard work and persuasiveness have brought it to its present stage. Physically he stood head and shoulders above most of the delegates, and intellectually he undoubtedly did . . . Though greyed and falling to flesh, he was still the best-groomed and handsomest man present, a tribute at once to his tailor, his barber, his valet (if any), his laundry, and his cook. His draftsmanship runs through all the documents, and the more they are studied, the more the new party is seen to be the Menzies party . . .28


Certainly—on paper at least—Menzies’ position at the close of the Albury conference was extraordinarily strong. He was ex officio member of the new party’s governing body, the provisional Federal Council. He was chairman, with both a deliberative and a casting vote, of the twelve-member standing committee on federal policy. But at this stage, as Burns put it, the Liberal Party really consisted of a commander in chief and the nucleus of a general staff. An army had still to be ‘recruited, drilled and enthused for a decisive battle within about eighteen months against a strongly entrenched political enemy. Great political courage and unremitting energy will be required if the Liberals are to win . . .’ Burns’ report was followed by a strong Argus editorial which, under the headline ‘Liberalism Resurgent’, exhorted the Party to put forward ‘a positive and dynamic faith, not a mere stubborn defending of the ancient citadels’:


Perfected organisation may win an election once the way to victory has been paved by a demonstrated worthiness for that victory; but strategical cleverness is not enough to save Australia from the political slough in which it finds itself today. The new Liberal Party must have a faith that will appeal to the people by its humanity, its fairness, its political sagacity; and that faith must not only be preached persistently to the people by its leaders but acted by them with an evangelistic fervour if the people are to be won by it.


A question of critical importance was that of winning the confidence of ex-servicemen now returning to civilian life:


Large numbers of them have faced dangers and hardships to keep Australia free. Free for what? For the playing of the same old game of ‘ins’ and ‘outs’? Or for a process of orderly development in which human values will be adequately rewarded and human freedom assured in so far as political action can accomplish these things?29


How far the Liberal Party was Menzies’ personal creation will no doubt always be a subject for inconclusive, and largely pointless, debate. His conviction of the need for a new party arose immediately from his analysis of the UAP’s electoral disaster of 1943, and he at once began working for some kind of unity among the disparate political groups then arrayed against Labor. That the majority looked to him as the most likely personal focus of leadership is undoubted, though of course that fact does not necessarily mean that the initiative was primarily his. There can be no doubt that business interests, most clearly exemplified in the Institutes of Public Affairs in both Victoria and New South Wales, were key influences in promoting and supporting the new party and, indeed, that without their initiatives it might never have been born.30 The somewhat arcane politics of anti-Labor groups in individual States, particularly New South Wales, gave rise to beliefs that the initiative for unity came from far-sighted people whose role was to persuade Menzies to take charge of a movement which they in fact initiated. John Cramer’s allegations constitute one case in point; another arises from the claims of that strange and controversial founder and leader of the New South Wales Liberal Democrats, E. K. White. White from the beginning advocated an Australia-wide Liberal Party and, despite the fact that in reality he was clearly a disruptive, wild-card influence in non-Labor politics in New South Wales, always claimed that he was the de facto founder of the Liberal Party, who had induced Menzies, then the only acceptable inter-State leader, to take the headship of the party.


Three months after the Albury conference Menzies wrote to son Ken that the first work of setting up Provisional State Executives was going ‘remarkably well’, though of course there had been difficulties—‘differences of opinion on Executives and some jockeying for position here and there by representatives of older organisations, and the result is that I have had to spend a great deal of time in Sydney where such difficulties have been most acute’. Beside the personal work of negotiation that his time in Sydney involved, Menzies also took a leading part in agitation to keep the new party before the public eye:


My experience in Sydney has been quite astonishing. At six suburban meetings I had a total of 5,000 people, of whom I should think nearly 3,000 became financial members. At each meeting the enthusiasm was remarkable. The anti-Menzies tide of which one hears so much from grumblers in Pitt Street and Castlereagh Street has obviously turned in the suburbs, because I have been having the uncommon experience of being received with great personal enthusiasm. The S.M.H., after years of bitter hostility, has decided to support me and, as you will see from the cuttings which your Mother is forwarding to you, they are reporting my speeches at greater length than anything in my experience. I feel no doubt that the Government will lose ground at the next election.31


His old admirer the insurance broker, F. H. Wright, told a friend that ‘Bob is at last coming into his own again’. He had recently ‘had a really triumphant series of meetings in Sydney, night after night addressing different meetings in different places, always with overflow meetings to be handled by loudspeaker’.32 For the Bulletin there was ‘news value’ indeed ‘in a man who is restoring the vogue of the public meeting when it seemed doomed and who can pack suburban halls and hold his audiences rapt eighteen months before a general election’. And there had been no interjections: not even a ‘Pig Iron Bob!’33


Though in these early days Menzies could not dodge responsibility, as leader, to be virtually on call to smooth ruffled feathers and otherwise lend his authority to the progressive establishment of the new party machine, his hope from the beginning was that any personal direction of that machine would soon not be needed. The organising of a party’, he had written in December 1944, ‘is not my line of country and experience indicates that it is physically impossible to discharge the constant duties of Opposition leader and at the same time attend to these outside matters’.34 Always the parliamentarian, Menzies had begun to develop, from the moment he recovered the headship of the UAP in the House of Representatives, a clear conception of what Opposition leadership meant. In the wartime emergency he saw it as his duty to embrace whatever degree of bipartisanship was possible. When Prime Minister in 1940 he had reluctantly accepted Curtin’s proposal for an Advisory War Council in lieu of the all-party National government he himself wanted. With equal numbers of Government and Opposition members, this body received classified information and advised the Government accordingly, but took no responsibility for any decisions that followed. Its members were not free to speak publicly about what they knew and protocol in consequence did not allow unrestrained criticism of the Government’s conduct. Curtin maintained this arrangement when he became Prime Minister, and the Council worked well enough. But as new UAP leader at the beginning of 1944 Menzies judged the wartime emergency to be waning and in February persuaded a party meeting that their representatives should withdraw from the Council. As he explained in a letter of notification to Curtin: ‘In the absence of an all-Party administration, [the UAP] feels that it can assist in the essential war and reconstruction effort of Australia best by resuming full freedom to express its views on the floor of Parliament’.35


For Menzies it had not always been a happy experience to work on the Council with Labor men like J. A. Beasley, now ministers, who had in the past evinced the greatest animus against him and what he was supposed to stand for, and it may have been a relief to cut himself off from them. But, much more important, his uneasiness about the evolving Labor vision of policies for post-war Australia made the development of a proper Opposition seem to him essential. Years later, reflecting on ‘the gentle art of Opposition’, Menzies argued that an Opposition’s duty was not just to oppose for opposition’s sake, but to oppose selectively. No government was always wrong on everything: what mattered was for an Opposition to use the respite from the cares of government to rethink its position and develop for the voters’ choice a position that was different.36 In his first address-in-reply speech in 1943 as leader of the UAP (the speech that Lennie thought such a ‘corker’), he made the same points, though in a manner more sharply attuned to the mood of the moment. Admitting at once the débâcle of the recent election, he acknowledged that the Government had come back with ‘an overwhelming mandate from the people of Australia’. He and his followers would therefore not raise issues that were dead—they would look to the future and not back to the past. Issues would naturally arise on which differing points of view were inevitable and on these matters the Opposition would express its opinions ‘with such vigour and skill as we possess’,


because it is of the first importance for Australia that the people should get to understand that this Parliament not only makes the laws—which are determined by a majority—but is also the supreme debating society of the country. The function of an Opposition in this country, as the Prime Minister said many times when he was in my present position, is to see that the opinions of all sections of the people are put clearly and resolutely. We propose to put them clearly and resolutely. We propose in that sense to be a fighting Opposition, even though we are, numerically speaking, a small Opposition.37


Subsequent withdrawal from the Advisory War Council was one of a number of ways of signalling the reality of this forthright declaration of his Opposition leadership. In this context matters seemingly as minor as the title given to Meeking, to match him against Don Rogers, acquired a symbolic significance.


In the parliamentary session that followed in 1943–44—the session, that is, just before the establishment of the Liberal Party—the UAP band which Menzies led in the House of Representatives was indeed small: twelve members.38 The Country Party held nine seats, but though also in opposition, it was not in coalition. By comparison the Labor Party’s numbers, at forty-nine, signalled an overwhelming ascendancy, which would be clinched in July 1944 when Labor majority in the Senate, won at the election, became effective. From then on few on the other side put real credence in an assurance which Curtin had made at the 1943 election, that the Government would not use its wartime powers to advance the realization of its traditional socialist programme. Legislation like that which set up a government-owned aluminium industry or which sought to nationalize interstate airlines (‘arrant political confiscation’, Menzies called the latter) were taken as prime examples of the Government’s socialistic intent. Its social service measures, like those which set out to provide sickness and unemployment benefits or to supply certain medicines free of charge, secured a degree of bilateral support but were controversial in their detail. Among the many fears stirred by the attempt to prolong Government authority through the powers referendum one of the most important was that of some private bankers that the wartime supremacy of the Commonwealth Bank would be consolidated and that even bank nationalization might prove possible. In a busy parliamentary session when such issues as these were uppermost Menzies relished the conflict against seemingly impossible odds and was momentarily elated as ‘the debating force of the Opposition continues to grow’. He mounted three censure motions, hardly expecting to overturn the Government but gleefully harassing its members, keeping them, he claimed, on the defensive, forced to escape embarrassment by gagging debate. ‘I have carefully selected the ground for each attack’, he wrote,


the idea being to put forward no case unless in the nature of things it is politically unanswerable. In all this my Members have played very well, particularly good marks going to Harrison, Holt and White . . . You will be delighted to know that the personal attitude of the fellows towards myself is excellent and that old criticisms appear to be forgotten.39


Menzies thought that Curtin, who was away from Australia in April and May to visit England for a Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, came home strangely lacking in ‘political fire’. In fact, Curtin was a very sick man, victim of strain and the heart trouble which—to Menzies’ distress—would soon bring about his death. Increasingly, Menzies thought, Curtin ‘let his wild men get out of hand’, and in November and December 1944 the Prime Minister was out of the House altogether, in hospital in Melbourne after suffering a coronary occlusion. In the last sittings of the year, Menzies wrote,


his Ministers behaved exactly as if they did not expect him to resume office and were jockeying either for leadership or position . . . As a debating force the Government is hopeless in the absence of the Prime Minister . . . I have never thought that Curtin was a good debater in the true sense; he never meets the point of an argument and would therefore never win a case before a judge. But as a jury debater he possesses skill. His technique is that of evasion, with a very broad appeal to the political prejudices of his followers. From a parliamentary point of view this is of course useful, because though it may not answer the Opposition’s argument it does stimulate the Government’s supporters.


But in Curtin’s absence the Government had to rely on three available senior ministers: Francis Forde, the Minister for the Army and Deputy Prime Minister; H. V. Evatt, the Attorney-General and Minister for External Affairs; and Arthur Calwell, Minister for Information and Immigration. Menzies had little time for any of them as speakers:


. . . Forde’s speeches represent nothing so much as the crackling of thorns under a pot, and nobody takes him seriously. Evatt is an execrable debater who loses his temper and is almost a genius for the disorderly presentation of a case. Calwell is under the impression that vulgar personal abuse couched in the coarsest of extravagant language is a sign of mental virility.40


Parliament met again on 21 February 1945, after the Christmas break. The Albury Conference and its immediate aftermath over, Menzies could announce to the Representatives that, ‘in consequence of the formation of the Liberal Party of Australia, those who sit with me in this House desire to be known in future as members of the Liberal Party’, Within three months he launched another want of confidence motion not, given the small numbers behind him, in the hope of defeating the Government, but to register the existence and position of the new party. Menzies protested against the refusal of the Government to agree to the formation of an educative joint committee on foreign affairs or to allow parliamentary discussion of momentous United Nations issues then being discussed at San Francisco. He objected to the way in which Labor measures for post-war reform were being pushed through the House: in particular to the use of the guillotine to hasten the passage of a Re-establishment Bill, on which there was considerable disagreement between the parties about preferences in employment for ex-service personnel vis-à-vis unionists. He alleged that the Government had done little to curb industrial lawlessness or to discourage the machinations of communists in Australia.


Already, before this general statement of position, Menzies had joined battle with the Government on what was to him the key legislation of the session, Treasurer Chifley’s banking bills. The prime aim of these was to temper the position of the Commonwealth Bank and to use it as the instrument for guaranteeing currency stability and maintaining full employment. For Chifley and the ALP a deep and bitter legacy of the Great Depression was belief that the Commonwealth Bank, established in 1911 as a nominal People’s Bank, and developing by the 1930s the initial characteristics of a central bank, should to a high degree be answerable to democratically elected federal governments. In 1924 the Bruce-Page non-Labor Coalition had legislated avowedly to make the Commonwealth Bank Australia’s central bank, giving it control of the note issue, and placing it under the governance of an independent Board of Directors. It was this Board, chaired by the steely Scots businessman, Sir Robert Gibson, which in the early stages of the Depression insisted on the orthodoxy of balanced budgets, foiled moves to resort even to mild deficit financing, and thus brought down the federal Labor Government of James Scullin. In the circumstances it was not surprising that ‘banking reform moved to the top of the Labor Party’s agenda’.41 An important starting point of the new legislation was to abolish the Board of Directors and replace it with a Governor assisted by an Advisory Council composed of Commonwealth Bank officers and officials responsible to the Commonwealth Government. There were other, more urgent, plans to retain various wartime controls which, through the Commonwealth Bank, regulated many operations of the trading banks and thus controlled the volume of credit in circulation and the disposal of gold and foreign currency.


Agitation against such measures began in late 1941. It was spearheaded by the aggressive head of the National Bank of Australia, L. J. McConnan, and supported by quickly developing organizations among private bank officers. On 21 March 1945, on the eve of the introduction of the first measure to bring these policies into effect the Argus reported, under the heading ‘Battle of the Bank Bills Begins’, the arrival in Canberra on the previous day of Ian Potter, of Collins House, and other financiers from Sydney and Melbourne. They spent the day in conference with Menzies and his Liberal colleagues, and that evening were entertained by Hughes at a small dinner party, at which the other guests were Arthur Fadden, Dame Enid Lyons, and Mrs Nelson Johnston, wife of the American ambassador.42 It seemed to one reporter that when Menzies subsequently launched his attack on the second reading of the Commonwealth Bank Bill it was ‘as much a social as a political event’. The Visitors’ Gallery was crowded and in the Distinguished Strangers’ Gallery seats were provided for a vice-regal party.


For a man not normally noted for economic expertise Menzies’ speech was something of a tour de force. It had taken him a number of weeks to prepare and he spoke for almost two hours.43 He began with a learned historical account of how central banking had emerged relatively recently all over the world and explained that it had effectively reached Australia in 1924. In that year the Bruce-Page Government gave the Commonwealth Bank extensive powers, including control of the note issue, and established a Board of Directors to govern it. ‘I line myself with the bank’s constructors’, he declared, those who believed in the growth of a central bank to accomplish three main tasks: ‘to stabilize the purchasing power of the people’s money; to stabilize the external value of money, and to eliminate sharp variations in the general level of employment and trade activity’. Thus he had no objection to the idea of strengthening the Central Bank functions of the Commonwealth Bank. But he rejected utterly the elimination of the Bank Board. The Central Bank was ‘the custodian of the nation’s cash reserves and the nation’s chief monetary adviser’. To Menzies:


The adviser to any government or to any community should be detached, objective and utterly above the storm, because on the skill, honesty and disinterestedness of his advice a great deal will depend. The consideration of these things will show that a central bank adequately committed with brains, scientific knowledge and experience must be in a position to lead banking thought and banking practice.


He unequivocally pledged his party, when returned to government, to restore Board control of the Bank. And in a thoughtful conclusion in which he referred to Depression and the ‘somewhat tentative position occupied by the Commonwealth Bank for a number of years’, he remarked how such influences, combined with the experience of wartime finance,


have conspired to induce in the minds of many people a belief that monetary reform, as such, is the be all and end all of economic reconstruction, and that irrespective of hard work, ingenuity and the encouragement of enterprise and thrift, full employment can be provided without difficulty by central bank action.44


The debate over these bills in the end extended over five months. But Labor was in firm control over both Houses and Chifley at the height of his form, and both banking bills passed into law with only minor amendments.


Nevertheless, such signs as his own improved reception in public and the wave of agitation against the banking legislation stirred a belief in Menzies that ‘there is an unmistakable movement of public opinion against the Government’. It was, indeed, a time of unsettlement. While the everyday impact of wartime austerity was still strong, demobilization, now at its height, added to the sense of social flux.


There is an increasing understanding of Curtin’s weakness. There is a growing feeling that the Left Wing of the Caucus has taken charge . . . The ‘floating vote’ which has to a substantial extent embraced the small shopkeepers and the white collar workers, is leaving Labour. The small shopkeepers because they have had a raw deal during the war and have in no sense shared even the spurious prosperity produced by war-time expenditure, and the white collar workers partly for that reason and partly because the Socialistic programme threatens many of them (e.g. the Bank clerks) with loss of employment.45


In the circumstances Menzies found his parliamentary work taxing, especially when ‘a good percentage of my weekends . . . have to be spent in tearing down to Sydney, there to engage in almost continuous conferences and speechmaking, partly to galvanise the people and partly to reconcile somewhat childish differences which always appear to arise in Sydney on political committees’. By June, ‘with the Canberra nights beginning to freeze hard’, the House was sitting four nights a week until midnight, having begun on three of them at 10.30 in the morning. The war’s end was now clearly in sight and the Government kept the notice-paper filled with prospective measures to further its post-war plans; Menzies declared that this was a session of parliament which for him had ‘no parallel in my previous Commonwealth experience’:


. . . not only does it impose a very heavy burden on me as leader of the Opposition, but it is at a vital period preventing me from getting out on an Australia-wide campaign for the new Liberal Party, which is going very well but which would plainly go much better if the fire could be lit in the right places at the right time.46


In these hectic days he also felt some concern that ‘in the Opposition we have not been shaping as well as we did last session’.


There is just a slight disposition to feel unduly optimistic about the next election. There is not a sufficient disposition to study bills closely. There is a sad falling-off in manners, much to my regret, because I feel that whatever comes or goes people of my Party ought to set a good example in courtesy and dignity of debate. The longer I go on in Parliament the more struck I am by the scarcity of true debaters. There are plenty of people who can talk, particularly when some previous speaker has told them what to say. There are some who can prepare a set speech and plough through it with magnificent indifference as to what has gone before. But the man who can seize hold of the point made by his opponents, destroy it or brush it aside, and proceed to make a lively counter-attack with relevance and reasonable brevity and with sufficient personality to hold the interest of the House, is indeed a rare bird.


Too few, moreover, knew the lesson he had learned from his first days at the Bar: ‘that it is a good advocate who, having made his point, sits down—on the sound principle that you cannot improve on a winning argument but if you talk too long you may destroy it’. Time after time in Committee this session he himself had clearly established some criticism of a clause and had the minister at the table fumbling for an answer, ‘with some of his own Members clearly disapproving of his stand, only to find people on my own side getting up and obscuring the whole point and allowing the Minister to make his escape’. In these comments, as in his earlier berating of Government speakers, Menzies’ elevated, almost aristocratic, conception of the importance of dignified and, indeed lawyerlike, parliamentary debate is uppermost. In the same letter he wrote, disarmingly: ‘so much for the reflections of an ageing politician’—but those reflections included:


If you were to ask me what I thought the most deep-seated fault in Australia I would unhesitatingly reply that the old notion of disinterested public service has almost disappeared and that politics has come to be merely regarded as a war of interests in which much loot is to be won from the defeated. If the soldiers returning from the war are able to bring into the country a new spirit of civic service they will win just as great a victory here as in any theatre of war in which they have fought.47


Menzies’ numbers in parliament were small and the Government’s power, when it came to the crunch of party-directed votes, unassailable. His private reflections nevertheless suggest an almost unrealistic belief that debating superiority, together with an elevated conception of public service, could give him and his new party a kind of moral authority. Understandably, perhaps, he showed an inadequate capacity to gauge the Government’s strength in the electorates or—which in a sense was the same thing—to sympathize meaningfully with the fears for the future which distress in the 1930s had bred in many sections of society, and which gave the planners and Labor’s parliamentary leaders their ideological drive. Though he could write disparagingly about some of his followers’ ‘disposition to feel unduly optimistic about the next election’, this was in fact a sentiment which he privately shared. As early as January 1945, just after the Albury conference, Menzies and his wife had lunch with the judge Owen Dixon, who noted in his diary that Menzies ‘considered defeat of Labor certain but agreed that it wd. leave his party in an unfortunate position in cleaning up a mess’.48 Menzies’ letter to his son in June put it more clearly:


I am really deeply concerned about the political future. It could, I think, be summed up in this way: The Government is unquestionably losing ground; the Prime Minister is ill and his ultimate return to his office is at least doubtful; the Cabinet embraces some very ambitious people whose interests clash and whose capacities are usually in inverse ratio to their ambitions. In 18 months therefore [i.e. at the forthcoming election] the Government may be defeated. On the other hand I have not yet heard of any new and outstanding candidates being produced by the Liberal movement, remarkable though the success of that movement is. If this state of affairs continues and Labour is defeated to make way for a mediocre cabinet, nothing but disaster would confront all of us.


He sometimes pinned his hopes, he added, on getting bright young men into parliament after demobilization from the services, but it would be difficult to put them straight into Cabinet. ‘There is a great art in politics and it has to be learned.’ To precipitate a young man into office without proper preparation would be ‘sheer cruelty’.


All this was just a little tongue in cheek. For more than fearing a victory in the 1946 election, Menzies was in fact prepared, as his early remarks to Dixon had suggested, to give his best efforts to achieving it. In March of that year he was ‘so much persuaded that 1945 is the crucial year, politically speaking, that I am now refusing all legal work and, apart from completing one part-heard matter in the High Court, I will probably be out of practice for the rest of the year’.49 Three months later Menzies apologized to his son for the garrulousness of a long and chatty letter full of family news and reflections on the problems of the coming peace. But ‘unfortunately’, he said, ‘when I do write, I like to have a talk to you about various matters of moment, and this means more time than can usually be snatched from my political affairs’.


I say political because some months ago I decided that in justice to the new Liberal movement I must decline to accept any new briefs, and consequently the Law Courts have caught only a passing glimpse of my manly form, while the taxation Commission is probably gnashing its teeth at the thought of the taxes that I will not pay this year.50


For a leader who claimed to be fearful of the consequences of winning the coming election even this jocular commitment to straining every muscle to try to do so might seem incongruous. But for him there could hardly be an alternative.


In the heat of the moment, Menzies was prone to exaggerate the degree of sacrifice which his dedication to Liberal hopes involved. Certainly, with him, as had long been the case with lawyers turned politicians, a legal practice was something to keep alive, partly as a source of supplementary income and partly (though by the 1940s this seemed to apply less in Menzies’ case than most) as a possible business to fall back on if a political career was forcibly halted by loss of one’s parliamentary seat. Menzies also exemplifies, along with many others, the kind of professional commitment which, learnt as legal student, journeyman and practising lawyer created a mind-set which revolved around a sense of the critical importance of law in the operation of society as he knew it. The motives, in other words, were mixed. But he could never abandon his belief, and his instinctive pleasure, in the practice of the law, or forget the friendships which his years at the Bar had given him.51 And, at least in the earlier 1940s, his style of life enabled continuing, if attenuated, attention to happenings in the Victorian jurisdiction. After his fall in 1941 and consequent expulsion from the Lodge Menzies became, like most federal members, a sort of intermittent denizen of Canberra, primarily during the weeks when parliament was sitting.52 His home was in Melbourne, to which he returned when parliament was in recess, and often at weekends when it was not. In the circumstances he maintained a primarily Victorian, and only modestly lucrative practice. Menzies’ feebook for this period has survived. It shows, for example, an income of 2404 guineas for 1944.53 This, though not inconsiderable as a supplementary salary to his parliamentary earnings, was scarcely a princely sum. In the next twelve months, income from the practice fell by more than two-thirds. It was further reduced in 1946. Though he did accept a few briefs, Menzies indeed cut down drastically from 1945, as he said he would, on his legal work.54


It would be a mistake to imagine that the hard work and strain of this period, and the professional sacrifices Menzies felt himself driven to make, cut him off from his family or seriously affected his enjoyment of the social aspects of his life. The puckish sense of humour which underlay the sterner exterior he presented to the world often broke through, mostly to the enjoyment of those around him. Adjudication between and wooing of the sometimes cantankerous factions of the new party machine certainly kept him hurrying around the country, particularly between Canberra, Sydney and Brisbane, and there was the long grind of federal parliament over such periods as the winter of 1945. But after 1941 home was again at Howard Street in Kew with his wife and daughter. The legal world from which he swore ruefully to take a voluntary holiday was for him primarily a Melbourne world. So too was the world of good fellowship which he continued to enjoy in such special venues as the Savage and West Brighton clubs.


The letters he wrote during 1944–46 to his military son, Ken, are not only, as we have seen, a remarkable source for Menzies’ political thinking at this time: they also offer a rare glimpse of his personal life. For the absent member of the family he has chatty news. Thus, for example, he talks of often walking in Melbourne on Saturdays and ending up by calling on Ken’s Uncle Syd to drink with him what the latter calls a ‘Southerly Buster’. There is the story of the wedding of his niece (Lois Green), which ended in ‘utter hilarity for which Syd Menzies, . . . and a ‘certain quantity of grog could claim a share of credit’. (‘When I tell you that Bob Green [Lois’ brother] stood on a chair to make a speech at the wedding breakfast and that his Mother [Menzies’ sister, Belle] shed no tears, not even dramatic ones, you will see that a good time was had by all’. There was an account of a holiday at Ferny Creek, in the Dandenongs, ‘a walker’s paradise’, when, looking after a party of guests, ‘Your Mother, as usual, worked about fourteen hours a day, sitting down for ten minutes before dinner in a dissolute fashion to have a glass of sherry or one of my formidable cocktails. In spite of all her work she is looking well . . . At the same time I wish I could persuade her to come away even to Canberra, for a fortnight or so so that she should have no housework’. Lennie came up a couple of times and did a little hill-climbing, ‘with disastrous but purely temporary results to the complexion’.


Above all, there was repeated news of Ken’s sister, Heather, a willowy young lady of sixteen, a senior student at Ruyton Girls’ School, Kew, soon to lose the ‘ironmongery’ fastened on her teeth by an orthodontist. She was a great tennis player, and when in Canberra ‘her sotto voce comments in the galleries during speeches by such favourites as Forde and Ward and Evatt are really worth going a long way to hear’. She was, it was already well known, the apple of her father’s eye. Younger brother Ian, after doing exceptionally well at Dookie Agricultural College, was working with a well-known farmer, John Bott, near Yarrawonga. The press reported a jocular Menzies at a Lord Mayor’s party for United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) delegates in February 1945 at the Sydney Town Hall. Family anecdotes ‘stole the day from international affairs: . . . members of foreign embassies regaled each other with stories of their families’. Asked if his wife were in Sydney too, Menzies replied that she was at home in Melbourne and would be doing the washing: then spoke fearfully about his younger son who had done well at agricultural college and could very well in due course become leader of the Country Party and unseat him. Would he mind, someone asked, being unseated by his own son? Menzies replied: ‘Every politician believes he will be unseated only by death’.55


Somehow there was time to go for long walks. Menzies’ letter to Ken of 5 June 1945 has the nostalgic ending: ‘Some weeks ago we drove through Macedon. It was no good to me; there were too many memories! On your next Leave you must save at least one day when we can walk and talk together again!’ The painful memories were of the weekender, ‘Illira’, purchased in 1929 but destroyed by fire in 1941, in which the family had spent many happy holidays.56 The note of affection is significant. In later life Ken remembered the father of his childhood and adolescence as rather uncaring to his elder son, and made explicit his jealousy of Heather in those days. Perhaps in his wartime letters Menzies was almost unconsciously attempting atonement, or perhaps Ken had misunderstood his father all along?


But, above all, wartime austerity did not still the round of social ceremonies, like weddings, which Menzies always enjoyed. He did his best to share these occasions with his absent son, occasionally to hilarious effect. Nothing better illustrates Menzies’ eye for the incongruously funny than his account of the wedding of Joan Harrison, daughter of his most faithful parliamentary colleague, Eric Harrison, to a naval lieutenant, Donald Stirling Taylor. It was at St Stephen’s Church in Macquarie Street, Sydney, and the wedding breakfast was at the Pickwick Club. The officiating minister was Rev. George Cowie, in his prime years Moderator of the Presbyterian Church in New South Wales. An old friend of Eric Harrison’s, Cowie was a smallish man, with a proud Aberdonian accent. He was ‘much given to violent political views, not entirely hostile to a well-poured whisky and soda, unexpected in what he has to say’. Menzies reported the wedding service as being ‘absolutely unique in my experience’:


The old boy’s notion was that he should sandwich in between the formal portions of the wedding ceremony a series of homilies to the happy couple, all delivered with the greatest informality and to some extent at least for the benefit of the substantial number of people present in the Church. Let me give you a few examples:


He took great joy in pronouncing the bridegroom’s name, which in the true manner he did as if it were ‘Doonald Stairling Taylor’. If he pronounced the name once I am sure he did so a dozen times . . . about the third time he suddenly paused and said, ‘Aye, “Stairling”, that’s a good name. It was at Stairling that we Scots won the Battle of Bannockburn’.


In advising the bride and bridegroom that there were things in life which were of prime importance and which only God could make, he instanced the fresh air and sunlight, interrupting himself, however, sufficiently . . . to make a side remark to the effect that he was a believer in fresh air and that in his opinion a great deal of the illhealth of Sydney was due to ‘air conditioning’. Later on, he looked at the bridegroom and said: ‘Well, Donald Stairling Taylor, you are in the Navy. Let us all hope that in a year the fighting may be over and that we may have peace and’ (with a glance in my direction) ‘new rulers in Australia’. He then went on to say something about the symbolism of the wedding breakfast, the first meal in the married life. This gave him a chance to urge upon the bridegroom and the bride the cultivation of friendly and companionable qualities. I almost rocked from my seat when he then proceeded to say: After all, ye know, Jesus Christ Himself was a companionable man; He liked His cup of tea’.


At long last the Service ended and after this fascinating mixture of religion, ceremonial, politics, bad history, and general observations, we adjourned to the breakfast. There, in introducing myself and then Sir Frederick Stewart, . . . the old man elaborated his beliefs . . . He made no secret of his political views . . . and even ran the risk of a prosecution for heresy in the Councils of the Church by telling some of us that in his opinion the miracle of turning the water into wine might be attributed to the fact that wedding festivals in Palestine lasted for seven days and that by the sixth day the guests had taken so much wine that the host could easily substitute water without being detected!


Such hilarious stories did not, however, dim Menzies’ pride, at this time of national emergency, in the soldier son, somewhere on duty in the war zone, to whom he wrote:


It is, of course, difficult for you to give all the background . . . but I know that whatever task is assigned to you will be done very well indeed. Mr Burrell of Bendigo sent me a copy of your letter to him about his son; it gave him great pleasure. Every account that we get from various quarters shows us how well you stand with the men with whom you are serving. The casualties in the Unit have imposed some further responsibility upon your miraculous Mother who adds to all her duties the self-imposed task of going around to call upon all the relatives affected by the news.
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Hope 1945–1946


WHEN, AS acting Prime Minister, Ben Chifley formally told parliament on 8 May 1945 that the war in Europe was ending, he added a sad note of regret that John Curtin, who had done so much for his country, was too ill to make the announcement himself. Curtin at least knew about this victory, but in the Pacific Japan had still to be defeated. On 4 July Menzies reported:


an air of uncertainty around the Lobbies because, I regret to say, the Prime Minister who has been ill for a long time with some developing heart trouble is this evening reported to be in a dangerous and even desperate condition, so that anything may happen. It will be a real tragedy if, having worked hard . . . during a very critical period in our history he is not spared to see final victory.1


The ‘tragedy’ happened almost at once: early next morning the Prime Minister died in his sleep. That day, leaders in a shocked House of Representatives paid their tributes. ‘Of John Curtin’, said Menzies, ‘I can say, as I believe we all can say, with a full heart, “he was my friend, faithful and just to me”’. Menzies warmly recalled Curtin’s friendship when, as Prime Minister in the early days of the war, he had himself faced daunting challenges. He described Curtin as ‘one who really believed in justice; who saw politics clearly as a conflict of ideas and not as a sordid battle of personal hostilities and ignoble ambitions’.2 Though some might have squirmed at the words, few in the House that day could question Menzies’ sincerity about the dead Prime Minister, or the accuracy of what he said.


The by-election for Curtin’s seat of Fremantle had a special significance for both parliamentary parties. In the election of 1940 Curtin had almost been defeated but in 1943 as wartime Prime Minister he swept the poll, his grateful constituents giving him almost 70 per cent of the vote. For Labor it was something of a sacred trust to hold the seat. On the Liberal side, this was the first by-election the new party faced, to a degree a test of Menzies’ belief that the tide of opinion was turning against the Government. Federal leaders, including Chifley, newly sworn in as Prime Minister, and Menzies, as Opposition leader, appeared at Western Australian meetings in support of their respective candidates. The rivalry of this coming occasion had not prevented a typically pleasant exchange of notes between Menzies and Chifley on the latter’s election, 26 July 1945. In offering his ‘very warm congratulations’ Menzies warned that ‘At the next election I shall, of course, do my best to get rid of you’. But in the meantime, ‘as at all times, I know that our mutual respect and regard will be maintained. The character of the personal relations existing between us has always been a source of great pleasure to me’. Chifley replied that he ‘would not feel that you were doing your duty if you did not do your best to get rid of me’, but added that nevertheless he wished ‘to thank you for the many kindnesses and courtesies which you have extended to me, both in and out of Parliament’.3


K. E. (‘Kim’) Beazley, graduate of the University of Western Australia, Teachers’ College lecturer and organizer of Adult Education, was the Labor candidate. The Liberals chose D. M. Cleland, who had once been on the State Executive of the National Party and more recently was an AIF brigadier, having served in the Middle East and New Guinea. Meeking, Menzies’ press secretary, was given the task of going to Western Australia as organizer and chief of publicity for Cleland’s campaign.


Cleland’s first meeting, Meeking told Menzies, was promising. ‘He was a bit stilted but will improve as the campaign proceeds.’4 Menzies meantime wrote that the members of the parliamentary party had discussed what ought to be the leading questions of policy at the by-election. It was a very early stage of party development. ‘You will understand’, Menzies explained, ‘that until the Standing Committee on Federal Policy has functioned, there can be no presentation of an electoral policy on behalf of the Liberal Party, but I believe that there should be no difficulty about conducting a vigorous by-election campaign on fairly general lines’. Housing, migration, soldiers’ rehabilitation and reduced taxation were major matters which had to be discussed. The Party would favour a policy of fostering employment, but ‘the choice is between full employment in a servile State, i.e. as a result of the maintenance of wartime restrictions, and maximum employment in a free economy’. Here was the distinctive Menzies touch—evident too in the call for extended social services, but on a contributory basis, and in the demand for secret ballots in union affairs and a related denunciation, generally, of communism.5


Initially, Meeking found Cleland ‘a rather humourless cove, but a very pleasant, straight chap’.6 Soon he was telling Menzies that audiences were good and that ‘Cleland and I get on extremely well; he is improving his broadcasting (which was bad at first)’. Meeking planned to go to some of ‘Chif’s’ meetings to see ‘how he goes down with a crowd’, though he expected these meetings would be as ‘emotional and unhostile as all Labor gatherings’.7 He was right about that. Chifley and his fellows waged an ardent campaign: for them it was unthinkable that any but a Labor man should replace Curtin. In the upshot Beazley won with a sound majority, albeit (at 57 per cent of the vote) without matching Curtin’s legendary victory of 1943. Labor’s stocks were high: on the day that the newspapers announced the results of the Fremantle by-election they were able to report that Labor had also won important State by-elections in New South Wales (Blacktown) and Victoria (Prahran).8 The omens seemed at this stage hardly propitious for the coming federal Liberal victory that Menzies had predicted.


A few months earlier Menzies and two others had been appointed by the party’s provisional executive to find a standing chairman for itself, it being understood that the chosen person would in due course become party president. Menzies had originally favoured the appointment of a Victorian, ex-Senator J. A. Spicer,9 but deferred, in the interests of unity, to the insistence of certain Sydney members that someone from New South Wales be looked for first. The position finally went to an engineer and company director, T. M. Ritchie.10 His appointment was announced on 12 April. Soon after, in an address at Moss Vale, Ritchie explained that he had placed his services at the Liberal Party’s disposal because he believed in ‘the propriety of free enterprise’ and because it was a party ‘determined to establish equity for all members of the community’.


Most of the men and women with whom I have come in contact in the Party, since I was appointed to the New South Wales State Provisional Executive some three months ago, are as new to politics as I am, but the same determination to succeed for the good of Australia is everywhere in evidence.11


His reports to the somewhat infrequent meetings of his Provisional Federal executive suggest that from the beginning Ritchie took his job seriously. His earliest coup was to visit Queensland, where he persuaded the hitherto reluctant non-Labor leader, J. B. Chandler, to transform his extra-parliamentary organization into the State branch of the Liberal Party. Ritchie visited party officials in other States, made private addresses to businessmen and generally interested himself in the problem of fundraising for the Party organization. In August 1945 his ideas about the latter activity brought a sharp but very revealing exchange with Menzies, who wrote rebuking Ritchie for a private memorandum he had written to the executive on securing financial assistance from ‘big business’. Menzies had discovered that the memorandum had fallen into the hands of a journalist, fortunately a friendly one. But most journalists, he said, were Labor supporters, and if such memos fell into the wrong hands, that would be ‘quite capable of losing us the next election’. Ritchie replied furiously that the offending item was in the report he had made to the executive at the beginning of June, and had been fully discussed ‘in your presence on more than one occasion’. Yet until now he had received no intimation that Menzies or any of his parliamentary colleagues objected to the statement. ‘It does seem to me’, Ritchie added,


that there is a woeful lack of contact between the Parliamentary representatives and those responsible for promoting the Party . . . You will be interested to recall that during the three months I have acted as Provisional Chairman, my total conversations with you have probably not exceeded two hours duration, and other than meeting Eric Harrison occasionally at State Executive meetings, I have not met any other member of your Parliamentary Party . . . The suggestion that my guide to political opinion is limited to the reactions of my business associates is unfounded, for I have closely identified myself with our branches, and perhaps I might claim to be closer in touch with Public Opinion today than you and some of your colleagues of the Parliamentary Party.


There were various points which he thought ought to be ‘threshed out’ between them in the interests of the party, ‘for I am disturbed at the lack of cohesion evidenced by our present set-up’.12 This cri de coeur would suggest that, perhaps perforce, Menzies had begun in an important sense to fulfil his wish to leave the day-to-day work of organizing the party to others.


He was, however, closely involved in the setting up in October 1945 of the permanent centrepiece of the party organization: its Federal Secretariat. Cleland, the recent candidate at the Fremantle by-election, was chosen as Director, and Eric White, a journalist who had been at the Albury conference and in the succeeding months had arranged some of Menzies’ many broadcasts, became Public Relations Officer.13 These two men visited Canberra at once, meeting with the federal Liberal parliamentarians (1–4 October), then in Sydney formally set up the Secretariat (10–13 October). On Ritchie’s instructions they spent the next month, from 14 October to 16 November, visiting and inspecting the State divisions.


The report they produced was not a particularly happy one. The party, they observed, consisted of six separate entities, each with its own separate problems. The State organizations varied, but overall they were weak and spasmodic as compared to the Labor forces. Except in Victoria, no real publicity or research organization had been set up. There was an incessant demand both within the party ranks and among the people generally for a clear and positive statement of the party’s platform. They did not doubt that there was a growing feeling of dissatisfaction with the Government, but it was a mood which could be capitalised on only if ‘both Federal and State organizations apply themselves assiduously and at once to the problems raised in this report’. Branch development was taking place, but far too slowly. The ultimate aim should be to have a branch or contact group in or about the area of each polling booth, but it was already being found that the biggest difficulty was to keep up interest in such branches as there were. For this reason much of the report was devoted to stressing the importance of public relations, with research to discover what people wanted, how best to shape policy accordingly, and what media—radio, film, newspaper advertising, public meetings—must be used to force the party’s ideas to public attention. A research officer (W. S. Bengtsson) had already been chosen for the Federal Secretariat and the report recommended the appointment of eight other officers.14


A meeting of the Federal Executive, held in Canberra at the end of January 1946, accepted Cleland and White’s report, approved Bengtsson’s appointment, and decided to set up a Research Advisory Committee, ‘consisting of experts in the main branches of political research’. The President, the party’s hon. Federal Treasurer and the Director were decreed as a committee to choose additional secretarial staff and fix their salaries, but other recommendations for developing the party apparatus must wait until after the coming election, lest they absorb too much time and attention. There was one matter, however, which could not wait. The Joint Standing Committee on Federal Policy answered one Cleland-White complaint by producing, at the last session of the meeting, a fully detailed draft policy for the party. As the Standing Committee’s chairman, Menzies pointed out that this document must ultimately be referred to the party Council, but as no early meeting of this Council was in prospect, the Executive should adopt it as a draft platform to enable its publication.15 His eye was naturally on the coming election campaign and the need for the earliest party endorsement of the policy of which he himself had in fact been far and away the principal designer. The Council subsequently endorsed the statement,16 which duly formed the basis of Menzies’ policy speech in August 1946.


By then peace was a year old. In August 1945 the defeat of Japan, which Curtin had, poignantly, not been spared to see, was hastened by Hiroshima and the atomic bomb. There had been rejoicing, great victory parades, and much sad reflection. Bleak though its losses in slaughtered and maimed young men and women had been, Australia was far removed from the overwhelming physical devastation and despair experienced in the war zones. Yet a particular outcome of that suffering—the preliminary chill of the Cold War—did affect Australia almost at once. It has in fact to be said that by early 1946 this was one of the two broad influences which, brooding in the background, did most to shape the great variety of political attitudes in the coming federal contest. The other matter was purely local and seemingly disconnected: industrial restiveness as the war emergency ended. Ingeniously, however, some observers managed to connect the two.


The opening stage of the Cold War developed primarily out of the Yalta and Potsdam agreements about spheres of influence in what was seen as the necessary Allied policing and de-Nazifying of a defeated Germany. As an ostensible element in this process the Russians set up a series of satellite governments in much of the East European territory occupied in their drive to the gates of Berlin. The first such government, in Lublin, was nominally formed by ‘the Polish Committee of National Liberation’, the USSR rejecting as illegitimate the London-based Polish government-in-exile which had been formed during the war. The Lublin regime, it was promised, would at an early stage be tested by ‘free and unfettered’ elections. It never was, nor were other ‘peoples’ democracies’ set up in areas under Red Army control: in Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary. At a relatively early stage, Winston Churchill denounced the formation of this de facto Soviet empire with his celebrated mot about the Russians ringing down an iron curtain across Europe from the Baltic to the Adriatic. Already it was evident that a kind of East-West frontier would run through Germany, and that the division between Soviet and Western authorities of the government of Berlin, itself completely isolated in Russian-held territory, was bound to be a source of tension.


Churchill’s anti-Russian prejudice made it inevitable that he should take the worst view of what was happening. His vehemence and the wisdom of hindsight should not, however, obscure the fact that this time of transition in affairs puzzled as well as frightened many other observers. We now know that Western intelligence was then in a very crude and formative state, unable to give even officials hard evidence on Russian intentions or why, in detail, it was that Stalin should manifestly turn away from coexistence dogmas of wartime co-operation.17 Much Western ‘explanation’ was thus for a time guesswork, in which preconceptions of many kinds played the major part. This was the more so in Australia, where expertise on foreign affairs was at the time scarcely abundant.


Churchill made his ‘iron curtain’ speech at Fulton, Missouri, on 5 March 1946. It echoed round the world, coming to Australia just as election propaganda was gearing up. Fortuitously, then, it produced at a critical moment a powerful image for the politically-minded to conjure with. And as if to underline its more sinister implications, the Canadians announced only a few weeks later that, thanks to the defection of Gouzenko, an official in the Russian embassy, a Soviet spy ring had been uncovered in their country. Then, as an additional reminder of apparently declining trust between the former allies, the scientist Nunn May, an expert working on Britain’s atomic bomb project at Harwell, was imprisoned for passing secrets to the Russians.


On the matter of industrial unrest in Australia, the most illuminating recent scholarship has been that of Tom Sheridan, who traces in detail the bottled-up expectations of a labour force which had by and large put up doggedly with shortages, pegged wages and long working hours during the wartime emergency. Sheridan notes that the restraint and discipline of the workforce was all the more remarkable when one recalls the industrial suspicion and bitterness of the pre-war period. But those earlier experiences had by no means been forgotten. And as peace approached, ‘the workforce turned eagerly to its considerable backlog of industrial claims. The presentation of its bill set in motion the major campaigns in postwar industrial relations’.18 The ‘Opening salvos’ were a serious 1945 steelworkers’ strike in New South Wales and, in Queensland, a meat-workers’ stoppage that ran well into 1946. A crucial issue behind both disputes was the assertion by management of its prerogative to use staff and direct immediate output as and how it wished. Among workers, there was a widespread belief that employers were preparing to mount a general offensive on unionism. This was the fundamental ground on which other unionists, most notably coal-miners and wharf labourers, provided intermittent support to the main strikers. Tensions in the coalfields and on the wharves were in any case endemic, and notoriously bad working conditions had been made worse by inevitable wartime neglect of machinery and other equipment. Industrial unsettlement brought intermittent stoppages, which opponents of the unions blamed for chronic shortages of coal and periodic transport crises. Government industrial policy meanwhile exacerbated the simmering discontent. Chifley was acutely aware of the dangers of runaway inflation in a post-war community in which much pent-up purchasing power must coexist with great shortages of goods. As Treasurer and Prime Minister he accordingly evinced a steely resolve to see that wartime wage-pegging and the 45-hour working week (as against the unions’ desire to return to the 40-hour week) were continued as long as possible.


The Labour Movement generally was well aware that in an election year industrial action which caused community discomfort must damage the Government’s prospects at the hustings.19 Accordingly, despite simmering discontent, the majority of unions showed restraint before the election of September 1946. But shortages, particularly of coal, persisted. The key fuel in those days for domestic, transport and industrial purposes, coal was intermittently brought painfully into the limelight through gas and electricity rationing, especially in Victoria. It was conventional for conservative politicians and press to blame the Coalminers’ Federation for current ills, stressing particularly the well-known fact that its effective leadership was largely in the hands of communist officials. In fact, before the war ended, these officials, concerned to secure maximum production to support a war effort calculated to assist the Soviets in their desperate struggle against Nazi Germany, had ‘fought to keep the miners at work’.


Reports of the central executive began to sound like the exhortations of the daily press to the miners to produce more coal. The general president, H. Wells, listed days lost because of strikes, tonnages lost by trivial disputes, and made critical analyses of absenteeism. The president harangued, cajoled, and threatened those recalcitrant members who stopped work contrary to Federation policy.20


Clearly, it could scarcely be said at that stage that Federation officials simply ‘controlled’ the miners’ actions. After the war ended and the survival of the Soviets was assured, they were to evince less anxiety to curb the shenanigans of the rank and file. Local industrial issues again took centre stage. The generally arcane internal politics of the union world make easy generalization impossible, but most historians of the Labour Movement do conclude that it was rather on bread-and-butter issues than on their revolutionary or even radical proclivities that communist officials were elected and trusted by ordinary unionists. Communists’ dedication, energy and attention to detail made them natural conductors of union affairs, though within the Communist Party itself so-called ‘economism’, prime attention to ameliorating wages and working conditions, was sometimes deplored and always debated vigorously. Sheridan and others draw attention to instances where rank-and-file impatience, combined with the culture of restiveness—the breath of life in socially isolated working communities—pushed communist officials into radical action, so that to maintain their auctoritas they sometimes had to follow, rather than lead, what one of them once called a ‘blind strike psychology’.21 So what was evidently true during the war was in many ways still the case after war’s end: communist officials’ ‘control’ of the unions in which they were admired and entrenched was scarcely as solid as most of the anti-communist propaganda of the day asserted.


Several general observations about interpreting events in this period, made by Tom Sheridan when discussing the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) in the mid to late 1940s, need to be noted at this point.22 The first is what he calls ‘the hallucinatory effect of CPA affiliation with overseas parties operating in real centres of political gravity’.


Revelations of the horrors of Stalinism lay in the future. In the late 1940s underprivileged people all over the world were turning to communism in large numbers. Backed by Soviet realpolitik it was marching to power in large sections of the globe. Australian communists felt themselves to be an integral part of this seemingly unstoppable wave of the future—and they felt this much more intensely than outsiders could ever imagine.


When this faith was combined with a tendency to assume that any policy supported by the CPA was ‘its property alone’ it was easy to go on and believe that any organization or individual also supporting that policy was under CPA control, ‘i.e., no industrial militancy, left-wing idealism or motivation existed independently of the CPA’. And hence, especially in the torrid industrial years after the 1946 election, CPA leaders often claimed—and believed—that they were the vanguard in the workers’ struggle. Usually it was as much—if not more—the case that they were following and giving a political interpretation to the pragmatic activism of industrially-motivated unionists whom they served. As a further refinement Sheridan also suggests that many communist leaders’ sense of reality ‘was further warped by the unremitting propaganda of their domestic opponents’. Especially after late 1945 these opponents, both within and outside the Labour Movement, in depicting supposed communist power in extreme terms, both in industrial matters and on the wider international scale, could only have had an insidious effect on communist leaders’ conception of themselves.


In addition to all this, what was in effect a quite new question—Australia’s relations to one of her neighbours in the days when the fire of decolonization was taking hold—welled up to illustrate, among other things, the ease with which communist ‘control’ could at once be alleged and wondered about. In August 1945, two days after Japan’s unconditional surrender, the nationalist leaders, Bung Sukarno and Mohammad Hatta, proclaimed at Batavia (Jakarta) the independence of Indonesia. That the Dutch should resume control of this, their former colonial possession, had been the official Allied assumption. But the Japanese incited and trained Indonesian elements to resist a Dutch return, and early British operations to disarm Japanese troops and restore order had limited success. As Dutch elements trickled back a complicated and intermittent war of independence developed. The official policy of the Chifley Government was one of non-intervention. However, Indonesian nationalists in Australia (mostly political exiles from Dutch New Guinea) formed in Brisbane a Committee of Indonesian Independence, and at the beginning of September called on all Indonesians in Australia to oppose the reimposition of ‘undemocratic and ruthless Dutch rule over the peoples of Indonesia’. Indonesian merchant seamen in response walked off Dutch ships being loaded with supplies for the Netherlands East Indies in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne. Within a week they were supported by the Australian Waterside Workers’ Federation which imposed a black ban on all Dutch shipping at Australian ports.


This action embarrassed the Government, the more especially since the watersiders were led by communist officials and quickly had the support of the Seamen’s Union, with which communist leadership was also traditionally associated. The Australian Communist Party itself formally declared its support for Indonesian independence: ‘A fettered Indonesia in the Near North carries a constant threat of political and economic instability for Australian trade and foreign policy’. The boycott of a wartime ally was condemned in the press and Menzies led a political clamour against what he depicted as an arrogant communist takeover, from the country’s legitimate Government, of a crucial aspect of foreign policy. Chifley insisted on caution, reaffirmed the Government’s support for retaining Dutch sovereignty, but expressed guarded sympathy for Indonesian hopes and sought to defuse the anti-communist storm that the affair aroused.


On 5 March 1946, when federal parliament resumed after its summer break, Menzies moved censure on the Government, his main attack being on the latter’s failure to take decisive action to release much-needed supplies ‘for thousands of whites and Eurasians who had been in the hands of the Japanese’. Delicate negotiations, at present going on between Dutch and Indonesian leaders, should not be disturbed by ‘blundering diplomacy—allowing our relations with these countries to be handled by ‘an irresponsible group of entirely uninformed people on the waterfront’.23 Chifley deplored Menzies’ action in bringing Indonesia into the House for the benefit of party propaganda. But anyway, as he had the numbers, the motion was something of a charade: as the Age said, most people saw it simply as ‘part of the tactical preparations for the coming of the federal election’. For Menzies, however, it was made something more than that by Churchill’s ‘iron curtain’ speech delivered, by coincidence, on the very day on which in parliament this protest against union interference in Australian diplomacy was being made.


At the beginning of May 1946 Menzies told a conference of the Liberal Party’s federal executive that the coming election would ‘determine the future of Australia’, and hammered again his basic argument that the key to the future was production. He quoted Labor leaders appealing to unionists to desist from strikes because strikes would lose votes, acidly noting that at the same time they said little about the need to foster ‘that prosperity which could produce higher standards of living’. Labor’s ‘poisonous talk’ about the fear of depression was sadly backward-looking. What mattered today was pent-up demand, the meeting of which was in everybody’s interest. That process could engender general prosperity and full employment, provided it was not impeded by political strikes.24 Though simplistic, given the economic and industrial complexities of the time, this idea was at the heart of Menzies’ message and, on such evidence as personal letters at this time to his son and others, it was sincerely held. His great strength as a politician was the skill with which he could present such ideas: lucidity went with simplicity, and worked, as much as anything, because the ideas were uncluttered in his own mind.


In the repetition of his simple message, Menzies was tireless. For many months he gave relaxed weekly radio broadcasts to press his views on economic progress and to warn against the dangers of communism.25 And as early as the first weeks in May he launched with gusto into what in effect was an early beginning to the election campaign. He made a trip to Western Australia to confer with executive leaders of the party there, and in Perth chartered a plane to visit regional centres. Travelling 6000 miles, he subsequently addressed twenty meetings, determined to strike an early blow for the capture of three of the five seats then held in the State by federal Labor.26 A barnstorming trip in Tasmania followed, and in an address to the Victorian State Council of his party a few weeks later Menzies, reporting enthusiastically on his reception in Western Australia, called for ‘optimism and cheer’. Propitious omens, he said, had also appeared in recent State and federal by-elections: the Opposition parties could happily face the coming election in the hope of a victory similar to that won in 1931.27


One by-election result was undoubtedly of special pleasure to him: the winning at the beginning of April of the Henty seat, by Jo Gullett. Gullett, a notable war hero,28 was the son of Menzies’ close friend and colleague Henry Gullett, one of three members of his ministry who had been killed in a terrible Canberra air crash of 1940.29 To win Henty was at first sight a significant achievement for the Liberals, especially since Menzies had taken a very prominent part in Gullett’s campaign. A. W. Coles, the retiring member, was an independent,30 who had six years before wrested the seat from Labor. But Gullett in fact achieved only a modest majority, in what was seen to have become over time a clearly non-Labor seat. The Age agreed that, given ‘the well-remembered political services of Mr Gullett’s father’, no-one could begrudge the son his success. All the same, ‘Liberal managers would be super-optimists if they saw ground for elation or vindication of their claim that the tide is running strongly against Labor’.31


Menzies’ almost frenetic early pre-election work did much to mask lingering uncertainties about whether he had been accepted fully as leader of the party whose chief creator he had actually been. It was generally agreed that, of the few possible rivals, R. G. Casey was potentially the most able. Wealthy and patrician, Casey had been Menzies’ colleague in the Lyons Governments of the 1930s. Their relationship had not always been relaxed, a fact which Casey later explained privately to his (and Menzies’) confidant Owen Dixon by claiming that he had in 1935, in high moral indignation, rejected a secret proposal from Menzies that they should combine to overthrow Lyons, whose ineptitudes in cabinet they both deplored.32 In 1939 Casey had been one of the conspirators who, on the death of Lyons, had tried to lure the prime minister of the 1920s, S. M. Bruce, back from Britain to forestall Menzies’ election to the position. Among those in the know, it was understood that Casey, himself an influential member of the Melbourne Club, in so acting was abetting a Melbourne social élite which on various grounds thought of Menzies as not being quite ‘top drawer’.33 After the move failed, Casey accepted from Menzies in 1940 appointment as Australia’s first ambassador to the United States. The often-touted legend that Menzies thus schemed to maintain his position by removing a threatening rival from the local political scene is very doubtful.34 Subsequently, with two British appointments as wartime minister in the Middle East, and then Governor of Bengal, Casey remained abroad until 1946. But in certain quarters, particularly in Victoria, he was not forgotten. In February 1945, for example, in a special supplement, the Argus sketched out what it called the ‘Portrait of a Lost Leader’. Its subject, Casey, ‘is still the political hope of many Australians’; their wish being that he should lay aside ‘the cares of Empire and return to the great task of leading his own people to the political promised land’. Menzies had ‘rallied and restored’ the Liberal Party, being its Moses who had brought together those wandering in the political wilderness.


But it was not Moses, but Joshua the warrior, who led the Children of Israel to Canaan, and Mr Casey approximates more to Joshua in the Australian Liberal political scene than anyone at present on the political horizon.


To clinch it, the article was illustrated by an elegant portrait of Casey, by the famous British photographer Cecil Beaton.35


Towards the end of 1945, especially after he had announced his resignation from the Bengal governorship, it was widely assumed that Casey would re-enter Australian politics. A few friends, who thought Menzies’ leadership of the Opposition ‘lamentably weak’, wrote to tell Casey that the 1946 election could be won only if someone of his experience took over.36 But he was non-committal when local party branches offered him preselection in two electorates and, leaving Bengal early in 1946, he came home in leisurely and somewhat self-indulgent fashion. By April, when he arrived, preselection discussions were in full swing or, in some cases, over. Amid much press speculation about his motives, Casey turned down the offer of the chance to contest two seats, Corio and Ballarat. He accepted when the selected candidate for a third seat, Lilley in Queensland, offered to stand down in his favour, only to be foiled when the relevant party organization refused to allow the originally chosen candidate to stand aside. In the upshot Casey contested no seat. But he worked vigorously for the party once the election campaign got under way.


Menzies appears to have had good-natured discussions with Casey and party officials in the search for a seat for the ‘Bengal Tiger’, as the press, with varying degrees of irony, was now calling the returned governor. But some of Menzies’ most faithful followers saw sinister implications in the happenings of these weeks. Late in June Meeking, for example, warned his master of ‘rumours that Casey is to be brought out somewhere as a last-minute evangelist’.37 F. H. Wright, longtime leading member of the insurance industry and of the Melbourne Chamber of Commerce, and close political friend and admirer of Menzies, registered great alarm when he heard in mid July that one Queensland Liberal candidate, Geoffrey Ward, had offered to stand aside for Casey. Ward, manager of a transport company, was a good friend of Wright’s, and the latter wrote appealing to him to stay in the contest: an ex-governor of Bengal, he said, could scarcely attract the swinging votes of working men. But what mattered most was the inwardness of the move. ‘There can be no doubt whatever that a certain section, and a rather powerful section, led by the old “die-hards” has been hard at work trying to groom Casey to challenge Menzies for the Leadership.’ In the light of such intrigue, how could Menzies give of his best ‘when, God knows, we want to get every ounce out of him? Even those who are fighting him will always agree that Menzies is our No. 1 fighter’.38 But in fact, if he was amenable to the idea of challenging Menzies, Casey showed political ineptitude in a variety of ways, not least in his lateness and vagueness about securing selection for a seat. These were examples of what his biographer, W. J. Hudson, repeatedly shows to have been political characteristics in Casey: naivete and a lack of ruthlessness. He was no match for a hard-fighting master-tactician who, despite his frankly acknowledged unpopularity in some quarters, had still been at the centre of political life over the years, in the first half of the 1940s, that Casey had been away.


In his June note to warn Menzies of the danger of Casey as ‘a last-minute evangelist’, Meeking also urged Menzies to counter by making ‘some sort of rallying call to the people of Australia’. He offered no idea of what, precisely, he had in mind. But his desire that Menzies should positively assert his qualities as leader went beyond mere intra-party rivalries. An important aspect of Labor’s propaganda was stress on the leadership Curtin and Chifley had given the nation in its darkest hours. The less correct corollary was that Menzies had failed the test of wartime leadership and had nothing to offer now. Public relations people within the Liberal Party, like Meeking and Eric White, saw it as a key to the Party’s success that Menzies’ image in the electorate be consciously built up. Of the frequent occasions on which this idea became explicit, none was more important than at two ‘conventions’ which Menzies and the Party organizers held at Bundanoon in June and August 1946, for preselected Liberal candidates who would face the election in New South Wales, where the non-Labor parties had been decimated in 1943. The press jocularly depicted these meetings as occasions on which Menzies would induct Liberal hopefuls into ‘the art of winning friends and influencing people’.39 They were that, but much more: long sessions during which, in an informal but notably professional way, Menzies answered questions, gave practical campaign advice, and honed his own ideas. At the end of the second convention, Party president Ritchie declared that the thirty or forty people at the conference had a reply to Labor’s attack on Menzies as a person. They had witnessed him sitting all day from 10 a.m., answering a wide range of questions. ‘Today you have received the answer to the whispering campaign, “What about Menzies?” . . . Our best line of defence is attack. Let us take Mr. Menzies to the elector . . . You have had a wonderful demonstration today, and Mr. Menzies has stood up to it well. Let us go out and sell him!’40


Ritchie naturally made the most of the occasion, though it seems unlikely that his audience disagreed. Meeking, as it happened, kept in shorthand an almost word-for-word account of proceedings at the second convention. ‘As leader of the Party’, Menzies said at the end, ‘I have had very great assistance from both conferences in the clearing of my mind and the actual formation of policy. There has been keenness and enthusiasm and a wide range of experience. I go away from this conference feeling extremely confident of the prospects of this State’. Meeking’s record suggests that this was not merely a ritualistic statement: rapport had been high and Menzies indeed gained personally from the experience. On their side, the chosen candidates had first-hand contact with an old stager, the record of whose down-to-earth advice tells us much about the day to day aspects of the politics of success, at least as he saw them.


The conferences were not organized to debate so much as to explicate policy. Menzies displayed an easy mastery of the issues which he had decided would be most at stake in the coming election, responding to a continuous barrage of questions by translating his ideas into simple, readily understandable arguments. As he saw it, the core of the party’s position was to free up individual initiative to achieve economic growth. That meant reducing taxation and government expenditure, and a loosening of government controls. The real difference between Liberals and Labor was that, while the latter liked to think that controls generated by the wartime emergency might become more or less permanent, the former wanted them in the end to be drastically modified. ‘If we make up our minds that over the next few years these controls are coming off, don’t you understand that this means that some departments will go out of existence? When rationing ceases, the whole rationing staff goes; when price control ceases, the whole organization of the Prices Commission goes.’ But this did not mean that Labor propaganda which depicted the Liberals wanting to abolish immediately such controls as wage-pegging or price-fixing was correct, even honest. Commonwealth power over wages and prices derived from the National Security Act, his own creation, which was due to expire at the end of 1946. If the Liberals won the election they would legislate to maintain wage-pegging, price-fixing and investment control over a transitional period. Productive expansion would not come overnight; these basic controls must remain until it did.


He warned at the same time against ever answering opponents’ demands for a list of proposed economies: ‘don’t fall for that one! That is the oldest thing in the world. People in government always ask what items the people in opposition are going to cross out. Nobody who is not in charge of departments can answer that question at all’. But everybody who has been in charge of departments knows very well that once in power a government that means business can find unexpected ways of making economies. As for taxation reduction, Menzies was frankly, even ruthlessly, against relief for lower income earners: the Liberals’ principle should be to take ‘a shave off all over’. The great volume of tax revenue, he said, came from incomes of under £500 a year, and Australia already had a steeply graduated scale. ‘We must not get carried away by an idea that by various devices of policy we will attract numbers of Labour voters away from their allegiance.’ Besides,


We have to get out of our systems this cock-eyed idea in Australia that there is some crime involved in a man earning a large income. We write articles about brilliant men who go abroad, but we are a country which almost violently gives notice to quit to the man earning a large income. Very few people earn large incomes without doing at the same time a very great service to the community.


But as Liberals, he added, ‘we do not pause there’. It had to be recognized that certain special cases required special consideration. In the case of the family man, for instance, while the rate of tax was not to be altered, rebates and deductions should be promised to give better allowances for children, and to help with medical and educational expenses.


There was extended discussion of other substantial matters, like industrial relations and the problem of coal production. In these and similar connections Menzies was at pains to remind his troops that ‘from a Commonwealth election point of view we have to confine our attention to things we can do’: it was of crucial importance not to be tempted into unthinking promises about matters within State jurisdictions. Beside that, they had to remember that what was coming was an election that would end on polling day, not a long set of philosophical speculations that would go on and on. As an instance he referred to the coal industry’s problems, to which Justice Davidson, of the New South Wales Supreme Court, had devoted ‘years of close study’, and on which he had just produced a report ‘containing a vast number of comments and recommendations.41 It would be a great mistake to endeavour to think of new ones, whatever the immediate attractions may seem’. A federal Liberal Government would need to stress that, though its powers were limited, it was prepared to ‘co-operate to the fullest extent with the State government’ to implement more of the Davidson Report than the current Government believed possible. All the time, at the heart of Menzies’ message was the need for simplicity in campaigning. There were, naturally, matters of fundamental principle to be attended to, but numbers had to be won, and candidates must have a clear-eyed understanding of how, in the real world, voters were to be wooed:


One of the real dangers of every new candidate is that he tends to get himself mixed up in far too many details, too many different items of policy. We have all been through it. Someone says, ‘my vote will depend on what you say on so and so’, and you wonder what you are going to do about it. Nine times out of ten that cove will vote against you anyhow. Actually, you win or lose the election on a limited few major matters. A few matters are at the heart of your campaign, and if you talk about these your audience will think about them, and most of your questions will have relation to them. But if you try to fill up your policy with a myriad of little instances and smaller matters on which the honest answer would be, ‘I quite sympathise, but relatively speaking, it is a matter of detail. If we can get these other things straight we will have no difficulty in coping with that problem’, you will let the fellow down the street take charge of your campaign, and you will be like the fellow who mounted his horse and galloped off madly in all directions.
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