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Introduction

The premiers: 1970–2013

Western Australia has experienced three periods of extraordinary 
growth since Captain James Stirling proclaimed the Swan River 
Colony in 1829. They are the gold rush era of the 1890s, the 
opening up of the Pilbara iron ore province in the 1960s, and the 
development of off-shore oil and gas resources which gathered 
pace early in the new century. Hailed by governments, they have 
all provided enormous opportunities and challenges, especially for 
the state’s political leaders, the premiers.

Eleven premiers – 10 men and one woman – have led the state 
since the frenetic activity of the iron ore boom took hold, resulting 
in billions of dollars of foreign investment and thousands of people 
flooding in to WA. The premiers had great glee announcing the 
multitude of new developments, some in isolated and harsh parts 
of the state. Then they had the task of overseeing the provision 
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of government services in response to growing demands, with 
varying success.

I have been in a privileged position, first with The West Australian 
and finishing with the ABC, to observe these political leaders 
since 1970. I have reported on their successes – and failures – as 
they grappled with the challenges that have been thrown up. Some 
premiers were dynamic, some struggled, and all made mistakes. 
But I would like to think they all acted in the best interests of 
Western Australia.

Reflecting on the leaders during this period of almost continual 
change, it is apparent there is no manual on the perfect way into the 
premier’s office, or the ideal way to handle day-to-day problems 
as they arise. What was not apparent to me when they held office, 
but is now obvious with the benefit of hindsight, is that they all 
very much reflected the times during which they were in charge.

There is a wonderful symmetry about the “Premiers’ Eleven”. 
Six attended government schools, and five were educated in the 
private system – three from Catholic schools and two from Hale 
School. Six leaders were from the Labor side and five were Liberals. 
But the Liberals have been in power slightly longer – 23 years to 
Labor’s 21.

The backgrounds of the leaders reflect how the state has changed. 
Three of the first four premiers of this period were ex-servicemen. 
All three fought overseas. In fact one, David Brand, was seriously 
wounded in Greece and spent a lengthy term in a Cairo hospital 
before being repatriated to Perth and discharged. I had never been 
aware of that during his record term as premier. And Charles Court 
and Ray O’Connor met for the first time while on army service.

Ironically, one of their successors, Labor’s Peter Dowding – a 
lawyer – gained prominence defending conscientious objectors 
when the federal coalition government introduced conscription 
to build up military numbers during the unpopular Vietnam War 
years in the second half of the 1960s.
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Was an extended formal education a prerequisite for political 
success? Not according to this varied sample.

Brand had been educated to Year 7 level in the Mid West. That 
was no handicap to getting Liberal Party endorsement after his war 
service while running a shop in Dongara, south of Geraldton. He 
made history when he won the seat of Greenough, and although 
losing office in 1971, remains WA’s record term premier.

Court was the dominant minister in Brand’s government. A 
chartered accountant by profession, he had left Perth Boys’ School 
after sitting for the Junior Certificate (Year 10) examination. The 
English-born Court gained his accountancy qualification at night 
school, and became a partner in a successful city firm. This led to 
suspicion in some circles of his St Georges Terrace links. At one 
stage his firm was based in Newspaper House at 125 St Georges 
Terrace, where The West Australian was published. I subsequently 
became aware that some of the paper’s executives regarded the 
hard-driving Court in his younger days as a bit of an upstart. That 
view changed over the years.

Labor’s Brian Burke was not only the youngest of the eleven – 
he was aged only 35 when he led his party to power in 1983 – but 
the first to have attended the University of Western Australia. In 
fact all the subsequent premiers have been UWA graduates.

Like Court, Burke received assistance from an unexpected 
quarter to even enter Parliament in the first place. His government 
was noted for its close links – too close in some cases – with business. 
This should not have been a surprise. Burke’s entrepreneurial side 
had been evident even before entering politics.

The Labor leaders have tended to be the better qualified from an 
academic perspective. Whether that makes them better politicians 
is, of course, debatable. Two of them, Carmen Lawrence and 
Geoff Gallop, attained the highest degrees – doctorates of 
philosophy. Coincidentally I first met Gallop in 1971 when I was 
The West’s education reporter and he had just been announced as 
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WA’s Rhodes Scholar. The smiling Geraldton Senior High School 
boy was on his way to Oxford University. 

I had joined The West at the start of 1970 as the Brand era 
was drawing to a close. One of my early duties working on 
Sundays was to ring the premier at his home and seek comment 
on various issues. It was initially daunting, but I found him to be 
extraordinarily courteous.

He had presided throughout the ’60s, held a potentially 
fractious coalition government together, given Court his “head” 
as minister for industrial development to oversee the opening up 
of the Pilbara, and remained widely respected, including among 
Labor supporters.

But if you stand in the premier’s office on the first floor of 
Parliament House and look back to the city, you can see an 
example of one of the few times Brand misread the public mood. 
As the freeway was being gouged across the top of the Terrace, 
standing in its way was the Old Barracks, an imposing structure 
from colonial days which later housed ministerial offices and 
public servants. My father worked there at one stage.

The government approved the demolition of the building as 
part of the freeway project. Many fine structures in Perth had 
already gone as the money poured in, making way for taller, 
unremarkable, rectangular office blocks. For example Hamersley 
House emerged in the Terrace, opposite Mt Newman House. 
Both contained branch offices of iron ore companies of the same 
name, which were still controlled from Melbourne.

Critics of the demolitions were dismissed as standing in the 
way of progress. But the opposition to the destruction of the Old 
Barracks grew to fever pitch when the “wings” were knocked 
down. Work had to stop, Brand was forced to reassess the decision, 
and the upshot was that the Barracks Arch was retained and 
restored. Today the arch blocks what would be a wonderful view 
down to the city from the premier’s office. Similarly it stands 
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in the way of a panoramic view of Parliament House from the 
Terrace. It’s a reminder of “people power” which even popular 
premiers ignore at their peril.

Labor’s John Tonkin (1971–74) is the oldest of the premiers, 
attain ing office aged 69. But it would be unwise to dismiss him 
simply as a one term premier. He was a wily, middle-of-the-road 
leader with a poker face. He had good community links too, 
having served as both president and patron of the East Fremantle 
Football Club. His re-election chances were not helped by the 
euphoria which surrounded many decisions of the Whitlam 
Labor government in Canberra, several of which were unhelpful 
to WA interests, especially farmers. His wife, Joan, was not 
impressed.

If the Whitlam administration had been more amenable to 
Western Australians, it’s possible that Tonkin would have beaten 
off Court’s challenge and won a second term. Would Court have 
then waited a further three years to challenge again? Would his 
party have allowed him?

These are all imponderables. Are political winners lucky, or do 
they make their own luck?

There are several firsts among the eleven. Charles and Richard 
Court are the only father-son team to have led the state. Lawrence 
was Australia’s first woman premier, and Burke and O’Connor 
were the only WA premiers to have served jail terms. Burke went 
behind bars twice, although he was cleared on appeal of one of 
the convictions. A former deputy premier also did time.

The experiences of the past two premiers, Alan Carpenter and 
Colin Barnett, show the impact of the unexpected. Carpenter 
stepped up when Gallop resigned, out of the blue, only one year 
into his second term. The Liberals turned to Barnett at the last 
minute in 2008 when its leadership had become a revolving door. 
A month later Barnett was premier. He comfortably won a second 
term, but then ran into trouble on a number of fronts. 
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So who are the stand-out premiers? Without doubt they are 
Charles Court and Brian Burke, but for widely diverging reasons.

Court had vision and drive in spades. He saw what WA’s rich 
resources could deliver for its citizens. He hounded the federal 
government, along with Brand, to lift the iron ore export embargo 
in 1960. Many Western Australians at the time were prepared to 
kowtow to the east coast leaders. But not Court. To him they 
were a nuisance. So too was former ally Lang Hancock, who was 
rebuffed.

Court also had style. He could be overbearing at times, but he 
always gave the appearance that he knew what he wanted. And 
that he was right. On the vision thing he was always sound. On 
domestic issues he made some appalling blunders. His partnership 
with David Brand was extraordinary for its stability. There was no 
doubt Court wanted the top job. But he was unbelievably patient, 
and he nearly didn’t get it.

Burke’s years as Labor leader were a revelation. That he had a 
finely tuned political brain was never in question. Once he became 
leader in 1981, everything was directed at gaining government in 
1983. It was an overwhelming win.

He was one of those politicians who always kept the door 
open. Everyone was a potential supporter. A section of the 
business community was astonished that a Labor leader could be 
so accommodating. They were happy to work together to create 
new jobs and build the state’s economy. Those businesses were also 
happy to donate, big time, to Burke’s leader’s account.

Burke’s star shone so brightly that key players in the Hawke 
government were seeing him as the next federal Labor leader, 
ahead of Paul Keating. And if the 1987 stock market crash had 
not occurred, that might have happened, despite his denials. But 
some of Burke’s business associates had played too fast and too 
loose. And Burke was badly wounded when they crashed. He too, 
had been a big risk taker.
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A more orthodox approach by Burke would have led to a vastly 
different result. Today he is older and wiser.

Reviewing the efforts of the 11 premiers to steer WA through 
the ups and downs of the past 40 or so years has thrown up new 
insights into their ingenuity or, in some cases, lack of it. To have 
been able to observe them at such close quarters during that 
period, thanks to The West Australian and the ABC, has been a 
rare privilege.



CHAPTER ONE

Hazard at the First Hurdle

Charles Court and Brian Burke

If Cyril (later Sir Cyril) Bird had decided to run again for the 
Liberal Party in Nedlands for the 1953 election, after his bitter 
disappointment three years earlier, Charles Court might never 
have entered politics.

But Bird, who also had his own flourishing accountancy 
firm, wasn’t going to even countenance the possibility of being 
humiliated a second time in a seat which was effectively the Liberal 
“jewel in the crown”. So the party had to cast around to find a 
challenger to Dave Grayden who would be seeking a second term 
as an independent.

In 1950, Grayden had been the unwitting beneficiary of a last-
minute change of heart by Sir Norbert Keenan, the grandfather 
of a university contemporary of mine, who had initially decided 
to retire in 1950 at the age of 86, after 20 years as the Nedlands 
MP. But when Bird was endorsed by the Liberals, Keenan decided 



TALES FROM BOOMTOWN

10

to recontest, splitting the party’s vote. Grayden came through the 
middle to win. By 1953 however, the Liberals were divided on 
their attitude to Grayden. Those representing big business were 
incensed when he lent support to measures which would have 
removed the preference bigger firms were receiving in gaining 
access to materials which were still in short supply because of 
rapid growth after World War II. Hence he promoted himself as 
the “free enterprise candidate” prepared to introduce American 
style “anti-trust” legislation.

But it was different in the ranks of the parliamentary Liberal 
Party. Far from seeing Grayden as an opponent, they began 
looking at him as a potential ally. In fact, a growing number of 
Liberal MPs were entertaining the idea that if he was returned 
in Nedlands, they would entice him to join the party, as older 
brother Bill was already the Liberal MHR for Swan in the federal 
Parliament. 

Court had been taking a growing role in the lay party, and at 
one stage had rejected an approach to contest a neighbouring seat. 
But as 1953 approached he received a deputation from a group 
of senior businessmen asking him to run in Nedlands, partly 
because several members of the group were annoyed by Grayden’s 
threatened legislation on supplies.

When Grayden then agreed to modify some of the more 
contentious aspects of his measures several of Court’s initial 
supporters dropped off. But by then he had decided to seek 
party endorsement, on the basis that the seat had to return to the 
Liberal fold.

Court’s interest in the candidacy was greeted with a mixed 
response within Liberal ranks. Despite his growing band of 
influential supporters, other party members were also prepared to 
chance their luck, and it was obvious some had significant support.

In fact, Court made no secret of his sense of disbelief when 
the party opted for a dual endorsement in Nedlands, in the belief 



11

HAZARD AT THE FIRST HURDLE

this would maximise the chances of bringing Grayden down. 
The theory was that support for the other candidate, Peter Aldred, 
would lift the Liberal vote in the southern end of the electorate, 
Court would poll strongly in the northern part such as Shenton 
Park, and they would swap preferences.

Great in theory, no good in practice.
When nominations for the general election on 14 February 

closed, candidates in 22 seats were elected unopposed – a record. 
But things were different in Nedlands. Six candidates were in the 
field: the two endorsed Liberals, three independents with Liberal 
links, and Labor’s Margaret Pitt-Morison, an architect. Little did 
she know how crucial she would be to the result, and the impact 
that it would have on WA politics for years to come.

I first became aware of Court in 1953. I saw his election sign 
on the corner of Stirling Highway and Broadway in Nedlands. 
The sign was on a white fabric base strung between two posts on 
the hockey field site which later housed the Secondary Teachers’ 
College and is now part of the University of WA. 

I was reminded of the rather flimsy nature of the sign 
when one of my relations, whose family lived in the Nedlands 
electorate, disclosed years later when we were students at the 
University of WA that he had heaved a brick through it, leaving 
a gaping hole. I put that down to youthful exuberance. I’m 
sure he would have voted “Court 1” after he qualified for the 
electoral roll!

Not surprisingly, Court tackled the election challenge with 
military precision.

According to Dave Grayden’s older brother Bill, Court had 
most bases covered, including the unlikely mix of the Freemasons 
and Catholics. This was helped by the fact that one of his key 
strategists was prominent Catholic layman and property developer, 
Cyril Dudley, later to be the father-in-law of the Olympic 1,500 
metres champion, Herb Elliott.
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Dudley had good links with the local parish priest, Monsignor 
Edward Moss. On at least one occasion, Monsignor Moss suggested 
that parishioners, as they left the Holy Rosary Church, Nedlands, 
one evening after Sunday devotions, “listen carefully to what Mr 
Court has to say” at a nearby street corner meeting. 

Bill Grayden would later enter the WA Parliament and serve in 
Court’s Cabinet as a trusted confidant.

As Court’s campaign gained momentum, he found it difficult 
to attract the interest of the then party leader, premier Sir Ross 
McLarty, a Pinjarra farmer. One explanation was that Sir Ross did 
not want to show preference to one candidate ahead of the other 
in Nedlands. But when McLarty finally publicly backed Aldred, 
Court was incensed. He employed subterfuge to effectively 
ambush the premier so that they would be photographed together 
for his campaign pamphlets. The subterfuge worked.

Max Evans, who was later finance minister and assistant 
treasurer in Richard Court’s government (1993–2001), joined 
Charles Court’s accounting firm as a trainee chartered accountant 
straight out of school in 1949.

“He was a hard man to work for, very demanding and never 
said ‘thank you’ for what you had done.” Evans said. “I worked on 
that first campaign, including doorknocking, and was a scrutineer 
on election night.”

In fact Evans’ future wife, Barbara, also worked on the campaign. 
She was a member of the University Netball Club, many members 
of which were pressed into service for the Court cause. 

The campaign in Nedlands became quite willing, with divisions 
developing among the so-called Liberal leaning independents, as 
illustrated in a letter to the editor in The West Australian: “Even 
more remarkable, in the card issued by Mr Symington (Liberal) 
it was suggested the 5th preference should be given to the Labor 
candidate and the 6th to another Liberal candidate, Mr Court.” 
(The West Australian, 16 February 1953)
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In its post election coverage, under the heading “State electors 
eject the Government from office”, the paper reported: “The 
dogfight between five Liberals, carrying three different labels in 
the Nedlands electorate will be won, according to scrutineers, by 
Mr Court, one of the two endorsed LCL candidates, from Mr 
Grayden, the sitting member, by at least 200 votes. A feature of 
the election was heavy polling in favour of the Labor candidate 
(Miss Pitt-Morison).”

Court topped the primary vote, but with only 32 per cent of 
the total, he was well short of an absolute majority. The count 
dragged on well into the post-election week. By the time initial 
preferences were distributed, the progress count was: 

Court 3756
Grayden 2956
Pitt-Morison 2065.

So the result would be determined by the distribution of Labor 
preferences.

Bill Grayden says it all hinged on factors linked with his own 
electoral forays on the other side of the Swan River. He had 
contested the state seat of Middle Swan in 1947, defeating the 
long-term Labor MP, James Hegney. In 1949 he ran for the federal 
seat of Swan, ousting Harry Webb, who had also been Labor’s 
state president.

According to Grayden, this success incensed Labor officials, 
who were out for retribution. And they chose to take it out on 
his younger brother Dave in Nedlands in 1953. Grayden says an 
up-and-coming Labor candidate and party activist, the ambitious 
Colin Jamieson, who won the state seat of Canning in 1953, had 
done the “unheard of”.

So annoyed had Jamieson been at Webb’s defeat in the federal 
poll, that he was instrumental in ensuring that Labor’s Pitt-
Morison gave an endorsed Liberal – in this case Court – her 
preferences ahead of the independent Liberal, Dave Grayden. This 
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was considered extraordinary, as Grayden’s presence was already a 
problem for the parliamentary Liberal Party, and the conventional 
wisdom was that Labor would like this to continue. He also upset 
the Liberal establishment.

Bill Grayden says his brother was the unwitting target of Labor 
payback for the defeat of Webb in the federal seat of Swan. The 
Nedlands count dragged on for several days as absentee and postal 
votes were allocated. Then it came down to Labor preferences to 
separate the final contenders – Court and Grayden. The residual 
antipathy towards his younger brother meant Court got the 
majority of the preferences. And they tipped him over the line, 
winning finally by 837 votes. 

“It was an astonishing result,” Bill Grayden, who became a 
long-time Liberal colleague of Court in state Parliament, told me 
in an interview at his home at South Perth in early 2011. He 
was then aged 90 and had a clear recollection of this attention-
grabbing contest in Nedlands.

“And I never let Colin Jamieson forget it. Every time he’d 
criticise Charlie (Court) for something he did affecting the unions, 
I’d remind Col of his role in getting him into Parliament. Col 
didn’t like it much.”

Reporting the result six days after the poll, The West noted 
dryly, and with no other comment: “More than 50 per cent of 
the preferences of the endorsed Labor candidate, Miss M. L. Pitt-
Morison, went Mr Court’s way.”

“If he hadn’t have got the Labor preferences he would not 
have won it,” Max Evans says. “If that hadn’t happened, if he 
hadn’t been successful then, where would Western Australia be 
today? Court was going to give it six years to develop the Liberal 
platform and programs for the future, not to become the premier, 
and the Liberals thought they were going to make government in 
1956. But that defeat changed his whole strategy.”
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But after all the 1953 election build-up, first to get the 
endorsement and then to hold off the four other Liberals in the 
field on polling day, it was straight onto the opposition benches 
for the new member. Sir Ross McLarty’s coalition Government 
had been tipped out after six years. Labor was in power under 
the leadership of a former South Australian MP, A.R.G. (Bert) 
Hawke, who’s nephew, Bob Hawke, would later become prime 
minister (1983– 91).

If anything, Brian Burke’s first foray into state politics was even 
more traumatic than Court’s. And again luck was crucial in the 
result. I had first became aware of Burke, and noted his firm 
speaking style, when he was a newsreader on Perth’s radio 6PM 
in 1969. He had moved there after first gaining a cadetship in 
journalism at The West Australian.

I saw him, and his forceful delivery, in 1971, at a Sunday 
morning Australian Journalists Association meeting at the WACA 
Ground. He put a persuasive case in favour of a campaign for 
penalty rates for metropolitan journalists, which was adopted. The 
campaign eventually bore fruit. I also recall his firm questioning 
style at a news conference with then navy minister, Dr Malcolm 
Mackay, at Perth Airport, in my early days at The West.

He might have indeed been a knockabout journalist, but 
there was also plenty of ability at a more serious level if – and 
when – he wanted to apply it. Burke’s political opportunity came 
during John Tonkin’s Labor government, which was in power 
from 1971–74. Tonkin’s deputy premier and “can do” minister, 
Herb Graham, who held the safe Balcatta seat, decided in 1973 
to retire and take up a political sinecure as chairman of the state 
Licensing Court. Graham, a fluent Italian speaker, was close to 
the Italian community in Balcatta, and Terry Burke had won 
the support of Italians in the Perth seat. Terry got the tip about 
Graham’s departure and immediately told Brian – who lived 
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in the electorate – suggesting he put his hand up. After brief 
consideration Brian said yes, knowing the Labor Right would 
back him.

One day he was chasing news stories, the next he was chasing 
key votes for endorsement. He was aged 26.

Graham’s was a curious resignation. Labor had a wafer thin 
majority on the floor of the Legislative Assembly, relying on 
the casting vote of the speaker, Labor’s Danny Norton. Graham 
had been second in the party’s pecking order for years. He 
was nine years younger than Tonkin, but it was apparent the 
premier was not planning retirement any time soon, and Graham 
became resigned to the fact that the top job would elude him. 
Hence he got the nod to chair the Licensing Court without, 
it was thought, placing the remaining term of the government 
at risk.

How close the strategists came to being proved wrong!
Graham’s intentions were a closely guarded secret, even within 

the great political rumour mill of the ALP. On the morning 
of the announcement, he told Terry Burke he was quitting 
before advising the caucus. Burke quickly told his younger brother 
and the groundwork for winning the endorsement for the 
approaching by-election was being laid before the decision 
became public. Burke the younger was at Parliament House 
later that day discussing strategies with both his brother and 
Graham.

The party’s state secretary, the legendary F.E. (Joe) Chamberlain, 
who had not been in the best of health, was a potential stumbling 
block to the replacement strategy. He and Tom Burke (Terry 
and Brian’s father) had become irreconcilable foes, and one 
Burke (Terry) already had a prized seat in Parliament. Could 
Labor tolerate the younger brother as well?

Memories differ on Chamberlain’s position. Mal Bryce, later 
Burke’s deputy in government is of the negative view, which was 
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commonly held. “Joe wouldn’t entertain the prospect of another 
of Tom Burke’s boys getting a seat in Parliament,” he said.

But Bob McMullan, who succeeded Chamberlain as state ALP 
secretary, and was a friend of Bryce’s, recalls differently. He says 
Chamberlain backed the younger Burke’s endorsement. McMullan 
says Chamberlain’s reasons for supporting Burke were a mystery. 
But he’s adamant that was the case. 

Lyla Elliott, Chamberlain’s long-term secretary, who entered 
the Upper House in 1971, supports McMullan. “Joe did support 
Brian initially,” she says. “He quite liked Brian at that stage and 
didn’t hold the fact that he was Tom Burke’s son against him. I 
must say I was a bit nervous though.”

The field for endorsement included Pat Giles, who later served 
12 years in the Senate, and former Balcatta branch president 
Graham Reece, who the next year would take Liberal Ian Viner 
to within 11 votes of losing in the federal seat of Stirling. 

“I backed Pat Giles who was perhaps not the best candidate,” 
McMullan says. “If I’d known how close it was going to be I 
might have had other ideas and backed Brian. A lot of people had 
reservations about Brian but Joe Chamberlain was committed to 
him. Joe was still a very powerful influence around the place, and 
he won.”

So Burke duly won Labor’s endorsement with the support of 
both Chamberlain and Graham, and moved to implement an 
energetic campaign to ensure he was victorious and that Labor 
would be able to serve out the third year of its first term in govern-
ment under Tonkin.

One factor in the general belief that Chamberlain was 
opposed to Burke could have been linked with Kim Beazley 
junior. Chamberlain was on sick leave during the early part of the 
campaign and Beazley was acting state secretary. In this capacity 
he authorised a big chunk of the party’s campaign fund to help the 
Burke cause. When Chamberlain returned and became aware the 
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crucial fund had been raided he was furious with Beazley, sending 
him on his way. This has been interpreted, wrongly as it turns out, 
as him also being hostile to Burke’s candidacy.

“In the lead-up to the 1973 by-election, everyone knew Brian 
Burke would be a vote winner,” McMullan said. “I always feared 
he was a person of style and very dubious substance. I had a 
conversation with him along those lines and he said ‘you just 
produce the policies and I will sell them’. It was like he was a 
policy free zone and I was very concerned about that.”

What on paper looked to be a walk up start for Burke and 
Labor turned into a cliff hanger. And the failure of the Democratic 
Labor Party (DLP) to nominate a candidate proved to be crucial. 
That decision becomes even more curious when it is considered 
that the DLP polled 31.6 per cent of the vote in Balcatta in the 
1971 general election when the Liberals boycotted the seat as a lost 
cause.

Since the bitter Labor split of the mid-1950s which spawned 
the DLP, the party’s presence was seen essentially as a means of 
diverting votes from Labor – mainly of Catholics who had been 
traditional Labor voters – and delivering them to the Liberals, via 
preferences.

The Balcatta by-election was Court’s first electoral test as 
Liberal leader, and he didn’t hold back. “The Labor candidate 
could bring to the Parliament nothing other than the views, 
policies and socialist ideology of the ALP and Trades Hall. His 
ALP pledge gives him no freedom,” he said. (The West Australian, 
26 July 1973, p 42.)

Labor’s Tonkin, whose hold on power would depend on the 
result, hit back: “We believe sincerely that in Mr Brian Burke we 
offer Balcatta a splendid candidate.” (The West Australian, 26 July 
1973, p 42.)

For his part, Burke made this promise in a full-page 
advertisement: “I have left my job and will have no outside 
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business interests to take up my time.” The ad said he was “totally 
dedicated to the less fortunate”. (The West Australian, 25 July 1973.)

His Liberal opponent, Dr Neil Beck, had previously lived and 
worked in Nollamara. But he had just built a new surgery in 
Balcatta, and also built a new house for his young family in South 
Wanneroo, just outside the electorate. He was also the Burke 
family’s doctor, and would shortly deliver their third child, Sarah.

Beck had to join the Liberal Party to contest the endorsement 
ballot, and beat off five hopefuls for the right to oppose Burke. 
He was immediately assigned two of the party’s most strategic 
workers, Noel Crichton-Browne – who opened local branches 
in Balga and Nollamara – and Melbourne Olympic Games high 
jump silver medallist, Chilla Porter, who later became the party’s 
WA director. State MPs Ray Young and Ray O’Connor were also 
deputed to act as “minders”.

Beck’s message to voters in his main advertisement was simple. 
“Labor must be stopped before everything is under their control,” 
it said. (The West Australian, 25 July 1973.)

The West Australian certainly didn’t anticipate what happened 
on polling day when it wrote in an editorial that it was “hard to 
imagine Labor would lose Balcatta.”

Court was closely involved in the campaign.
“He was a bossy bugger,” Beck recalled when I spoke with him 

at his medical practice, which was now in Court’s old electorate 
of Nedlands. “At one stage he came around and made me practice 
a speech, talking to a box in the corner of the room. And we 
walked around shopping centres together.”

The West’s political correspondent, Tony Warton, captured the 
early mood of the campaign under the heading, Balcatta ambles 
to polling day: “The campaign has been remarkable for its lack 
of vigour, and there is no indication that it will break out of 
walking pace before the voting on July 28.” (The West Australian, 
20 July 1973.)
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Referring to the seat as a Labor stronghold, Warton added: 
“Mr Burke has concentrated on an intensive meet the people drive. 
The Liberal candidate, Dr Neil Beck, has aimed at the leadership 
of community organisations.”

Five days later Warton had sensed an upset could be in the 
air. “It could be one of the most dramatic political events in WA’s 
history,” he reported. “But the way the campaign is wandering 
round in the shadows you would hardly know it.” (The West 
Australian, 25 July 1973.)

But with the polls closing at 8pm, and with only three can-
didates, the paper reported confidently under the heading Quick 
poll result expected: “The result of the by-election for Balcatta, 
which could decide the fate of the Labor state government, is 
expected to be known by 10pm on Saturday.” How wrong 
that was!

Polling day was meant to be a frantic day on the hustings for 
Labor supporters, followed by a victory celebration at that night’s 
Labor ball. And there was an extra reason to pop the champagne 
corks. Burke’s close friend, Kim Beazley, had just announced his 
engagement to Mary Paltridge, daughter of the former Menzies 
government defence minister, Sir Shane Paltridge.

But when the early votes came in the champagne at the 
Ball turned decidedly flat. The Sunday Times page one headline 
suggested the impossible was about to happen: “Liberal lead at 
close of counting – LABOR IN DANGER.”

A shaken Tonkin said: “I feel we might just scrape home.” Court 
was more forthcoming: “It is something of a political miracle to be 
in front in a seat like Balcatta. It is the same as a Labor man leading 
in my electorate.”  (The Sunday Times, 29 July 1973.)

Monday’s Daily News noted that the Liberal Beck led by 113 
primary votes, making the 469 preferences of the Australia Party 
candidate, Wilfred Campin, vital in deciding the result of the 
by-election, and the future of the Labor government.



21

HAZARD AT THE FIRST HURDLE

It was a tense Monday night with the fate of the government, 
and many political careers, on the line. Court was hungry for 
power but he would be forced to bide his time. Burke scored 301 
of the preferences, to Beck’s 168, making the final figures: Burke 
9376, Beck 9346 – a margin 30 votes.

Burke blamed “stay-at-home Labor supporters” for the close 
result, and defended his own strategy. “If I went through the 
campaign again I would not do anything differently,” he said.

The failure of the DLP to field a candidate has never been 
adequately explained. If the party had been represented, with 
its record of siphoning votes away from Labor to the Liberals, 
Neil Beck would have been the first Liberal MP for Balcatta, and 
Burke’s political career would have been stillborn.

Brian Peachey, a DLP executive member at the time, said he 
had already organised Dr Pat Cranley, whose family owned the 
popular Wembley Hotel, to contest the seat. But when the issue 
was discussed by the party’s executive, he gained little support 
for actually endorsing any candidate. Peachey says he remains 
mystified by the party’s attitude.

“If the DLP had been in there Brian Burke would not have 
won,” he said. “The DLP in that sort of area would have picked 
up 10 per cent of the vote with an isolated campaign. And with a 
candidate like Pat Cranley, virtually within the precincts of a lot 
of his practice, a well respected person … if they had got eight or 
nine per cent it’s all over.” 

One of Burke’s Labor contemporaries, former federal treasurer, 
John Dawkins, agreed that the absence of a DLP candidate had 
been crucial. And that Burke had been the beneficiary. He claimed 
the absence would have been “all very logical”.

“Of course the DLP wouldn’t have been in the field against 
Brian,” he said. “Tom Burke was really one of ‘them’, and here 
was a way to get ‘one of their own’ (a Right wing Catholic) into 
the Parliament.”
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Burke, who was always noted for his astute political brain, told 
me he had “never thought about” the significance of the lack of 
a DLP candidate for the by-election. He said DLP officials had 
often visited the family home, imploring his father to join up, but 
he always refused.

After some consideration about the result he said: “They 
probably would have beaten me if they had run.”

One theory for the party’s absence is that its secretary, the late 
Harry Sullivan – a farmer – had been contemplating an alliance 
with the Country Party at the 1974 state election and feared a poor 
vote in Balcatta might cause the Country Party to lose interest. A 
second theory was that the DLP simply wanted to save money. 

Or was the DLP showing some tacit support for the son of a 
once prominent Labor MP who had waved the anti-communist 
flag in Labor Party forums in 1954 –55, and effectively paid the 
political price? So it decided to stay out of the field and ensure his 
son was elected?

None of these satisfy Peachey. He says the DLP had a history 
of targeting key seats in which its preferences were most likely 
to prove decisive in beating Labor. And after polling strongly in 
Balcatta in the two-horse race in the 1971 general election – in 
fact the DLP gaining almost one-third of the primary vote – and 
with the future of the Tonkin government hanging on the result 
of the by-election because of its wafer thin majority, it made no 
sense for the DLP to vacate the field.

But just as Court’s entry to politics had been saved by the 
unlikely agreement by Labor 20 years earlier to give an endorsed 
Liberal preferences ahead of the sitting independent, Burke’s 
political career was on its way thanks to a deliberate decision by 
Labor’s traditional enemy, the DLP.

It was an extraordinary coincidence that both Court and 
Burke suffered shocks in their first campaigns for the Legislative 
Assembly in so-called “safe” seats. Next time up for Court, at the 
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1956 election when he was again opposed by Dave Grayden, there 
was no need for preferences. Court won by a thumping 3,788 votes.

Similarly, at the 1974 election, Burke was returned by a decisive 
3,388 votes. And just as Court landed in opposition after his initial 
Nedlands victory, Burke now found himself on the opposition 
benches following the Tonkin government’s defeat.

That would provide an invaluable grounding for what was to 
follow.




