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Australians cherish the memory of Prime Minister John Curtin, mostly for the wrong reasons. He did not save Australia from invasion by Japan, he did not create the alliance with the United States, and the single decision for which is he most revered—the return of Australian troops from the Middle East—was not what we now remember it as. But he did create the foundations of the modern Australian Commonwealth, a magnificent achievement which reflected three decades of thoughtful reading and debate, and for which he is rarely credited. I argued this first in a lecture at the John Curtin Prime Ministerial Library (JCPML) in Perth in 2001. The then editorial director of Allen & Unwin, John Iremonger, asked me to develop the idea into a book, and this is the result.

The book owes a lot to John, who not only commissioned it but also made extensive comments on drafts and outlines up to his final illness. Whatever merit it has honours the memory of a fine, selfless man who contributed immeasurably to Australia’s intellectual life.

The lecture would not have been given or the book written without the encouragement and interest of the Archivist of the JCPML, Kandy-Jane Henderson. She invited me to accept a year-long fellowship with the Library, which allowed me to develop the lecture. Concealed behind Kandy-Jane’s unobtrusive manner is a will of steel. Whatever crowding claims the rest of my life made on my time, Kandy-Jane’s gentle and persistent inquiry made sure there was always a little left for the book. She completely understood the direction in which I was working, often anticipated it with new material, and kept me up to date with other work in the area. Her colleagues Lesley Wallace, David Wylie and Lesley Carman-Brown sustained the flow of material, read and commented upon various drafts, and provided a community of interest in the book. To Kandy-Jane and her colleagues I am deeply grateful.

Throughout, Professor David Black, now Historical Consultant with the JCPML, has been of the utmost help. His own work on Curtin’s letters, speeches and bibliography shows that there is a great deal more to say about Curtin and his period than we have yet acknowledged. David first identified to me to me the importance of the early months of 1942 in determining the foundations of the modern Commonwealth, and he was later kind enough to make helpful comments on a draft.

Work on the book was much enriched by access to the papers of former journalist and government adviser Tom Fitzgerald, which were generously made available to the JCPML in 2002 by his son Dennis and other members of the Fitzgerald family. Reading his research some years after I had worked out my own standpoint, it was quite evident that Tom was not only exploring in the same direction, but had gone much further. Tom was working towards a wonderful book.

Much of what is in this book was once well known. The two volumes of the official history of the war economy by S.J. Butlin and C.B. Schedvin are still the foundational accounts of war time economic policy decisions. In recent years scholars have widened and deepened our understanding of Curtin and his times. Their works include David Day’s full-length biography, David Horner’s accounts of strategic decision-making, Dick Hall and Clem Lloyd’s work on Curtin’s press conferences, and JCPML lectures by Peter Edwards and Tim Rowse. Gough Whitlam gave valuable guidance on Curtin’s role in education policy.

The Reserve Bank of Australia and the National Archives either provided material directly or guided me to online material upon which many of this book’s arguments rest.

After John Iremonger’s death from cancer in 2002, Allen & Unwin’s Rebecca Kaiser became my publisher. Her advice was always insightful and wise. Emma Cotter oversaw the book’s production, and to her and Carson Creagh I owe many improvements. Barry Howarth compiled the index with his customary thoroughness, informed by
 his deep understanding of the period. My wife Deborah Hope advised and encouraged me thoughout. Whatever errors are left are mine alone.
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Sleepless Vigil 

Walking home from Parliament after midnight in early March 1942, Clerk of the House of Representatives Frank Green encountered Prime Minister John Curtin pacing the grounds of the Lodge. The Prime Minister’s official residence was then adjoined by open fields, so Green would probably have walked up from Parliament House through the scrub that then covered Capital Hill. Australia was at war, but Green was able to step into the grounds of the Lodge and walk around until he found Curtin. For Green to see Curtin in the garden it must have been a moonlit night; Japanese carrier planes had already bombed Darwin and a blackout was enforced even as far south as Canberra. Slit trenches had been dug in the bowling green near Parliament House and Canberra residents had already stocked up on groceries to take into the hills should Japanese invaders reach the national capital.

Green’s encounter with Curtin was not accidental. Curtin’s driver, Ray Tracey, had told him Curtin had not slept for several days and spent each night walking about the grounds of the Lodge. Tracey hinted that as an old friend Green should stop by and encourage the Prime Minister to get some rest.

Curtin was then 57, slightly under six feet and, because he no longer had time for long daily walks, ten pounds over his normal weight. His grey hair was thinning and he wore black-rimmed spectacles. He had been Prime Minister for five months. It was the first time in his life he had held ministerial office, and those five months were surely the most momentous in Australian history. Eight weeks after he had become Prime Minister, Japan attacked the United States Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor. Australia suddenly found itself living the nightmare that had troubled it for half a century—war with Japan. It was, Curtin solemnly announced, ‘the gravest hour in our history’.

At the same time as it attacked Pearl Harbor Japan attacked the Philippines, Guam and Malaya, and pressed south toward the Netherlands East Indies and Australia. Since European settlement Australian war planning had depended on the British fleet controlling the seas, but three days after Pearl Harbor Japanese planes sank the Prince of Wales and Repulse, two British warships deployed to Singapore to deter a Japanese attack. A little over two months later, Japan had conquered Malaya and invaded Singapore. The defenders had been forced to surrender, sending 17 000 surviving troops of the Australian 8th Division to prisoner of war camps. The British fleet in the Pacific had been sunk, the US fleet had been badly damaged, the Japanese army was building in Rabaul, the impregnable Singapore Fortress had been captured and now Australia had lost a quarter of its battle-trained soldiers to Japanese prison camps.

With the British preoccupied by Germany, Australia turned to the United States. Eight weeks earlier, on 27 December 1941, Curtin had published his Melbourne Herald appeal to the United States, writing that, ‘Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links of kinship with the United Kingdom’.

Singapore had fallen on 15 February, a few weeks before Green walked by the Lodge that moonlit evening. Curtin told Australians the capture of Singapore was ‘Australia’s Dunkirk’ and as Dunkirk had preceded the Battle for Britain, so ‘the fall of Singapore opens the Battle for Australia’. He believed that, ‘He would be a very dull person who could not discard all his preconceived ideas of strategy and war and who does not accept the fall of Singapore as involving a completely new situation’. Because he was directing his remarks now at the United States as much as Australia he allowed himself the colourful claim that ‘the frontiers of the United States of America’ and ‘therefore, in large measure, the fate of the English speaking world’ also depended on this forthcoming Battle for Australia. On 27 February the Australian Chiefs of Staff had told Curtin that Japan was ‘at liberty to attempt an invasion of Australia if she so desires’. By 5 March Curtin’s Cabinet expected a landing around Darwin in early April, and a landing on the east coast by May.

This national crisis of survival was one that at first glance Curtin was woefully unprepared to meet. He had left school at 14. He had never been a minister before he became Prime Minister. In his political career he had been defeated four times in contests for the House of Representatives, and though his party gained seats he himself was very nearly defeated for a fifth time as Opposition Leader in the election of 1940. Before he became Prime Minister he had left Australia only once, briefly. He had been a polemicist, commentator and agitator for three decades. His most demanding management job was as secretary of a small trade union—a job he had left as much through alcoholism as intellectual fatigue. His election as Leader of the Opposition by eleven votes to ten in the depleted Labor caucus of 1935 had astounded many members of the Parliament House press gallery. The party he then led was torn by divisions, with four separate Labor Parties in South Australia and three in New South Wales. With this very modest preparation he had been asked to form a government, after Prime Minister Arthur Fadden lost his majority in the House of Representatives on the night of 3 October 1941. He continued in office only with the support of the independents, who had brought down the preceding Prime Minister. With so little experience of office, so little distinction in his career, so fragile a hold on power, he faced the very real and immediate threat that Japanese armies could land in Australia within weeks.

As Prime Minister Curtin went into his Parliament House office around nine in the morning and did not leave until midnight, it was perhaps well past midnight when Green walked by. Curtin would likely have been outside, smoking a cigarette in the holder he always used. It would have been so much better for his health if he could drink occasionally and not smoke at all, Curtin’s daughter later recalled, but ‘of course he couldn’t’. Curtin was likely still wearing his suit, or perhaps just the high-buttoned vest he preferred that showed very little of his tie. He would have eaten the roast lamb with vegetables he generally had for dinner. His wife Elsie was probably at home at their cottage at the Perth beachside suburb of Cottesloe, but Ray Tracey would have been somewhere around the Lodge. He took care of the ducks and fowls there, and was the Prime Minister’s late-night billiards partner as well as his driver. Curtin was perhaps in one of those black moods well remembered by family and friends, which in better times he would walk off in long rambles along Cottesloe Beach or Canberra’s Majura Hills and from which his daughter said only his wife or Ray Tracey could reliably cajole him.

Throughout his life and particularly when he became Prime Minister, people responded to what they thought to be his physical frailty. He had a disconcerting cast in his left eye so that people talking to him were not entirely sure where he was looking. Because of it his press secretary Don Rodgers had great difficulty finding a suitable standard photograph of Curtin—one with ‘something like a straight on appearance’—and eventually settled for a side shot. Earlier in his life his alcohol addiction had been serious enough to put him in a private sanatorium. He was troubled with psoriasis, which produced red, scaly and itchy patches on his skin and for which he took a remedy sold as Kruschen Salts. He was depressed for long periods, subject to nervous stomach ailments, and even then he had heart problems. Earlier in the month he had been hospitalised in Sydney for what was said to be ‘nervous dyspepsia’. A little over three years later he would be dead of heart disease. These evident weaknesses evoked from both men and women a doting concern for his health, which is what brought Green by the Lodge.

Finding Curtin pacing in the garden of the Lodge, Green gently told him he should get some sleep. Curtin did not answer, and the two men stood in silence for several minutes. ‘How can I sleep,’ Curtin then asked, ‘with our men in the Indian Ocean among enemy submarines?’ Sleepless because he had as Prime Minister and for the first time in Australia’s history refused in the gravest circumstances a most earnest wartime request of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom; a request strongly and directly supported by the President of the United States and also strongly supported by former Australian prime ministers and ministers, experienced leaders of the Australian Government who now sat as Opposition members on the Australian Advisory War Council. He had flatly—and repeatedly—refused Churchill’s request that leading elements of Australia’s 7th Division, then being transported
 across the Indian Ocean from the Middle East, should be landed in Rangoon to prevent the Japanese from conquering Burma and cutting off a supply line between China and India. Curtin had insisted that the 7th Division come back to Australia, and now the leading troop transport, the Mount Vernon, was sailing south. She was an American cargo vessel, so tightly packed with over 4600 Australian troops that the iron bed frames were arranged in rows three deep in the hold and the men spent most of their day lining up for one of the six sittings required for each plentiful but unfamiliar meal of bread, frankfurters and maple syrup. Alone, unescorted, after a voyage that began at Fort Tewfick, Egypt, in early February, the ship now sailed down through the hostile waters of the Indian Ocean to Fremantle.

Green walked with Curtin back up to the kitchen at the Lodge, where he made tea for the Prime Minister. Curtin still refused to sleep, however, and after drinking his tea Green left him once again pacing the grounds of the Lodge. Curtin had every reason to be worried. Japanese forces now controlled the seas, sky and land north of Australia. By the beginning of March Batavia was being evacuated, Australian and Allied naval ships were evacuating troops and civilians from Sumatra and Java, and the powerful naval forces of Japanese vice-admirals Nagumo and Kondo were hunting south of Java and as far west as the Cocos.

On 1 March, a day that found the Mount Vernon 800 miles southwest of Christmas Island, and a convoy of eleven ships with seven naval escorts transporting 10,000 Australians leaving Colombo for Australia, the Japanese navy in the waters north and west of Australia sank the US Navy ships Edsall and Pecos, then Pillsbury and Asheville, then the Royal Navy ship Stronghold. Australian navy corvettes and minesweepers were fleeing south from the Netherlands East Indies and on 4 March the Yarra and its convoy were attacked by three heavy cruisers and two destroyers from Kondo’s force. In four days in early March the Japanese navy sank 20 ships in waters north and west of Australia, not very far from where the Mount Vernon was or from where many other transports loaded with Australian troops and their equipment would soon pass. Curtin had insisted Australia’s battle-trained troops come home, and now they were coming across enemy controlled waters. To Colombo the British relied on their control of the sea and some destroyer escort for the bigger convoys. From Colombo south the faster transports were on their own. Standing on the deck of the Mount Vernon as it raced for Fremantle Private Bob Hope, a gunner of the 25th Brigade, looked about for the escorts but saw only the white wake of the ship and empty sea from horizon to horizon.

Curtin’s sleepless vigil at the Lodge is surely the most memorable and touching episode in his three years and nine months as Prime Minister of Australia. It was a defining moment in his leadership, not just in the popular perception but also in the sober assessment of history. His insistence on the return of the 6th and 7th Divisions of the Australian Imperial Force from the Middle East would change Australia’s relationship with England and the way Australians thought about themselves. In the Australian story the colonies federated into a nation in 1901 and its military forces first won renown fighting on the shores of the Dardanelles in 1915, but it was not until Curtin insisted in February 1942 on the return of its troops to face the imminent threat from Japan that Australia became a truly independent nation.

There is a good deal of truth in this, but the identification of Curtin’s place in Australian history with this moment also limits him and our understanding of who he was, what he did and what he means in the Australian story. Part of the Australian tradition of the events of February 1942 is that Curtin was an accidental hero; a reluctant Prime Minister, a man of modest attainments and limited experiences, the poorly educated son of an itinerant policeman and unsuccessful publican, by trade a hardware estimator, a recovering alcoholic, an innocent and an idealist forced by the circumstances of war to compromise lifelong principles—a man who in the words of a newspaper obituary ‘had greatness thrust upon him’ by war and to which he ‘responded greatly’.

It follows that without the war there would not have been very much to Curtin. Historian Stuart Macintyre writes that he would have been ‘a mediocre and timid peacetime Prime Minister’. Historian Fred Alexander wrote that Curtin ‘in his reputation, in his actual career . . . was indeed a fortunate and even a lucky man’ whose ‘reputation was greater than his intrinsic qualities’. Curtin is credited with one great episode in Australian history, and dismissed from the rest.

He represents an Australian ideal of an ordinary man who rises to the occasion and the Labor Party ideal of a leader of abiding and radical principle recognising the practicalities of great office. Curtin sometimes liked to present himself in this way. His conservative opponents spoke of him as sincere, reliable and honest, with the hint perhaps that he wanted the subtlety, education, intelligence and breadth to be as interesting and formidable as they were. By contrast we think of his great contemporary and rival for importance in our history, Robert Menzies, as an unusually gifted and urbane barrister, witty and commanding, who far from having greatness thrust upon him rather wanted for a challenge sufficient to his remarkable gifts—a challenge such as being the Dominion’s representative in the British War Cabinet, or perhaps Prime Minister of England.

In some accounts of the period Curtin was not only an accidental and reluctant Prime Minister, but even as Prime Minister was responsible for only a narrow—though admittedly vital—part of national leadership. He was Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Co-ordination, but in March 1942 he put Australian military forces under the command of American general Douglas MacArthur. While Curtin took care of the rear it was MacArthur who took care of the front. Nor, in the standard account, did he run much of the rear. The economy was managed by Curtin’s friend, Treasurer and successor, Ben Chifley, who according to David Day’s biography not only ran the economy in war but also provided the vision for postwar Australia. It is little wonder that Curtin’s insistence on the return of the 6th and 7th is so important in his story. After crediting other claims, there is not much else left.

There is another way of thinking about Curtin, however, that places him as the central figure in the creation of modern Australia. He did not become so accidentally or reluctantly, but as the deliberate outcome of a long pondered and well thought-out program of fundamental changes that he brought to office and immediately began to implement. My argument is that the key to understanding Curtin and his place in Australian history is that he was a politician gifted with insight into the significance of events, that he came to power just as Australia’s structure and its relationship with the rest of the world were ready to change, and that he grasped the authority to move the country in the direction he wanted to go. He understood that the circumstances of war offered him a chance to change the way Australia worked. Though remembered now for bringing the troops home, his primary intellectual interest was economic policy rather than defence policy and the biggest influence on his thinking was not Australia’s experience of war against Japan in the 1940s but its experience of the Great Depression in the 1930s. His enduring achievement was not saving Australia from Japan but in creating modern, postwar Australia.

The more we discover about Curtin the more we learn that he was both more and less than the accidental hero of our mythology. As records are opened, as research is extended, the more we see him as the best prepared and trained political leader of his generation: an intelligent, sensible, talented and practical professional politician with a clear and instinctive grasp of the ways of power and the rare gift of understanding the course of great events and his own place in them. We can acknowledge MacArthur’s role in commanding Allied forces without diminishing Curtin’s role as war leader, and we can also acknowledge Chifley’s role as Treasurer while crediting Curtin with a far greater role in the economic management of the war and in the creation of postwar Australia. There is very much more to the Curtin story than saying no to Churchill and Roosevelt—and somewhat less to that refusal than we commonly suppose.
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Saint Jack 

The obscuring legend of Curtin at war begins with his diffidence. In his history of the Commonwealth Parliament Gavin Souter calls Curtin ‘the reluctant Prime Minister’, and it is certainly true that for a professional politician he was unusually patient in his pursuit of office. As Opposition Leader in the 1940 federal election he famously refused to stand
 for another if he had lost his seat of Fremantle, and for a while it looked as if he had lost. Journalist and member of the House of Representatives for Eden Monaro Alan Fraser claimed that as Opposition Leader Curtin told him Robert Menzies would make a better wartime PM than he would himself. Curtin’s longtime private secretary Fred McLaughlin thought of him as a man of principle ‘who never sought office’. His reluctance to accept power was, in McLaughlin’s view, an aspect of his saintliness. This idea of the reluctant leader is part of the legend in which Curtin’s reputation has been imprisoned. A diffident Opposition Leader thrust into power by the Government’s collapse is made great by the war with Japan—and is now remembered for little else.

The facts of Curtin’s life don’t invite the conclusion that he was a reluctant politician. He scrambled into prominence on his intelligence and socialist conviction as a young man in Melbourne, spent all his life in the Labor movement (including marrying into another Labor family) and from the age of 26 in its employ, repeatedly attempted to enter Federal Parliament despite repeated rejections. He took to serious drinking when he was refused a place in the first ministry of the first Labor Government he had any opportunity to join. From the backbench of the Federal Parliamentary Labor Party he became a major force in the debate on the Depression, offered himself as Leader of the Party as soon as the position became vacant, fought Prime Minister Menzies vehemently as Leader of the Opposition through the 1940 election, refused office in a coalition Government that would have included Menzies and, far from responding to the collapse of the Fadden Government and his own coming appointment as Prime Minister with awe and humility, welcomed it with a glad telegram to his wife. It would be, he cheerfully wrote, her ‘birthday gift’.

He did indeed publicly refuse to seek the seat of a colleague if he lost Fremantle in 1940. His daughter remembered that he said, ‘I shall not chase my destiny. If Fremantle, which sent me to the Federal Parliament, rejects me from the Federal Parliament, that will be the end of politics for me’. In the event his refusal was not tested— he held the seat—but the episode appeared to confirm Curtin’s indifference to power. His daughter also remembered, however, that he refused a proposal that would have taken him out of politics. Thinking Curtin had lost the seat, Prime Minister Menzies offered to appoint him High Commissioner to New Zealand. It was a generous offer, Curtin said, but one he promptly turned down. According to his daughter, named Elsie after her mother, ‘he had already determined, if he lost the Fremantle seat, that he could not depart the Australian political scene even if it meant filling a lesser role’.

Feigning lack of personal ambition was part of the etiquette of political struggle, more widely observed in Curtin’s day than our own. There is compelling evidence that Curtin’s apparent reluctance disguised the strength of his ambition and his determination to win power on his own terms, and that he was less of a saint and more of a professional politician than the legend allows.

It suited the newspaper allies of Prime Minister Robert Menzies to take Curtin’s modesty at face value. With Australia at war, Hitler triumphant in Europe and his own position relying on the uncertain votes of independents in Parliament, Menzies proposed a national coalition Government for Australia on the model of the national Government of Labor and the Conservatives in the United Kingdom. Curtin refused. Menzies and the newspapers continued to exert pressure on Curtin, and the national Government proposal also found friends in the Labor caucus. Eager for office, Labor frontbencher Bert Evatt pressed for a coalition with the conservatives, hinting that Curtin’s refusal showed he was reluctant to accept the responsibility of power. In a 24 May 1941 letter to the wealthy and disreputable Melbourne Labor power broker John Wren, Evatt complained bitterly that ‘Curtin’s complete lack of willpower’ was keeping Labor’s frontbenchers from the ministry. But Curtin understood Menzies’ political circumstances better than Evatt did. He knew Menzies was unpopular with his own party and that only a national Government could both keep him in office and also allow him to return to London to join the British War Cabinet. Curtin refused on the very sensible ground that Labor would bear responsibility for what it could not control, and that it would not be able to enact any of the social reforms its supporters expected. Remembering the agony of Labor’s Scullin Government as it struggled during the Depression, blocked by a hostile upper house from implementing the policies in which it believed, then broken by conflicts within the party and losing office in a landslide, he declined to let history repeat itself. His refusal of a coalition with Menzies, of fetters on Labor’s authority to undertake a massive transformation of Australian society, is central to understanding Curtin. He did not refuse power through timidity. He refused it through ambition.

Far from being alone in declining Menzies’ request, Curtin was almost unanimously supported in the Labor movement. It was long-held Labor policy to refuse coalitions, a policy Curtin himself had affirmed and reaffirmed from his earliest days in the party. At a Political Labor Council (predecessor to the Victorian Labor Party) meeting as early as 1908 he had successfully moved that the party not enter into alliance with other parties. In writing about the Labor Party split on conscription in 1917 he had reiterated that, ‘All through its existence as a separate political party Labor has had to insist on no alliance being made’, both as a way of making the platform clear to voters and as a discipline on leaders who might otherwise opportunistically accept office. Within the Labor Party the view had not changed in 1940 and 1941. Later Minister for Labour in the Whitlam Government, Clyde Cameron was there as a young delegate from South Australia when Curtin spoke to an Australian Workers Union convention in Sydney in 1941. Federal Secretary Clarrie Fallon staged a rousing demonstration of support for the Opposition Leader. When Evatt spoke the following day the disciplined ranks of the AWU officials sat silently through his speech and cheered wildly only when Fallon, with Evatt sitting uncomfortably nearby, announced the implacable opposition of the largest union in the Labor Party to any coalition with the Nationals.

Like Evatt, Menzies spread the story of Curtin’s reluctance to take power. Writing just after World War II began to Stanley Bruce, a former Australian Prime Minister who was then Australian High Commissioner in London, Menzies claimed that ‘Curtin has privately made it clear to me . . . that his own greatest ambition is to remain Leader of the Opposition for the duration of war’. This is a very serious claim, implying as it does that Curtin was cowardly and irresponsible. He was after all Leader of the Opposition, of the alternative Government, and every sitting day made a claim on the Prime Minister’s position that Menzies says he had no intention of redeeming. We do know that Curtin was modest enough to entertain doubts about his ability to govern, but he had fought one very effective campaign as Opposition Leader and would the following year fight another that brought Labor to within a few seats of office. It is anyway hard to believe he would confide to his chief political opponent what amounted to a cowardly refusal to accept leadership in time of war. Curtin preferred to be leader of a united Opposition than a divided Government, and events would prove he made the right decision.

Menzies’ remark suggests instead a wilful misunderstanding of Curtin’s abilities and intentions that Curtin in some secret, duplicitous place in his heart may have encouraged him to cultivate. Menzies and Curtin treated each other with formal courtesy and the appearance of good fellowship, but they were opponents in a rough game. In private conversation with American officials during the war Menzies described the Curtin Government as ‘scum’ while publicly maintaining a cordial relationship with Curtin. To reporters Curtin privately made fun of Menzies’ claim to infallibility in constitutional matters, pointing out Menzies’ meagre results on these cases in appearances before the Privy Council.

Contemporary political commentary in Sydney and Melbourne newspapers often portrayed Opposition Leader Curtin as timid and uncertain. Once in office, however, Curtin displayed much more energy and purpose than Menzies. The newspapers that had scorned him as timid transformed him from reluctant Opposition Leader to trustworthy Prime Minister who understood and shared the fears and anxiety of his people. A year after he became Prime Minister, the Sydney Morning Herald described him as a ‘miraculously changed person’. It may be, as one writer argues, that as Prime Minister ‘John Curtin’s public profile was the product of a propaganda campaign during a period of media censorship’, but it is also true that in its pursuit of a national coalition Government the press
 chose to mistake his character as Opposition Leader.

Curtin and his press secretary Don Rodgers may well have contributed to the transformation of the Prime Minister’s image once in office. Even the story of Curtin’s sleepless vigil has the hint of spin. It grows in the telling, like a fable. Frank Green had his story, but it was widely known elsewhere. Clyde Cameron recalls being told a version of the story by Curtin’s Air Minister, Arthur Drakeford. Journalist Alan Reid also wrote an account of what was evidently a widely repeated story at the time. So many and various are these stories that one suspects Don Rodgers played up the story of Curtin’s vigil. So successful was the story that it has obscured Curtin’s greater achievements and real interests.

 A complicated man, Curtin was not as he seemed and not as we remember him. Even people close to Curtin saw him in strikingly different ways. Perhaps because they themselves had different temperaments; perhaps because Curtin had different aspects to his nature, his two closest and most senior staff members seemed to know a different boss. His private secretary, Fred McLaughlin, was a member of the militantly Christian Moral Rearmament Association. He not only later insisted that Curtin had never sought office, but that he was also a Christian who returned to God on his deathbed. His press secretary, Don Rodgers, had known Curtin longer. Like Curtin, Rodgers was himself moody, suffering from long spells of despondency alternating with spells of exhilaration. He recalled Curtin as ‘not only a great wartime leader but also a very astute politician’ who ‘knew his politics and how to play them’. In contrast with McLaughlin, Rodgers was more interested in Curtin the sinner than Curtin the saint. He argued that Curtin was not, as was widely supposed, an alcoholic. Rather, he said, Curtin was a ‘cheap drunk’ and in the melancholy circumstances of the Scullin Government, which held office for two years during the Depression, ‘a crying drunk’. In another of those fine distinctions Rodgers evidently enjoyed, he said that Curtin was ‘never an atheist or an agnostic— he was a rationalist’.

Some of Curtin’s characteristics do not quite fit the saintly but pallid character described by his private secretary. In a vehement mood his rough tongue was sometimes shocking, even to a politician with as little delicacy of mind as NSW Premier Jack Lang. Curtin had ‘a bullock driver’s command of banned adjectives’, Lang felt compelled to record in his account of the Depression. His daughter recalled him using some very bad language while talking on the phone at their home in Cottesloe. He also had a touch of sardonic humour. Curtin was notoriously frightened of flying, and travelled whenever he could by car or train or boat. (He never learned to drive a car.) In 1944 he was obliged to travel by flying boat to a London conference. On the 20-hour flight from Bermuda to Ireland he told McLaughlin that only three things would get them through—the skill of the pilots, the rotation of the Earth and God Almighty. McLaughlin doesn’t seem to have had a lively sense of humour because he later cited this remark as evidence of Curtin’s Christian beliefs. Curtin’s jokes were dry. Speaking in the Guildhall, London, in 1944, he told a story about a man who was reluctant to migrate to Australia because, he said, that is where convicts went. As the audience chuckled uncertainly he added that the man went anyway, and when he married an Australian she refused to visit England because, she said, that is where convicts came from.

Curtin could handle a political scalpel. As Prime Minister he was sorely tried by two of his ministers, Eddie Ward and Arthur Calwell. He told reporters after his 1943 election win—the biggest two-chamber victory since Federation— that he had given Arthur Calwell the information portfolio because he was always fighting the newspapers and now must learn to live with them, and had given the troublesome Eddie Ward Transport and Territories because, as he said, ‘the Army has the transport and the Japs have the territories’. Later in the war he gleefully told reporters he had sent both the colourful and egocentric External Affairs Minister Bert Evatt and the more pedestrian Deputy Prime Minister Frank Forde to the San Francisco United Nations conference, waiting until Evatt was well on his way before cabling that Forde was to be in charge.

Reading today the accounts of the Curtin background press briefings that Melbourne Herald Canberra Press Gallery reporter Harold Cox sent to his boss, Keith Murdoch, we are also struck by Curtin’s candour. He gave the latest troops numbers in France, for example, and agreed that progress was less than expected. He openly mentioned what he said was a ‘secret strategic’ route from Perth to Colombo—which was then the air route to the UK—designed to avoid the Japanese in the Netherlands East Indies. And with the Manhattan project then shrouded in the utmost secrecy Curtin told Cox, who told Keith Murdoch, who could make of it what he would, that ‘by an agreement reached in London, the Commonwealth Government would develop deposits of uranium bearing ore in South Australia and supply the whole output to the UK for war purposes’. There was a world shortage of the metal, Curtin told the reporters, ‘and the metal is now vitally necessary for scientific purposes associated with the war’.

As an icon for later generations of Labor supporters, Curtin had many imperfections. He developed what proved to be prescient ideas about defence, and particularly the importance of air power. He had long focused on the threat from Japan. He was not, however, a prophet. Through the 1930s he persistently misunderstood Russia, he opposed sanctions against Italy when it invaded Ethiopia and, like many others, slid imperceptibly from disapproval of the World War I Versailles peace settlement to approval of the appeasement policies of British Prime Ministers Stanley Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain. He certainly did not think German Nazism or Italian fascism threats that required an Australian response. As late as the 1938 Munich crisis, Curtin argued that Australia should not be involved in any European war and, even after Germany invaded Poland and war was declared, opposed the sending of Australian forces overseas.

Though an internationalist and for much of his life a socialist, he was also a unquestioning exponent of the attitudes of his times. He did not copy the views of his close friend and political ally Frank Anstey, a Victorian Member of the House of Representatives, who believed the world’s problems were caused by Jews in high finance. But he was a lifelong supporter of the White Australia Policy. One of Curtin’s arguments against conscription for overseas service during World War I was that it would so deplete the white population of Australia it would be necessary to bring in Asians and blacks. In the war against Japan he portrayed Australia as the outpost of white civilisation in the Pacific, resisting the Asiatic races. In a national broadcast on Australia Day 1942 he concluded a speech about the menace of Japan with the thought that, ‘This Australia is for Australians; it is a White Australia, with God’s blessing we will keep it so’. Curtin was of course not unusual in these views. Indeed, it would have been impossible in the mainstream of Australian politics to espouse others: White Australia was as much an economic doctrine as a racial doctrine. During the secret sessions of Parliament in February 1942, Curtin explained that the American Army forces coming to Australia would bring with them a problem that, on the whole, he thought it best to overlook. ‘It may be added for your information’, he told a secret session on 19 February, ‘that American Army formations contain certain units of coloured troops who are, of course, called up for military service as American citizens. The Government felt it would be quite incorrect for it to lay down any stipulation regarding the admission of coloured troops to this country when such a course would emasculate the organisation of the American forces being sent to this region’. Curtin’s concern was shared by the Opposition. Responding to a cable from Australian Washington representative Richard Casey, the Advisory War Council decided on 12 January 1942 that ‘the Commonwealth should not agree to the proposal that a proportion of United States troops despatched should be coloured’. The United States apparently objected because on 20 January the Advisory War Council acknowledged that the US government could determine the composition of the forces but Casey was instructed to say the Council assumed the United States ‘would have regard to Australian susceptibilities’. A little later it was considered a remarkable concession to agree to the US request to bring in labourers from the Netherlands East Indies to accelerate the building of defences in northern Australia—a project that lapsed when the Japanese took control of the archipelago.

Curtin was not as reluctant a leader, not as saintly in his conduct, not as unprejudiced in his views as the legend tells us. The most enduring of the fables told of Curtin is that
 he saved Australia from Japanese invasion by insisting on the return of Australian infantry divisions in the Middle East. If he is remembered for nothing else he is remembered for that, yet this most celebrated of his decisions as Prime Minister was also not quite as it seems—and its mythology obscures the much greater place Curtin commands in Australian history.
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