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Abstract

This dissertation is a comprehensive evaluation of the Askin Government from
1965-1975. The thesis of the dissertation is that Askin’s contribution as leader
was crucial to the electoral success and longevity of the Liberal Country Party
Coalition Government. As the study progressed it became clear that Askin’s
leadership was underpinned by his temperament and tactics. It is illustrated
that Askin’s successful leadership was based on his adherence to the proven
political tactics often attributed to Machiavelli. His temperament also assisted
his leadership aspirations and this is explained by using David Kersey’s

Temperament Sorter as a framework.

The discrepancy between the body of political history in NSW on Labor
governments and Liberal governments is addressed. There are two significant
novelties presented in this dissertation. This is the first substantial study of
Askin’s leadership and the coalition government. After Askin’s death in 1981
his Premiership was shrouded in corruption allegations that took on mythical
proportions and became received wisdom. The corruption myth is dispelled by

demonstrating that it was founded on unsubstantiated allegations.
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Introduction

This dissertation is a history of the Askin Government from 1965 to 1975. In
comparison to Labor history, there has been little written about the Liberal
Party (LP) and in particular the Askin government. Apart from Norman
Abjorensen’s thesis, “Leadership in the Liberal Party: Bolte, Askin and the
Post-War ascendancy”, which deals with the Askin government in the context
of the LP and its ascent to power, historians have neglected to undertake a
comprehensive study of this important period in New South Wales (NSW)
political history. The aim of this dissertation is to fill this void and add to the

body of literature available on this history of NSW politics.

In May 1965 Robin William Askin, who in 1973 became Sir Robert
Askin, was elected Premier of NSW. He led the Liberal-Country Party
Coalition until he chose to retire in 1975. The Liberals had languished in
opposition for 24 years and it appeared that they were doomed to become a
“permanent opposition” party.! This was an extraordinary period in NSW
politics for the LP. Askin holds the record as the longest serving NSW Liberal
Premier.? Along with Sir Robert Menzies, the former Australian Prime Minister,
and the Victorian Premier, Sir Henry Bolte, Askin is one of the few politicians
to exit from the leadership of a Liberal Government at the time of his own
choosing. However, soon after Askin’s resignation the Liberals returned to
the opposition benches until 1988. Before the O’Farrell Government was
elected in 2011 the Liberal Party had held office in NSW for only 18 years
since the end of the Second World War.

The Askin Government was elected during a fascinating and unique era in
Australian history. Donald Horne encapsulates this period of Australian history
in his book A Time of Hope 1966-72. The idea of this dissertation is to revisit

this period through the prism of the Askin Government. When Askin won

' Norman Abjorensen, “Leadership in the Liberal Party: Bolte, Askin and the Post-War Ascendancy”,
PhD thesis, December 2004, p.19.

% lan Hancock, ‘Askin, Robin (later Sir Robert)’, The Premiers of New South Wales 1856-2005, Volume
2, 1901-2005, David Clune and Ken Turner (eds.), Sydney, 2006, p.347.
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government, the post-war boom was in full swing, and it had precipitated the
emergence of an aspirational middle class and working class that came to
expect improved living standards, education and housing. Under Askin’s
watch the baby boomers were coming of age and they were making their
presence felt in the form of the women’s movement, peace and anti-nuclear
movements, pro-abortion groups, anti-Vietham war protests and anti-
apartheid protests against the South African government. In this highly
charged protest environment, Askin’s government became out of touch with
the voters and this almost cost it the 1971 election. However by 1973, the
boom was over and the phenomenon of stagflation had begun to affect the
economy. The social attitudes of Australians had shifted but their main
concerns were job security, their homes and their family.® Askin regained his
grip on the electorate, called an early election in 1973, and was returned with
a comfortable majority. The historiography of the Askin Government has so
far consisted of an overview. It has been examined in the context of the
division of the NSW Liberal Party and the mechanics of the Legislative
Assembly. Askin’s leadership has been analysed in the setting of the post-

war dominance of the LP.

In Chapter 19 of The Premiers of New South Wales 1856-2005,
Volume 2, 1901-2005, lan Hancock provides an account of Askin from his
birth on 14 April 1907 through to his death on 9 September 1981. He deals
with his youth, his trajectory to the leadership of the Coalition and his
premiership. Hancock’s work provides an informative overview, but it does not
place Askin in the context of the significant changes that took place around
him prior to his election to parliament. While this dissertation is not a historical
biography, it does contextualise Askin’s formative years in the various periods
of Australian history in order to understand his character and temperament. It
seeks to address a gap in the literature by examining Askin’s management

and political leadership.

In Chapter 4 of lan Hancock’s The Liberals:

% Donald Horne, Time of hope : Australia, 1966-72, Sydney 1980, p.174.
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A History of the NSW Division of the Liberal Party of Australia 1945-
2000, which deals with the period of the Askin Government, Hancock credits
John Carrick, the General Secretary of the NSW division of the LP from 1948-
71, as the orchestrator and inspiration behind the success of the LP in NSW.
Carrick claimed in 1969 that he “now had proof that NSW was really a Liberal

state”.*

However, after Askin’s exit from the Premiership, the Liberals
languished in opposition until 1988. Hancock acknowledges that Askin was a
consummate politician but he views Askin as myopic in his support of the
State at the peril of the Liberal federal Government. In doing so, he fails to
appreciate Askin’s political modus operandi. To provide a deeper insight into
this approach, Askin’s successful leadership style is analysed in the context of

his temperament and political tactics.

It is important to understand Askin’s art of politics in order to gain a
balanced view of his government. David Clune and Gareth Giriffith’s Decision
and Deliberation deals with the NSW Parliament from 1856 to 2003. Chapter
6 evaluates the parliament from 1965 to 1976 and gives an overview of
Askin’s manner in the Legislative Assembly. It provides an insight into the
mechanics of the NSW Parliament and presents a negative viewpoint of one
aspect of the Askin Government’s contribution to NSW politics. Specifically,
the authors argue that the Askin Government conceived the purpose and
agenda of the Assembly in terms of a narrow and partisan Executive
Legislature grounded in a culture of winner takes all. Clune and Griffith claim
that policy and reform rated low on Askin’s agenda. They support this claim by
identifying the new social and political issues of the 1970s and highlight
Askin’s inability to deal with this challenge. The authors concede that the
Askin Government did make a “useful, if modest” contribution by
implementing changes to the standing orders.® As historians of parliament,
Clune and Giriffith are especially concerned with the Askin Government’s
influence on that institution. By contrast, this dissertation presents a

*lan Hancock, The Liberals: A History of the NSW Division of the Liberal Party of Australia 1945-2000,
Sydney, The Federation Press, 2007, p.117.

® David Clune and Gareth Griffith, Decision and Deliberation: The Parliament of New South Wales 1856-
2003, Sydney, 2006, p.437.
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comprehensive survey of the Askin Government’s policies and reforms to
ascertain the legacy of the Government.

In his PhD thesis, “Leadership in the Liberal Party”, which preceded his
book Leadership and the Liberal Revival - Bolte, Askin and the Post- war
Ascendancy, Norman Abjorensen examines the path to power of Henry Bolte,
the Premier of Victoria, and Robert Askin, the Premier of NSW, in the context
of the post-war ascendancy of the LP.® The main argument of his thesis is
that both men were atypical of Liberal leaders of the day and it was their
atypicality which led to their unprecedented success.” Abjorensen points out
that Askin and Bolte identified with a very male-dominated view of the
“‘common man and woman” voter. They drank in public bars, went to the
football and cricket, bet on the races, spoke in a direct way without affectation
and never forgot where they came from even after obtaining high office. Their
“ordinariness was itself a most eloquent and powerful statement about the
Australian egalitarian ideal” which emerged in the post-war years.®
Abjorensen uses the idea of “dinkumness” to explain Askin and Bolte’s appeal
to the electorate. Dinkum is defined in the Macquarie Dictionary as an
assertion of truth or genuineness. This is expanded to include a form of
communication. It does not only matter what was said but how it was said.
Abjorensen argues that the members of the LP had to become more dinkum
before they would appeal to the common voter who was dinkum. It is
noteworthy that Menzies achieved stellar success without embracing
Abjorensen’s notion of dinkumness. Abjorensen argues that the qualities that
Askin gained as an non-commissioned officer were translated into his
approach to political leadership. Yet, while the notion of dinkumness and the
NCO theory are of interest, they are not ultimately satisfactory in providing an
adequate understanding of Askin’s leadership. This dissertation instead
examines how Askin’s temperament and political tactics combined to form a

modus operandi that underpinned his success as a political leader.

® Abjorensen, “Leadership in the Liberal Party”, p.20.
7 ibid, p.23.
8 ibid, p.87.
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In Hancock’s The Liberals, there is too much credence given to the
(untested) corruption allegations and Askin appears to be presented as an
indelible blot on LP history. The allegations and innuendo regarding Askin’s
corruption began after his death on 9 September 1981 when an expose was
published by a young journalist, David Hickie, who claimed that Askin was the
patron of organised crime in Sydney. This was immortalised in Hickie’s book
The Prince and the Premier published in 1985. This dissertation brings
together for the first time a comprehensive examination of the evidence
available and interviews with the key protagonists. The objective is to arrive at
a scholarly conclusion and to determine to what extent Askin deserves the
shadow of these allegations to hang over his government and career.

This dissertation gives a detailed, chronological account and analysis
of this period. It includes Askin’s formative years, his trajectory to the
leadership of the LP, and the four terms of government. While the focus is
primarily on the Askin Government, | have aimed to craft a more rounded
picture by examining the government in the broader context of the political,
social and economic changes of the time.

The principal argument of this dissertation is that, Askin’s contribution
as leader was crucial to the electoral success and longevity of the Liberal-
Country Party Coalition government. While it is a history of the Askin
Government, Askin is positioned on centre stage. His art of politics and
modus operandi, which transcended any one ideology, will be identified as

fundamental to the success of the LP at that time.

In examining Askin’s leadership, this dissertation does not set out to
construct or test any new theories of political science and human behaviour.
Instead, as political history, it relies on accepted perspectives on the tactics
and temperament of successful leaders as a background for analysis. The
legitimacy of these perspectives is defended below. In conjunction with these
perspectives, oral history is applied as a valid source as it is seen as having

the same status as written sources of evidence.
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In relation to political science and human behaviour, there is a school
of political psychology which is useful in the explanation of political behaviour
in biographies. This is exemplified in the scholarship of Alan Davies, Graham
Little, James Walter and Judith Brett. Davies was the pioneer of political
psychology in Australia and his theory was founded on the four tenets:
childhood, outlook, career, and style of work. Davies reached this conclusion
after studying the lives of former prime ministers including Chifley and Bruce.®
Judith Brett, a former student of Davies, employed “psychoanalytic theory to
interpret the interplay between language and experience in Menzies’ political
life.” Brett developed an interpretation between Menzies’ public persona and
his personal life. This was achieved by interconnecting his Australian Liberal

ideology and the deep-rooted themes of his own psychology and story. ™

As the research progressed on Askin’s leadership it became clear that
his leadership was rooted in his temperament and tactics without the need to
delve into his psychology. As Askin’s story and that of the Government is
told, it is demonstrated that his successful leadership exemplifies his acutely
developed sense of political tactics. The importance of political tactics has
been explored by many political scientists. For example, Joel Bateman has
pioneered the analysis of Machiavelli’s principles in a contemporary Australian
political context. His PhD thesis, “The Loss of Leadership: Machiavelli and the
Australian Prime Ministers” examines political leadership and specifically the
path to failure in leadership. Bateman’s work has broken new ground with this
approach and he has written papers on this topic including “lgnoring
Machiavelli’s Advice: The Case of Bob Hawke”. In his analysis, which focuses
on Australian Prime Ministers, Bateman argues that the success of a leader
lies in his use of Machiavelli’s political tactics and that the absence of these

tactics explains why “of the twenty-nine terms of prime ministership to

® Walter, J. and P. ‘t Hart (2009), ‘Political Psychology’, draft chapter for The Australian Study of Politics,
R. A. W. Rhodes (ed.), accessed at http://politicsir.cass.anu.edu.au/staff/hart/pubs on 1 April 2013,
p.10,13.

1% Judith Brett, Robert Menzies’ Forgotten People, Melbourne, 2007, p.7.
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conclude to date, only Robert Menzies retired of his own will.”"" This is equally
pertinent to NSW.

As can be seen in the following table, all the NSW Premiers between

the depression and Askin’s premiership, with the exception of William McKell,

did not exit on their own terms.

Government Premier Term of Service Exit from Premiership
Labor LANG, John Thomas 17.6.1925 - 18.10.1927 Lost to UAP/CP

UAP/CP BAVIN, Thomas 18.10.1927 - 3.11.1930 Lost to Labor

Labor LANG, John 4,11.1930-13.5.1932 Dismissed by Governor
UAP/CP STEVENS, Bertram 16.5.1932 - 5.8.1939 Disposed of by his party
UAP/CP MAIR, Alexander 5.8.1939 - 16.5.1941 Lost to Labor

Labor MCcKELL, William 16.5.1941 - 6.2.1947 Resigned to serve as Governor-General
Labor MCcGIRR, James 6.2.1947 - 2.4.1952 Disposed of by his party
Labor CAHILL, John Joseph 3.4.1952 - 22.10.1959 Died in office

Labor HEFFRON, Robert 28.10.1959 - 30.4.1964 Disposed of by his party
Labor RENSHAW, John 30.4.1964 - 13.5.1965 Defeated by Askin
Coalition ASKIN, Robert 13.5.1965 - 3.1.1975 Retired

Furthermore, excluding McKell on the basis of the extraordinary

circumstances of the war-time Premiership, when Askin resigned he was the
only leader to leave office at the time of his own choosing. This distinction has
subsequently been achieved by Neville Wran and Bob Carr.

The four key political tactics outlined by Bateman as the ingredients for
successful political leadership can be identified as fundamental to Askin’s art
of politics. They are: insight and adaptability to changing political
circumstances; maintaining the authority to lead; the requirement to focus on
the needs of voters; and awareness of the needs of peers.'?

"' Joel Bateman, “Ignoring Machiavelli's Advice: The Case of Bob Hawke”, refereed paper presented to
the Australasian Political Studies Association Conference, 2003, p.1.

2 Joel Bateman, “The Loss of Leadership — Machiavelli and Australian Prime Ministers”, PhD thesis,
Queensland, October 2006, p.8.
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Insight and adaptability

The leader must have the capacity to position him or herself to be able to take
advantage of all situations. Once this position is identified the leader must be
flexible. Machiavelli contends that flexibility is paramount to the leader’s

Success.

A political leader must be flexible in two ways: first on policy matters;
and secondly on style of leadership in order to accommodate the changing
political environment.™ It is detrimental for a leader to take an inflexible stance
on policy when there is evidence that such policy has become a political
liability. The leader must be able to change his leadership style, and this
flexibility in style must encompass the manner in which the leader
communicates with constituents. Machiavelli states that for this flexibility to be
achieved it is sometimes advantageous for the political leader to be dishonest.
This does not involve fraudulent acts against the state. The idea is that it is
sometimes necessary to break election promises and change policy positions,
which means the leader must engage in mendacity. However it is crucial that
such acts are concealed from the electorate. According to Bateman,
Machiavelli’s idea of ‘fortune’ means events beyond the control of the leader,
for example, an unexpected increase in government revenue due to a
resources boom. Fortune is responsible for about half the political situations in
which a leader may find themselves. It is therefore critical for the leader to be
capable of capitalising on fortune and be able to anticipate such changes in

political circumstances before they arrive.™
Maintaining leadership authority
The leader must be seen by their peers and their constituents as strong. This

strength in Australian politics is demonstrated in leaders’ “parliamentary
performance, cabinet leadership and policy decision making”.'® The

'3 Bateman, “The Loss of Leadership”, p.28.
' ibid, p.30.
' jbid, p. 33.
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perception of strength is demonstrated by their ability to maintain authority
within their party which is transmitted to the public through the media and
political commentators. The Premier of an Australian state holds the position
of the foremost leader of their party and the first citizen of the state. Therefore
their strength must be demonstrated by their mastery in public arenas such as
speeches, media interviews, and parliamentary debates.'®

Focus on the needs of voters

It is essential that a leader enjoys popularity with the public. An unpopular
leader will put the incumbency of the government in jeopardy which will
motivate the peers to instigate a deposition of the leadership.'” According to
Machiavelli this popularity must be based on the underlying emotion of
respect. It is vital that this does not develop into hatred. Therefore, if the
leader is hated by the electorate, he will either be disposed of by his own

parliamentary party or at an election.'®
Awareness of the needs of peers

Machiavelli states that it is imperative that the leader must not only have the
support of the public but also of their peers: “This decreases the likelihood of
a conspiracy to throw over the leadership.”'® The threat to leadership in
Australian politics exists not only from the opposition benches but also from
within one’s own party. It is important for the leader to be aware of “the
motives, ambitions and plans of their colleagues” and to avoid a situation
whereby their peers become disgruntled with their leadership.?’ A successful
leader will encourage their ministers to achieve their ambitions and to excel in
their respective portfolios. However, it is paramount that ministers are kept in
check and remain subordinate to the leader and that the leader demonstrates
this both in the parliament and public domain.

'® Bateman, “The Loss of Leadership”, p. 46.
' ibid, p. 46.
'8 ibid, p. 47.
"% ibid, p. 42.
20 ibid, p. 43.
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It will be demonstrated that Askin built a remarkable political career on
the bedrock of diligent adherence to well-proven political tactics of this kind.
Possibly the only crucial situation where Askin put his leadership at risk was
the 1971 election at which he deviated from his well-established path and was
punished at the ballot box to the extent that it almost cost him the election.
However, he quickly recovered, and, in 1973, he called an early election and
capitalised on the changed political environment that was manifest in high
inflation and rising unemployment compounded by a global economic
downturn.?’ The only other significant example of Askin not pursuing a
cautious path was when he orchestrated a scathing and scurrilous advertising
campaign against the Whitlam Government during the 1974 double
dissolution federal election. This tactic caused him to become unpopular not
only with his peers but also with his electorate. However, at that stage of his
career Askin had already set in motion his retirement plan, and he knew he
would not be leading the Government at the next election. Instead, he
undertook his last “boots and all” campaign against his nemesis, the Whitlam
Government. After this he rewarded his ten-year Premiership tenure with an
extended overseas trip as L'ambassadeur au le monde for expanding NSW
trade.

It is also important to understand how Askin’s temperament assisted
his leadership aspirations, and as such it is essential to define temperament.
There is no doubt that the social context such as education, family
background, economic conditions and social status are important to the
development of individual temperament.?> However, “temperament is a
lifelong predisposition towards certain identifiable patterns of behaviour”.?®
Each individual temperament in interaction with these circumstances
constitutes the rendering of a unique character. The study of distinct patterns

of human behaviour began in 550 BC by Hippocrates. As David Keirsey and

2" Jan MacFarlane, ‘From Golden Age to Stagflation’ Boyer Lectures, 2006, p.5.

% David Keirsey and Ray Choiniere, Presidential Temperament, The Unfolding of Character in the Forty
Presidents of the United States, Prometheus Nemesis Book Company, 1992, p.4

2 Keirsey and Choiniere, Presidential Temperament, p.5.
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Ray Choiniere show in Presidential Temperament: The Unfolding of Character
in Forty Presidents of the United States, there has been wide scholarship

across the centuries concerned with the study of character types.

In the 20" century, scholarship on temperament was substantially
enriched through the work of notable academics such as Ernst Kretschmer,
Isabel Myers, Eric Fromm and David Keirsey.?* Keirsey’s theory of
temperaments is an accepted method for the assessment of behavioural
predisposition. It builds on the work of Isabel Myers and Katherine Briggs
which itself is based on the theories of Carl Jung. The cornerstone of
Keirsey’s work is the Keirsey Temperament Sorter (KTS) which is an
assessment method to help better understand individuals and their
behavioural predisposition. The KTS has been used for decades throughout
the globe in both industry and government as a tool for assessing character.?®

It has been specifically used to understand the character, temperament
and behavioural predisposition of political leaders. Thus, in the context of
commonly accepted perspectives on what constitutes a compatible
temperament for politics, it is informative to note that by far the most common
temperament for US Presidents is that of Supervisor Guardian.?® Supervisor
Guardians tend to be both materialistic and “base their self-image on being
seen as dependable, beneficent and respectable”. In the context of the
community and groups, “they trust authority, yearn for belonging, seek
security, prize gratitude, and aspire to executive position”.?” Supervisor
Guardians share a preference for concrete proposals over abstract concepts
and seek cooperation and the endorsed use of tools and resources rather
than being driven by purely utilitarian self-interest. Supervisor Guardians also
often tend to look more to the past than the future. Due to their strong respect
for authority, they place high value on rank and expect its privileges as well as
its obligations. Supervisor Guardians also tend to be very sociable and seek

24 Keirsey and Choiniere, Presidential Temperament, p. 7.

% David Keirsey and Marilyn Bates, Please Understand Me, Character and Temperament Types,
Prometheus Nemesis Book Company, 1984, p.26.

% Keirsey and Choiniere, Presidential Temperament, p. iii.

% Keirsey, Please Understand Me II:, p.104.
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out opportunities to be involved in and lead civic forums and social
institutions. In terms of leadership style, they prefer to manage others who
they work with by establishing clear standards and rules and then dealing with
non-compliance.? It is the Supervisor Guardian’s capacity to call others to
account that results in their being the least likely of the various personality
types to be recognised for their leadership and showered with accolades. In
resolving problems, Guardians prefer logistics instead of strategy because
strategy requires greater levels of abstract discussion and consideration.
Consequently Guardians are even less drawn to diplomacy. While this
dissertation by no means sets the Keirsey framework as a definitive guide to
the ideal political temperament, it will be shown that Askin did share many of
these character traits and that these aspects of his temperament contributed

to his political success.

The aim of this dissertation is to address the discrepancy between the
body of NSW political history written about the ALP and that of the LP. The
literature on the Askin Government is threadbare so there is no established
position to take up or argue against. Instead, the Askin Government’s reforms
and performance are examined in the context of the aspirations of the growing
middle class and the coming of age of the baby boomer generation who
demanded an improvement in living standards, education and housing. And
Askin’s leadership is examined in the context of his temperament and political
tactics. In contrast, there has been an established position regarding the
Askin corruption allegations. They have taken on mythical proportions, and

the notion that Askin was a corrupt politician has become received wisdom.

8 Keirsey, Please Understand Me I, p.304.
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Chapter 1 — Askin: The Making of a Politician

1.1 Early Years

Robin William Askin was born on 4 April 1907 at Sydney Women’s Hospital in
Crown Street Sydney and was the illegitimate son of the widow Ellen Laura
Halliday née Rowe.' His mother was the informant on the birth certificate with
no reference to the father. Ellen produced two more sons with Askin’s father,
William James Askin, and later married William in September 1916. On the 26
September 1922, William Askin re-registered Robin Askin’s birth, listing
himself as the father and informant under the provisions of the Legitimation
Act 1902.2

The Legitimation Act was introduced to enable parents to re-register
the birth of an illegitimate child with the father’'s name on the birth certificate
after the parents were married.® The sanctity of marriage was paramount in
Australian society until the 1960s. The moral outrage from society at
unsanctioned sexual acts resulted in the child of such a union being branded
with the stigma of illegitimacy.* Under this brand the child had no right to the
name of the mother or the father and therefore no status as a legitimate

member of society.’

Askin refrained from commenting on the circumstances of his birth in
his posterity interview in October 1976. He merely stated “my mother met my
father and | was born in Sydney”.® John Gorton, the former Prime Minister

and a contemporary of Askin, was also conceived ‘in sin’. Gorton was

' Murray Goot, entry for ‘Sir Robert Askin’, Australian Dictionary of Bibliography, Vol.17, p. 35.

% Hancock, “‘Askin, Robin’, p. 348.

¥ NSW Registry of Births Deaths and Marriages , History of the Registry's Records,
http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/familyHistory/historyRecords.htm, Accessed on 17 August 2008, p. 3.

* Shurlee Swain and Renee Howe, Single Mothers and Their Children, Disposal, Punishment and
Survival in Australia, Cambridge, 1999, p.195.

® ibid, p.180.

% Interview (Mel Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1976, National Library of Australia, ORAL, TRC 121/83, 1:1/1-
2.
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forthcoming on the subject during the interviews with Hancock in 2000-2001.
His main concern was that the divorce laws at the time prevented his parents
from marrying which subsequently compelled them to hide the origin of their
two children.” This possibly reflects the mores of the time and the stigma of
illegitimacy. However, this stigma was reinforced in the interview with Askin’s
contemporary, Sir John Carrick, the former General Secretary of the LP,
1948-71. Carrick knew Askin well and commented without prompting, “of

course you know that Askin was illegitimate”.?

By the time Askin’s parents took up together, the Askin family’s
financial circumstances had been reduced. Askin’s grandfather had owned a
small shipping company at Semaphore and captained several vessels
including the Falls of Dee, Marianna and Bittern. Askin’s father had been
employed by the company but after the advent of steam power, the sailing

vessels were superseded and his father was made redundant. °

After Askin was born his father gained employment as a porter on the
NSW State Railway. The family relocated to Stuart Town in the central west of
NSW, which was the home town to Askin’s mother. Thomas Halliday, Askin’s
grandfather, had been a miner on the gold fields along the Macquarie River
near Stuart Town. The young Askin, who was affectionately known as “Billy”,
experienced country life, commenced his schooling and thrived amongst his
large, extended family. The railway job required his father to be away for
about a month at a time. This absence took its toll on the family and so his

father changed jobs and began to work on the tramways in Sydney.'®

The family moved to the inner-city suburb of Glebe, where Askin
attended the infants section of the Forest Lodge Public School and finished
his primary school education at the Glebe Public School. Askin enjoyed telling
the story about how young “Billy” was given a penny by his teacher to buy her

7 lan Hancock, John Gorton: He Did It His Way, Sydney 2002, p.19.

8 Interview (Paul Loughnan) with Sir John Carrick, 7 August 2008.

® Freda MacDonnell, The Glebe: Portraits and Places, Sydney, 1976, p.113.
"% Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/1-2.
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a meat pie. When Billy returned with the meat pie in his grubby little ‘paws’,
she promptly told him to eat the pie himself and gave him another penny to
buy one that was wrapped.'! Askin lived in Glebe with his parents until he was
29.

In the early decades of the 20™ century, Glebe was a unique, socially
diverse local community. The salubrious harbour front area of Glebe Point
was occupied by professionals, small business people and self-employed
tradesmen, who were the epitome of the Protestant affluence, often active in
Masonic lodges, sports clubs, schools of the arts and their local councils. The
zone between Glebe Point and the area north of Parramatta Road and
Broadway was occupied by a mixture of salary-earning middle class and
working class citizens. They included school teachers, clerical workers and
railway workers respectively. The Askins lived in this area, first in Talfourd
Street and then later in Cowper and Lyndhurst Streets. The Broadway area,
which was the southern end of Glebe, was inhabited by labourers and
dispossessed people on the fringe of society.'? The Church of England owned
large tracts of land in this suburb; hence the name The Glebe. The Church
began leasing the land which was taken up by unscrupulous property
developers who built sub-standard housing. During the depression of the
1930s, slum landlords acquired these run-down properties. The cheap rents
encouraged chronic overcrowding and parts of Glebe were slowly reduced to

a slum.™

Askin was later renowned for his ability to communicate with people
across the whole spectrum of society.

| think this was one of my main attributes. | didn’t have any particular
educational qualifications or any other outstanding attributes in my opinion,
but | was a good mixer. | understood people and understood what made the

"' MacDonnell, The Glebe, p.113.
'2 Michael Hogan, Local Labor: A History of the Labor Party in Glebe, Sydney, 2004, p.8.
'3 MacDonnell, The Glebe, p. 119.
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bulk of them tick and what they hoped for. | think | understood that and

addressed my policies accordingly.14

Growing up in a lively and diverse community such as Glebe would no doubt
have assisted Askin in acquiring these skills. He capitalised on his own
working-class roots when he was courting the working class such as railway
workers who were traditional Labor voters. In the early 1960s, they were
merging into a burgeoning class that expected improved education, housing
and living standards.'® Askin, the consummate raconteur, was able to tell the
story of how his family was evicted from their home at Glebe after his father
lost his job due to the railway strike of 1917 and he slept the night with his
father in Wentworth Park.'®

There is no doubt that Askin possessed a very good intellect. In 1919
after he had completed his six years of primary school he was awarded a
state bursary which was based on scholastic merit. The bursary gained him
admission to the Sydney Technical High School, an academically selective
institution located in Ultimo. By the time Askin reached high school the NSW
State Government had structured the education system to include six years of
primary schooling, three years of high school (completed by the Intermediate
Certificate) and an extra two years which gave the student the opportunity to
obtain a Leaving Certificate. In recognition of how much the Intermediate and
Leaving certificates had become an accepted educational standard in the
State, the Public Service Board and the Water Board abolished their external
examinations in favour of the respective school certificates.'” The State Labor
Government had also introduced the Bursary Endowment Act of 1912 which
was to provide “equality of education opportunity”. The aim was to ensure a

more equal distribution of public revenue in order to provide greater

' Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/1-2.

' Brett, Australian Liberals, p.120.

'® Abjorensen, “Leadership in the Liberal Party”, p.216.

7 Alan Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in New South Wales, Kensington, 1988. p.189.
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opportunities to deserving students who were disadvantaged by the financial

circumstances of their parents.'®

Sydney Technical High School was founded in 1911 and was within an
easy walking distance from Askin’s home in Glebe. The boy’s school offered a
nurturing environment for its students. lts purpose was to provide a general
and technical education for future “managers or masters, foreman or
overseers and future captains of industry”.'® Askin said he usually came in
about the first ten out of a class of forty, and did well in mathematics and
history.?° He achieved straight Bs in his Intermediate Certificate but he was
unsuccessful in gaining entry into the Public Service.?' When Askin returned
to his alma mater in 1969 to unveil the plaque in honour of the famous aviator
Sir Charles Kingsford Smith, who had attended the school in 1912, he was
introduced by the head master as the first citizen of the state.?

After young Askin completed the Intermediate Certificate in 1922, he
began an apprenticeship as an electrician. After almost electrocuting his
employer, Askin’s father was informed that the young man had talent but not
in the electrical trade.?® Bank clerks, on the other hand, could look forward to
a secure career that offered gradual advancement. The bank encouraged
them to participate in community affairs, debating societies, musical societies,
sport and study in the course of their own betterment and upward social
mobility.?* Askin’s father might have been relieved because he probably could
not afford the 200 pounds bond for the apprenticeship. William then made a
successful application for his son to join the NSW Government’s Savings
Bank in Martin Place in 1922.2° Askin worked as a junior clerk until 1928 when

the head office moved to the corner of Martin Place and Elizabeth Street. He

'® Kenneth Gollan, The Organisation and Administration of Education in New South Wales, Newtown,
1925, p.108.

"9 Sydney Technical High School Journal, Volume |, May 1916, p.8.

% Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/3.

21 Sydney Technical High School Journal, Volume VII, June 1922, No.1 , p.24.

%2 Sydney Technical High School Year Book, 1969, p.56.

% MacDonnell, The Glebe, p.113.

24 Charlie Fox, Working Australia, North Sydney, 1991, p.80-81.

% |nterview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/4.
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was then promoted to work in the records department where he stayed until
1931.

Askin, like most Australians, was affected by the great depression of
the 1930s. In 1931 there was a run on the NSW Savings Bank, fuelled by the
public’s panic over its perceived liquidity problems. The bank had financed the
State Government through short-term loans rather than through longer-term
bonds. Subsequently the bank could not meet its at-call demands.?® The bank
was taken over by the Commonwealth Bank and two new departments were
formed: the Rural Bank, which Askin joined; and the Homes Department. The
local branches became branches of the Commonwealth Bank.?” Due to the
financial problems of the bank, Askin worked one day on and one day off.
During this period he engaged in odd jobs and “did a lot of reading to improve
(himself)”. His main interests were autobiographies, biographies, history,

economics and politics.

Askin was an avid joiner. “Anything that was started”, he recalled, I
was always asked to be secretary or president and | went into all sorts of
things, mixed with everybody and got mixed up with all sorts of activities, even
joined a chess club”.?® In the 1920s he played rugby league with the Glebe
Dirty Reds and for the Rural Bank. He joined the first division of the Glebe
football league in 1928 and he was hooker for the reserve grade. In 1934 he
was Vice-Captain of the Rural Bank’s premiership team. Askin enjoyed the
game immensely but he recalled that he was not a “top notch” player.?° He
joined a debating club, a rifle club, and served on the executive of the NSW
Swimming Association from 1934 to 1939. He also served as Vice-President
from 1939-40 and President from 1940-41 of the Rural Bank’s branch of the
United Bank Officers’ Association.*® Although resembling a trade union in its
representative character, it functioned more as a social group because the
bank officers considered industrial action associated with blue-collar workers

% Frank Cain, Jack Lang and the Great Depression, Melbourne, 2005, p. 183.

% ibid, p.213.

% Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/8.

% ibid, 1:1/4.

% Murray Goot, ‘Askin, Sir Robert (Robin) William’, Australian Dictionary of Bibliography, Vol.17, p.36.
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beneath their dignity. The first strike conducted by the Australian Bank
Officers Association did not occur until 1968.%"

Askin earned himself the nickname “Greasy”, probably because of the
method he used to position himself upwards. In the late 1930s he was
promoted to the role of Manager of the bank’s records. It was alleged by an
“‘unsympathetic though plausible” source that he would hide the records so
that they could not be found; then he would find them and become the hero.
During this period Askin also became a Starting Price (SP) bookmaker, a
concern which he operated between the bank office and the hotel on the
opposite side of the street.* It is notable that Askin did not quite conform to
the ideal of respectability associated with bank employment.

Off-course book makers offered those placing bets fixed price odds at
the start of the race and the odds were subsequently published in the press
the following day; hence the term “starting price” or SP bookmaking.* They
were well organised small-time operators who usually retained a close
association with hotels and pool halls.** In the 1930s their main clientele was
the wage-earner and the citizens who frequented these venues.* The
widespread practice of illegal off-course betting was aided by the easy
accessibility of the SP bookmaker and racing information provided by radio
broadcasts and the press.® Off-course betting, which involved flouting the
restrictive gaming and betting legislation, was part of a legendary Australian
culture. This was evidenced by the large patronage of the SP bookmaker.*’
The Royal Commission conducted by Judge H.F. Markell between 1936 and
1939 substantiated the allegation that corruption existed between the NSW

% Fox, Working Australia, p.81.

% Hancock, ‘Askin, Robin’, p.349.

% John O’Hara, Mug's Game: A History of Gaming and Betting in Australia, Kensington, 1988, p.209.
% ibid, p. 232.

% ibid, p. 159

% jbid, p. 191.

% ibid, p. 212.
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Police force and the SP bookmakers.*® This, along with the prosecution of

offenders, did little to curb the practice.®

It is a fact that Askin’s wife was unswerving in her support for his
political aspirations. Askin married Mollie Isabelle Underhill at the Methodist
Church at Gilbert Park in Manly on 5 February 1937.*° Askin was nominally
Anglican but there is no evidence to suggest that he held strong religious
beliefs. Mollie was from a well-to-do middle-class family from Bega on the
South Coast of NSW. She worked with Askin at the bank as a typist and her
father was secretary of The Associated Racing Clubs. Mollie was elegant,
well-educated and a champion swimmer at the Manly Swimming Club. They
made their home in Manly and remained there for the rest of their lives.*'

Mollie provided Askin with the social standing that was lacking in his
background and she remained his most loyal supporter.*? As well as Mollie’s
trophy appeal, Askin probably just loved the woman. Nevertheless, Askin was
alleged to have engaged in many extra-marital dalliances, which certainly
does not make him unique amongst political leaders. Askin’s supposedly
rampant libido and his insatiable sexual appetite are portrayed by way of a
plethora of anecdotes in High Climbers, a book by Geoffrey Reading, Askin’s
former press secretary.*® Again the blur between fact and myth becomes
prevalent in the fabric of Askin’s story.

Askin enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) on 30 March 1942.
He was profiled in his enlistment papers as being 5 foot 8 2 inches with grey
eyes, a medium complexion and brown hair. Dispatched to the 14" Infantry
Training Battalion in Dubbo, he was appointed acting Corporal.** Askin had
been a part-time officer in the 55" Battalion Militia between 1925 and 1929

% O’Hara, Mug's game, p. 232.

% jbid, p. 192.

*0 NSW Births, Deaths and Marriages, Marriage certificate 1937/ 005002.

* Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/11.

*2 Hancock, ‘Askin, Robin’, p.349.

*® Geoffrey Reading, High Climbers: Askin and Others, Sydney, 1989, p.17.
** AIF Service Record, B883 / 2002 / 04608381 / NX93958.
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and he obtained the rank of Lieutenant. His experience was utilised in the
training of new recruits “in rifle drill and shooting”. Askin was 35 years of age
and he was kept at Dubbo until he “complained bitterly that (he) hadn’t left the
bank to spend the war in Dubbo”.** In November 1942 he joined the 2/31%
Battalion in Papua for two months, then in New Guinea, until July 1945 when
he landed in Balikpapan, Borneo where he was promoted to Sergeant under
the command of Lieutenant Colonel Murray Robson.*®

Askin had an easy and interesting war. As he reported, “| was amongst
the oldest in the battalion and generally found myself out of the line in a fairly
easy job. When we were in action | was attached to what they call [sic]
headquarters”.*’ His comrades referred to it as the “old and the bold”.*® He
was reported to have taken the first Japanese POW in Borneo on the day they
landed. Askin and his “cobbers” were out searching for souvenirs when they
foiled a suicide attempt by a Japanese soldier.*® He used his banking
experience and managed the Battalion accounts and canteen and mess
funds. Now known as “Slippery Sam”, he was the SP bookmaker for the
Battalion. Carrick believed that Askin was a gambler and that this was an
ingredient in his art of politics.® However, when Askin’s methods are
analysed within the context of commonly accepted principles of savvy political
tactics, it becomes clear that Askin was more than just an astute “punter”.
This point is taken up later in this chapter.

After Japan capitulated in 1945, Askin remained in Borneo at
Bandjormasin where he made an unsuccessful attempt to start an import
business. He returned to Sydney and was demobilised in February 1946.°' He
then resumed his employment with the Rural Bank where he was placed into

*® Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/14.

“® AIF Service Record, B883 / 2002 / 04608381 / NX93958.

* Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/18.

“8 ibid, p.5.

9 John Laffin, Forever Forward : The Story of the 2/31st Infantry Battalion, 2nd AlF, 1940-45, Newport,
1994, p. 167.

% Interview (Loughnan) with Carrick.

*" Murray Groot, entry for ‘Sir Robert Askin’, Australian Dictionary of Bibliography, Vol.17, p.36.
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the Rural Reconstruction Branch, with a “hefty rise in salary” and bright
prospects for the future. Askin spoke in glowing terms of his time with the
Rural Bank.*® While there is no evidence to suggest that Askin garnered
political connections as a result of his time as the head of the customer
service department before the war and his later experience in the rural
reconstruction branch, it did give him an appreciation and insight into rural
issues. Askin claimed that this contributed to the strong relationship he had
with the CP and its leader Charlie Cutler.

Askin had a chance meeting in a Sydney street with Murray Robson
who was his commanding officer in Borneo. Robson held the seat of Vaucluse
in the Legislative Assembly in the NSW Parliament and was on leave from the
parliament during the time of his war service. Askin had impressed Robson
with his oratorical skill when he organised a debate during the war “to keep
the fellows in camp interested when things were slack and nothing much was
doing”. The topic of debate was “the desirability of the closest cooperation
between Australia and the United States”. After the debate, Robson
approached Askin and said “have you ever thought of going into politics, | told
him | had thought of it but only in a very loose way and he said, come and talk
to me after the war”. Askin must have been impressed with the topic because
“the first thing | did when | got back to civilian life was to join the Australian-
American Friendship Society”. *° Little did Askin know that providence would
take its course and in 1966 he would ride in the motorcade with US President
Lyndon B. Johnson during an anti-Vietnam demonstration in Sydney where he
uttered his “run the bastards over” remark. This reference to the protesters
blocking the motorcade would become part of the Askin legend.

After a yarn and a beer, which could be construed as a defining
moment for Askin, Robson recruited him to assist in his 1947 election
campaign for his seat of Vaucluse. Askin had shown interest in politics in
1937 when he and Mollie worked for Percy Spender, who identified himself as
the “independent United Australia Party” candidate in his successful bid for

*2 Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/19.
%8 ibid, p.17.
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the federal seat of Warringah.>* In Robson’s campaign Askin addressed
envelopes and did some public speaking from the back of a truck. Robson
retained his blue ribbon seat of Vaucluse.

After Robson’s campaign, Askin’s appetite for politics had been
whetted so he paid his membership fee and joined the Manly branch of the
LP. After about a year as an active member of the Manly branch, the
president retired unexpectedly and “they couldn’t get anybody to be president
... | remember one dear old lady pointing to me and she said, I'll nominate
that man, she didn’t even know my name, but she had heard me speak once
or twice. So that’s how | found myself president of the Manly branch.”® Askin
also became President of the Mackellar Federal Electoral Conference and
managed the successful campaign of Bill Wentworth who won Mackellar at
the 1949 federal election.*®

The Liberal Party of Australia was formed after the demise of the UAP.
The NSW UAP had presented itself as a bulwark against the “socialist” ALP.
As a result it enjoyed the support of the electorate from 1932 until it was
defeated by the McKell led ALP in 1941. It was first under the leadership of
Bertram Stevens who was succeeded in 1939 by Alexander Mair. During the
war years the issues of socialism and communism became less relevant. The
ALP had asserted itself, both federally and in NSW, as the only competent
party to lead a collective war effort.

At the federal level Prime Minister Joseph (Joe) Lyons’ consensus and
consultative leadership was fundamental to the unity of the UAP. His
temperate leadership roused confidence and trust in the electorate and this
enabled the UAP to win the 1934 and 1937 elections. When he died of a
heart attack on Good Friday 1939, Earle Page was sworn in as Prime Minister
on 7 April; Menzies became Prime Minister on 26 April.>” In 1940 a general

% Hancock, ‘Askin, Robin’, p.350.

%% Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/20.
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election was held that returned a hung parliament. The UAP / CP coalition
formed Government with the support of two independents. In August 1941
Menzies resigned over the disunity and quarrelling within the government. He
was replaced with the CP leader Arthur Fadden who lasted for only two
months until two independents crossed the floor and placed the responsibility
of the war effort upon the Curtin-led Labor Party until the next election was
due. The 1943 election was a landslide to the ALP. This exacerbated the
disunity that had dogged the UAP since 1940.®

After the shattering defeat there was a general consensus within the
UAP that a new organisation was needed. It was to be a national organisation
that appealed to the broad electorate, involved the grass roots for policy
formulation and retained independence from large business enterprises for its
funding. The aim was to distance itself from the UAP as the party of large
business. Ideally, it was to champion the rights of the individual and to protect
private enterprise from the creeping socialism of the ALP.*® The party was to
modernise itself by becoming more compatible with the welfare state and
accepting Keynesian economic theory.

Before the LP of Australia was launched on 31 August 1945, Bill
Spooner, a former UAP deputy leader and the first LP president of the NSW
division, was head of the UAP’s brief successor in NSW, the Democratic Party
in 1944. Subsequently, it became the NSW division of the Liberal Party of
Australia on 30 August 1945. Although the six state LP divisions were
inaugurated under a national organisation, they continued to employ different
methods in their united challenge against what they saw as socialism and

communism.®°

The LP drew on the practice of its predecessors, the Commonwealth
Liberal Party, the Nationalists and the UAP, as a model for its structure and

%8 Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class, p.115.
% Hancock, The Liberals, p.47.
% jbid, p.61.
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method of operation.® However, the LP evolved in a different direction from
its predecessors in so far as it became a national organisation and a
permanent political party. It also staked its claim on the middle ground
between socialism and /aissez faire. This was exemplified when the federal
LP, under Menzies’ leadership, endorsed the new Keynesian model which
promoted the control of macro-economic management by a central
government. The Labor Government had already established a unified income
tax on a national basis and transferred its collection from the states to the
Commonwealth. This potent apparatus was well aligned with the Keynesian

model.??

The Chifley Government easily defeated the new LP / CP coalition (led
by Menzies) at the 1946 election. However, the political climate changed both
nationally and globally between 1946 and the 1949 election. Communism
loomed as a national issue after the Soviet Union mutated from a wartime ally
into a perceived threat to democracy. In 1947 the Chifley Government gave
the LP an electoral advantage when it unveiled its plan to nationalise the
banks. The difference between the two parties now seemed stark. The ALP
had ambitions to extend wartime controls into peacetime socialism. The LP,
having been starved of legitimacy, was now able to present itself as the
defender of the rights of the individual and democracy. This paved the way for
the LP to intensify its rhetoric by linking the ALP with communism as the cold
war escalated. The LP also won back the support of those voters who
harboured anti-socialist, anti-communist sentiments during the 1930s and who
had been significant to the electoral success of the UAP. This translated into
the historic 1949 election victory that installed the LP as the dominant political

party in federal politics until 1972.%®

In NSW, the CP and the LP worked in harmony at the 1949 federal
election. Nonetheless, the relationship between the two parties remained
strained until Askin became leader in 1959. The CP refused to agree to joint

®" Hancock, The Liberals, p.1.
62 Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class, p.117.
% jbid, p.118.
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policy speeches while the LP continually fought its coalition partner in
triangular contests. The support of triangular contests by the organisational
wing caused tension with some members of the parliamentary party. This
disunity highlighted the lack of a clear demarcation of authority between the

two wings.®*

There was some improvement for the LP at the 1947 state election
compared to that of the UAP at the two previous elections, but their
performance was still poor. The fact remained that the ALP had won three
consecutive state elections and the LP could not even win the 1947 election
against the depleted ALP who were without the popular wartime Premier
McKell. James McGirr had replaced McKell, who had become Governor-

General.®®

The 1950 state election appeared to be a foregone conclusion for the
LP. The McGirr Government had broken a litany of promises; disunity and
inept administration was prevalent and the 1949 federal election had
bolstered the LP credibility as a viable alternative to the ALP.® Vernon Treatt,
the leader of the LP, echoed Menzies’ rhetoric by attacking the ALP for being
soft on communism. Nevertheless the LP was denied victory when two dis-
endorsed ALP members supported the government. It was to be the closest
the LP came to winning until 1965.

John Carrick, the General Secretary of the LP, blamed Treatt’s inability
to communicate with the electorate and co-operate with both wings of the

t.°” The poor relations with the CP

party as the principal cause of the defea
were another contributing factor. Unlike their federal counterparts, who had a
formal coalition agreement before the 1949 election, there was no such
agreement before the 1950 state election.®® It was all very well for Carrick to

blame Treatt for the loss, and his criticism was not without foundation, but

® Hancock, The Liberals, p.81,82.
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Carrick set a precedent at the 1950 election when he projected the blame
away from the organisational wing which he continued to do at all of the
subsequent election defeats. His myopic view failed to engender an objective
review of the party. Carrick was also resolute in his support for triangular
contests which remained a divisive issue until Askin became leader. Another
problem identified by the LP was the exclusive domination of the party by
Anglo-Scottish and Protestant members. This alienated the Catholics and the
post-war migrants who were mostly European. A migrant advisory council was
formed but the ALP had already secured most of the support of the large
Greek and ltalian communities. The key to winning over the Catholic vote
according to Carrick was state aid which was not endorsed by the NSW LP
until 1965.%°

Before the 1950 NSW State Election, there was a redistribution of
boundaries in the Northern Beaches area of Sydney due to the expanding
population. The new seat of Collaroy was created, which incorporated part of
Manly and stretched to Palm Beach in the north. Askin lived in Manly just
outside the boundary of the new seat. He nominated for the pre-selection
along with 20 other contenders and won in the first ballot. Askin gained the
safe seat of Collaroy in the 1950 election with a majority of more than 5000,
which translated into 63% of the primary vote.”® Askin claimed that he could
have been in either the Liberal or Labor parties

and in fact many of my friends were surprised when | didn’t join the ALP when
| went into politics. But | had reason for not — | grew up in a Labor family, my
father was, as a railway man and then a tram man, of course, like most of
them, he was a Labor supporter, and the people around me were and my
uncle was campaign director for Jack Beasley, and they were aldermen on

the local councils, Labor aldermen, and | suppose | didn’t run true to form.”

% Hancock, The Liberals, p.85.
" Hancock, ‘Askin, Robin’, p.350.
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Figure. Boundaries for NSW State Elections
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Jack Beasley was a trade unionist, Lang supporter and federal member for
West Sydney who served in Curtin’s cabinet as Minister for Supply and
Shipping. Askin cites the former NSW Labor Premier Jack Lang’s threats to
repudiate the payment of interest to overseas bondholders as a key factor in
turning his back on the ALP.

Although | was a young fellow | had enough experience of banking and
commercial life to know that this would have meant the end of what is known
as the sanctity of the contract, it would have destroyed commercial life
altogether ... this was the primary reason why | took an interest on the more

conservative side, mainly through finance.”

It is important to note that the ALP was a very Catholic party during this
period. The predominantly Protestant LP was probably an easier entrée into
politics for Askin. The LP was also a conduit into politics for many ex-

servicemen from World War Two.

Askin possessed no strong ideology and no trade union background.
When he entered politics in the 1950s the LP provided him with the
opportunity for advancement which was compatible with his temperament.
During the 1920s the Glebe branch was one of the jewels of the ALP.
Factionalism flourished, brought on by the Australian Workers’ Union (AWU)
in the Glebe branch and culminated in the tussle for power between the state
and federal ALP organisation.”* Askin’s experience with a rather benign
example of an employee organisation such as the United Bank Officers’
Association would hardly have equipped him for the vigorous struggles of the
Glebe branch of the ALP.

Of course, every individual has his or her own history and unique
character. In the case of Askin this is particularly pertinent, as he was often
referred to as unusual. He did not follow his Labor roots and pursue his

political ambitions through the unions even though he acknowledges that it

78 Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/9.
’* Michael Hogan, Local Labor, p.71.
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would have been perfectly natural for him to do. Equally, he did not pursue a
tertiary education and a path into Liberal politics through the law or commerce
although he undoubtedly had the innate talent. Certainly Askin’s abilities
would have been encouraged at the Sydney Technical High School. Askin
simply did things his own way but always with an “eye on the prize” of
executive leadership and without the compromise of missing out on a good
time. He took advantage of his natural leadership temperament to capture
political office and extend it for 25 years, including almost 10 years as NSW
Premier. Collectively these character traits marry closely with that of the
Supervisor Guardian personality and indeed many successful political
leaders.

1.2 Askin’s Path to the Leadership of the Liberal Party

When Askin became the new member for Collaroy in the NSW Legislative
Assembly, he was 43 years of age. Askin was cut from a very different cloth
from his counterparts in the parliamentary LP. There were sixteen new Liberal
members of the Parliament between 1947 and 1953 and Askin was one of
three who came from a working-class background( judged on the basis of the
occupation of the member’s father).” Askin was also in the one third-minority
of Liberal members from 1945 to 1962 who were full-time members. During
this period, the majority of members participated in parliament on a part-time
basis due to their involvement in outside business interests.”® But for Askin,

politics had become his business.

The NSW Liberal organisation in the 1950s retained the view that
candidates who had outside business interests were better equipped to serve
as parliamentarians. As Katherine West observed, “They saw their party as
being of and for the successful and claim that its representatives should be
drawn from those who have “arrived.” ’” This encouragement of part-time

politicians allowed little time for good policy formulation and prevented the

7% Abjorensen, “Leadership in the Liberal Party”, p. 225.
7 West, Power in the Liberal Party: A Study in Australian Politics, Melbourne, 1965, p.152.
7 ibid, p.152.
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members from taking on a pastoral role with the electorate. These limitations
hindered the LP’s electoral success and in part were responsible for the Party
being seen as a permanent opposition. Askin, in contrast, was a full-time
member of parliament. He opened his own electoral office to allow easy
access to his constituents, which was not the norm at the time. Consistent
with his temperament, he joined all the progress associations in his electorate
and championed their causes in the parliament.”® The results of this were
seen in the ballot box where his majority increased from over 5000 in 1950 to
10,600 in the 1959 election, shortly before he was elected as leader of the
Parliamentary LP.”

The post-war economy was improving in 1950 when Askin was elected
to parliament. The memory of the austerity of the war years remained but the
expectations of a prosperous and secure future began to appear. However,
the boom did not gain momentum until 1954 due to the overarching threat of
inflation which acted as a dampener on the expanding economy.® Voters
were frustrated with strikes and shortages and saw government as being too
heavy handed in controlling the post-war economy.?’ This was reflected in the
narrow victory of the McGirr Government in the 1950 election, following a
period in which James McGirr had promised much and delivered very little.

Askin’s maiden speech in the NSW Parliament on 20 September 1950
during the debate on the address-in-reply was based on his empathy with the
wage-earning voter, that was fundamental to him gaining the Premiership in
1965. Askin was able to engage with these voters because he was one of
them. He spoke from the people rather than to them when he addressed the
basic amenity of sewerage, education facilities, transport, housing, the plight
of the housewife, inflation, federal state relations and the NSW Surf Life

Saving association. This was exemplified in the tribute given to him in the

"8 Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/25.

" The Manly Daily, 23 July 1959.

8 Brett, Australian Liberals, p.138.
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Manly Daily, after his death in September 1981: “As a politician, he never
forgot his roots as a common man. He brought the LP back to the people, and
the people of Pittwater remember in particular his warmth and sincerity as
their member for many years.”®® This also reflected his innate preference for

projecting an image of goodwill and keeping the public happy.

Before Askin was elected to parliament he usually held an executive
position in his participation in civil society. In line with his temperament, he
was predisposed to seek executive office in the Parliamentary LP. Askin
found his home in the NSW Parliament and flourished in the robust
adversarial environment of the “bear pit”. He immersed himself in the
parliamentary debates and was assiduous in taking contentious issues up to

the Government.

Askin made a directed reference in his maiden speech to the middle
class that Sir Robert Menzies had identified in his radio broadcast ‘The
Forgotten People’. Menzies courted these constituents who subsequently
helped him into office in 1949 and kept him there until 1966.%* In the post-war
period, the Australian middle class grew as a result of improved living
standards, and the rapid increase in home ownership which was fuelled by
the post-war boom.® The economic conditions helped translate the desire for
home ownership into a reality. In 1947 52.6% of homes were owner occupied.
In 1954 it had increased to 63% and by 1961 it was around 70%.5¢

This expanding home ownership cultivated an appliance mentality
across various social classes whose social life centred round the home,
particularly in the newly established outer suburbs. Because so much leisure
time was spent at home, items such as, white goods, furnishings and
televisions were considered essential and factored into the household budget.
This desired living standard was often financed through home loans and hire

8 The Manly Daily, 16 Sept 1981.

8 Brett, Robert Menzies’ Forgotten People, p.20.

8 Brett, Australian Liberals, p.138.
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Melbourne, 2003, p.123.
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purchase. As a result, job security and a regular pay packet were central to
honouring these commitments. This was somewhat reflected in the shift in
tactics by union members to favour short-term strikes instead of protracted
disputes.?” This change in mentality was recognised by the Liberal Party who
now believed they could win over some of the traditional Labor voters. These
voters helped Menzies retain office and they were essential in the quest by
the NSW LP to win government.

Askin began his maiden speech by focussing his attention on the
concerns of his electorate. The newly formed Liberal seat of Collaroy
incorporated the northern part of the safe LP seat of Manly as its southern
boundary. The western boundary consisted of Sydney’s North Shore. The
eastern boundary encompassed the Pacific coastal beaches which extended
to Palm Beach in the north bounded by the Hawkesbury River and Ku-ring-gai
Chase National Park. The northern part of the electorate was originally part of
the upper North Shore blue-ribbon Liberal seat of Gordon. The population of
the predominantly residential electorate consisted of the affluent middle class,
that lived in the more salubrious beach-side areas. The outer area, which had
easy access to the beaches, was rapidly expanding to cater for the young
married couples who were the parents of the baby-boomer generation. Manly
and Palm Beach are 17km and 41km respectively from the Sydney CBD. The
infrastructure and utility services, such as education, hospitals, transport and
sewerage system, groaned under the increases in the population of the area.
There were no trains or trams, and the only means of public transport was
the bus service, except for the Manly ferries which served the southern end of
the electorate. This often caused commuters to experience well over one hour

in transit to and from work.

Collaroy was an area of some 100 square miles with a population of
almost 50,000 which had not been connected to a sewerage system. Askin
took the opportunity to berate the McGirr Labor Government which had

promised in the 1947 election policy speech, “that sewerage reticulation would

8 R.W. Connell and T.H. Irving, Class Structure In Australian History: Documents, Narrative and
Argument, Melbourne, 1980, p.298.
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be provided to every metropolitan home”.® Askin pointed out that there were
no public hospitals and highlighted the then overcrowding in public schools,
not only in his seat of Collaroy, but across the State. He raised the issue of
the inadequate and expensive public transport endured by his constituents
and continued to take this contentious issue up to the Government until he
became Premier. The growing young aspirational middle class of Collaroy
were the typical voters that the LP needed to woo, not just in safe Liberal
seats but in the marginal electorates, in order to win government. This
platform was very consistent with Askin’s preference for concrete policy

options over abstract ideas.

By allocating one-third of his maiden speech to the cause of the Surf
Life Saving Association, Askin sent a clear message to his electorate that
their interests were at the forefront of his agenda. He pleaded for a greater
injection of funds into the association from federal, state and local
governments.® Askin highlighted in his maiden speech the beach culture that
was entrenched in his electorate, which “had been endowed with magnificent
beaches”.?® This is an example of Askin’s political acumen of speaking from
the people rather than to them.

Despite the unprecedented growth in the Australian economy,
consumers in 1950 were experiencing rising prices due to the shortage of
commodities. For example, rationing of butter and tea was only abolished in
1950.%" Askin expressed his concern about the effects that inflation was
having on everyday life and empathised with “the unfortunate housewives,
whose lot, as everybody admits, is rapidly becoming unbearable”. Askin
stressed that the sovereignty of states or state rights should be aligned with “a
willingness to accept state responsibility”.%? Later, when Askin became

Premier, he realised that any increased centralism by the Federal

8 NSW Parliamentary Debates, Series 3, Vol. 1, p.358.
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Government, which would increase its fiscal hold over the states, was a threat

to his Government so he became a “self-styled champion of state rights”.%®

In 1950 the cold war was gaining momentum which brought about the
federal referendum in 1951, instigated by Menzies, to ban the Communist
Party. Although Askin was not directly involved, he understood the political
advantage of the rhetoric. In this highly charged atmosphere, Askin took the
opportunity to take a swipe at the Communist Party: “The whole emphasis
should be on seeking to combine the best elements in our community to stand

together, conjointly against this common menace.”*

During his first term in the parliament, Askin was serving his
parliamentary apprenticeship and was rarely in the spotlight. When he did
speak in parliament he relentlessly pursued the issue of improved public
transport to the Northern Beaches. For example, Askin brought to the
attention of the parliament the almost impossible task that 50 students in his
electorate had to endure to get to the North Narrabeen Public School.*® Askin
also vehemently argued in his first term for an increase in the pension and
superannuation fund for Government employees. His main premise was that

the increase should be linked to increases in the basic wage.*®

Askin led the opposition against the legalising of SP bookmaking and
two-up in the Broken Hill hotels “using his experience as a man of the
world”.%” The Cahill Government had agreed to the demands of the Broken
Hill Barrier Industrial Council to allow two-up games and bookmakers to take
bets in hotel bars. He was not alarmed at the principles of SP bookmaking but
resented the idea that the Broken Hill hotels should receive special
exemption. This was ironic considering the accusations of protecting illegal

gaming that plagued Askin later in his political career.®
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Askin’s views on SP bookmaking are also illuminated through an
anecdote from Bolte. The then Victorian Premier Bolte had a made a
‘courtesy’ visit to Askin’s office, during a trip to Sydney. After Bolte gave him a
tip on a “good thing”, Askin promptly phoned his SP bookmaker and placed
what Bolte called a substantial bet. Bolte viewed this behaviour as
unacceptable. The horse won but Bolte refused to give Askin any more tips.*
Bolte probably expected Askin not to be so brazen and to at least wait until he
had left before the phone call was made. Askin appeared to view the
prohibition of SP bookmaking as unnecessary and made no effort to conceal
what he probably saw as a trivial misdemeanour. This might go towards
explaining how he became embroiled in the corruption allegations that

plagued him later.

Voter impatience was evident when the “horror” budget delivered by
the Menzies Federal Government in 1951 as an anti-inflationary measure
precipitated a credit crisis. '®® McGirr resigned from the premiership in 1952
after having narrowly escaped defeat at the 1950 election. Joe Cahill was
elected by the caucus to become the new Labor Premier. Cahill immediately
began to revitalise the ailing Government. He overhauled the stalled public
works program and capitalised on the unpopular Menzies “horror” budget of
1952."°" The Cahill Government was returned in 1953 with a handsome
majority. It won 57 seats while the Liberal and Country Parties only managed
to win 36.

Cahill went on to become what was then the longest serving premier in
NSW when he died in office in 1959. The analysis of his leadership style by
David Clune in The People’s Choice reveals Askin as an artful political

tactician. Clune described the Cahill Labor Government as
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tough, competent and conservative with a marked preference for behind the
scenes manipulation and backroom deals. This remained a hallmark of the

“NSW Labor Style” of government until 1965. There was also a tendency to
see the retaining of office as the only goal rather than as a means to an end.
The result was a formidable political machine that was usually able to crush

its opponents relen’rlessly.102

Askin referred to Cahill as “a very very shrewd man, a very clever politician ...

| wasn’t an admirer of his. | saw too much manoeuvering that took place”.'®

Askin’s diligent performance in the parliament was rewarded in 1954
when he was elected deputy leader after only four years in the parliament.
The first term Askin spent in the parliament from 1950-53 was his virtual
apprenticeship. The following extracts from his posterity interview illuminate

his experience.

...it was a very tricky parliament. The Government had this tenuous majority,
after electing the speaker they had to depend on Mr Barry Geraghty, the
independent man whom they’d expelled from their Party, to stay in office. And
the manoeuvering that took place in the small hours of the morning - I'll never
forget that Parliament as long as | live ... oh it was wonderful training to see
what happened ... A lot of manoeuvering took place in that parliament, 1950
to 1953. But they kept going, they kept going and went to the polls in 1953 ...
they wanted strong leadership and they put in Mr J. J. Cahill. And they
certainly got stronger leadership because in the following election in 1953

they had a landslide their way...104

The ALP split of 1955 was a tumultuous period for the party. The split
resulted from the conflict over the threat that the Communist Party was seen
to pose to the ALP and the nation. It was also a result of B.A. Santamaria and
the Catholic Social Studies Movement, known as “the Movement”, that set out

'%2 David Clune, ‘The 1953 Election’, p.299.
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to control the ALP.'® The Movement was disbanded after it was deemed by
the Vatican as a secret politically motivated body. In its place Santamaria
formed the National Civic Council (NCC). Both the federal and Victorian Labor

Parties had split, which was detrimental to their election prospects.'®

Cahill’s challenge was to stave off a split in the NSW Division. With the
1956 election looming it was essential for him to present a unified party.'”
Cahill brokered a deal with the Federal Executive whereby the more
conciliatory pro “Groupers” who supported the Movement and the anti-
Groupers who were prepared to compromise, were handed control of the
NSW executive of the organisation. The NSW Catholic Church hierarchy,
unlike its Melbourne counterpart, had little sympathy for the Movement. After
negotiations with the Government, they decided that they would not
encourage the Groupers to split. As a result the NSW Government was able
to present a unified party at the state election on 3 March 1956.'% All threats
of a split were finally scuttled by Cahill in June 1956. Cabhill instigated the
purging of extreme Groupers, and the party came under the control of a

“centre/right grouping around the Premier and Cabinet”.'®

During the 1956 election campaign, Cahill took advantage of the
schisms in the LP. The parliamentary party was in disarray because of the
lack of parliamentary leadership and shortage of funds. The parliamentary
party and its organisation were at loggerheads and the relationship between
the Liberal and Country Parties was in a state of hostility."° This will be taken
up later in this chapter in section 1.3. Despite the anti-Labor press campaign,
the Cahill Government was returned, although with a substantially reduced
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1% paul Ormonde, ‘How Evatt scuppered Santamaria's religious vision’, Overland, no. 142, Autumn
1996, p. 63.

%7 Clune, The Labor Government in New South Wales, p.107.

1% ibid, p.80.

1% jbid, p.108.

"% jbid, p.107.

Page 38



majority. The ALP won 50 seats while the Liberal-Country Party managed
42"

The 1959 election appeared almost impossible for Labor to win after
being in Government for 18 years. However, against all odds the ALP won by
49 to 44 seats over the Liberal-Country Party.''? This was partly due to
redistribution of the electoral boundaries which gave the Government a slight
advantage, but the greatest asset the ALP had was Cabhill. He out-
campaigned the opposition. He was able to avoid the ALP split and he
demonstrated his determination as a devout advocate of the rights of NSW

during a period of encroaching centralism by the Menzies Government.''®

There is no doubt that the LP’s electoral fortunes were hampered by
lack of funding and Cahill’s astute leadership but the Party’s fortunes were
primarily plagued by internal problems. The parliamentarians and their
organisation had not resolved the demarcation of authority, and hostilities still
existed with the CP over three-cornered contests. From 1950 until 1959, when
Askin was elected leader, the LP struggled to present itself as a viable
alternative government. Conversely, the ALP during this period reinvented
itself under the leadership of Cahill and regained its grip on the electorate
after the disastrous 1950 election. Instead of reinventing itself and creating
viable new policy initiatives, the LP inadvertently spent this period turning
itself into what was beginning to be perceived as a permanent opposition.

The NSW LP was starved of funds during this period and this
prevented it from defending marginal seats. For example, in 1953 the LP
contested 47 seats, whereas it contested 73 in 1950."™ The shortage of funds
was a result of lack of support from the business community; this was
particularly the case in Sydney. There was no advantage in being seen to be
associated with or in support of a permanent opposition.

""" Clune, The Labor Government in New South Wales, p.109.

"2 Clune, ‘The 1959 Election’, The People’s Choice, Volume 2, p.375.
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It was critical that both parties were equally aligned to defeat the Labor
juggernaut. However, the only common ground between the LP and CP was
that they both opposed the ALP.""® Triangular contests were the most
contentious issue that polarised the two parties. The former General
Secretary of the LP, Sir John Carrick, promoted the idea that by running
triangular contests in country areas, the LP might pick up the town votes that
otherwise would have gone to the ALP. The rationale was that sometimes
there was a conflict of interest between people that lived in the country towns
and those living on the land. The agreement to reciprocal preferences
between the Liberal and Country Parties would prevent the ALP from winning
the seat.''® Despite this point of view, the parties found it impossible to reach

a definitive agreement on the merits of this approach.

In the aftermath of the 1956 election, the CP argued that if the LP had
concentrated its resources in the marginal city electorates, the Coalition would
have defeated the ALP. The CP lost the seats of Dubbo, Mudgee and Young
and blamed it on the LP for contesting these seats. However, they failed to
appreciate that the LP received more votes in Mudgee and Young than the
CP and were only 415 votes behind in Dubbo.""” The LP’s aim was to expand
its presence in the country electorates.'’ The CP regarded this as a pointless
encroachment on its turf. They believed it was motivated by the self-interest
and ambition of individuals such as Carrick in the LP and that this came at the
expense of both the CP and the Coalition.""®

The constitution of the LP was based on the premise that strong
parliamentary leadership would integrate the organisational and parliamentary
wings of the party. The lack of strong leadership in the 1950s resulted in a
failure to unite the parliamentary party and this caused a strain in the
relationship with the organisational wing. A lack of consultation between the

"% West, Power in the Liberal Party, p.177.
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"7 LPA, ML MSS 2385 K53642 Item 10; Hancock, The Liberals, p.99.
"'® Hancock, The Liberals, p.94.

"9 ibid, p.99.
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two wings meant that the demarcation of roles was not clear. This absence of
clarity hindered the capacity of the two wings to play complementary roles in
order to win an election.'®® As a consequence the organisational wing
sometimes exceeded its powers. It interfered with sitting members’ future pre-
selection prospects by continually encouraging new candidates through the
expansion of branches and branch membership. The resulting antagonism
was reciprocated and further amplified by the parliamentarians’ discouraging
new members or branches where they felt it might threaten their future re-
selection. This created a schism between the organisational wing and the
Parliamentary Party."?' The emphasis of the organisational wing on the
importance of keeping Menzies in power was sometimes viewed as coming at
the expense of state electoral prospects. For example, the state leader was
discouraged from capitalising on the inadequacies of their federal colleagues
in order to gain electoral advantage. Yet this tactic was used successfully by
their South Australian parliamentary counterparts, led by Sir Thomas
Playford.'??

Another point of tension was that, after every election, the NSW LP
organisation attempted to exonerate itself from any blame for the loss. This
was despite the fact that the organisation was exclusively responsible for the
selection of candidates and the organisation of the election campaigns. In
1950, Treatt, who was the parliamentary leader, was blamed because he did
not visit country seats and failed to consult the joint standing committee on
policy formulation. This was despite the fact that the committee had only met
once in 1950."2% In 1953 the organisation cited external factors for the election
loss such as Cahill’s effective leadership. The loss of the 1956 election was
attributed to the ‘gerrymander’ created by the redefinition of electoral
boundaries, the abolition of postal votes and the failure of the right- wing
Labor vote to leak to the LP as it had done in the 1955 federal election. By

1959 the organisation had run out of excuses. In this vacuum, the
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organisation blamed the loss on Cahill’'s campaign based on the premise that,
under a LP Government, Menzies’ centralism would be unbridled. '2*

1.3 A new era under Askin’s Leadership

In August 1959, after Askin’s ascent to the leadership, a new era began in
the electoral fortunes of the NSW LP. The organisational wing took substantial
steps through the establishment of a state council committee to address the
problems of a clear long-term policy, improvement in branch membership,
improvement in the relationship between the organisational wing and the
parliamentary party and the public relations of the parliamentary LP. Through
this process they also agreed to address the issue of parliamentary
absenteeism and undertook to install more talented candidates.'?®

After the 1953 landslide loss to the ALP, the LP was deeply divided.
Between 1954 and 1959 there had been four leaders of the parliamentary LP.
It had split into two groups, one led by Philip Henry (Pat) Morton and the other
led by Treatt. These groups were not based on ideology but the simpler issue
of leadership, that is, supporting someone who could lead the LP to electoral
success. The two groups in the party remained polarised until Askin was
unanimously elected leader in 1959.

Soon after Askin became leader, the differences of the opposing
groups were dissolved and the party unified. Even in 1954, rumblings of
discontent began to reverberate through the party over the leadership of
Treatt. He had led the party to defeat at three consecutive elections. He was
well respected, but after three losses had run out of time to prove himself as a
leader. He was a King’s Counsellor (KC) but as a politician recalled Askin “like
most lawyers he always saw both sides ... but if he had been a little bit more
pugnacious on some ... issues instead of striving to be too fair in presenting

both sides of the case, | think he’d have been Premier” in 1950."%° The group

"2 Hancock, The Liberals, p.99.
'2% ibid, p.103.
"2 Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/26.
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opposing Morton had Treatt as their figurehead; but, behind the scenes, Askin
was the organising force and veiled leader. In May 1954 the first attempt was
made by the Morton group to replace Treatt. This was put to the test and each
of the two contestants received 11 votes which indicated that the party was
numerically split down the middle. Treatt retained the leadership under the
status-quo rule with the Morton group pledging their support to Treatt. Less
than two weeks later the deputy leader, Walter Arthur Howarth, resigned
declaring that he did not have the support of Treatt. The party met on 6 June
1954 and another challenge was mounted by the Morton group. This time, in
the second ballot, Treatt secured the leadership by one vote and Askin was
elected as deputy.

Askin’s ascension to the deputy leadership was the first step in his
quest to become leader. As Carrick said, “we knew he was very ambitious,
but until then we did not know just how ambitious he was”.'?” Only two months
later, in early August, Treatt’s leadership had become untenable. He was
completely frustrated by the machinations and he resigned. On 10 August
1954, the parliamentary party met and the leadership was declared open.
Askin and Morton contested the position and after three ballots it remained
tied at 11 votes each. The situation became even more farcical when Askin,
who enjoyed a bet, suggested that they draw the winner out from a hat. This
was rejected so Askin offered to withdraw from the race if Treatt could take
his place. This was rejected so Askin then offered to withdraw if Murray
Robson would stand, but Robson refused to enter the contest. After three
more rounds of voting, the leadership contest remained in a stalemate. The
party voted for the leadership ballot to be held over to 17 August. The Sydney
Morning Herald (SMH) reported the situation as follows:

“this indecision has placed the parliamentary LP in a ludicrous
situation. Its adherents, who have hoped that Mr Treatt’s retirement
would end prevailing doubts and schisms and enable the party to rally
behind a fresh leader, will be bitterly disappointed. lts opponents will

rejoice. They will see in yesterday’s fiasco further evidence that the

27 Interview (Loughnan) with Carrick.
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Liberal wing of the opposition is so seriously divided as to be unable to

offer any real challenge to the Labor regime.”'?®

Askin was approached by the party organisation to retire from the
contest and he agreed on the condition that Robson stand in his place.
Robson was part of Askin’s group and Askin’s rationale was to keep the
leadership out of the control of the Morton group. Robson had previously
declined to contest the leadership but after Askin did “a little bit of wheeling
and dealing with people, you know legitimate”, he convinced Robson that he
had a reasonable chance of winning the ballot.'®® The ballot was again tied,
this time between Robson and Morton. After a recess and more “wheeling and
dealing”, Robson won the ballot because a Morton supporter changed sides.
Robson became leader with the knowledge that he had the support of only
half of his parliamentary colleagues. Despite Askin’s vigorous lobbying for
Robson, he was astute in so far that he was unchallenged for the deputy
leadership and remained on good terms with his peers in the Morton group.
Askin had offered to stand down as deputy leader if it would help to
consolidate the party, but “members assured Askin that they wished him to
carry on as deputy leader”." Askin’s preference for cooperation and
negotiated agreements had helped him build his credibility with his peers.
Furthermore, his bold move to nominate for the leadership after only four
years in the parliament had sent a clear message to them of his ambition.

Murray Robson proved to be an inept leader, and Carrick described
him as part of the “Vaucluse aristocracy”, “a bit of a playboy and a spoilt little
rich boy who drank too much”, and had no idea what was happening outside

of his socio-economic environment.''

Consequently Askin’s tactics to thwart
Morton’s ambition proved to be only a short-term measure. On 20 September
1955, just 13 months after Robson was elected as leader, a motion was

moved by Kenneth Malcolm McCaw to declare the leadership position open. It
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was undertaken on the grounds that Robson was not prepared to act on the
wishes of the majority of the parliamentary LP and that he was a disruption to
the harmony between the parliamentary and organisational wings of the
party.'** Robson had been Askin’s commander in the war, and Askin claimed
that he was his closest friend. Askin put Robson’s failed leadership down to
“the error of trying to run the political party the same way he had run the
battalion”.'®® The party voted on the motion and Robson was ousted by 15
votes to 5 after Robson and one other member abstained. Although Askin
remained loyal to Robson, he was unopposed as deputy leader. Morton

became leader after a motion opposing him was defeated 16 votes to 6.'%*

After the debacle with Robson, Askin put his leadership ambitions on
hold. At this stage, Askin was satisfied with his role of deputy and gave his full
support to Morton. Askin’s role as deputy leader and opposition transport
spokesman provided him with the opportunity to demonstrate his strength as
a parliamentary performer to his peers and the electorate. It was prudent for
Askin at this stage to ride shotgun for Morton. From this position he was well
situated to seize the reins when the opportunity arose.

Pat Morton “transformed the parliamentary party into a political club” of
which he was the president.”®® On reflection and with the advantage of
hindsight Carrick described Morton as “part of the Mosman [Bunyip]
aristocracy”.'*® The “bunyip aristocracy” was a term coined by Daniel Deniehy
in 1853 as a criticism of W.C. Wentworth’s proposal for a hereditary
aristocracy in the NSW Legislative Council. (It was a derogatory term and
referred to a privileged elite in Australia who believed that they were in a
superior class to common Australians). Carrick viewed the capacity of the
leader to relate to the salary-earning middle class voter as essential for the LP
to gain power and intimated that he felt that Morton was totally lacking in this
regard. Morton had extensive business interests which interfered with his

'32 Hancock, The Liberals, pp.97-98.
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leadership responsibilities. Moreover, he was open to attack, not only from the

ALP but also from within his own ranks, for being a part-time leader."’

Morton’s style of leadership suited Askin. Askin’s temperament led him
to attach high expectations of privilege to his position as deputy leader and he
was in his element when being called upon to cover for Morton when the latter
was absent from the parliament. This gave him the opportunity to capture
media exposure for himself and take the arguments of the opposition up to the
Government. It also demonstrated his potential leadership credentials. The
following examples illustrate how Askin achieved this outcome.

Askin attracted media attention when he led a deputation of Warringah
Councillors to meet the State Minister of Health, Maurice O’Sullivan, and
obtained approval for a public hospital to be built at Mona Vale."®® He also
attracted the spotlight when he “clashed heatedly” in the parliament with
Cahill. This followed an attack by Askin on the maiden speech of a new Labor
member, A.R. Sloss, in which the latter defended his previous track record as
a Sydney City Councillor and made allegations of corruption in relation to the
Liberal MLA for Burwood, Dr. Leslie Parr. Askin countered and said it was “the
most cowardly maiden speech | have ever heard”. It would seem that Askin
saw that the rights attached to being a parliamentarian also came with
obligations and he was taking offence at the new member’s purported abuse
of parliamentary privilege, suggesting that Cahill had “put him up to it”."*®
Askin also made the papers following a speech in the Sydney Domain in
support of Liberal City Council candidates when he was reported as saying
“allegations of graft and corruption among Labour (sic) aldermen and stories
of their favouritism and handouts have never been so strong.”*° Askin was
again reported in the media as alleging “State Neglect in Education” after he
said that “the confession by the Minister for Education ... of grave disabilities
in the State Education system was an indictment of the Government”.'*! He

'37 West, Power in the Liberal Party, p.165.
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made headlines when he highlighted the likelihood of a steep rise in interest
rates without reform of local council finances.'* He attracted attention in the
SMH when he created “uproar” in the house in telling the Chief Secretary of
the estimates committee that the Theatre and Film Commission was “in the
business only to cover up a lot of crooked people”.'*® Askin also made the
lead editorial over the same matter and was quoted as saying there had been
“crookedness on the Government side” and “lack of guts on the Liberal
side”.'** He again made headlines when he led a “bid” for the Legislative
Council to be elected by popular vote rather than by the vote of both houses.
He intimated that the way the Upper House was being elected was
“degrading” the parliament. On this occasion there was a virtual reversal of
roles, with Morton reported as saying that “the LP would support Mr. Askin’s

motion.” '®

Askin was a close student of well-proven political tactics, understood
the power of public sentiment and knew how to grab headlines through an
appeal to emotions. Hancock cites an example where Askin called for a
referendum on the death penalty following the passing down of a life sentence
to a labourer who was convicted of abduction, rape and murder of a 14-year-
old girl."*® In this case Askin was again quoted in the press arguing that
“civilised society” required the deterrent of capital punishment to provide the

“maximum protection for law-abiding citizens, especially the womenfolk”."’

In the wake of the 1959 election defeat on 21 March, Morton was
challenged by the renegade Member for Manly, Douglas Darby, on the
grounds that his commitments to outside business interests were undermining
his capacity to carry out his parliamentary and leadership duties. Despite this
challenge, Morton retained his leadership 22 votes to 6.But only a few months

later on Tuesday 14 July 1959, three parliamentary members, Ivan Black,
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Geoffrey Cox and Douglas Cross, met with Morton and called on him to
resign. These rebels had been intriguing against Morton and were dissatisfied
with his inaction since the Liberal electoral loss several months earlier. The
three called for Morton’s resignation on the grounds that he did not have the
majority support of his parliamentary colleagues. Morton refused to resign and
instead called a meeting for the 17July 1959 to consider the issue.'*® At this
meeting Morton lost a no-confidence motion by two votes and the leadership
became vacant. In the lead up to this event, both Eric Willis, the MLA for
Earlwood, and Askin had said that they would not stand unless they had the
overwhelming support of their parliamentary colleagues.’*® Willis had been
elected to the seat of Earlwood in 1950 and was a Morton supporter.
Following the vote of no-confidence, all members were given the opportunity
to put themselves forward. On this occasion Willis did not stand for the
leadership.

Emerging as a seasoned political tactician, Askin seized the
opportunity and was elected unanimously. He had played his hand well and it
was speculated by political commentators of the day that had he challenged
for the leadership when Darby had first raised the issue then he would
certainly have been unsuccessful.'® Willis was elected as Askin’s deputy
following a protracted ballot and thus formed the partnership that would lead
the Liberals to the next election.”' Askin was not heralded as a messiah by
his peers. Even though he had been deputy for several years, had
demonstrated the capacity for leadership, and had been elected unanimously,
his ascendency was not greeted with great accolades or expectations. Morale
was low. The media reported that he had a lot to do to pull together “a divided
and discouraged” party which had been in the doldrums for 18 years.'*?

Askin’s path to the leadership of the LP was grounded in well proven
political tactics. His natural predisposition to seek out opportunities to be
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involved in and lead civic forums led him naturally to electoral office in
Collaroy. Askin’s tendency to aspire to executive position was borne out in his
pursuit and retention of the deputy leadership. Equally, his close observation
of Cahill during his apprenticeship in parliament was a natural consequence of
the high value he placed on rank and his respect for authority. Despite this,
his reluctance to push for leadership reflected his sense of responsibility to
any group he belonged to and his natural tendency to caution. Askin’s
preference for logistics over strategy also provide some explanation for why
he naturally preferred to wait until he could stand unopposed. A different
temperament with a talent for diplomacy might have more actively set out to
convince his colleagues of the merits of a change of leadership. After he
achieved the leadership he showed no lack of confidence despite the absence
of strong and immediate accolades from his peers. It is also notable that
Askin’s political agenda during his early years in the parliament focussed on
issues concerning the salary-earning middle-class voter such as housing,
transport and sewerage. While this represented sensible politics, it also

seems to reflect his natural affinity with such people.

Each of these tendencies dovetailed well into Askin’s emerging art of
politics and modus operandi. For example, having gained the deputy
leadership, Askin pursued the tactic of working hard to preserve his position of
authority. Realising he could not control Morton, he supported Robson.
Furthermore, despite his wheeling and dealing behind the scenes, he was
always aware of the need to retain the favour of his peers and kept onside
with all his parliamentary colleagues despite backing Robson. Equally, his
advocacy for the salary-earning middle-class voter mirrored that of Menzies
and reflected his understanding of the need to retain the favour of
constituents. The fact that he was the only Liberal member to increase his
majority in the 1953 election and that he continued to grow it through to the
1959 election further exemplifies this point. In accordance with well- proven
political tactics, Askin knew not only that he needed the support from the
electorate but that recognition of this among his peers was crucial to his
leadership. Moreover, he needed his peers to recognise that his acceptance
in the electorate as an attractive candidate could develop into support for the
LP as a whole. When Askin was elected to the leadership in 1959, after an
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earlier attempt in 1954, he demonstrated the traits of a leader styled on well-
established principles of political success. He displayed the capacity to
recognise shifts in sentiment of his peers and positioned himself well for
ascendency.

1.4 Askin becomes Premier

While Askin’s temperament and political tactics had served him well in
achieving his initial goal of leading the LP, a number of issues tested his
political mettle in achieving government. State aid was one of the major
issues that confronted Askin. State aid to independent schools was a
perennial issue and was arguably the most contentious political controversy of
the 1960s. The issues of state aid and the denominational composition of the
LP were closely related and therefore it is important to examine these issues.

When liberalism materialised in the form of an alternative to the ALP,
the majority of their members were Protestant. The principles of Australian
liberalism were based on independence and loyalty, with no affiliation to the
claims of special interest groups. These virtues were rooted in
Protestantism."*® This manifested in the Commonwealth Liberal Party,
established under Alfred Deakin in 1909, the United Australia Party (1931)
and finally the Liberal Party of Australia, which was established in 1944.

Brett argues that there were two strands of liberalism: the British model
and the European model. The European secularist model was based on
freedom from religion. The Australian Liberals favoured the British model
which was not based on freedom from religion but the freedom to follow the
religious doctrine of the individual’s choice. British Liberalism was entwined
with Protestantism because it was the result of the Reformation which was
based on the freedom of religious conviction. It was essential that the Liberals
were independent of any doctrine when they made a political judgement.

Therefore, they had to be independent of the Church of England, even though

158 Brett, Australian Liberals, p.35.
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the Church has its genesis in Protestantism. The fight for this independence
from religious conviction, which was a fundamental principle of Protestantism,
was the common ground which unified the British parliamentary Liberal Party.
In Australia the early disestablishment of the Church of England had left the
Liberals without an opponent to individual freedom. Instead, they found the
Catholic Church as a substitute for this potential threat to individual liberty.
This resulted in a religious divide between Protestants and Catholics in the
first half of the 20" century.'™*

In direct contrast to the ALP’s fundamentals, which were bound by the
caucus and the ‘pledge’, the Liberals’ fundamentals were based on the
independence and freedom of the individual. Those Catholics who were
attracted to the conservative side of politics were treated with suspicion and
were not welcomed. Judith Brett argues that the main reason for the
overrepresentation of Catholics in the ALP was because they were shunned
by the Liberals. She questions the evidence that Catholics dominated the
working class and rejects the view that because Catholics were the most
visible minority before World War Two that they were naturally attracted to a
Labor Party which had traditionally supported the grievances of the underdog.
She says that these arguments ignore the symbolic impact religion has on

people’s understanding of the “social and political reality”.'*®

The gulf between Catholics and Protestants is very often mentioned in
Australian history. Up until 1952, mixed marriages were only barely tolerated
by the Catholic Church and those who did marry were refused the nuptial
mass and forced to take their vows out of public view in the sacristy. Catholic
clergy clung strongly to their differences with Protestants and frequently
refused to attend ecumenical services on ANZAC day. Catholics were
forbidden to attend Masonic balls or non-Catholic services and it was common
to see Catholics standing outside the church at a Protestant funeral or
wedding service. Rivalry extended into all facets of society including the
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media whereby the introduction of the Catholic radio station 2SM in 1931 was
soon followed by a Protestant station 2CH in 1932.

This gulf in Australian political life remained strong until after WWII. A
principal catalyst for change was the split in the ALP and a strong trend
towards secularism.’™® Communism was anathema to Catholics who
regarded its godlessness as an attack on their fundamental beliefs. Some
Catholics were also concerned that Communist governments would restrict
their religious freedom or worse, ban their right to worship altogether. This
concern found voice in the Anti-Communist Labor Party, subsequently the
Democratic Labor Party (DLP),'®” which was weak in NSW.

Rivalry also existed in commercial settings between Freemasons and
the Knights of the Southern Cross, the so-called Catholic Masons.™® The
Masons originated in Britain and were a fraternal and non-denominational
organisation which was bound by a moral order and their pursuit of mutual
benefit. Masons, including Askin, were well represented in the middle and
upper classes and in fact almost 80% of all non-Labor Prime Ministers up until
1972 were Masons.'®® Masonic ‘lodges’ were widely spread and reached their
height in the mid-1950s whereby 330,000 masons permeated managerial
ranks in government and business.'®® While not explicitly anti-Catholic,
Masonry had strong anti-clerical European roots. Secret organisations were
prohibited under canon law in the Catholic Church which meant that the
Masonic oath of secrecy prevented Catholics from participating in the Masonic
movement. Catholics formed their own order of Knights of the Southern Cross
after the First World War. '®" This was principally in response to perceived
discrimination in the workplace. '®? Just as the Masons promoted the interests
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of their members, particularly in business and the workplace, so did the
Knights act to promote member interests and they frequently performed the
role of a job agency.®® Despite these differences, the Masons and Knights
have mainly focussed on moral, yet primarily sectarian, promotion of the
interests of their members and the two organisations have often been on
friendly terms. As such, while there has been some organisational rivalry, the
notion of antagonism based on a Protestant-Catholic dynamic is often

overstated.'®*

Another key factor in the erosion of religiosity in the Australian political
system was the strong trend towards secularism after WWI1.'®® Post-war
immigration from Europe also contributed to a shift in composition of the
Catholic community from one almost entirely Irish to one with much wider
cultural roots. While rivalry was real between Catholics and Protestants, it was
also sometimes exaggerated, a claim exemplified by the harmonious
acceptance of the alternation of Police Chiefs in NSW between Catholic and
Protestant.'®® A striking example away from sectarianism was the anti-
communist “Call to Australia” signed in 1951 by both Catholic and Protestant
church leaders and state Chief Justices which championed God, King,
Country and the family unit.

The primary support for the elimination of state aid was from
secularists who believed that the state should control education and did not
want the state to support religious schools. Prior to federation, each of the
colonies had introduced legislation for compulsory primary education provided
by the state on a secular basis. The same legislation removed “state aid” to
non-government denominational schools. '®’ Politicians and most voters
remained committed to this until the early 1960s with only minor concessions

in the intervening period. This came to an end in 1964 when the Menzies
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government introduced state aid for science facilities in both government and

non-government schools.'®®

While the state-aid issue remained a point of debate for several
decades, there was a lull after World War Two and the issue only returned as
a contentious and dividing issue in the late 1950s. The government education
system was having difficulty in coping with the rapid increase in demand. This
was due to the increasing birth rate, immigration and the trend of the baby-
boomers staying longer at school.'®® The only shifts in policy throughout this
period came in the form of indirect support such as bursaries and concessions
such as the waiving of charges to non-government schools for various
government services. ' In terms of political alignment, Labor policy at a
federal level remained against state aid and from the outset there was general
antipathy towards state aid on all sides of politics. When this began to change
after World War Two, the change in position in NSW was led by the CP.'"

By 1960, there was a funding crisis in Catholic schools.'”? Agitation
from Catholics for state aid reached a public climax in 1962 with a protest in
which all Catholic schools were closed in Goulburn and over 2000 children
were presented for enrolment at state schools. Despite the negative press
reaction to the protest, public sentiment during the post-war period had been
shifting.”® In the 1950s and very early 1960s, as many as 40% of Protestants
now supported state aid.'” By the early 1960s, Gallup polls generally

indicated that a majority of Australians no longer opposed state aid.'”
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The lack of technological and scientific education in Australia became
apparent during the Sputnik era when the Soviet Union successfully launched
the first satellite into space in 1957, and subsequently the first human in 1961.
This set off the space race and prompted President Kennedy’s celebrated
quest to land a man on the moon before the end of the decade. Menzies had
recognised the opportunity to attract the Catholic vote and his introduction of
aid for science facilities in 1964 was a watershed. The introduction of state aid
was less confronting to the electorate in the context of the post Sputnik era of

the cold war.

The promise of state aid in the lead up to the 1963 election helped
Menzies win what appeared could be a very tight result in early 1963 and
highlighted his artfulness in capitalising on the fact that the ALP was
becoming increasingly divided on the issue.'”® At the same time Catholics
kept the issue in public discourse by arguing that Catholic schools were
saving the state money and, increasingly, state governments recognised that
state aid could be a vote winner. During the 1960s the Catholics kept the
issue on the agenda at the federal and state elections. The critical fact was
that the Catholic system could not meet the growing demand from its own
resources. If it failed, the already strained government system would have to

fill the void."”’

When Askin became leader, state aid was not the only challenge he
had to face. After the defeat at the 1959 election, the LP was despondent,
divided and in desperate need of reinvention and unification. The relationship
with the CP was tenuous while that with the organisational wing of the LP was
somewhat acrimonious.'”® Askin also needed to establish his authority over
the parliamentary LP.

Even though Askin had been elected to the leadership unanimously,
the Morton group had only acquiesced and he gained the leadership by the

'7® Wilkinson et al, A History of State Aid to Non-Government Schools in Australia, p.31.
"7 ibid, p.2.
78 L PA ML MSS 2385 K53642 Item 10.
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attrition of the traditional ‘Bunyip’ aristocratic leaders; at this stage the party
remained divided. After the passing of the ‘old guard’, any threat to Askin’s
leadership would have come from the ‘young rebels’ who were responsible for
Morton’s demise that had enabled Askin to seize the leadership. Thomas L
Lewis and Eric A Willis , who in turn succeeded Askin after he retired, both
harboured leadership ambitions. During the Morton leadership spill, Willis had
made his intentions clear that he would stand but subsequently realised he
did not have the numbers. Lewis, who had not been involved in the intrigue
against Morton, was touted by the Daily Telegraph as a ‘clean skin’ and a
credible candidate for the leadership.'”® It was therefore necessary for Askin
to eliminate any machinations until he finally consolidated his leadership by
winning the 1965 election. However, it was a long haul between 1959 and
1965.

Following his election as leader, Askin wasted no time in addressing
these challenges. He immediately aligned himself with the successful Menzies
government by declaring that he and Menzies had a mutual interest and that it
was to Menzies’ advantage that the LP win government in NSW. “We want to

play our part in national development, particularly in this state”, he said.'°

With regard to the CP, Askin claimed in an ATN Channel 7 interview
that “he got on very well with the Country Party”. He said he was a close
friend of the CP: “He and Cutler understood each other very well”."®' Charles
Cutler had been elected leader of the CP three months before Askin became
leader. Both leaders were pragmatic and realised that the unity of their
parties was essential in order to break the ALP stronghold in NSW.
Immediately after Askin was elected leader, he and Cutler set up an informal
committee comprising themselves, NSW Liberal President, Robert Cotton,
State CP Chairman, John Fuller, Liberal Party General Secretary, John
Carrick, and CP General Secretary, John Dredge. Consistent with Askin’s
strong preference for cooperation and negotiation, the idea was to improve

'" Daily Telegraph, 5 July 1959,
180 SMH, 20 July 1959, p.4.
81 SMH, 20 July 1959, p.4.
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the inter-party relationship and address policy differences such as the

triangular contests before they escalated into conflict.'®

The defeat of the Cahill Government was Askin’s first priority and he
intended to achieve this by “applying continuous pressure”, describing himself
as “a middle of the road man” and announcing that he did not intend to do
“anything spectacular”. Askin stated that the organisational wing of the LP had
assured him that there would be no interference with the working of the
parliamentary party. He was quite willing to cooperate with the organisation
and understood their interests in policy formulation.'®®

Askin addressed the religious background of the LP and said that “he
would like to see a greater proportion of Roman Catholics in the parliamentary
party”, but this could not be achieved with the “stroke of a pen”.'®* He was
also saying that “sectarian strife” in the LP was non-existent in comparison to
the ALP. He did not elaborate on this comment but it was possibly a jibe at the
ALP over its tension with the Catholic Church regarding the issue of state aid
or a more general comment on the role of sectarianism in the Labor split.'®°
The absence of sectarianism in the LP seems attributable to the absence of
Catholic members.

As Opposition Leader, Askin was finally able to square off with the
seemingly invincible Cabhill. In the midst of a cacophony of heckles and hisses
from the Government benches and witty interjections from Cahill, Askin
delivered his maiden speech as Opposition Leader in the address-in-reply
debate. He rejected the ALP’s claim that they had ushered in a “golden age”
and argued that the claim had turned out to be “dross”. Askin illustrated this
argument by citing the 20,000 families who were waiting for the blocks of land

'8 Interview (Paul Loughnan) with Sir John Fuller, 10 January 2008.; Paul Davey ‘Charles Cutler; A

Lesson in Coalition partnership with Premier Askin’, Paul Davey, ‘Charles Cutler: A lesson in Coalition
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Sydney, 2006, p.175.
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to be released under the Government’s Cumberland County Plan. He argued
that statistics demonstrated that the housing shortage in NSW was the worst
in any state.'® The Cumberland County Plan had been established by Labor
under the Local Government (Town and Country Planning) Amendment Actin
1945. The intent had been to improve the coordination and effectiveness of
the local government planning through the establishment of a “master”
planning body spanning all councils. While acclaimed as a powerful legislative
instrument, the legislation was complex and plagued with delays in

implementation.'®’

However, Askin’s squaring off with Cabhill only lasted for a short time.
Cahill became ill in the chamber during a lively debate and died the following
day on 22 October 1959. Askin’s reflections on the events that took place in
the chamber give an interesting insight into the “bear pit”. Askin had just

moved a censure motion of the Government:

... was thumping the table and doing the best | could with this case and |
noticed Mr Cahill looking very pale. And he was belching in a different way to
the ordinary person and | could see he wasn’t too well ... and | leant [sic]
across the table and | said “Are you alright Joe?” ... he said “Yes, get on with
the bloody thing”. Those were his last words ... They weren'’t heard by
hansard [sic] but that’s what actually happened. That was him, he was blunt,
a pretty blunt old place, New South Wales Parliament, popularly supposed to

be the toughest of all.'®8

After Cahill’s death, the 69 year old Deputy Premier Robert J Heffron
became Premier. Heffron lacked the decisive leadership of Cahill and he was
considered by the party as a caretaker premier.'®® But Heffron was a superior
politician to McGirr and perhaps unlucky not to have had his chance earlier in
his career. Askin’s relationship with Heffron was in direct contrast to the
relationship he had with Cabhill.

'8 SMH, 14 August 1959, p.4.

'87 Paul Ashton, The Accidental City: Planning Sydney since 1788, Sydney, 1995, p.67.
188 |nterview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:1/36.

'8 Clune, The Labor Government in New South Wales,, p. 141.
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Now [Heffron] was a different man altogether, a gentlemanly old chap. The
tragedy of his appointment was that it came too late in life for him ... It was
very embarrassing for me as a matter of fact, because he and | had been
close friends for years ... [both in Parliament] and in other spheres, we were
both interested in similar things, and we had to oppose each other; and we
didn’t like tearing into each other because we had a genuine liking for each
other. And a rather unusual situation developed in the State Parliament, of
which hardly anybody knew because when there was likely to be a fight
between the LP and the Labor Government I'd send word to Mr. Heffron and
he’d put somebody else in the Chair, so that | wouldn’t be attacking him
personally. And when he was going to attack the Opposition he’d send word
to me: “You'd better have a cup of tea about four o’clock this afternoon,” and
we managed to get through for the whole of his term still good friends and
never having had a row in the House. A lot of people could never understand
it, but we managed; we both did our jobs, but we never really had any open
dust-up.'®

Askin’s relationship with Heffron might have been somewhat genteel in the
chamber but he managed to rattle some of the cabinet ministers. Askin
attacked the Minister for Housing, Abram Landa, over the housing shortage;
he attacked the Minister for Health, William F Sheahan, over the deplorable
state of mental health institutions; and he also attacked the Minister for Public
Works, Phillip N Ryan, over corruption and irregularities in government

contracts.

The 1961 referendum to abolish the NSW Legislative Council provided
Askin with the opportunity to take on the Government in the electorate. The
performance of the Coalition at the referendum acted as a barometer reading
of their prospects at the looming state election. Therefore the referendum was
a critical test of Askin’s leadership.

The saga had begun when the Government won the 1959 election and
had included in their election policy a proposal to hold a referendum to abolish

"% Interview (Pratt): Sir Robert Askin, 1:2//2.
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the Upper House. In December 1959 at the first reading of the Bill the LP
voted in favour of the referendum but stated that they would advocate a “no”
vote “if a referendum was held on the ground that the present Upper House
with all its faults was preferable to no Upper House”.'®" So, in April 1960 the
Opposition favoured the reconstitution of the Upper House rather than its
abolition. It was integral to Askin’s temperament to show strong respect for
the authority of established institutions and practices and he believed in the
bicameral system and “that while there is an Upper House, even with the
Government majority there is a possibility of extremist legislation being
blocked”. On the second reading, after some indecision, the opposition parties
voted against the referendum. They refused to support a reconstruction where
the members of the Legislative Council were still elected by both houses of
parliament. They indicated that they would support a reconstruction which
provided popular vote franchise.'®? At this time the Legislative Council
consisted of sixty members elected by both houses of parliament. Each
member was elected for twelve years with fifteen retiring on a rotational basis

every three years.

On 12 May 1960 the vote was won by the Government 44 to 37. All of
the Opposition members voted against the referendum except Kevin Ellis, the
Member for Coogee, who crossed the floor. At this stage Askin had achieved
harmony between the LP and the CP and success was in the air. At the
beginning of the saga, some Liberal and CP members were divided on the
issue. Askin had managed to reverse this situation with only one member
defecting.'?®

The referendum was held in April 1961. During this period the Cold
War was well under way. The rhetoric of the domino theory was used by

Menzies and the LP to incite fear and terrify the electorate. Askin embraced

%! SMH, 2 December 1959, p.28.
192 SMH, 13 May 1960, p.2.
198 SMH, 13 May 1960, p.2.
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this rhetoric in a ‘boots and all’ campaign against the abolition of the Upper
House.'®*

Askin opened the campaign at St Thomas’s Hall, North Sydney. He
claimed that the Communist Party was spending huge sums of money to
destroy the Upper House. Cutler, along with the members of the Oppo