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Preface

by
Kevin Rozzoli
President, Australasian Study of Parliament Group

During the late 1950s and 1960s the decline of&adnt was frequently debated in
parliamentary, political science and press circldt parliaments in the English-
speaking world were affected. Analyses of the issaee long and erudite. There
was even a Penguin special on the topic. Propématemedy were rare and no-one
was optimistic.

It was no different in Australia. When Harold Htdd the Liberal-Country Party
Coalition to victory with a record majority at geakelections in 1966 few realised
that the following year would signal a change ifatiens between executive
government and the Commonwealth Parliament.

The Parliament’s reassertion of its role as theurforfor responsibility and
accountability centred upon three issues — disqaideiut investigations into the
sinking of HMASVoyager increases in postal charges, and the costs @dfuke
newly re-equipped VIP fleet of the Royal Australisin Force.

The consequences in each case were a victory fdiaf@ant. The Government
established a second royal commission into therggnéf Voyager and which led
eventually to a revision of the initial findingsspecially exoneration of and a
payment of compensation to the former Captain ofABWelbourne The new
postal charges were delayed and, with alteratimisgduced by legislation in the
budget context.

The VIP affair grew in significance throughout tliear, coming to a head in
October and early November in the run-up to the71S@&nate elections. Whilst
Prime Minister Harold Holt and Air Minister Peteottson struggled in the House
of Representatives, Senator John Gorton finallyugind the matter to an end by
tabling papers whose existence had long been deBmdon’s action, shortly after
taking office as Leader of the Government in thadgse, was in the context of the
Government having found itself in a minority in tBenate for the first time in a
decade and a half.



Viii Preface by Kevin Rozzoli

One of the features of lan Hancock’s exciting actai the affair is the revelation
that the drama in Parliament was matched by draitiénvthe public service.

The value of this outstanding text, the first falcount of the affair based upon a
close study of the available archival records,tisrgjthened by Peter Howson's
reflections in his Foreword.

| am delighted that Hancock’s study of this con&mey is being published in
Australasian Parliamentary Reviesmnder the auspices of the Australasian Study of
Parliament Group.

The ASPG has provided the major forum in Austrédiadiscussion and debate of
parliamentary issues for the last quarter centarguarter century in which the
guestion of the decline of parliament has lostghmminence it had in the decade
prior to the VIP affair. Nonetheless parliamentwagls have to fight the battle of
keeping governments accountable. lan Hancock’s stexgil study shows that even
after dormant periods parliaments can still ristheboccasion and prevail.

| share Peter Howson’s hope that there will be mesearch of this character
into those important events of the past which hewetributed so much to the
effectiveness and liveliness of Australia’s parlertary institutions.



Foreword

by
Peter Howson
Minister for Air, 1964—68

lan Hancock has performed a valuable service iretiaking the research needed to
reveal fuller details of the VIP planes affair &6I, many of which have remained
hidden in the national archives for 36 years. Aligio | was Minister for Air at the
time, and closely involved in most of the variowditcal comings and goings in
this affair, some of this material was not previgusnown to me. Given the
political importance the issue assumed at the titig pleasing indeed that a fuller
version is now available to the general public ofevent that seems relatively
minor today but might conceivably have brought it Government down. It is
sometimes minor events that do lead to the falj@mfernments, as happened in
1934 when the first Lyons Government was defeate(@iroeffect) the question of
whether Parliament should sit in Melbourne Cup week

Why did the question of who was travelling in VIRampes become such an
important political issue in 19677

Nobody had thought to raise that question untératthe Opposition Leader, Arthur
Calwell, had in 1965 obtained approval for a V.W#craft to take him to an ALP
Conference in Perth. It was Mr Calwell’'s selectioihone of the passengers to
accompany him — the (very) left wing Bill Hartley avell as then Labor Party
Secretary, Cyril Wyndham — that set the hares mopni

When news of this leaked out, both Vince Gair (lsxanlf the Democratic Labor
Party in the Senate (DLP)) and Labor back-benchahé House of Represent-
atives, Fred Daly, sought to obtain official confation by asking questions on
notice in Parliament as to the identity of the pagers. Daly did not take kindly to
Hartley but his main reason for asking the questiais because he had had a big
quarrel with Calwell and wanted to embarrass haslée. Gair was, naturally, only
too delighted to try to embarrass the leader ofLgor Party by suggesting it was
behoven to the left. However, these questions weteanswered by the end of the
then current session of Parliament and went omtitiee paper to be answered in
the next session in the following year, 1966.
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By then Sir Robert Menzies had retired as Primeidtin and Harold Holt had been
chosen to succeed him in January 1966. In the meanCalwell had patched up
his quarrel with Daly and, in a friendly fashiorctally told Harold Holt that he
should not be too concerned with how he answeredgtrestions — it is worth
remembering that life in the Old Parliament Houkewaed more such “behind the
scenes” acts of friendship to occur than in the peiace!

But, while in early 1966 Holt answered the GairADaliestions by saying (wrongly,
as it later became clear) that the information watsavailable, Calwell’'s friendly
advice did not take account of the increasing tensi the relationship between the
Senate and the House of Representatives. Thisdwaogped in part after the ALP
split in 1954 and the establishment, in due cowsa, DLP group in the Senate in
the 1960s. Independent or quasi-independent sesnatere also playing an
increased role. The Government was slow to recegtiat this group would take
every opportunity to use its position in the Ser{ateere the DLP held the balance
of power) to harry Ministers. The question of hdwe Government had handled the
issue of passengers taken on VIP flights thus beammportant political issue.

For the most part | have no quarrel with Mr Hancscknterpretation of
developments in the handling of the answer to thestions, a saga that extended
from 1965 to 1968. However, this foreword does &nabe to bring out certain
aspects of the saga of which Hancock has not thkeaccount in relation to my
own role as Minister for Air.

First, although | was Minister for Air from 1964 1968 it needs to be understood
that | had no authority to determine who shouldlavuld not be passengers on VIP
aircraft. That had been a matter for the VIP hifnaetl remained so when | became
the Minister. Equally, the policy on disclosure mdissengers was a matter for
Cabinet and the Prime Minister and, in relationhbimt the Gair question and the
subsequent several questions asked on notice iy €867 by independent
Tasmanian Senator Turnbull in regard to the cost1Bf flights, Holt indicated to
me soon after he became Prime Minister that theverssmy department prepared
should be consistent with the policy of non-disales In fact, as the saga dragged
on and the role of the Prime Minister assumed graatlitical importance, Cabinet
decided at its meeting on 12 October 1967 thatdtiafting of the answers to the
outstanding questions would henceforth become thectdresponsibility of the
Prime Minister's Department and Cabinet itself.

Second, that Cabinet meeting, held some twenty Imoafter the first questions
were asked, is of considerable importance in unaeding my own role. My
diaries The Howson Diaries: The Life of Politityy Peter Howson, edited by Don
Aitkin, 1984) show that for the previous four mamthhad become increasingly
frustrated by the failure of both Holt and the RziWlinister's Department to
respond to my attempts to have them finalise tlssvars. In those circumstances, |
became determined to warn the Government and, skiple, provoke a more
realistic decision. | therefore decided to usedpgortunity of that Cabinet meeting
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for that purpose by assembling a bundle of marfestowing details of VIP
passengers and taking them into Cabinet. There,ebenw the opposition to
publication by Holt and a number of other Ministeeised Cabinet Secretary, Sir
John Bunting, to take the manifests from me ank tbem in the Cabinet safe.

The foregoing actions by me indicate that it istguhnisleading of Hancock to
couple me with the Prime Minister in his judgmepade 2) that we were both
“merely inattentive, inept and politically obtuselet alone “politically and

administratively incompetent”, in the handling ofiet VIP affair. Hancock

downplays the importance of my decision to tab&erttanifests in Cabinet.

Indeed, the effect of my action was that Holt contdlonger skate over (as he and
other Ministers had been doing) the existence dafifests showing VIP passengers
or rely on the traditional formula that records &énot readily available”. My
tabling of the manifests in Cabinet also meant thagased to have responsibility
for preparing answers based on the non-disclosalieyp as noted, that function
was assumed by the Prime Minister’s Department, Bhile the old policy could
no longer be enunciated, Cabinet refused to facéoupe reality that details of
passengers should have been made publicly availkistead, it decided that the
issue would now be made a trial of strength betwbenSenate and the House of
Representatives, that is, the Senate was not &dldeed to “dictate” what should
or should not be publicly disclosed.

Third, it should be noted that, as Senator Gortas not present at the 12 October
Cabinet meeting, he was not aware either that Ithhtkd manifests or that they

existed in the Cabinet safe. This explains theediffy recollections of this event

between Senator Gorton and myself and Hancocksreate (page 64) to the

acrimonious discussions | had with Gorton on 7 Malver.

Fourth, once Senator Gorton became Senate leadss @ttober he took the view
that the veritable onslaught of questions he fdaoethat chamber from all sides
made it impossible to sustain the policy of norcltisure. While | was attending
an overseas meeting in Uganda from 24 October Noember (and unbeknown
to me at the time) Gorton obtained copies of thaifeats from my department
and tabled them in the Senate. According to Hanc@iton obtained Holt's

approval to this action. However, as my diarieoréqpage 938), Holt told me
that he had not given any such approval and (axmsf of staff informed me)

Gorton had in fact been given a dressing down bl féo not exercising better

control over the Senate (in view of the earlier i@abdecision and the untenable
political position in which Gorton’s action placetlt, he (Holt) would surely have

taken the view that Cabinet would have needed toonsider its 12 October
decision).

At all events, Hancock correctly observes (pagetléd) no one had told me of these
actions in, as Hancock quotes from my diaries, ‘jgl@te contravention of all that
the government had determined to do up to the mortet | left Australia”.
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Indeed, | was not even aware of any of the Calpagers on this issue that have
now become available covering the period from 1fo0er.

Fifth, this tabling still left the handling of thenswers to the outstanding questions
on notice. Material that had been drafted on thssbaf the non-disclosure policy
obviously had to be altered. Most of this redraftotcurred while | was overseas
and | have now read the detail of what happenethifirst time.

Sixth, after | returned from Uganda | thus foundtthlolt and his Department had
been placed in an untenable position in explainify the previous policy had
taken the line that passenger details were notilyeadailable. | reluctantly
accepted the almost impossible task of trying tdrieaste Holt (and the
Government) by making a statement to the Houseepiésentatives on the matter
and indicating that, as the Minister with final pessibility in this field, it was
behoven on me to offer my resignation. | note tHahcock has acknowledged
(page 2) that, in my speech of 12 November, “Pei@rvson delivered a forceful
and seemingly convincing defence of his actionsiiswas also the press reaction.

However, Hancock has written (page 69) that “if did not actually lie to the
House, he assuredly did not enlighten it as mucheasould have done”. That is
true, but it is also politically unrealistic to levexpected otherwise. | was speaking
as a Minister of the Government explaining develepts that led to the new policy
and could not be expected to reveal details of i@dbdiscussions or my own
personal views. Nor, having accepted the task dfimgaan explanation to the
House, could | have been expected to do what H&nsoggests (page 69) and
openly implicate Holt, as blameworthy as he wathemwhole affair. The fact that
Holt (who spoke immediately after me on 12 Novermbejected my offer of
resignation was an implicit acknowledgement thavds not the cause of the
problem.

| look forward to other examples of historical rassh that contain the detail that
Hancock has given us.
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1 Introduction

On 13 May 1966 the Prime Minister of Australia, bldr Holt, replied to two

parliamentary questions on notice in relation to B Squadron of the RAAF, the
so-called VIP fleet. He stated that records wer¢ kept for long and that
information on the passenger complement of VIPhtigwas not available.
Moreover, no records were kept of the destinatioviB flights.

Holt's answers were incorrect. The RAAF was reqlite retain two sets of
records. First, there were the flight authorisabooks, which recorded the name(s)
of the VIP(s), the number of passengers, the datim of the flight and the times
of departure and arrival. These books were to tagned permanently and, although
the records were not as complete as they shoulel Ibeen, they did exist, and they
were available. Secondly, there were the passengaifests which registered the
names of persons carried on particular flights. ©opy was taken on board the
aircraft; another was held at the airfield of dépas; and No. 34 Squadron retained
the third. The objects of the manifests were tousmghat an aircraft was not
overloaded, that it was supplied with sufficientiomas and that, in the event of a
disaster, the authorities would know who had badrtie aircraft. Copies of these
records were required by RAAF regulations to bainetd for a period of twelve
months and, despite some slackness in record-kgepigy were also available.

Harold Holt was not especially interested in whetthee records were retained.
His concern was to reveal as little as possibleutitioe cost and operations of
the VIP fleet. For one thing, the governmental eysthe had inherited was
habitually secretive: ministers and public servdalisneither obliged nor disposed
to hand out information just because it had beguoested. For another, the matter
of VIP costs had become particularly sensitive heeaf a decision by the Menzies
Government in 1965 to acquire additional and regi@nt aircraft at a cost of
$21.6m. Reasoning that any information, not prgpembnaged, would rebound
unfavourably on the Government, Holt informed thiami@ Minister's Department
and Peter Howson, the Minister for Air, that he tea@n to maintain the
Government’s practice of not divulging details oiPVflights. Initially, they
were able to fulfil his instructions by simply deng that the details existed in the
first place.
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Within weeks of providing Holt with the answerswanted, Howson and the senior
public servants involved either knew — or shouldéh&nown — that the replies
were false. No attempt was made to correct thenen)Vfrom March 1967, further
guestions were raised in the Senate, those chasgid drafting the answers

adopted delaying tactics, quibbled over words, engaged in obfuscation. As a
consequence, the VIP affair acquired a far gremt@ortance than it inherently
deserved and, by October 1967, suspicions aboumikase of VIP flights had

escalated into accusations that the Prime Miniatet the Minister for Air had

misled Parliament.

Early that month the Senate called for all the vat¢ papers to be tabled. On
25 October, just as Labor was planning to call $eeretary to the Department
of Air, A. B. (‘Tich’) McFarlane, to the Bar of th8enate, John Gorton, the newly
appointed Leader of the Government in the Senabded the flight authorisation
books and passenger manifests of the VIP fleeta stroke, Gorton both exposed
the original falsehood and began to defuse a majeis for Harold Holt and the
Government. Yet doubts remained. Sheltered by Howsado himself survived
Opposition demands for his resignation, Holt furdbdnd faltered as he sought
to justify Howson’s retention in the ministry ana ¢ounter allegations about his
own complicity in misleading Parliament. Hiddenoakther from view were the
public servants and, in particular, Sir John (‘Ja&lunting, the Secretary to the
Prime Minister's Department, who had much to expl&r the delays and the
misrepresentation in responding to parliamentagstans.

The VIP affair continued to excite comment in tead-up to the periodical election
for half the Senate on 25 November. Yet, by the ehd 967, it had largely

vanished from public notice, and is not now visibighed in Australia’s historical
memory. Just the same, there are several grounds-fasiting the affair, not least
because of the questions raised about accounyabylithe majority report of the

investigation by the Senate Select Committee orefdéain maritime incident’ (the

so-called ‘children-overboard’ affair) of Octoberewember 200%.

First, there is the issue of ministerial resporigjbiDid and, if so, to what extent,
the Prime Minister and the Minister for Air mislet Parliament. Speaking in the
House of Representatives on 8 November 1967, Peteson delivered a forceful
and seemingly convincing defence of his actions.afjyitated Harold Holt spoke
with conviction even though he was incoherent. Arst;, both men appeared, in
differing degrees, to be merely inattentive, inaptd politically obtuse in their
handling of the VIP affair. There was no hard ewice in 1967 of them engaging
in deception. Yet the official records, and Pet@wdon’s own diaries, not only
confirm that Howson and Holt were politically andnainistratively incompetent;
they also provide evidence of them undertaking\&ecap, at least for the period
just prior to Gorton’s intervention in the Senalk.t is reasonable to expect
ministers to tell the truth, if not always the whdtuth, then it is also reasonable to

! The Senate, Select Committee on a Certain Maritiielent, Oct. 2002.
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identify those occasions when, for whatever theiveand however distant in time,
they misled the Parliament.

Secondly, there were suspicions in 1967 that sepudlic servants had been
intimately involved in the exercise but there wasmechanism of the kind now
available to interrogate them. It is worth pursuiinig matter if only because several
retired public servants of the traditional mouldsdariticised the introduction of
contract appointments and the employment of ‘staff@ ministerial offices. In the
‘good old days’, tenured bureaucrats provided dbjecexpert and fearless advice,
untainted by party considerations. Survivors of hlaé&cyon years claim that recent
developments have undermined the role of the fi@wil’ public service while
giving ministerial staffers an exaggerated status gower, and without subjecting
them to accountability procedures. The majority orepof the Senate Select
Committee which investigated the ‘children-overlabaaffair particularly damned
staffers in the office of the Minister for Defencd recommended courses of
action to make them more accountabléf. a similar select committee had
guestioned the public servants involved in the ¥ffir, it might have queried
whether they met their own professed high standards whether they, and the
Prime Minister and the Minister for Air, met theste of accountability adumbrated
by Patrick Weller in his commentary on the ‘childv@verboard’ case, namely, that
‘public servants should check and tell’, and ‘miers should ask.

Thirdly, it is now possible to see that the VIPa&ffhad several immediate and
longer-term ramifications. The doubts raised abdoit’'s capacity and honesty
probably contributed to the Government's poor resal the Senate election.
Another immediate effect was to enhance John Gargianding within the Liberal
Party, thus helping him to win the leadership odafiuary 1968 after Harold Holt
disappeared in the sea off Portsea on 17 Decen8iedr. Gorton’s election, in turn,
promoted and signalled a significant breach withaat identified with the long
ascendancy of Sir Robert Menzies (1949 to 1966}, iYé had not been for his
very public role in defusing the VIP affair, itéadmost inconceivable that Gorton —
a senator, still largely unknown outside a fairgrmow circle, and only recently
brought into Cabinet from the outer ministry — wiuhave become Prime
Minister. Once in office, the new Prime Minister smdetermined to remove those
whom he held responsible for exposing Holt to tidkcand harm over VIP matters.
Howson was sent to the backbench where he becaatlyiag-point for the effect-
tive challenge to Gorton’s own leadership on 10 dhat971. Already distrusting
the mandarins of the public service, and dislikivitat he saw as their cosy assump-
tion that they constituted the real government afsttalia, Gorton engineered
Bunting’s removal as Secretary to the Prime MimistBepartment and dispatched
Peter Bailey from his position as a departmentétef in the Prime Minister’s

% The Senate, Select Committee on a Certain Maritimiglent, Oct. 2002, pp. xxxiii-xl,
173-87: Verona Burges€anberra Times27 Oct. 2002.

® patrick WellerDon't Tell the Prime MinisterScribe Publications, Carlton North, 2002,
p. 102.



THE START OF THE AFFAIR — PRIME MINISTER
HOLT'S ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE

Answers to Questions. [13 May 1966] Answers to Questions. 1913
Special Aircraft. which would be impossible if they were tied down by
(Question No. 1660.) particular airline schedules. Distinguished visitor

. o . carried by the Squadron’s aircraft are mentioned in

Mr. Daly asked the Prime Minister, upon notice—the answer to question 2. The Leader of the

1. Does the Government maintain a special aircr&dpposition has also used an aircraft from the
for the use of the Prime Minister and V.I.P.’s? Squadron during the last twelve months.

2. If so, what V.1.P.’s other than the Prime Minis-
ter used this aircraft during the past twelve mefith

3. In respect of each such flight during this peyio
what was the (a) name of the V.1.P. who used théMr. Reynolds asked the Prime Minister, upon
aircraft, (b) name of any other passenger, (cotice—
destination, (d) cost and (c) purpose?

Government Aid to Private Schools.
(Question No. 1679.)

What is the current cost to each State of the
Mr. Harold Holt .—The answers to the honorablevarious forms of assistance which it gives to geva
member’s questions are as follows— schools and which his predecessor set out in his
plies to me on 18th August 1964 (“Hansard” page

. r
1. No. 34 (Special Transport) Squadron of th 34), and 12th October 1965 (page 1719).

Royal Australian Air Force has this role.

2. The V.1.P.’s other than the Prime Minister who Mr Harold Holt.— The answer to the honorable
have used No. 34 Squadron aircraft during the lasember’s question is as follows—
twelve months include Her Majesty the Queen The honorable member will recall that in his
Mother, His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales, Hisriginal answer on 18th August 1964 my predecessor
Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh, Higmphasised that the information being supplied by
Excellency the Governor-General, the Prime Ministérim represented the current position as obtainad fr
of Thailand, the President of the Philippines, HiState publications, and that only the responsita¢eS
Royal Highness the Crown Prince of Laos, theould have complete and up-to-date details of the
President of Malagasy, the United States Deputgrious measures listed. The same is true conggrnin
Assistant Secretary for Defence, the Indian Mimist¢he current cost of the various forms of assistance
for Food and Agriculture, the British Secretary ofiven by each State Government to non-government
State for Commonwealth Relations, His Royadchools and their pupils. Neither of these matigrs
Highness Prince Bertil of Sweden, the Thai Deputye responsibility of any Commonwealth Minister and
Minister for Defence, the Chinese Foreign Ministeconsequently no responsibility can be taken for
the New Zealand Deputy Prime Minister, the Britisfigures obtained from State publications.
Lord Chancellor, the British Minister for Fisheries The information which follows has been collected
and Agriculture, the British Minister for Aviatiothe from the most recent State Budget Papers and
Argentine Minister for Agriculture, the New Zealandbther official reports as indicated. It is far from
Minister for Defence, and several other dignitarieSomprehensive because for many activities the State
from overseas. Some Commonwealth Ministers, aadcounts do not distinguish between government and
the Leader of the Opposition have also used atrcrabn-government schools or pupils.

from the Squadron. New South Wales—

3. (8), (h) and c) Passengers’ names are recordehterest payments on loans raised by independent
only so that aircraft may be safely and properlychools for approved building projects--

loaded. After a flight is completed the list of nesris .
of no value and is not retained for long. For samil $20§é%%?s )|n 1965-66. (Source-State Budget

reasons, no records are kept of the places to which
aircraft in the V.1.P. flight have taken V.1.PVictoria—

passengers. The answers to these questions are thL§ubsidy on interest payments by independent

not available. schools on loins raised for school buildings-

_ (d) The cost of operations by No. 34 Squadron isga5 000 in 1965-66. (Source-State Budget Papers.)
inextricably included in the overall costs of rumgi Conveyance of pupils—

R.A.AF. Base Fairbairn (which has several other ; .
units) and of maintaining the R.A.A.F. as a whole. $1,057,166 in 1964-65.
The cost of individual flights cannot therefore be
given.

(Source—Auditor-
General's Report 1964-65.)
Bursaries and scholarships—

(c) Although, as explained above, it is not possibl $1Z52é:112?al’slge ;261323:65 §SOUI‘C€—AUdIIOI‘-
to set out in detail the various specific purpofes p :
which the V.I.P. flight has been used, the purpafse  Total net expenditure by Education Department on
transporting the Governor-General and Ministets is registered schools in 1964-65—
permit them to attend to Government business and to $2,329,286. (Source—Auditor-General's Report
discharge their public duties in places and at sime 1964-65.)



Questions. [13 May 1966] Questions. 1109

THE PARLIAMENT. agtﬁlinst Japan on"9December 1941; againstﬁ?ulgaria on
: 14" January 1942; and against Thailand on' March
tion No. 788. h .
(Question No ) 1942. The operative part of each of the declaratmfrwar
Senator GAIR asked the Minister representing the Primeas in the following form:—

Minister, upon notice— ‘I, ALEXANDER GORE ARKWRIGHT, BARON

1. What are the circumstance in which accordingotess GOWRIE, the Governor-General aforesaid, acting it
reports, the Government made a “V.I.P.” plane atddl to advice of the Federal Executive Council and in tkereése
convey Mr. Calwell and a number of A.L.P. officidtsa special of all powers me thereunto enabling, do herebyatecind
conference of the Western Australian Branch of Alustralian proclaim that a state of war with (name of countyjsts

Labor Party? and has existed in the Commonwealth of Australia itsd
2. Were any fares paid by or on behalf of thewc@ffs or Territories as from (date and time).
were they transported at Commonwealth expense? OF ALL WHICH His Majesty’s loving subjects and all

3. What are the circumstances in which officialagfolitical others whom these Presents may concern are hereby
party may receive this privilege from the Commonitvea required to take notice and to govern themselves

Government? accordingly.”

Senator HENTY.—The Prime Minister has provided
me with the following answer to the honorable seriat TAPPING OF TELEPHONE
question— CONVERSATIONS.

1 to 3. The Leader of the Opposition made a reqteest (Question No. 825.)

the Prime Minister, then Sir Robert Menzies, fortise of  genator WHEELDON asked the Minister representing
an aircraft to convey him and his wife and some inens the Attorney-General, upon notice—

of his staff from Melbourne to Perth on Saturda@th? .

November, and from Perth to Melbourne on Mondap22  Are the telephones of any member of Parliamentedpp
November 1965. This was a request by the Leadénef DY the Commonwealth security service?

Opposition and not by officials of a political partThe Senator GORTON—The Attorney-General has
purpose of the honorable gentleman’s visit to Perk to supplied the following answer—

address the conference of the Australian LaboryRdrtch I do not propose to depart from the sound policy

was an arrangement he made at a time when he giem® it ted by Mr. Chifley and consistently followdy Sir
could not, expect the Parliament to be sitting oldy, Ropert Menzies and my predecessor Sir Garfield Barwic
19th November. As the honorable senator may recqflg; getails of the operation of the security senshould
arrangements were made during the latter partsfylear ¢ pe gisclosed. Accordingly, | will not either by
for the Parliament to sit on Fridays. In the ciraances, confirmation or denial disclose what action hasas not

the Prime Minister authorised the approval of taguest poen authorised under the Telephonic Communications
made by the Leader of the Opposition. Particulafs @nterception) Act.

passengers carried are not available.

COST OF LIVING.
DECLARATIONS OF WAR. )
(Question No. 817.) (Question No. 834.)

. . Senator DITTMER asked the Minister representing the
Senator COHEN asked the Minister representing therreasurer upon notice—

Prime Minister, upon notice— L . o
1. As the consumer price index is not a reliablielgto

1. Since the foundation of the Commonwealth Qhe cost of living, is the Commonwealth Statisticiaaking
Australia, on what occasions has the Australia g ryey of family expenditure? If so, on what bsihe
Government declared war? making the survey and when will the results be latsg?

2. In each case, against whom was the declarataatem

> 2. If the Commonwealth Statistician is not making a
and what was the form of the declaration?

survey, will he now proceed to make a survey ofiffiam
Senator HENTY.—The Prime Minister has prOvidedexpendlture in order to reveal to the government e

me with the following answer to the honorable serist Aus_tfa”a” quli_c hF’VY difficult many tens of thowsts of
question— families are finding it just to exist?

1 and 2. Prior to'8 December 1941, there had been no Senator HENTY.—The Treasurer has supplied the
separate declarations of war by Australia. Up &t time ollowing answer—

the view was acted on that when the Sovereign kathced 1. As the honorable senator no doubt understands,
war, Australia, as one of the Sovereign's Dominjonas retail price indexes such as the consumer pridexrare
also at awar without further declaration. Thereaftee designed to measure changes in price levels origy T
governor-General made separate declarations chgainst are not designed to measure the “cost of living”tor
Finland, Hungary and Roumania off ®ecember 1941; measure changes in the “cost of Living”. In facerth is
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office in Parliament House. These actions had icafibns for the relationship
between ministers and the public service, and Herdevelopment of the private
ministerial office.

At another level, the VIP affair signified the ndmportance of the Senate in
Australian government. The introduction of propamtal representation at the 1949
election ended the era when governments customahiyugh not invariably,
enjoyed huge majorities in the Senate. Subsequagalyernments more often than
not have lacked the numbers to control the SehatE967 Senator Lionel Murphy,
the Labor leader in the chamber since Februanhaff year, successfully joined
forces with the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) ana tndependents to cause the
Holt Government occasional discomfort. Emboldengdt® success in calling the
Government to account during the VIP affair, the&e was determined to play a
substantial role as a critic of government poliog @s a guardian of parliamentary
democracy. Or, to put it another way, to be a thortie side of the government of
the day.

A comprehensive examination of the VIP affair isspible because most of the
records are now available. In 1984 Peter Howsotlighgd his extensive diary, and
included as an appendix a speech he made to theoBke Dining Club defending
his position® His public account is more revealing than the isiaapparently
realised, yet less informative than it might haeetr the seemingly unconscious
admissions of a cover-up are balanced by his owimel that certain parts were
withheld from publication for ‘legal reasors’Bunting’'s own papers are also
invaluable® But much of the story has remained hidden for ntbaa thirty years
because the official files have not been open tblipwscrutiny. In theory, they
should have been available from 1997-98, and méathem have been. One of the
most important is entitled ‘Aircraft questions agderies 1969 — Secretary’s
papers’ (67/7875), a file held by the Prime MinigeDepartment. It contains
memoranda and notes written at the height of thP ¥Wiffair and during its
aftermath. Yet two critical files — 66/7401 and B#37 — are missing. They also
emanated from the Prime Minister's Department, egldted to the handling of
guestions about the operation and use of the \dét.flFortunately, extracts from
these files have survived in the form of a documampared at John Gorton’s
instigation. This document is available in 67/78#%, along with separate but
related material, can also be consulted in thentcepened Gorton papers in the
National Library in Canberra.

* Peter HowsoriThe Howson Diaries: The Life of Politjasd. by Don Aitkin, Viking
Press, Ringwood, 1984 (hereafter referred tDiases). The complete unpublished
diaries for 1966—67 will be found in Howson Papélational Library of Australia
(NLA), MS 4697. The (undated) speech to the Boolsddiing Club is hereafter
referred to as Boobooks speech.

® Personal communication: 16 Apr. 2003.

® National Archives of Australia (NAA): M319/17-18.

" Gorton Papers, NLA, MS 7984/Box 24 (hereaftermeféto as Gorton Papers).
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It is not yet possible to identify the investiggg)rwho assembled the material
delivered to Gorton on 30 January 196Bhe forensic skills and the acerbic style
suggest Lenox Hewitt, who replaced Bunting as Sanrdo the Prime Minister's
Department in March 1968. He has denied authorahipp pointed, instead, to
McFarlane, the Secretary for Air. McFarlane alsnieé responsibility.lt is known
that, on 16 January 1968, Bunting forwarded the (mmw missing) files of the
Prime Minister’s Department to E.J. Hook, the Seaseto the Attorney-General’s
Department® Perhaps Hook himself compiled the report. Altekedy, Gorton
may have called in Nigel Bowen, the Attorney-Gehesdno told Howson he had
been examining the files of the Prime Minister'spBement:’ The composition
and presentation of the document suggest that thareone person was involved
so perhaps Hook and Bowen, together, were resgdensib any event, the
investigator(s) obviously understood the proceduddsthe public service,
approached the subject with considerable investgaskills, and recognised the
political implications. It was a judicious exercisdesigned not so much to reach
conclusions and make recommendations, as to dndegvidence, to ask questions
of it, and to highlight the gaps in that evidenG&e completed document gave
Gorton a comprehensive insight into the activibéshe bureaucracy and, to some
extent, of the politicians during the VIP affairethad no trouble working out who
was to blame.

It is possible, on the surviving evidence, to reachumber of firm conclusions
about the conduct of individuals during the VIPaaff Nonetheless, qualifications
have to be made. An exhaustive contemporary summbrgbsent files is no
substitute for access to the files themselves.egfit questions — asked of the
complete record and at a distance — might well pceddifferent answers. Just six
of the individuals most involved in the affair wealve when the research for this
analysis was conducted; two have since died; dndraderstandably, had selective
and possibly unreliable memories. It is difficutttames to work out the precise
sequence of events, especially when these evemis twaa head in the period 21—
25 October 1967. And there remain many puzzlingtiors, some of which will be
highlighted in the course of telling the story. pes these problems, however, it is
possible to show how and why an essentially trikiakter developed into a major
crisis, and to assign responsibility for it doiray s

8 Henceforth, this document will be referred totss January 1968 report.
° Interviews: McFarlane, 7 Sep. 2000; Hewitt, 1 N28p1.

19 Bunting to Hook, NAA: A1209, 67/7875.

' Howson Diaries, 26 Jan. 1968.
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Harold Holt, Prime Minister of Australia, 1966—67, photographed at his
holiday home at Portsea, Victoria, in 1966

His political ineptitude, complacency and self-cedhess lay at the root of the VIP
affair. While there is no evidence of him beingropt or having deliberately set out
to deceive, his initial instruction to reveal asldi as possible [about VIP flights],
compounded by an extraordinary insensitivity toitpal fall-out, allowed an
essentially trifling matter to escalate into a majuasis.



2  The state of play and the main players

Harold Holt was elected unopposed to lead the kib&arty when Sir Robert
Menzies retired in January 1966. He had enteredHtiese after a by-election in
August 1935 when he stood as the United AustradidyPcandidate for the safe
Victorian seat of Fawkner. Holt served briefly hetMenzies and Fadden ministries
of 1939-41, and came back into government as arsannister after the Coalition
won the 1949 election. In 1956 he was narrowlyteledeputy leader of the Liberal
Party and was appointed Treasurer upon Faddem'sment at the 1958 elections.
Holt's seemingly uninterrupted rise to the top Istlbriefly when the Menzies
Government almost lost office in 1961, followingetbredit squeeze of the previous
year. Blamed for adhering to the Treasury line,thald to endure speculation that
John McEwen, the Leader of the Country Party, miglentually succeed Menzies.
But his stocks rose again as the economy recovierd®62—63 and when some
senior Liberals made it clear they would not acc@pantry Party leadership. So in
January 1966, in the absence of any rivals, Holtndit have to step over any ‘dead
bodies’ in order to succeed Menzies.

The 17th Prime Minister of Australia took office @dwstralia Day. A reputedly
hard working and experienced politician, and a deocsan of presumed integrity,
Holt was respected and liked on both sides of ipslitBut for all his admirable
personal qualities, a number of Liberals were apgmeive. How would he perform
now that Menzies' protective shadow had been reni®dwd/as there sufficient
toughness behind the affability? Menzies, for oméght have pronounced the
country to be in good hands, but he had some gridatibts about ‘Young Harold’
and his capacity for the top job. The Federal Eedi and the Immediate Past
President of the Liberal Party had so little coafide in the succession at the end of
1965 that they wanted Menzies, then aged 71, tp staand fight the 1966
election*? Other Liberals viewed Harold’s feisty wife, Zags, a liability, and were
neither surprised nor disturbed by reports of handsome and physically fit
husband straying in the direction of other womeaor. Were they bothered about the
gossip concerning the parentage of two of Zarateethsons born during her

12 :3ock’ Pagan and Sir Philip McBride to Menzied)éc. 1965, Menzies Papers, NLA,
MS 4936, 14/411/15.
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previous marriage. The important point was thatZathree boys had taken Holt's
surname, and had married attractive and stylishngowomen. They, in turn,
enhanced Holt's own image as a ‘with it’ Prime Nieir, especially after he was
famously photographed wearing a wet suit and stanideside his bikini-clad step
daughters-in-law. So, despite any reservations tabisucapacity, Holt began his
prime ministership with much to recommend him ined@ction year. Even if his
outlook was conditioned by the Depression of th&0k9 and by the war and
immediate post-war years, the Liberals had sectiveest of both worlds. They
now had a leader whose image suited the mid-196@s veho possessed the
experience and steadiness acquired during thresldsadn politics.

The Coalition Government was also in fair shapeh@igh, as a result of a half-
Senate election in 1964, it had lost control of 8smate, it did have a comfortable
majority of more than 20 in the House of Reprederds. A clear majority of
Australians had approved the re-introduction oftkh conscription in 1964 and the
decision in 1965 to send a battalion to South \datnNotwithstanding the effects
of yet another drought, the economy was boomingnagaverseas capital was
readily available, and real wages were rising. Gaovent concerns about inflation,
union wage demands, balance of payments defigits,flactuating rural incomes
were more than offset by the knowledge that mosttralians were enjoying an
unprecedented standard of living. On the other sfdeolitics, Labor looked to be
in a wretched condition. Arthur Calwell nearly bewaPrime Minister in 1961 but
by January 1966 the Labor leader looked and souliked man passed over by
time. He led a party divided on issues ranging fetate aid to independent schools
to the need for internal structural reform and d¢kesation of unity tickets between
Communists and Labor Party members in trade unilmctiens. Moreover,
Calwell's relations with his deputy, Gough Whitlawere distant and often
hostile!®

Holt had a good first year as Prime Minister, culating in the Government'’s
record majority of 39 following elections for theotlse of Representatives in
November 1966. This result temporarily silenced tHeubters. Holt had
campaigned vigorously in defence of the Vietnam mitment and, in
consolidating marginal Liberal seats and winningenadditional ones, endeared
himself to the party hierarchy and to the fedegKbench. Yet, within months of
the election, the Government was clearly in trouble several fronts. Gough
Whitlam replaced Calwell as the Leader of the Ogmrsin February 1967, and
soon established an ascendancy over Holt in thesélofl Representatives. There
was no evident progress towards victory in Vietndahe Prime Minister was
obliged by his own backbench to establish a seddoghl Commission into the
sinking of HMAS Voyagerin 1964, and the escalating costs and the delays i
delivery of the F-111 aircraft ordered in 1963 wberoming an embarrassment.
Despite Labor’s support, the Government lost onéwaf referenda in May 1967

13 For this material on the Labor Party, see Ross MV The Light on the Hill: the
Australian Labor Party 1891-199DUP, paperback edition, 1992, p. 309ff.
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and, more seriously, two by-elections during thedry one of them for a seat held
by the Liberal Party since 1949.

There were two particular problems that Holt did lnandle well. One involved the
two most senior members of the Government nexhéoRrime Minister. William
(‘Bill’ or ‘Billy’) McMahon, the Deputy Leader of lte Liberal Party and the
Treasurer, and McEwen, in his capacity as MinigerTrade and Industry, were
fundamentally divided over tariff policy and plafes raising overseas capital, and
took opposite views in November—December 1967 altbat valuation of the
Australian dollar following a devaluation of stedi. McEwen was convinced, on
very good evidence, that McMahon was underminimg (st as the Treasurer was
simultaneously undermining Harold Holt). A frusedt Holt seemed unable to
placate McEwen or to control McMahon. At his witsd, he eventually agreed
early in December 1967 to accept an earlier offel.brd Casey, the Governor-
General since 1965 and a former Minister for Exdaeuffairs, to intervene and
speak directly to McMahotf.

The Senate constituted the other probleifhe half-Senate elections of 1961 and
1964 had left the Government with 30 of the 60sdat.abor forced a division, the
Government needed the support of the two DLP senmabo the Tasmanian
Independent, Dr Reginald (‘Spot’) Turnbull, for legislation to pass. After 1 July
1965 it could generally rely on the DLP’s Vince Gand Frank McManus whose
animosity towards Labor since the split of 1955Had not abated. Unfortunately
for the Government, the deaths of two Western Alisin Liberal senators meant
that, under the provisions of the Constitution,hbtiteir replacements had to face
the poll which was held in conjunction with the Nowber 1966 House elections,
thus enabling Labor, under the system of propoalioepresentation, to secure one
of the two seats. Reduced to 29 senators, the Gonart had suffered a further
blow when one of its own, Senator Clive HannafofdSouth Australia, resigned
from the Liberal Party on 21 February 1967 overdiposition to the Vietnam war.
Admittedly, Hannaford said he would vote with thev@rnment on every other
issue, and generally did so. There were, in additiwo Liberal senators who had
the irritating habit of finding issues of principk® justify crossing the floor.
Senators Reg Wright of Tasmania and lan Wood ofe@slend had become loose
cannons on the back bench, and it was generallgedgthat the Government
Leader, Senator Denham Henty, also from Tasmanéa, pvoving ineffective in
disciplining them'® Holt finally acted. On 16 October, just as the \éffair was

14" A brief summary of this episode can be found mt&ncock,John Gorton: He Did It
His Way Hodder Headline (Aus.), Sydney, 2002, pp. 136-37.

5 Malcolm Mackerras has published a detailed aralysioting in the Senate Fhe
Australian Senate 1965-1967: Who Held Contrd®nograph No. 9, Australian
Political Studies Association, Sydney, 1968.

% For an example of how irritating Wright could meaisserting his independence, see his
exchange of letters with Senator Henty in Mar.-A@67 over Wright's opposition to the
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reaching its climax, he announced Henty's resigmatis Leader and the appoint-
ment of a Victorian senator, John Gorton, to ldsdGovernment in that chamber.

The fact remains that the Senate was beginningxéscese an unprecedented
influence and authority. It did so in spectacukashion when it took the popular
step in May-June 1967 of preventing the Governnfimrh raising postal and
telephone charges by between 25 and 33.3 pera®wotinting to extra revenue of
$34m in a full year. On 12 May it defeated an afieto raise the charges when it
rejected the second reading of thest and Telegraph Rates BilDn 19 May, it
postponed the second reading of the re-submittgi$ldtion for six months, a
procedural device which finally disposes of a bilhe Government then raised the
charges during the parliamentary recess by prortiatpaegulations. Before the
Senate rose for the recess, however, Senator Msustgessfully moved for it to be
recalled if the President received such a requesh fan absolute majority of
senators. Murphy’s objective was to enable the teetwadisallow the regulations.
At a special sitting on 20 June, Labor, the DLP Sedator Turnbull combined to
do so. As Murphy noted, the decision was an ‘histame. While this was not the
first time the Senate had disallowed regulatiohs, Government in this instance
had acted while knowing it did not have parliamentapproval. The Senate had
made its point: it was prepared to exercise its ggewand it would not be
overriddent’ And, as the Government discovered when the VIRiraflame to a
head in October 1967, it would not be treated Kgbt ignored.

Throughout the latter part of a very poor year Bréame Minister looked and
sounded increasingly flustered and lost some of dustomary good-natured
equanimity. Unwilling or unable to discipline hiwd most senior ministers or the
whisperers on the Liberals’ backbench, Holt migktiwave leant more heavily on
what appeared to be one constant in his official He knew he could rely on the
loyalty, integrity and expertise of the public seer

In particular, Holt could turn to Jack Bunting. Ban 1918, Bunting graduated in
Arts from Melbourne University in 1939 and joindeetDepartment of Trade and
Customs the next year. He later served in the Dejwst of Post-War

Reconstruction before joining the Prime MinisteDgpartment in 1950. After a
stint as the Official Secretary in the Australiamgti Commissioner’s office in

London, Bunting returned to the Prime Minister'sp@egment in 1955 as Deputy
Secretary. In 1959 he became its permanent headvadeproud of his role as a
‘traditional’ public servant who provided his padél masters with expert advice
and policy support. Bunting held Menzies in thehieigt regard because the ‘Old
Man’ respected and relied upon the public servite especially admired Menzies
for his habit of urging new cabinets and new maristto look to their officials for

Government'’s decision to reject Labor’s proposalaf@elect committee on repatriation.
Holt Papers, NAA: M2684/130.

" For the debates in the Senate, GB®, Senate (Sen.), vol. 34, pp. 1360-3, 1494-1543,
1810-31, 1894-8, 1907-67.
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advice, and never to act without taking that adiite account. Menzies, too, saw
much to admire. He once described Bunting as ‘thacf of Civil Servants’,
someone who was ‘widely respected all roufidAnd Bunting belonged to that
distinguished body of senior public servants whoemies called ‘the boys’, those
who became his companions as well as adviSers.

Photo: National Archives of Australia

Sir John Bunting, Secretary, Prime Minister's Depatment, 1959-68

Described by Sir Robert Menzies as the ‘Princeiofl Servants’, Bunting left Holt
precariously exposed in his handling of the VIRuiaff

18 Menzies to McMahon, 11 Mar. and McMahon to Menz&&sMar. 1971, Menzies
Papers, NLA, MS 4936/1/22/185.
9 Sir John BuntingR. G. Menzies: A PortraitAllen & Unwin, Sydney, 1988, ch. 6.
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Holt felt he could trust Bunting’s judgment andieiincy. Whether he was aware
of Bunting’s assessment of himself is another ma#téile describing Holt as ‘first
and foremost, a most personable, amiable persomd @n accomplished
Parliamentarian’ who ‘could make the right speettha right time’, Bunting saw
him as possessing ‘a public relations outlook, emeradvertising outlook’, and as
being ‘a management man’ who ‘was interested iwstamd who ‘looked for the
show of results rather than the results’. Holt whesasant enough to work with but
he did not have ‘the public service mind’: that lids mind wandered and was
‘inordinately . . . wrapped up . . . in newspap@ughlic opinion.’ It was difficult to
secure his concentration on the issue at handustide Bunting's relationship with
Menzies, there was ‘no meeting of minds’. Buntingre cast doubts on Holt’s
reputation as a hard worker, claiming that he mgjatt early in the day and work
late at night but was apt to ‘slow his pace’ durihg day*°

Yet, even if this assessment of Holt, delivered983, held true of the years 1966—
67, there was no reason for Bunting to be anyehe professional in his approach
to advising the Prime Minister. Indeed, there wasbpbly more reason to be alert
in protecting him. One of his responsibilities, Bebert Hyslop observed of
departmental secretaries, was to ‘make sure migisti® not make fools of
themselves; that they do not say in a parliamerdaswer . . . something they will
be sorry for later; that they do not go out onnabliliable to be cut off! In this
respect, in his handling of the VIP affair, Buntiedt Holt precariously exposed.

Four other senior public servants are importanthie story. Peter Lawler, the
Deputy Secretary of the Prime Minister's Departméingt joined the Department
in 1949. A Catholic with open Labor Party affiliatis, Lawler was an experienced
and shrewd public servant who successfully protetis back at a critical stage
during the VIP affair, thereby escaping the odiutmiolh descended on Bunting.
Geoffrey Yeend, another career public servant, sv&3rst Assistant Secretary in
the Department from 1966 to 1972. He had previosslyed as Private Secretary
to Menzies from 1952 to 1955 and as Assistant $@gren the Australian High
Commission in London, 1959-60. Although Yeend wasimmore involved in the
matter than Lawler he, too, managed to avoid amyisals. Peter Bailey, First
Assistant Secretary, Prime Minister's Departmengswattached to the Prime
Minister's office and, in a sense, was responsibléwo masters in Bunting and
Holt. Son of Sir Kenneth Bailey, the former Commeaaith Solicitor-General and,
in 1967, the Australian High Commissioner to Candester Bailey had attended
Wesley College (Harold Holt's old school) in Mellvag. A graduate of Melbourne
and Oxford Universities, and a Rhodes Scholar, beegh to the Prime Minister’s

2 Interview 1983 (lan Hamilton): NLA, Oral TRC 142B/7/99-102. For a similar critical
view of Holt, see Paul Hasluckhe Chance of Politicg ext Publishing, Melb., 1997,
esp. p. 125.

21 H H . H B
Robert HyslopAustralian Mandarins: Perceptions of the Role opBdmental
SecretariesAGPS Press, Canberra 1993, pp. 14-15.
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Department in 1965 after nearly two decades inTtheasury and, in 1967, was
attached to Holt’s office. He would become a shertn casualty of the VIP affair.

The fourth public servant was ‘Tich’ McFarlane, &gary to the Department of Air
since 1956. Educated at Scotch College, Melbouamg, at the University of
Melbourne where he took a Law degree, McFarlangdiadd the RAAF as a cadet
in May 1937 and was commissioned as a Pilot Offiger that year. He
commanded No. 2 (Hudson) Squadron during the Seddodd War and was
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross after legdiits squadron against Japanese
shipping and airstrips. He retired from the RAARMihe rank of Group Captain
and joined the Department of Civil Aviation in 194&fore taking up his
appointment with the Department of Air. Slight, dap and incisive, with a liking
for fast cars, McFarlane thought that Peter HowbsaMinister, was ‘alright’ but
‘not my cup of tea® Upright and a public servant of unimpeachablegrite,
McFarlane came through the VIP affair with his rigpion enhanced.

Peter Howson is the other major character in tiois/sBorn in England in 1919, he
was the son of an engineer, Major George Howson, M&mother, Jessie Gibson,
drew a significant income from her father's holdiing the Melbourne-based
retailing and woollen-manufacturing firm of Foy a@ibson. The young Howson
attended Stowe School, visited Australia with histmer in 1937 and went up to
Trinity College, Cambridge. The Second World Waeirupted his studies and,
while serving with the Royal Navy's Fleet Air Arthe was shot down by German
aircraft off Malta in January 1942 and left withcii@ scars which gave him ‘a
somewhat piratical appearané@After completing his degree, and transferring his
specialist interests from science to economics, $towe-visited Australia and took
a packing job in the family firm. Returning briefly England in 1948, he decided
to call Melbourne home and worked his way up in oyl Gibson to reach the
board. He joined the Liberal Party, stood for thddral suburban seat of Fawkner
in 1951 and 1954 and, helped by Anti-Communist kdParty preferences, won it
in the general election of 1955. Fawkner adjoinedt’sl own seat of Higgins, to
which Holt had moved in 1949. Over time, the twonnieecame associates and
good friends. After a term as Government Whip, Hawsvas appointed Minister
for Air in the Menzies Government in June 1964 (lithout a seat in Cabinet). In
December 1966 Holt added to his responsibilitiesapypointing him Minister
assisting the Treasurer (Bill McMahon), so formialijsan association which was to
flourish in later years.

2 |nterview: McFarlane, 7 Sep. 2000.
% This description was used by Don Aitkin, who editéowson’s diaries for publication.
Diaries, p. 3.
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Photo:Canberra Times

A. B. ‘Tich’ McFarlane, Secretary, Department of Air, 1956—68

Slight, dapper and incisive, with a liking for fastrs, McFarlane came through the
VIP affair with his reputation enhanced. He feltstrated because Howson and
Holt had effectively blocked him from correctingigstanding errors.

Gorton regarded McFarlane as the one public seteagrerge heroically from the
VIP affair.



3  Weaving a tangled web

The VIP fleet

In 1953 the Government acquired a small VIP fleeptovide a convenient and
comfortable alternative to commercial aircraft fdistinguished visitors, the
Governor-General and the Prime Minister, ministard their officials and for the
Leader of the Opposition. There were few rules oidglines covering usage.
Members of the Royal Family, the Governor-Genena ghe Prime Minister could
order VIP flights on their own behalf. The Ministiar Air, a very junior figure in
the Government, had the authority to approve &éotpplications (amounting to
about 70 per cent of requests in 1966-67), whike Erime Minister would
adjudicate where there was a dispute, or where Miwister asked for his
intervention. Practice established its own preceddiut several ‘grey’ areas
remained, most notably concerning precisely whacc@md should be on board.
Was it essential for the VIP who applied for thight to be a passenger? Were
relatives and friends entitled to accompany a VHPan otherwise empty VIP
aircraft were ‘positioning’ itself to collect a VI& Essendon airport in Melbourne,
was it reasonable for a member of his staff or farto ‘hitch’ a ride from
Canberra?

Questions about usage became more frequent afeerMinzies Government
decided in November 1965 to re-equip and upgrade3d@quadrof? At the time
the fleet consisted of two Viscounts, two ConvaietMpolitans and five Dakotas.
While retaining the Viscounts, the Government resdlto replace the other aircraft
with three Mystere 20s and two Hawker Siddeley 78 to place orders for two
BAC111s. The Mystere was selected for the majasitthose operations which
involved the fast carriage of small numbers oveinnmautes, while the 748 was
considered more suitable for airfields which wareited in length and where a
turbo-propeller engine with a better take-off aadding performance was required.
The British aircraft, the BAC111, was chosen ferdapacity to fly non-stop to any
part of mainland Australia and it could also bedusefly to neighbouring countries.

24 NAA: C6.
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In making this particular choice the Governmenectdd the DC9, an American
aircraft, which was preferred by the commercidiraés.

When Howson announced in December 1965 that thenaed cost of all these
purchases would be $11.4m he did not include aswalhce for such items as
replacement parts and servicing. He thus placed @owvernment in the
embarrassing position of having to explain whatl®67, appeared to be a massive
escalation in costs when the Auditor-General fotlnad the total charge for the new
purchases amounted to $21.6m. If Howson had prdvaléull statement of the
projected costs in December 1965 he might haveedefi some of the later
criticism. Nevertheless, the critics would stillveahad a field day querying the
capital costs. They could also question the wisdbruying the BAC111s which
Gough Whitlam described as ‘two orphan aircrafédieg more costly spares than
the larger number of DC9s of the commercial fléatvhat especially irked the
critics was that, while the Government could natehihe capital costs of the new
aircraft, it could and did conceal the running sastt No. 34 Squadron by lumping
them into the Defence Vote. It was impossible, Hdtimed in March 1967, to
determine a precise costing of the VIP fleet beeahls. 34 Squadron was also
engaged in defence training and exercises for th&MR Moreover, it would be an
accountancy nightmare to separate charges incloyetie different departments
whose ministers might travel on the same flight. diee who knew what was
possible, and least of all the Department of Aégepted Holt’'s contention.

Making a ‘mistake’ and not correcting it

Although many questions could be asked about tHe fidet, Harold Holt was
reluctant to answer any of them. He feared thatlipubpinion, primed by
prejudiced journalists and by envious politiciartsvdid not qualify for VIP flights,
would come to regard a necessary means of tranapaxh expensive and abused
luxury.?® He was unhappy when Bill Wentworth, a Liberal dsskcher with the
habits of a gadfly, began sniffing about. Holt teldwson on 17 March 1966 that it
was not the Government's practice to reveal detaflsvVIP flights. To keep
everything under control, Holt explained to Howdus intention to deal with all
guestions relating to the VIP fleet. The Prime Miar and his Department would
be responsible for the final answers to be inseietlansard (Commonwealth
Parliamentary DebatesHowson and the Department of Air were merely nexgu
to supply the necessary detdfls.

% 24 Oct. 1967Commonwealth Parliamentary Debai@PD), House of Representatives
(H/R), vol. 57, p. 2153.

% Holt would also have had clear memories of thepend public outcries which followed
earlier attempts to raise parliamentary salaries.

" Diaries, p. 934.
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At first, there were no dramas, and the Governniat no reason for concern.
Indeed, the VIP affair actually began as an atteloypthe DLP to embarrass the
Labor Party, and by a Labor front bencher deterthioeannoy Arthur Calwell.

On 20 November 1965 Calwell, as Leader of the Ojtipos was due to address a
Labor Party State Conference in Perth. He had agped Menzies informally for
permission to use a VIP aircraft because the Hadideepresentatives had been
suddenly called to sit on a Friday and no schedatedmercial flight could meet
his timetable. Without hesitation, Menzies agreealwell’s request. Two Labor
Party officials joined Calwell on the flight: CyiWyndham, the Federal Secretary,
and Bill Hartley, the hard-left State Secretary tbé Victorian branch. When
Senator Gair of the DLP learnt of the passengeérkssought, on 10 December
1965, to place a question on notice asking whetey ALP officials had
accompanied Calwell to the Perth meeting. As thiégmaentary session was about
to end, the question did not appear on the NotiapeP until 8 March of the
following year, the first day of the new session.

Peter Howson, as Minister for Air, received a copyhe Gair question soon after it
was placed on the Notice Paper. He delivered aorsgpto the Prime Minister's
Department on 15 March stating that the passemgeried on the aircraft ‘were the
Leader of the Opposition, members of his family dnsl staff’?® Howson had
obtained this information directly from Calwell' fice: there was, he said later, no
official manifest. Even so, Howson would have knaivat Hartley and Wyndham
were party officials and were not formally membefsCalwell’s staff. In those
circumstances, his draft answer was misleading.

Bunting discussed the reply with Howson on 28 Mamhen the Secretary to the
Prime Minister's Department agreed that the ansslauld ‘proceed’. In the

meantime, Fred Daly, a Labor Party front bench Midstn NSW, had prepared
more searching questions. Daly was currently iputis with Calwell and, on 31

March, he placed the following questions on the $¢oaf Representatives Notice
Paper:

1. Does the Government maintain a special airéoafthe use
of the Prime Minister and V.l.P.s?

2. If so, what V.I.P.s other than the Prime Ministeed this
aircraft during the past twelve months?

2 NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
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3. Inrespect of each such flight during this péyihat was the
(a) name of the V.I.P. who used the aircraft, @ne of any

other passenger, (c) destination, (d) cost angugjose?’

2 For the question and Holt’s eventual answer,GRB, H/R, vol. 51, p. 1913. Reprinted
p. 4 above.
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Peter Howson, Minister for Air, 1964—68

Though Howson delivered a forceful and seeminglyatcing defence of his
actions, it was his misguided sense of loyalty thqtosed Holt to the most
damaging of accusations; that is, of lying to Rankent.

The third question was clearly the most importdiet.respond, Howson consulted
his personal staff, who included his RAAF liaisdificer, Squadron Leader John
MacNeil. He was told, so he claimed, of the exiseef passenger manifests
which, once flights were completed, were no longeeded and were retained ‘for
only a few weeks'. On the basis of this briefingpwt$on told the House of

Representatives on 8 November 1¥@hat he sent the following draft answer to
the Prime Minister’'s Department. In reply to quess 3(a) and 3(b), it read:

Passengers’ names are recorded only so that a&iromf be safely and
properly loaded. After a flight is completed th&t lof names is of no value
and is not retained for long. The answers to tlpsestions are thus not
available.

%0 CPD, HIR, vol. 57, pp. 2775-6.
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Howson said in his Boobooks speech that this daaféwer ‘went into’ the
Department of Air ‘and came back with the notatioi™.

Howson later maintained that this answer ‘was cdlsefworded and was
completely truthful’. In fact, this draft answer svalso inaccurate. Howson may
have been ‘completely truthful’ in the sense thabklievedat the timewhat he had
allegedly been told by his personal staff. CuripuBlowson was still asserting that
his answer was ‘completely truthful’ long afterwis public knowledge that the
passenger manifests were retained. Why he persigitedthis fiction remains a
mystery*!

Howson's draft answer to the Daly questions wag serthe Prime Minister’s
Department. Surprised by Holt's ‘nonchalant’ apgtoao the whole matter,
Howson was not aware that Calwell and Daly had imec&riends again, and that
Calwell had told the Prime Minister not to wornotmuch about how the question
was handled. Howson was also unaware that PetéyBaithe Prime Minister's
Department had altered Howson’s draft answer byrimgy a sentence, in the
absence of any offering from the Minister for Ain order to reply to Daly’s
guestion 3(c) in relation to destinations. Bailsyconvinced that, in making his
insertion, he would have asked more junior offiiah the Prime Minister’s
Department to check the proposed answer with thpafement of Air? The
outcome was that, whereas Howson's answer said Sidpgadron visited many
airfields throughout Australia and a precise lisid not be readily available’, the
amended draft now read (with the addition represeit italics):

Passengers’ names are recorded only so that airomf be safely and
properly loaded. After a flight is completed thst lof names is of no value
and is not retained for londror similar reasons, no records are kept of
the places to which craft in the VIP flight hav&da VIP passengershe
answers to these questions are thus not available.

The change was also made in accordance with ‘thmetibns and drafting
discretions’ followed by the Prime Minister's Depment®*® To maintain
consistency, the Department revised Howson's duadtver to the Gair question by
omitting the reference to the flight to Perth ‘gémg the Leader of the Opposition,
members of his family and his staff’. Instead, fibldowing words were substituted:
‘Particulars of passengers carried are not availabl

Holt approved the replies to both the Gair and Rplgstions on 12 May. Bunting
showed Howson the answers on the following evertitayson later recorded his
‘tremendous shock’ to discover ‘significant diffaces’ from the original (though
the shock was not great enough to merit a mentionig diary). His ‘completely
truthful’ replies had been converted into an ‘uttiful answer’. Howson felt,

31 Boobooks speechiaries, p. 935.
32 Interview: Bailey, 13 May 2003.
% Bunting, Note 1 to Holt, 30 Oct. 1967, NAA: A1208%/7875.
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however, that there was nothing he could do atphist. The revised version had
been printed and lodged withansard Holt was about to travel abroad, and the
House had risef.

One alert journalist picked up Holt's reply andrstd a campaign over the whole
issue of VIP flights. E. H. Cox, the Canberra csp@ndent for the Melbourne
Herald, published a piece on 21 May. He reported Holt'sveers to Daly’s
guestions 3(a), (b) and (c) but was more interastéite response to 3(d) relating to
costs. The answer read:

The cost of operations by No. 34 Squadron is imeaddty included in the
overall costs of running RAAF Base Fairbairn (whichs several other
units) and of maintaining the RAAF as a whole. Tdust of individual

flights cannot therefore be given.

This answer had been prepared exclusively withenRlime Minister's Department
and in direct response to Holt's wishes not to aéibe operating costs of VIP
flights. The answer did not convince Cox. He woedewhether the ‘systematic
destruction’ of records was designed ‘to coverhgdosts, use and possible misuse
of the VIP planes’. If ‘concealment’ was the infent ‘no more perfect smoke
screen could have been put up’. Cox made the fupbiat that the fleet was about
to be expanded and that it would be used ‘freelynnisters and others, so the
costs were bound to be ‘formidable’.

Cox also wondered why the matter had not attrathedattention of the Audit
Office or the parliamentary Joint Committee of Rullccounts. He did not know
that Richard Cleaver, the Chairman of the Publiccdmts Committee, had written
to Holt on 12 April 1966 pointing out that the Gowment could expect an inquiry
soon about the purchase of new aircraft for the NdBt. Cleaver, who had held a
marginal Perth seat for the Liberal Party since5]@bssessed a more acute sense
of the political implications of silence than eithidolt or Howson. Because the
Prime Minister was abroad, Bunting passed therléttehe Minister for Air, who
urged a ‘firm refusal’. According to Howson, the f@mittee should be looking at
the Commonwealth’'s receipts and expenditure, ansuldhnot be examining
estimates or criticising government policy. Holdersed Howson'’s position in a
letter to Cleaver on 16 M&¥§.The Prime Minister assumed — wrongly — that the
inquisitive and meddlesome could be kept at bayplinby corralling No. 34
Squadron.

Howson did have one concern: the amended answess tp Daly and Gair. ‘At a
reasonably early opportunity’, he discussed thetanatith McFarlane whom, he
claimed, informed him that public service ‘regubais’ (the Secretary probably

34 Boobooks speecliaries, p. 935. For the full response to Daly’s questigiven on 13
May 1966, se€PD, H/R, vol. 51, p. 1913. For the answers to GaieG&PD, Sen. vol.
31, p. 1109. Reprinted above, pp. 4-5.

% Use of VIP Aircraft — Policy, NAA: 65/6200/1.
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meant ‘practice”) required the Department which enstte mistake to correct the
error. But McFarlane also recalled telling Howsbatthis own draft answers were
not ‘completely truthful’, that the records wereintained and, though incomplete,
were availablé€® In the meantime, Wing Commander W. Addison, thécef
commanding No. 34 Squadron, who eventually becaro#’'sHpersonal pilot,
reportedly expressed his unhappiness about Hol'swer to the Gair—Daly
guestions. The RAAF thought it unfair to say thetards were not kept of VIP
flights. Addison also made some suggestions abmutth handle questions relating
to the cost of the VIP fleet. One possible approatght be to say that the
Squadron was expected to fly a certain number af$hin a given period. If they
were not flying VIPs, they would be on traininggfiits. Given that the planes would
be in the air, the cost of using them to fly VIPsuld be only marginally greater.
Peter Bailey suggested in a note to Bunting thatigah’'s comment about training
flights ‘may be worth using . .. as an additiorether than a “corrective” point, in
some future answer on VIP flight¥’. He made no comment on Addison’s remark
about keeping records.

Bunting was abroad with Harold Holt when Addisoosmments reached the Prime
Minister's Department. Unlike Bailey, Peter Lawléne Acting Secretary, recog-
nised the significance of the first part of the Adth comment. On 5 July he made a
note for file, ‘to cover my back’. Concerned abdhié replies to the Gair-Daly
guestions, he had asked another official of them@Minister's Department to make
further inquiries. Lawler wanted to know ‘the faatposition’ so he could guide
members of the Department who might have to retarthese matters at a later
date. He was also considering whether Holt shoaldvérned that one answer was,
in part, inaccurate, just in case he wanted toituseanswering further questions.
While Lawler ‘had no intention of stirring the maxttup’, he learnt, after taking a
telephone call from McFarlane, that records didsexalthough it would take ‘a
substantial research exercise’ to locate them Aained with this information,
Lawler resolved to contact both Holt and Buntingtbeir return to Australia to
ascertain if they knew of the inaccuracy in cageRhme Minister should become
involved®

% Boobooks speechiaries, p. 935 interview: McFarlane, 7 Sep. 2000. Unfortunately,
McFarlane’s death prevented follow-up questionslaoify just which records he meant.
But, given the knowledge he would have had as g-&amving Secretary of the
Department of Air, he probably meant both the flighthorisation books and the
passenger manifests. Nor was there an opportunitgtermine whether McFarlane
himself actually saw Howson'’s original draft answer
B. Cox, Note for File, 14 June 1966, A1209, 675.8Zox was reporting a conversation
that had taken place between Addison and anotlisop®n 9 June. See the additional
comments on this note by Bailey and Lawler.
3 Interview: Lawler, 13 July 2000. There is a copy.awler’s note in NAA: A1209,
67/7875.
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So who, by the middle of the year, knew what? Buntater recalled Lawler telling
him ‘in the second half of last year (1966)’, orviad from McFarlane, that records
did exist*® But Howson had said they did not, so Bunting rgdcthis advice. The
January 1968 report explained that, while Buntingwk of the Lawler-McFarlane
conversation, he chose not to act — for three m=asblicFarlane had said the
passenger records were not accurate; Bunting uodershem to be ‘sketchy’, and
McFarlane had not disagreed with that view; andtBigrdid not think it was a case
requiring the retention of records for a periodiofe. For his part, Howson, who
said records were not retained for long, knew id-&866 that some records existed
but did not directly tell Holt. Rather, he felt thelcFarlane’s conversation with
Lawler had satisfied ‘regulations’: ‘we left it the PM’s Department to tidy up the
matter. From there the matter rested for anothres mionths® So, in one instance,
responsibility was shed; in another, it was nouassd. The choice, however, was
clear: either admit an error in answering the Gaaly questions, or find a way of
re-interpreting those answers. No one, it seentgeaaplated taking the first option.
Instead, the line eventually adopted was that agonds that did exist were
incomplete and unreliable.

On the defensive

If there were no real concern about the retentibrregords, it was at least
recognised that the Government needed to deterwinoewas entitled to use VIP
flights. At Howson'’s urging, Cabinet agreed on 28rbh 1966 to draw up ‘guiding
rules’, partly because there were more applicatibas the Squadron could deal
with, and partly to provide guidelines for the Mitér for Air and for other
ministers. Howson discussed the matter with Holt tbe following day and,
subsequently, produced one-and-a-half pages o€stulBasically, the ‘rules’
codified the existing conventions. Those persoriglet to use aircraft of No. 34
Squadron were listed as members of the Royal Fathi&y Governor-General, the
Prime Minister, other federal ministers (Cabinetisters having preference), the
Leader of the Opposition, the Chiefs of Staff, pass of similar status visiting
Australia, and persons of ‘like importance’ whome Biommonwealth Government
considered had a need to use a VIP aircraft. Pgeseron each flight would
‘normally’ be limited to the VIP's wife, his persahstaff and officials of his
department and, in the case of foreign dignitariesthe senior officers of their
diplomatic mission. All requests for aircraft, othiban those on behalf of members
of the Royal Family, the Governor-General and thim® Minister, should be made
in the first instance to the Minister for Air. TiMinister would then consider these
requests on the basis of the availability of afitcrne availability of alternative
means of transport, the importance and necessitheoflight requested, and the
status of the applicant. Should the Minister for éonsider that a person needed to

%9 Bunting, Note 5, 8 Nov. 1967, NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
0 Boobooks speechiaries, p. 935.
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use a VIP aircraft, but was not normally entitledlb so, he would seek the opinion
of the Prime Minister.

Bunting passed Howson's draft to Holt, adding hinoview that the rules were
‘sufficiently flexible’ and should be accepted ‘feonsideration’. Nevertheless,
Bunting was concerned about a certain loosenesdinglto ‘entittement’. He
thought that, aside from members of the Royal Rgrtile Governor-General, the
Prime Minister, ‘very senior Ministers’ and ‘cemaigovernment guests’, the
‘regular arrangement should be that commerciainaisl should be used'. VIP
flights ought to be limited to ‘special circumstast and to situations where
commercial airlines were ‘inappropriate or inadequ#

Bunting’'s advice looked to be sound and, althouglwsbn’s draft rules did not
cover the matter of positioning flights, they apmebto close off the political traps.
Perhaps because he had succumbed to hubris, H#told ignored their
suggestions.

He wanted, among other things, to be generous $ophédecessor. In late
September, Menzies, through his secretary, apfiiea VIP aircraft for travel from
Melbourne to Sydney where he was to catch a flighthe United States. Holt
readily agreed. Such flights could be approvedmfrome to time’ by treating
Menzies’ case as ‘sui generis’. Besides, as Pdeildr pointed out, the flight to
Sydney was associated with an international tript tivas covered by the
arrangements and allowances already provided foR&bert. Holt did express ‘a
little anxiety’ about the related proposal for MEwzto call at the Fairbairn air base
in Canberra because No. 34 Squadron wanted torprege with a log book. It
would be ‘unwelcome’ from the Government’s and Megrzviewpoint if the visit
to Canberra became ‘a high-powered publicity aff&irin the event, the Menzies
trip passed without much notice. One newspaperhtidiever, wonder why, if the
former British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, @id be seen standing in a queue
for a London bus, the former Australian Prime Mierscould not have flown on a
commercial airline between Melbourne and Sydfiey.

If Holt had followed Bunting's advice he would havefused Menzies’ request.
And he would have found it very difficult to incladMenzies within Howson'’s list
of entitled persons, if only because of the requést that the VIP be on ‘official
business’. Undeterred, Holt allowed a further ces@gmn which, coinciding with

1 Use of VIP Aircraft — Policy, NAA: 65/6200/1. Nofmal action appears to have been
taken at the time to endorse Howson'’s ‘rules’. @rivlay 1967 Cabinet did return to the
guestion of usage when it had to decide who cottdmpany Gough Whitlam on a
flight to Darwin. It agreed to apply the rules govieag a senior minister: that is, the
Leader of the Opposition could be accompanied loga member, though not a senator,
to a particular area.

2 peter Lawler, Note for File, 23 Sep. 1967, NAA1209/43, 67/7272.

** Sun-Herald 2 Oct 1966.
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another VIP flight for Menzies, brought him veryntwelcome’ publicity. On 25
February 1967 the Melbourt¢erald published a photograph of Holt and Menzies
standing together at Essendon airport with DaméePltenzies and Holt’s three
stepsons. The accompanying story reported thgighg boarded a VIP Viscount to
Canberra where they were to meet Princess Alexaamilathe Honourable Angus
Ogilvy and to dine at the British High Commissioseaesidence. Three days later
the MelbourneSun published a photograph taken at Essendon airpor2d
February depicting the three ‘mini-skirted Holtlgiy accompanied by one of the
stepsons, two small children and a nurse. Theyahgdst travelled on a VIP flight
from Canberra.

These two photographs, set against the backgrotiad expanded and expensive
VIP fleet, stirred the press into aggressive dstic Led by the MelbournEerald,
editorials across the country questioned the usdhircraft to transport those not
on official business and demanded to know just mayeh VIP flights were costing
the taxpayef? Holt responded by fusing an expression of outssige one of hurt.
On 6 March he told a press conference in Canbbkatahie thought ministers should
be making more use of No. 34 Squadron. Visitordustralia, he said, wanted to
meet his family whose presence by his side helgedth do his job. As for
Menzies: ‘I hope we don't reach the stage in thesintry where we begrudge
courtesies and amenities to a man who held theeodfi Prime Minister for double
the record term of any Australian Prime Ministenyging Australia could ever do
for Sir Robert Menzies would be little enough | regard Sir Robert as being in a
class of his own.” So far as costs were concermagisters needed VIP flights in
order to conduct their business. Besides, the geraents for the VIP fleet in
Australia ‘were pretty standard around the worlesth days*?

Holt also said it was ‘stretching things a bit'@ocuse the Government of trying to
conceal the costs in the Defence vote. That wae dsra matter of ‘convenience’.
There were simply too many accountancy difficuliggeventing the allocation of

costs between departments. Two days after Holesgpconference, Peter Howson
wrote the following entry in his diary:

| got Mr McFarlane to take out the actual costglasely as we could so
as to give the Prime Minister some idea of whatweereally up for and to
see whether any alternative suggestion is posdilitenk he will realize

when he sees the costs that the present policy revea@dopting of not
segregating costs from the other votes of the R&ABrobably wise.

4 For earlier examples of therald's criticisms, see the issues of 21 and 23 May 1966
For later comments, s@ge Australian Courier Mail, Daily Mirror andSun(Melb.), 8
Mar. 1967.

%> For the transcript of Holt's press conference dvach, see Use of VIP Aircraft —
Policy, NAA: 65/6200/1.
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So, there were no accountancy difficulties, juéfialilties with what the accounts
would reveal. It was not merely a ‘conveniencettmceal the costs in the Defence
vote.

For its part, the Department of Air confirmed tleadibility of producing separate
accounts for the VIP fleet. McFarlane told Buntitigat Air could identify
individual departmental costs should the governnumtide to charge for VIP
flights. It would simply be a matter of departmenmtaking annual appropriations
and estimating future travel requirements. PerltapdPublic Accounts Committee
and Treasury would doubt the desirability or neitgsd departments charging one
another®® But that was a different issue altogether. Hall b reason but no excuse
for hiding the VIP costs in the Defence vote.

On 8 March Holt answered a question in the Houkedaby Dan Curtin, the Labor
MHR for Kingsford-Smith. The Prime Minister decldrthat so long as he held the
office he would do the job in the way he thought thost effective. He would also
consider his own comfort and the comfort of his isterial colleagues in carrying
out their tasks. He would not be discouraged byeagpcampaign. If the electorate
thought he was acting irresponsibly they would knbew to take out their
displeasure. Holt reiterated the point that mangppe wished to meet his family
whose members gave up time to be with him and tieatly’ paid their own way.
There were other occasions when it was appropf@atehem to enjoy the same
travelling arrangements as the Prime Minister whenvas on official business for
the Commonwealth. So, if Curtin or any others wai@ ‘so small minded that they
take satisfaction from their criticism, they arelewoene to it. In the words of my
predecessor, my withers are unwrufig.’

Evasion, prevarication and obfuscation

This phase of the press campaign soon stalledowath not before the Sydney
Daily Mirror, on 7 March, suggested setting up ‘H. Holt’'s Tragegency (Book

from Here to Anywhere), as an annexe to the Lod§e, whereas in March,
Bunting was urgently seeking evidence from Ausdfalidiplomatic representatives
of practices in other countries, by May he couldl fihat ‘all is quiet”® Yet if

Bunting felt that the situation was under contr®enator ‘Spot’ Turnbull was
determined to pursue matters further. Turnbull,eglical practitioner and a former
minister in Tasmanian Labor governments, had beentesl an Independent
Senator for Tasmania in December 1961 and toolsdas in July 1962. Defence
was one of his priorities. So was his professiamrnbull often stood in as a locum
for doctors around Canberra. A conscientious senatdor example, he missed

6 McFarlane to Bunting, 17 Mar. 1967, Gorton Papers.

4" CPD, HIR, vol. 54, 8 Mar. 1967, p. 452.

8 Bunting to Sir Kenneth Bailey, 26 May 1967, Us&/t® Aircraft — Policy, NAA:
65/6200/1.
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just two of the 65 sitting days in 1967, thoughalsented himself from nearly half
the divisions in 1967 — he was not totally ill-dised towards the Government.
But he could, if so minded, be an unrelenting criti

Turnbull’s first major Senate intervention on théject of the VIP fleet occurred
on 20 October 1966 when he spoke during the debrathe budget estimates for
the Department of Air. His line was one he woulde@t throughout 1967: although
no one opposed the existence of a VIP fleet, thdiphad the right to know how
much it cost. It was, therefore, unacceptable tte lihe costs within the general
estimates for the Department of Defence. Perha&tvernment was embarrassed
about something, such as a recent VIP flight tdlyea minister and two officials to
Tasmania on a large aircraft devoid of other pagsey? Anticipating the rejoinder
Holt would later use — that it was impossible tedk down the charges for VIP
flights — Turnbull said that any Treasury officelowd be able to do so. The
Minister for Repatriation, Senator Colin McKella€duntry Party, NSW), who
represented Howson in the Senate, appeared to.afjitbeugh it would take
‘considerable trouble’, he thought it would be pbiesto obtain a figure for costs.
Harold Holt would not have been happy with thigasse.

Turnbull returned to the matter on 2 March 196Tpfeing the revelations about
the Holt family and Menzies flying on VIP aircrafpeaking during the Address-
in-Reply debate, Turnbull once again attacked thaetce of hiding the costs of the
VIP fleet in the Defence vote. He also objectedhim wasteful use of large VIP
aircraft (the Viscounts) when commercial flightsrev@vailable, and to the Govern-
ment’s failure to produce clear guidelines for wsa@n 8 March he asked why,
given that charges for use of official cars coudddmtered against the departments
concerned, a similar arrangement could not be riratlee case of VIP flights. On
the same day, Turnbull placed the following question the Notice Paper:

1. How many applications have been received byMhmaster for Air for
the use of VIP aircraft for the period 1 Januarg tdarch 19677

2. For each application — (a) Who were the appt&atb) At which
airport did they embark; (c) What were their pasfscall; (d) At which
airport was the VIP aircraft stationed at the tiofethe application; (e)
How many passengers were carried; and (f) How maew members
were on each flight?

It should be noted that Turnbull had not askedtha names of the passengers
carried on each flight. His questions could be amed, therefore, by recourse to
the flight authorisation books alone.



Richard Cleaver, Chair,
Public Accounts
Committee, 1963—69

As early as April 1966 he
proposed an inquiry into
the purchase of new
aircraft for the VIP fleet.
He and ‘many’ of his
colleagues were worried
about the bad publicity
the VIP fleet attracted.

Photo:Canberra Times

Senator Reg ‘Spot’ Turnbull,
Senator for Tasmania, 1962—-74

When the Government failed to
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Failing to receive any response at all, Turnbutiggeded on four more occasions
up to 19 May to put virtually the same questiorttoe Notice Papef. On 16 May
he complained in the Senate about the Governmdalisquency in not replying to
his questions, and drew the conclusion that it \sasashamed of this business that
it just will not answer them’. For good measureyiwll returned to his earlier
theme of the abuse of the system — including, $igadly, Holt’s use of the flights
to ferry his family between Melbourne and Canberfaand the practice of hiding
the costs in the Defence vote. He made the lattért again in a debate on the
following day>°

What had happened to Senator Turnbull’s questi@s28 March Alan Storr, an
Assistant Secretary in the Department of Air, drdfta response which he
forwarded to Howson, along with the flight scheduté No. 34 Squadron covering
the period 1 January to 8 March 1967. The schedukse assembled from the
flight authorisation books and included the naméhefrelevant VIP(s), the ports of
embarkation, and call, and the number of passerayjatscrew on board for each
flight. Howson sent these schedules to Peter Bailey located in the Prime
Minister’s office, as well as a draft answer (novgsing) to the Turnbull questions.
In view of Holt’s expressed wish not to reveal detaf VIP flights, Howson felt he
needed the Prime Minister's approval before pubighhe schedules. Hence, he
instructed his private secretary, Dick Fenton,dosuilt Bailey>*

Bailey, in turn, sent a minute to Holt on 26 Apiile picked up a point already
made by Storr who reported that RAAF Fairbairn saweason to register the Holt
family’s Canberra—Melbourne trip of 27 February @mstituting a VIP flight.
Howson had nonetheless retained it in the schedatesvell as the controversial
Menzies flight and another by the Governor-Gensratmestic staff from Canberra
to Sydney. Bailey advised Holt to delete all thravel from any published
schedules. They were not, he wrote, VIP flightaose there was no VIP listed
under the heading ‘VIP carried’. Deleting thesglits would ensure that ‘the record
remains absolutely straight.

Bailey’s minute reached Bunting but the January8l&port found nothing in the
files to indicate what happened from this poimdeed, to judge from the file, no
further action was taken until some months lateMeanwhile, Storr provided

“9 For easy access to all of Turnbull's questionsiaiice, se€€PD, Sen. vol. 36, pp. 1626—7
(see pp. 32—-34 below).

* For Turnbull's questions without notice and statets in the Senate to this point see
CPD, Sen. vol. 32, pp. 1295-6, 1299; vol. 33, pp. Z&9-320; vol. 34, pp. 1594-5, 1625.

*1 Background Notes for Advice to the Prime Ministerthe subject of passenger manifests,
nd, NAA: A1209, 67/7875.

*2 Prime Minister’s File, 67/7737, January 1968 répdAA: A1209, 67/7875, and Gorton
Papers.

%3 Prime Minister’s File, 67/7737, January 1968 répAA: A1209, 67/7875, and Gorton
Papers.
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updated schedules on 28 April and 2 June. An alfi;i the Prime Minister’s
Department attached a note to Storr’'s minute afrfeJstating: ‘It was suggested to
Air (Mr. Storr) that the Prime Minister should beade aware of what Mr. Howson
was proposing to say in his answers.’” Accordingltwson, he asked his private
secretary ‘at various intervals’ between May angt&mber 1967 whether the
Prime Minister’s approval had been given: ‘theresw@® more that we could do
other than make noises as loudly as possibl@rguably, he should have made
more noise, especially as the critics were intéipgethe Government’s silence to
mean it had something to hide. Judging by his diaeyhad plenty of opportunities
between March and September 1967 to mention tHedub Holt himself. He was
in his company often enough, and Howson should hadesufficient experience as
a politician to read the signals. He should havensthat, far from silencing or
diverting the critics, the Government’s insouciaaoe obstructiveness had merely
multiplied their numbers and intensified their detmation.

By July 1967 Geoffrey Yeend in the Prime MinisteDgpartment was becoming
troubled, not least because the press had revigethterest in the mattét.He
asked Storr and Squadron Leader John Green (Hosvaemw RAAF liaison officer)
to ensure that draft answers to Turnbull’s questieare checked through the Prime
Minister's office because Holt wanted to answemthieimself. Yeend sought to
adopt this procedure because both Storr and Gredntdid him that the Prime
Minister's answers to Daly were incorrect.

Yeend was not the only official in the Prime Mimiss Department to be
concerned. Another official suggested on 8 Augbsit,tin view of Turnbull’'s
guestions, and the likelihood of more questionmftbe House, it would be ‘good
tactics’ for the Prime Minister to get in early ia statement which ‘may stop the
avalanche’ and ‘wipe the slate clean’. The advitapt the mixed metaphor, was
appropriate. Turnbull was a persistent questiorneat & sidestep him would
‘aggravate the situation in a delicately balancexhe®e’. The advice was also
constructive. Holt in his statement should takethg concept of VIP flights as a
‘flying office’, an idea mooted by Tony Eggletorhet Prime Minister's press
secretary. Above all, Holt should stress that ights saved time; they were not a
luxury given to a privileged few but an adjunct tttee conduct of government
business, and restraint and control were alwayﬂ:'e:;e}f6

After Yeend had collected the draft answers fromriSand Green he held them
back while compiling a general dossier which heveeéd to the Prime Minister on
14 August (more than five months after Turnbull resked his original set of
guestions). The dossier included a number of dnadtvers, extracts from the press

** Background Notes for Advice to the Prime Ministerthe subject of passenger
manifests, nd, NAA: A1209, 67/7875; Boobooks spe&xries, p. 936.

> Yeend, Reconstruction and Recollection, NAA: A126®9/7875.

%% B. Smith to R.J. Linford, 9 Aug. 1967, Use of \iitcraft — Policy, NAA: 65/6200/1.
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critical of the VIP fleet, and a copy of Holt's tggo the Daly question. Yeend's
accompanying minute began with the archetypal istame of a good public servant:



Turnbull Question here
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‘On the understanding you are not in favour of idising the full details of VIP
flights the attached answer to Senator Turnbiduggested’. That is, irrespective of
the wisdom of the Prime Minister’s decision, théluservant would find a way of
implementing it. Yeend proceeded to report the Depent of Air's advice that
there was no difficulty involved in charging foreusf VIP flights. Nevertheless,
‘we’ (the Prime Minister's Department) believed ttwnarging individual depart-
ments would not satisfy the critics. Nor was thaerech point in asking Air to
determine costs if there was no intention of makivem public. Yeend pointed out
that the Minister for Air ‘has not yet put in angwend is seeking guidance’, and
that Turnbull would keep asking his questions whigmount to harassment of
Ministers in the exercise of their duties’. Yeeimgn advised Holt how he might
extricate himself from this situation:

You might wish to suggest that Mr. Howson sidestepquestions simply
by saying that it is not the practice to provide ttetails sought by Senator
Turnbull. Mr. Howson could give the names of soméhe visitors who
have used VIP aircraft as an indication of the sbrse to which they are
put. This was done in your answer to Mr. Daly’s sfign in March 1966
— but on that occasion you declined to indicatetidasons, costs and

purposes of individual flights.

Yeend's duties probably did not include, explicithhe capacity to offer sound
political advice. It was, however, far too lateddn fact would have been counter-
productive, to ‘sidestep’ the issue. Yet, in faBsethe professional politicians —
Howson and Holt — had also failed to understand fsv far their position had

deteriorated.

There is no record of Bunting or of Holt having dedeend’s minute and the
attached dossier, let alone of them acting onrit.official in the Prime Minister’s

Department did note on 4 September that no achonld be taken until the Prime
Minister had decided what to do about ‘Sen Turribujliestion>® By this stage,

the dossier had been in the Prime Minister’'s offmetwenty-one days. Probably,
but not certainly, there would have been more marenf Holt, or Howson, had
been aware of another memorandum sent on 29 Augusidlan Storr in the

Department of Air to both the Prime Minister’s Dejpaent and to the Minister’s
office. After replying to Yeend’s request for fuethupdated details of VIP flights,
Storr tacked on the following sentence:

" Yeend to Holt, 14 Aug. 1967, Prime Minister's Fiié/7737, NAA: A1209, 67/7875 and
Gorton Papers. Yeend wrote a note to Bailey on d§uAt pointing out that caution
needed to be exercised in assessing the costs dikhfleet. If the published figure
included both the costs of acquisition and the tea@nce costs, then there was bound to
be comment on escalating expenditure. If the figneeely included the cost of
acquisition then the expenditure on the fleet wdaddinder-stated by $9m.

8 Prime Minister’s File, 67/7737, NAA: A1209, 67/77and Gorton Papers.
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No. 34 Squadron advise us that Passenger Mané¢silslare retained at
the Squadron for a period of about twelve months.

This passage had all the hallmarks of a publicasgrsafeguarding his ba€kThe
Department of Air now had on record its own corliattto the answer given to
Daly in May 1966 which had stated that, upon theetion of a flight, ‘the list of
names is of no value and is not retained for long’.

What did Yeend do with the Storr memorandum? Hepbkinfiled it. His
justification was that, in August 1967, he was geplvith the questions asked by
Turnbull, not those raised by Daly. Turnbull's quess related solely to the
number of passengers travelling on each VIP fligiitd this information was
available in the flight authorisation books. As genator had not asked for names,
the retention of the passenger manifests was imrabt&o, while aware that the
new information further discredited the reply tolfDareend did not see fit to pass
it on to Bunting or the Prime Minister. Nor, accoglto a statement Howson made
later, did Storr or anyone in Howson’s personaicefthink it important at the time
to inform the Minister for Air about the memorandwand the retention of the
passenger manifests.

On 6 September Harold Holt showed the first sighseoognising that he had a
problem. He told Lawler of his intention to speakHowson about VIP flights.
Lawler, in turn, reminded the Prime Minister of ihéormation already delivered to
him on 14 August and which had been updated tadecVIP flights taken between
January and June 1967. On the same day as thigrsation, Yeend sent another
minute to Bailey pointing out that the dossier u#d suggested responses to
Senator Turnbull's questions, adding that the ugpdiatchedules now extended to
the end of July. He concluded: ‘This is a goodsiliation of the detail that is

available.®!

Yeend recalled that Holt saw Howson in MelbourneQ8eptember and talked
about the answers to questions on VIP flights. Yealso claimed that Howson
asked him during the week following 9 Septembeligise with Squadron Leader
Green in order to draft an answer to Turnbull’s sfisms. The objective was to
release as much information as possible while sthgpghort of supplying details to
particular questions relating to aircraft flightsdapassengers. In other words, the
aim was to avoid contradicting an earlier claint tha records existed, but without
actually saying the records were unavailable. lul@nly be a matter of insisting
that it was not the practice to publicise detailswt aircraft, flights, passengers or
the crew.

9 NAA: A1209, 67/7875.

%0 ‘Four Rounds to Mr McFarlaneNation, 18 Nov. 1967.

%1 Yeend, Reconstruction and Recollection, NAA: A1268/7875; Prime Minister's File,
67/7737, NAA: A1209, 67/7875 and Gorton Papers.



40 The V.1.P. Affair, 1966-67

Howson's diary contains no reference to a meetiith Wolt in Melbourne on 9
September though it does record one such meeti@anberra on 19 September.
The diary entry itself is cryptic. ‘We also discedssome difficult questions
concerning the VIP aircraft that have appearedhenniotice paper and agreed on
the method of dealing with them.”’

Not so much cryptic as intriguing is Howson’s diawtry for 11 September. It
refers to his schoolboy son, George, skiing with faither that morning, and then
joining him on a VIP flight from Cooma to Sydney &k Howson was due to open
a conference of Asian statisticians. George, itmsgghen caught a commercial
flight from Sydney to Melbourne. Howson himself weilo Mascot where he
planned to board an aircraft for a return VIP ftighh Cooma to resume his skiing
holiday. The Convair proved to be unserviceable.ger a long delay, he had to
board a Mystere from the VIP fleet. As this airtreduld not land at Cooma, he
flew to Canberra where he took a Commonwealth oaittfe remainder of what
proved to be a long journey in appalling weatheesBmably, Howson approved
the Cooma-Sydney VIP flight which, by including h&®n, broke his own
guidelines relating to passengers. Presumably h®@pproved of the return flight
that allowed him to resume his skiing holiday atifteer Valley which had nothing
to do with official business. Obviously, both flighcould be defended: the first on
the grounds that the additional cost was limitedefoeshments, and the second on
the basis that the Minister for Air had interrupteid holiday to attend to the
nation’s affairs. Harold Holt would almost certginhave joined the defence.
Senator Turnbull, on the other hand, had he knofnhease activities, might have
raised questions about the abuse of privilege lamdteach of guidelines.

As it happened, ‘Spot’ Turnbull was preoccupiede Benate had resumed sitting
on 15 August for the budget session. A number diocasenators and the two DLP
senators began raising questions about the costwthdrised usage of VIP flights.
They also wanted to know whether and when the Guwent intended to provide
the information being sought by Senator Turnbudl athers. By now, it was known
from the Auditor-General’'s report that the new mft would cost $21.6m.
Howson's earlier bungle, in not including the figarfor extras, was adding to the
Government’s difficulties. Turnbull, however, wa®m immediately interested in
securing replies to his questions on notice.

And why not? He wanted to embarrass the Governrinknew, because a RAAF
Wing Commander had told him — by letter and by ghme — that RAAF
regulations required the information to be retaiffed®o, on 31 August, he asked
Senator McKellar whether the Minister for Air hadyantention of replying to what
had become five questions upon notice stretchimg ba 8 March. McKellar said
that all he could do was transmit the questionslda/son; it was a matter for the
Minister for Air ‘whether he replies and, if he doeeply, when he replies’. On 7
September Turnbull asked McKellar if he had spokenHowson about his

%2 Interview: Turnbull, 12 Sep. 2000.
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guestions and whether the Minister for Air had @adéd any intention to reply.
McKellar responded: ‘The answer to both questisnso.’

Nineteen days later, on 26 September, fourteertignssvithout notice were asked
in the Senate in relation to the VIP fleet. In arfethem, Senator Murphy, the
Leader of the Opposition in the Senate, invited Mkt to inform the Minister for
Air that, if he was not prepared voluntarily to pide answers to the Turnbull
guestions, the Senate ‘will take whatever steps a&lable to secure those
answers’. Senator McKellar replied that he didthaik the Minister for Air ‘would
be amenable to threats’. Senators might well hakedawhether, at this point, Peter
Howson was ‘amenable’ to anything (assuming theyeweot aware of his
acquiescence in Holt's wishes). In any event, dfierthirteenth question, Senator
Henty as Leader of the Government asked that fudbestions be placed on the
Notice Paper. By this time McKellar was at oncetatmg the Senate by his
uninformative answers and was himself becomingaivte. Designed to forestall
further embarrassment, Henty’s intervention acjualused the Government and
the President of the Senate, Senator Alister Mclulvho mismanaged the
subsequent proceedings, even more discomfort. €hat& voted 29-23 to dissent
from the President’s ruling to proceed with furthmrsiness. Once again, the
Opposition, the DLP and the two Independents time supported by a normally
‘reliable’ Government member — George Branson fidfastern Australia) had
wrested control of the chamber from the Government.

Senator Turnbull was thus able to ask another guresitrough which he elicited
from Senator McKellar an assurance that his statenoé 7 September was
‘perfectly honest’: McKellar had not seen the Mieisfor Air about a response to
Turnbull's questions on the Notice Paper. Nor,ahswer implied, had he seen him
since 7 Septembét. By this stage, alarm bells should have beenmpépudly and
incessantly.

Next day, 27 September, Senator Murphy gave naticg motion calling for the
tabling in the Senate of all accounts and papéasimg to the applicants, airports of
embarkation and call, times and distances of figpissengers, crew members,
costs and responsibilities for payment. SenatortyHagreed to facilitate a debate
on the following day; but the Government successfully forestalled theatk by
promising that the Prime Minister would make aestant.

Holt duly made his statement in the House of Repgives on 4 Octobét.
Much of his time was devoted to explaining the nEeda VIP fleet and justifying
the expenditure of $21.6m on new aircraft. He painout that VIP planes were
used by the Governor-General, the Prime Minisemja® ministers, the Leader and
Deputy Leader of the Opposition, and by promineriemational visitors. The

8 CPD, Sen. vol. 35, pp. 407, 593, 875-97.
 CPD, Sen. Vol.35, pp. 965-6.
% CPD, H/R, vol. 57, pp. 1648-53.
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rigidity of commercial timetables and the restritteumber of commercial flights
meant that ministers frequently needed access B plfanes to carry out their
duties. On the question of cost, Holt argued thatas difficult to produce an
accurate breakdown because the VIP fleet was &lsd for training purposes and
because several departments might be involvedufnaber of ministers travelled on
the same flight. Nevertheless, the Prime Ministed shat he had ‘no wish to deny
to the public or to the Parliament information whihould reasonably be available
to them'. If realistic figures could be producea Wwould produce them. As for
allegations that it was all chicken and champagnéaard, he often ate unthawed
salad and, for the sake of variety, his wife Zareeoordered pies and sausage rolls.
Finally, there had been no misuse. There was justazcasion when members of
his family, in his absence, had used a VIP fl§ht.

The press was not persuaded by Holt's statemeitifgp out that no one liked
paying for privileges enjoyed by others, tBgdney Morning HeralSMH) argued
on 5 October that there was ‘no more potent syrabptivilege, exclusiveness and
extravagance’ than the VIP fleet. ‘It is the golasp of the jet age.” The editorial
found Holt's justification for expanding the fleetnd for spending $21.6m in doing
so, to be ‘on the whole, unconvincing'. It offerta telling observation that some
of the Government’s present embarrassment would heen avoided if it had been
more frank in the first place and not refused teeced details. Significantly, the
SMH made no reference to the Government’s failuredawledge that it had
previously denied the existence of certain infororatMoreover, the&SMH did not
know, and could not know, that the Secretary toRhene Minister’'s Department
was still trying to protect the VIP fleet from png eyes. On the day Holt delivered
his statement, Bunting expressed his concern t@time Minister about the Public
Accounts Committee looking at VIP costing. The Cattem was only entitled, he
wrote, to examine published accounts. If allowedntestigate further it ‘would
call officials from all points and conduct a publaking over V.I.P. flying®’

Senator Henty read Holt's statement in the Senat October, and moved that the
Senate take note of the paper. Lionel Murphy foldwvith the observation that the
Government had not yet replied to questions dafmogn 8 March 1967 and,
therefore, had only itself to blame if a distoreidture had emerged about the
operations of the VIP fleet. A succession of Oppamsj DLP and Independent
senators made much the same point. Suspicion wagltio arise about the use of
VIP aircraft if the Government refused to divulgeél finformation. They proved
their point by repeating all the rumours they hadrd about extravagance and the

% This was a reference to the flight taken by famigmbers from Canberra to Melbourne
on 27 February 1967. The excuse was that the #imaa being ‘positioned’ to collect
the four ministers. In fact, there were many oamasiwhen members of Holt's family
used VIP flights in his absence, especially if Zdia wife, is counted as family. Holt
later corrected this part of his statement, thaugthentirely accurate\CPD, H/R, vol.

57, p. 24009.
7 Bunting Papers, NAA: M319/17.
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misuse of VIP aircraft. In response, Governmenagas focussed on the value of a
VIP fleet and the difficulties involved in asseggsithe running costs of usage.
Towards the end of the debate, Senator Cant (Ldlas:) moved an amendment to
Henty's original motion, in effect to order the Goament to lay all the relevant

papers on the table of the Senate, covering thiegpfom 1 July 1966 to 5 October

1967. This amendment was carried by 25 votes totlé,Government's most

substantial defeat in the Senate since the dousseldtion election of 1951. Three

Liberals — Lillico (Tas.), Wood (QId) and Wright §8.) — voted with Labor, the

DLP, and Senators Turnbull and HannafSrdThe Clerk then formally delivered

the Senate’s demand to Senator Henty who passedat Holt on 9 Octobé¥.

Cabinet was due to meet on 12 October. Buntingtiméal Holt beforehand that he
was ‘a bit disturbed on your behalf’ that ‘an exsetbetween the Prime Minister’s
Department and the Department of Air ‘may have got of hand’. It was a
masterly understatement. While Bunting agreed tith that the Senate should not
be demanding papers, and should not have its desraetl by tabling them, ‘we
felt we could not look blank if we were asked todaythe cabinet to show what
kind of papers would be involved'. To avoid thitusition, the two departments had
assembled some papers which could be shown totersibut, in the meantime,
had been locked away. Bunting said he was telliogf Bbout this action in case
there was a leak about papers being ready forngblihe Prime Minister could
thus decline to table without being trapped intgirsga no papers had been
assembled. Holt might also say that the departmeatsassembled these papers
without his express authority but, in the lighttbE Senate resolution, thought it
their duty ‘to do some preparatory work in céisey were called orf®

In the event, the papers were not circulated. Theeyained locked in the Cabinet
safe. Consequently, Cabinet was not presented avithdocumentation or sub-
missions when it met after lunching with the PriMmister of Japan. Noting the
Clerk of the Senate’s letter ‘calling for certairiarmation to be furnished’, Cabinet
proceeded to register ‘a firm acceptance of thel teeesist the Senate’s demands’
(Decision No. 630J* Cabinet also resolved that, because Holt haddyremade a
statement to the House, and because Treasury veasirerg the possibility of
costing VIP movements, it felt ‘the matter shoutd be further magnified’. Cabinet
could meet its obligation to inform Parliament byyding the results of Treas-
ury’s examination. Cabinet also considered ‘a gmesapproach’ to the dissection
of charges — by taking the total cost of No. 34 &ijon and making an allowance
for the Squadron’s role as part of the RAAF — mdisted that any dissection of
costs ‘should be a defensible one’. Overall, howevbe principal concern
underlying Decision No. 630 was to shift the fofumsn VIP flights to the powers

% For this debate, s&&PD, Sen., vol. 36, pp. 1189-1266.
%9 NAA: A4490, CA733.

0 Bunting Papers, NAA: M319/17 (21 Sep. to 21 D&ES7).
"I NAA: A5840/1. See pp. 42-3 below.



44 The V.1.P. Affair, 1966-67

of the Senate. To this end, the Attorney-GenergeNBowen, undertook ‘to look
into the basis and extent of the Senate’s powerslation to the present issue’.

Peter Howson had been called into Cabinet for tresideration of the VIP issue.
There, he formed the clear view, which he stilldsolthat Decision No. 630 bound
all ministers, including those who were not preggdathn Gorton was absent), to
withhold any further information regarding VIP fits”* According to Howson,
Cabinet ‘decided not only that the records weretonadbe circulated, but that the
decision about answers to questions on the no@gerpwas to incorporate that
decision’. No doubt this point was raised during thiscussion. Perhaps there was
an informal understanding. Yet the wording of thH#ic@l Cabinet Minute
recording Decision No. 630 does not endorse Hovesmatollection. There was no
explicit and unambiguous statement binding mingstaot to provide further
information”®

Although pleased with what he perceived to be arcgabinet directive, Howson
left the meeting feeling ‘rather annoyed with J&tknting’ for his request to the
Department of Air ‘to assemble some documents ge ¢hey should be required’.
His publisheiaries contain the following entry for 12 October:

Once documents like this have been assembled,véty difficult to

suggest they don't exist, and | was very annoyeth whe PM'’'s
Department for having asked us to assemble thentherd when we got
into Cabinet, tell us they weren't going to be regd and would we
dismantle them as soon as possible; a most diffigzokcedure.

This sentence was followed by another, which waspublished: ‘I don't think
Jack Bunting comes out of this matter at all wéll.’

Howson was already identifying Bunting as the seut his subsequent predica-
ment. The documents which Bunting had insisted ssembling incorporated
samples taken from the passenger manifests. Ydée Wwbth men were well aware
of the retention and availability of at least somh¢hose manifests, Howson was the
one who would be obliged to dissemble in publitle would have to deny the
existence of what he knew to exist. Like lago imi8speare’®thello Bunting had
evidently decided that ‘to be direct and honesiassafe’. At best, he was trying to
protect the Prime Minister from innocently givingvaong answer to Daly in May
1966 (an answer which Holt, in any case, wantegdite). At worst, Bunting was
compounding the original ‘error’ by covering it ignd further entangling Howson
in the process.

2 Interview: 13 Sep. 2000.

3 Boobooks speechiaries, pp. 936-7; Dec. No. 630, NAA: A5840.
" Howson Papers, NLA, MS 4697/29/232.

Personal Communication: Howson, 16 Apr. and 7206(3.
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Cabinet Decision
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On the day after Cabinet met (13 October), Yeemddoded Howson's latest draft
answer to Bunting. He observed how this version wey different from earlier
suggested replies. It was noticeably lacking iratlelinstead, the draft consisted of
general observations about the operations andfube &P fleet, accompanied by
assurances of everything being well ‘above boadrhtis draft deliberately followed
the broadly uninformative line which Holt adoptedhis statement of 4 October. It
did make one original if hardly persuasive conttidsu to the case for saying as
little as possible: because the operation of the fléet ‘is an integral part of the
RAAF's operations . . . it is not the practice fgegdetails of aircraft, passengers,
crew, etc.’. Yeend did suggest that the word ‘giwdiould be replaced by
‘publicise’, and elsewhere declared it to be unws@resent the costing practices
for the VIP fleet as being similar to those for Goanwealth cars. Bunting also
wanted some minor — unspecified — changes butdmsiWritten note on Yeend’s
minute of 14 October concluded ‘I would go aheadi.e- put to P.M.”® The
Secretary to the Prime Minister's Department thaublat this draft might meet
Holt’s approval as a satisfactory response to Tuliigbquestions.

On 17 October, three days after Bunting attacheddinment, Treasury ‘furnished
certain material’ to Cabinet. Treasury had condltfeat it was possible to cost the
use of VIP aircraft: the question was merely onba# it should be done. Treasury
suggested that the Minister for Air could infornrlRanent of the total costs of VIP

flights. These charges could be listed separatellgé vote for the Prime Minister’s

Department and payments from that department dmilctedited to the Department
of Air, an approach which could be adopted for1867—68 budget. So after more
than 18 months of Holt saying that it could notdmne, Treasury proved in five

days that it was just a case of having the wilatd. The Department of Air had

been making this point for months.

Holt's main worry at this point was how to prestr costs of the VIP fleet in the
best possible (that is, relatively inexpensivehtigireasury had answered the call
with an estimate of $451,400 for the financial y¢867—68 by adopting Howson’s
view that No. 34 Squadron would have a full defenapability in time of war.
Hence, the estimate need not include capital castsyell as many other charges
such as pay and allowances, the upkeep of crewstard squadron personnel, and
the facilities provided by Fairbairn and other RAB&ses! All these charges could
be set against the Defence vote. The DepartmeAiralisagreed. It produced its
own estimate of $761m for what the fleet cost iI669%7, a figure that was far too
high for Holt's comfort. Not surprisingly, Cabinedn 17 October, followed the
Treasury line.

Two letters expressing concern reached Holt's effan the same day as this
Cabinet meeting. In one, Richard Cleaver reiteratesl suggestion that the

® Yeend to Bunting 13 Sep. 1967, Gorton Papers.
" Leslie Bury (Acting Treasurer) to Holt, 17 Oct.6I@and Attachment A, NAA: A1209,
67/7768. McMahon was in the United States at thie.t
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Government accept a Public Accounts Committee byatson of the history,
administration, usage and cost of the VIP fleet.add ‘many’ of his colleagues
were worried about the bad publicity given to thi#’Mleet, and thought it had
affected the Government’'s image with ‘many’ of @gisn supporters. The Govern-
ment’s vote in the forthcoming half Senate electamuld be disadvantaged'.

John Gorton, the Leader of the Government in theatesince 16 October, wrote
the other letter. He warned Holt that there wowdddn unholy row’ in the chamber
if the Government refused to table any documemtd, Gorton could not exclude
the possibility of defeat on the estimates. He wmwed that the issue would
‘subside’ if ‘treated with tact’, but might ‘loormatgely and unnecessarily’ in the
Senate election. Obviously aware of the existerficheoflight authorisation books,
he thought it both practical and principled to gRerliament what it was entitled to
know: the name of the applicants for VIP flightse records showing embarkation,
ports of call and distances covered, and the creamimers of each flight. The
Government could explain that the costs of eadhflivere not available but that
investigations were under way to provide the gdrasts of the VIP fleet. It could
also tell Parliament that passenger records did exidét. Apparently, he was
unaware that the flight authorisation books comdipassenger numbers and, in
any case, believed what he had been told: thatepges manifests were not
retained. He did, however, add that if a recordtexi, ‘we should provide it'.

Gorton'’s advice was both blunt and sensible. Unlleesnformation was delivered
— and he thought it was proper for Parliament tpuest it:

we are embarking on a course which will inflate YheP. question out of
all reason, which will alienate many of our own &®ms even the ones
who stick with us, and which can lead to publicqdiet over alleged
secrecy which would be much greater than publiqudéet over any factual
disclosures.

The Government, Gorton argued, could not win aument against the Oppos-
ition’s numerical majority. Moreover, it would benaistake to seek a ‘showdown’
with the Senate over the Executive’s refusal tovigi®information to Parliament on
the expenditure of public funds. Gorton had seeouidh the absurdity of Decision
No. 630. The Government would look even more fdoifst tried to turn the VIP
affair into a constitutional issue involving thevgers of the Senaté.

Cabinet at its meeting on 17 October had also ddcidat the Prime Minister, the
Leader of the Government in the Senate and theskdinifor Air ‘would concert
regarding what might be said in the meantime on ifdseie in the event of
guestions’. Next day, 18 October, Holt and Howsoet to discuss the Prime
Minister's ‘proposed statement on VIP aircraft’.eTtwo men also discussed the
Treasury report, which Howson did not like. Appdheiolt told him it would be

8 Use of VIP Aircraft — Policy, NAA: 1965/6200/2.
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‘bad politics’ to ask for a revised version, anéyhboth agreed that the report
would provide the main basis for Holt's forthcomisigitement.



Photo: National Archives of Australia

John Gorton, Leader of the Government in the SenatéOctober 1967 to
January 1968

Gorton wrote to Holt that there would be ‘an unhaw’ in the Senate chamber if
the Government refused to table any documents ali@utiights.

He believed that the Government would look evenenfioolish if it tried to turn the
VIP affair into a constitutional issue involvingetipowers of the Senate.

‘Public disquiet over alleged secrecy’, he told tHalould be much greater than
public disquiet over any factual disclosures’.
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Howson did not refer at all to the further discosswhich took place concerning
his draft answer which Yeend had forwarded on 1®ker. Bunting, however, did
so. He addressed a minute to Yeend in which henedtlthe agreed approach to
Senator Turnbull’'s questiori$It was now decided to provide a list of applicatio
for VIP flights, although Bunting thought there wasme uncertainty about whether
names or numbers would be produced. Turnbull's eésgior information about
ports of embarkation and call was to be met withdtatement ‘there is no detailed
information readily available’. The response to gigestion — ‘At which airport
was the VIP aircraft stationed at the time of aggilon?’” — would say that ‘the
aircraft are stationed at Canberra in general’ ti@nnumber of passengers carried,
Turnbull would be told that it was not the practiodransport passengers other than
ministers, staff and officials, except with the qoriapproval of the Governor-
General, the Prime Minister or the Minister for Alf space permitted, service
personnel, duly authorised in advance, might aésoabrried.

The Holt—-Howson agreement of 18 October markedngortant departure from
months of simply doing little or nothing. Now, hagi eschewed ‘bad politics’ by
accepting Treasury’s version on costs, the Primeidr and the Minister for Air
had embraced ‘bad politics’ by deciding not to Hlise the details in their
possession. Howson had known of the existenceeoflight authorisation books
since at least mid-1966. He had known since Ma@#v that the schedules would
have answered Senator Turnbull’s questions. Hoft had this material in his
possession since mid-August 1967. Both men, howegsolved on 18 October to
say that some of this information was not readigilable when, clearly, it was.
Knowing that Turnbull’s question about airports veesigned to elicit information
about costly empty positioning flights to pick upPg, they were also prepared to
give the misleading answer about the aircraft bdiaged in Canberra. And they
intended simply to ‘sidestep’ the question aboutspager numbers. Hitherto, at
worst, in relation to Turnbull’s questions, Howsbad been negligent in not
pressing the Prime Minister’s office for guidaneelapproval in answering them,
and remiss in not chasing up his own office ancadegent over the possibility that
more records actually existed. Holt had been fbdlisnot recognising the political
consequences of his prevarication. On 18 Octob#r th@n took the next step of
committing themselves to a cover-up.

Next day, Howson, McFarlane, Squadron Leader GesehYeend discussed the
draft answer, and Yeend provided updated informatimm Alan Storr on

ministerial applications for flights to 30 Septembélowson also talked with

Bunting and Gorton, and felt caught in the middi¢hereas Gorton wanted to
release as much information as possible, Bunting fdolt) wanted to give out as
little as they could. Gorton did secure one impartahange. Howson's draft
included the words ‘It is not the policy of the dejment to release details
concerning passengers’. The Senator was not happhd Government to be seen

" Prime Minister's File, 67/7737, NAA: A1209, 67/77and Gorton Papers.
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behaving as a law unto itself on the matter of flog information. He insisted
that the wording be changed to ‘there is no redspthe records of passengers to
be kept'. But there was a reason, and clearly m® leed informed Gorton. The
flight authorisation books, which contained the vegrs to Turnbull's question
about the numbers carridthd to be kept, as required by RAAF regulations.
Nevertheless, Howson believed that the answer —clwhmow had Gorton’s
approval — ‘had been carefully worded so as tarbiatul but at the same time not
to give away any more information than was absblutecessary, in order to
conform with the Cabinet ruling (Decision No. 6301@ October)’'So an unfazed
Minister for Air left Melbourne on Saturday morningl October. He was due in
Uganda to attend a week-long conference of the f@en€ouncil of the
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. As he wiater, he left Australia
‘conscious that my task was completed, and thatesgonsibilities were at an end,

for the matter was then entirely one for the PM imdCabinet’®°

On Friday 20 October Green handed Yeend what ther lealled Howson'’s ‘final
draft’ in answer to Senator Turnbull’s questionBeTongest section listed all the
applications for VIP flights from 1 January to 36pfember 1967. The combined
answer to questions 2 (b) and (c) — relating tagof embarkation and call —
now read ‘There has been no reason to keep ondéherdetailed information
needed to answer this part of the question’. Imti@h to 2 (d), concerning
stationing of aircraft, the answer read ‘All airitraf No. 34 Squadron are stationed
at the RAAF Station, Fairbairn’. On the matter abpengers carried, the paragraph
began ‘Again there has been no reason to keepletktacords of who travelled
with an applicant on a particular flight'. The resge went on to repeat what had
been agreed at the Howson-Holt meeting on 18 Octobieadded: ‘In general, the
wives of applicants . . . are permitted to travel.’

Yeend told Green of his intention to inform therR&i Minister ‘that parts of the
answer on the availability of records were incarfre¢eend then wrote a note to
Bunting on 21 October. He described the answerumfull’s questions 2 (b) and
(c) as ‘in the most part, incorrect’. He pointed that the ports of embarkation and
call, the stationing of aircraft and the numberspagsengers and crew were all
recorded on the sheets from which the informatibou& applicants had been
obtained (namely, the flight authorisation book&$. for question 2 (d), Yeend
wrote that it was ‘not incorrect’ to say that aiftcaaft of No. 34 Squadron were
stationed at Fairbairn. But, given Turnbull’'s qu@st— asking where the aircraft
had been stationed at the time of the applicatiothe-answer ‘does not give the
required information’. Noting how question 2 (e)ked for the number of
passengers carried on each flight, Yeend obselvadthe numbers ‘are readily
available’. He might also have pointed out that Idowhad confused the issue. The
Minister for Air, who would persist in saying heddiot know of the requirement to
retain passenger manifests for twelve months, bw did know that a record of

8 Diaries, 20 Oct. 1967; Boobooks speetharies, p. 937.
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numbers was retained in the flight authorisatiolwkso was prepared to answer
Turnbull’'s question about numbers with the answeergto Daly over names. If
Senators Murphy or Turnbull, or the press, had @méry to the inner workings
about this matter they might have had trouble degidvhich question to pursue
harder: was Howson being dishonest and, if so, winy?as he in the wrong job?

As Yeend passed his note on the final Howson doaBunting on 21 October, he
knew his own position was becoming difficult. Hevsthe draft for what it was: at
best, misleading. He could also see the politicdlly fof withholding available

information. Enough of the truth would come outeamay or another. Yet Yeend
was expected to advise a Government which was ctiednio denying and
massaging the truth.

On the morning of 23 October he sent a teleprimessage to Bunting who was in
Melbourne. Yeend had been thinking about the ‘dsates’ that would be made in
answering Turnbull's questions. His ‘original théwigwas not to provide all the
details: it was too much to ask ministers to actdan everything they did on a
working day. Upon reflection, he saw that ‘time aewkbnts now see us in the
position of giving some information but not all anfmation’. The Government now
had to look at the matter of tabling a number gfgra. Yeend had recently spoken
to two ‘out of towners’ who believed there had beealpractice involved in VIP
flights and, with a Senate election due, the Gawemt might want to consider
‘maximum disclosure’ in answering questions as dtermative to tabling.
Questions, he wrote, could be answered ‘with liglabarrassment’. Questions
raised on the basis of tabled papers could proves rembarrassing. So, as a
compromise, Yeend suggested adding the DepartnfeAirs schedules to the
Howson draft while omitting dates of travel (thegne not asked for) and changing
the reference from ‘VIP carried’ to ‘Applicant’. €change to ‘Applicant’ was
critical. Yeend knew of the cases where the Primeidter was not on board a
flight carrying members of his family. By descrigihlolt as the ‘Applicant’, and by
listing the number of passengers, no one — themalgti— would know how often
Holt’s family had been allowed to travel on VIRgtits in his absence.

Yeend then considered the questions which Senatmio@e (Labor, NSW) had
placed on notice. In particular, he was concertmadieOrmonde’s question relating
to the operating costs of each VIP aircraft durihg previous five years. Even
Treasury’s figure for the ‘true cost’ of the VIRe@it meant that the average charge
for each flight undertaken in 1966—-67 was $1,000YAend pointed out, this figure
would become ‘a stick to beat the government artiadigure that so far we have
sought to avoid being discloséd’.

8 And even though, for example, VIP flights on thelSey-Canberra and Melbourne-
Canberra routes would have cost less than the geettze figures would have stood in
marked contrast to the respective commercial @t&40-30 and $23-20 which applied
in the fare period of September 1966-August 1@8ficial Airline Guide Sydney, 1967.
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While in Melbourne, Bunting discussed Yeend's psadowvith Holt and the pair
agreed on ‘a change of tactics’. Bunting telepho@edton in Canberra to say he
had ‘discovered’ records did actually exist whiclera not supposed to exfét.
These records related to ports of embarkation aliéd to destinations, and could
provide some of the answers Turnbull had been sgekit will be recalled that
Storr had provided this material to Howson on 28d&al967 and that the Minister
had then delivered it to Bailey.) Armed with thigdrmation, Gorton wanted the
Howson draft changed. After Bunting returned to l&ara that evening he held a
meeting with Yeend, McFarlane and another DepartnoénAir official, and
together they began to prepare the sheets fomgalliongside the answers to be
given to Senator Turnbull's questions. The answuleemselves were to be amended
in order to refer to the detailed information thats now to be provided. Perhaps it
was this meeting where Howson believed ‘the girhoamyped the final answer
mistakenly used a version in Holt's handwriting.is'mendition had converted
Howson's ‘truthful’ answer — there was no reasonk&ep records — to the
inaccurate statement that ‘no detailed recordsbleath kept®®

Gorton rescues the Government

On the morning of 24 October, Holt informed Cabinat the course the
Government intended to follow in the House andSbkeate by way of a statement,
replies to questions, and the tabling of papersti@rsame morning, either before
or just after Cabinet met, Bunting and McFarlarecdssed the draft answers with
Gorton in his office. Gorton said he wanted to ¢athle original sheets but not all of
them were available, and what Air had produced mvaterial based on the original
flight records.

According to Howson’s now second-hand account,etivess a further discussion
that day involving Holt, Gorton, Bunting, McFarlaaed Yeend. At this meeting
there was supposedly ‘a terrific scene’ where Huodtrated Gorton for not
controlling the senators and said that he, the @rinister, would be solely
responsible for making statements about VIP flihtdhe Yeend account makes
no reference to these alleged happenings, and & no recollection of them. It
does appear, however, that from this point the @ridlinister's Department
assumed the responsibility for the final answerset@iven to Turnbull’'s questions.
Yeend sent those answers to the Department ofoAiBénator McKellar to deliver
to the Senate, including the phrase ‘no detailembnds had been kept of who
travelled with an applicant on a particular flighti forwarding the answers, Yeend
did point out that, in view of the Government’s idé&mn ‘to table flight records

82 Sunday Australian9 Aug. 1971; interviews: Sir John Gorton, 18 Jand 22 Aug, 2000.
8 Boobooks speechiaries, p. 938.
8 Boobooks speechiaries, p. 938.
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showing the numbers of passengers — not names s—pdnt of the answer should
have been deleted. It was in any case unnecessarglbas inaccuraté”

8 yeend, Reconstruction and Recollection.
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Senator Lionel Murphy,
Leader of the Opposition
in the Senate, February
1967 to December 1972

The VIP affair was ‘a
victory for Parliament’ and
‘a victory for the Senate’.

When he reflected on the
affair, he recalled Sir
Walter Scott's warning:

Oh what a tangled web we weave
When first we practise to deceive!

Photo:Canberra Times

William McMahon,
Treasurer, 1966—1969

The tabled documents
revealed that between
January and September
1967 he had used VIP
planes on 54 occasions,
47 on the Canberra—
Sydney route.

Photo:Canberra Times



Weaving a Tangled Web 57

Holt made his further statement on the afternoo24fOctober; and it included
Treasury’s estimate listing the operational coghefVIP fleet at a round $450,000
for the 1967-68 financial year. Holt again justfi¢he use of VIP flights in

enabling him to do his job, and denied anythingrimper had occurred. Holt also
tabled a number of documents giving details of Wights from 1 January to

31 August 1967. (Senator McKellar tabled documeintsthe Senate giving

information up to 30 September.) The Holt documemetgealed that the Prime
Minister had used the VIP fleet on 81 separate $ioa0a during this period. More
remarkably, Billy McMahon had used VIP planes ondg¢asions, most of them
for the Sydney—Canberra or Canberra—Sydney rodte.next principal user was
McEwen (40) while Whitlam had used the fleet onc8asions. Lord Casey almost
topped Holt. He used the fleet on 79 occasions démtwl January and 30
September.

On the same day as the Holt statement, Colin MeKedtarted to deliver the
‘untruthful’ answers in the Senate. He was intetedpwhen Clive Hannaford
collapsed in the chamber, and died soon after. Bemate was promptly
adjourned® McKellar completed his answers to the Turnbull sjigns on the
afternoon of 25 October. John Gorton, through thediom of a ministerial
statement, then laid a set of papers on the Séamials giving the dates of travel of
all flights, the names of the applicants, the pesseho authorised the flights, the
ports of embarkation and of call, the numbers &fspagers and the numbers of
crew. Gorton added that, ‘if the Senate wishedateelthe names of the passengers,
they could be provided after a little more dissacti He could also produce the
time of take-off and the duration of each flightit lsould not meet a request for the
costs of individual flights because they were rastted individually?’

It remains unclear precisely when Gorton learntt tthee passenger manifests
were available, and in what condition. His own agctpwritten in August 197%
placed him having a discussion with Bunting and Bitdne at some time on
24 October. They told him that there were extanorgs of the passengers carried
on VIP flights, although they would not all be ace. Gorton then telephoned
Holt and told him about the manifests. After expneg surprise, the Prime Minister
approved Gorton’s proposal to inform the Senatd tha Government could
produce passenger lists. Ainsley Gotto, then thmresary working for Dudley

8 In the course of his speech on the Hannaford dende motion, Senator Turnbull
said his friend died, not of a coronary, but optditical conscience’. Turnbull, who
sat next to Hannaford in the chamber and could & @asctor — have rendered
immediate assistance, was absent in Sydney wheallapsed. He now felt ‘awfully
conscience stricken’. Turnbull had McKellar spegfly in mind when he accused
some of Hannaford’s former Government colleagudsewrig ‘despicable’ towards
the dead senato€PD, Sen. vol. 36, pp. 1619-20; interview: Turnbul, Sep. 2000.
For the full McKellar replies and Gorton’s intent®n, seeCPD, Sen. vol. 36,

pp. 1627-8, 1633-4.

8 See Gorton’s article on the VIP affairSunday Australiand Aug. 1971.
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Erwin, the chief Government whip in the House, hadifferent recollection. She
had received a call from her father, a former seRIBAF officer, who pointed out
that passenger records were retained, and wereeddwy RAAF regulations to be
kept for a period of about twelve months. Gottosgasthe information to Erwin
who suggested they both go to see GoffoBotto’s version, which places the
meeting with Gorton on the afternoon of 25 Octobkerthat is, following his
ministerial statement in the Senate — makes tresoidctasion when Gorton first
learnt the truth about the passenger names.

Taking account of Gorton’s ministerial statememtd dis 1971 recollections, he
did know of the existence of the manifebeforehe saw Gotto and Erwin. Yet,

in later interviews, he confirmed that he firstrigaof the requirement to retain

records when the deputation arrived from the Whaffice. The Gorton and Gotto

accounts appear, therefore, to be at variance. thay however, be reconciled
by returning to Gorton’s meeting with Bunting and®arlane on 24 October. At

this meeting Gorton learnt that it was possiblgroduce the authorisation books
andsomeof the details of passengers carried. On thissbag made his telephone
call to Holt, and received approval to releaseatailable information. Gorton did

not, however, at this stage know of the regulaticgiating to the retention of

passenger manifests, nor the extent to which therds had actually been retained.
Gotto, therefore, armed him with more searchingstiaes and, on the afternoon of
25 October, he called the Secretary of Air to lffice in Parliament House.

A delighted and relieved McFarlane brought with hgamples of the flight

authorisation books and the passenger manifeses.SHtretary of Air had ‘felt

poorly’ about the whole matter because it had tal@®months for the truth to come
out. All he could do in the meantime was to ansgeestions from the Prime
Minister's Department. His own Minister — Howson was part of the cover-up.
Now, at last, McFarlane could communicate direwatfith a senior Cabinet minister,
and one who wanted to know the fatts.

The two men spent the afternoon and early evenieggping the manifests for
presentation in the Senate. Returning to the Sgustdefore 9.00 p.m. Gorton, in
what Gough Whitlam described as ‘his usual smagémway”" proceeded to table
three flight authorisation books and thirteen sdtpassenger manifests covering,
respectively, the periods from July 1966 to Octoh®67 and August 1966 to

October 1967.

Howson believed that Gorton had breached Cabinkdastdy when he tabled
the documents in the Senate. The implied argumerd s that Howson did not
reveal the truth himself because he was bound laysio® No. 630 of 12 October.

8 Interview: Ainsley Gotto, 17 Feb. 2003.
% Interview: McFarlane, 7 Sep. 2000.
L Interview: Whitlam, 2 Mar. 2000.
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Hansardof Gorton tabling the papers

Here
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Leaving aside the point already made — the prewiz@ing of Cabinet Decision
No. 630 does not support Howson’s contention altbettreachery of Gorton's
action — it is difficult to accept his argument tHaecision No. 630, in effect,
validated supplying inaccurate answers to questiégngdecision taken not to
produce documents was not a decision to say they mat available.

Yeend thought there was a distinction between asedfto table papers in relation
to the Senate motion (Decision No. 630) and ndirtgkthe papers in relation to
Turnbull's questions. For this reason, the papeigirally presented by McKellar
referred only to Turnbull’'s request which coverbd period from 1 January 1967
and did not include any reference to passengerfessi To this extent, Howson
was right: Gorton went one step further by insggtion tablingboth the flight
authorisation books and the passenger manifesiagdaack to July/August 1966.
Importantly, Holt himself was not bothered by Gartoaction. On 22 October, two
days after Howson had left for Uganda, the Primaistér told Bunting that if
particulars of flights existed they should be siggpland, since they were so
detailed, they should be tabled. In his reconsmnaf events, Yeend recalled that a
decision to table the flight records had been naidemeeting attended by Holt on
24 October. On 8 November Holt told the House h@awhbhd approved Gorton’'s
action in advance of him taking it, presumablyie éxtent of tabling the passenger
manifests (though it should be pointed out thatth®sn, Holt would have looked
very silly if he had said otherwis#). In any case, Gorton had the perfect defence:
the Government could not maintain such a damagavgreup. By providing the
full information, he had rescued it from furthereh@orrhaging, and had begun to
undo the damage for which Holt was ultimately resdole. And, not surprisingly,
there was a palpable sense of relief among Governbeckbenchers as word of
Gorton’s intervention reached the House of Reprtesiers later that evening.

The Labor Party was stunned by Gorton’s unexpeatgibn?® Senator Murphy
had planned to move that the papers tabled infteenaon had failed to meet the
Senate’s full request of 5 October, and that there3ary of Air should be called to
the Bar of the Senate on 2 November. All he coudafter Gorton’s second
intervention was to ask for time to peruse the neaterial to see whether, in fact,
the Government had now met the Senate’s requesinformation. Even so,
Gorton’s action had not altered the central facwas the Senate which had forced
the issue. Gorton could legitimately claim thatc®rme obtained the manifests, he
brought them immediately into the Senate. He waspnompted to do so after
learning of Murphy’s plan to bring ‘Tich’ McFarlarie the Bar of the Senate. Yet,
as Lionel Murphy rightly pointed out on 27 Octobéyt for the determination of
the Senate to proceed to obtain the informationitkelf [from 5 October], the
Government would have continued to withhold theinfation from the Senate and
would have continued to deceive the Senate’. Damephe saw, was pivotal.

92 CPD, HIR, vol. 57, p. 2779.
% Interview: Doug. McClelland, 28 Feb. 2000.
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Hence, without knowing just how befitting they wehe quoted Sir Walter Scott’s
famous lines:

O, what a tangled web we weave,
When first we practise to deceive!

But, for Murphy, something more important had ocedrthan the exposure of the
Government’s deception. He saw this ‘disgracefigage’ ending in ‘a victory for
Parliament’ and ‘a victory for the Senate’. Justthe Senate had foiled the
Government over the increased postal chargeseitsgpence and willingness to use
its powers had effectively called the Governmerat¢oount over the operation and
use of the VIP fleet.



4 Accountability

Gorton’s action in the Senate obviously raised tjores about Howson’s political
future. McFarlane telephoned him in Uganda on 2@&er to warn him he would
be accused in the House of Representatives of tgirRarliament. More telephone
calls followed and, on 31 October, Holt issued ateshent saying that when
Howson returned he would ask how the ‘error’ ocedrrThere was no question,
however, of calling him home immediately. The Mtaisfor Air would be
indulged, and allowed to bask in his election asi@han of the Commonwealth
Parliamentary Association. Holt himself had onceaiddd the Association, and
thought the position prestigious. He even imagitieat the Association achieved
worthwhile ends.

Howson did not return to Australia until SaturddyNovember. In the meantime
there was action on several fronts, some of it wellof sight.

Once the information on VIP flights had been diselh, it was important to prepare
a defence against charges of misuse. Two days @figion’s intervention in the
Senate, Peter Bailey in the Prime Minister’s offickowed their agreed practice by
suggesting a ‘debating point’ — albeit, a weak erewhich Holt might use to
rebut accusations about McMahon making excessieeafisVIP flights®* By
employing a different measure — calculating the berof hours and miles flown
instead of merely adding up the number of applceti for VIP flights —
McMahon'’s usage did not appear so excessive. Seragl Gough Whitlam had
travelled on VIP aircraft on just eight occasioosmpared with McMahon’s 54,
Whitlam’s usage in terms of hours was nearly 60ceeit of the Treasurer's and the
figure was nearly 80 per cent in the case of nifegelled”

Holt mentioned Bailey’s defence in a speech toHbese on 31 October. Wisely,
or fortuitously, he did not make too much of thenpoLittle was to be gained by
comparing the Whitlam—McMahon usage. The LeadehefOpposition travelled
across parts of Australia — western New South Walesthern Tasmania, north

% Interview: Bailey, 13 May 2003.
% Bailey to Prime Minister, 27 Oct. 1967, Gorton Pap
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Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western raliat— where he could not
rely on regular commercial services. On the otlard) of McMahon’s 54 flights

between January and September 1967, 47 of thenbeadentified as short trips
either way between Sydney and Canberra, of whishgight included another VIP.
Given that there were 13-14 commercial airlinehfiggboth ways on each working
day (admittedly bunched together because of pasateeduling by Trans Australia
Airlines and Ansett), McMahon could hardly justifys use of VIP flights on the
basis of there not being any available commerdiairsative’® The Treasurer’s

explanation was risible. He claimed that he neededthis shortest of routes, to
conduct confidential conversations about classifglmtuments with Treasury
officials.’’ In fact, just as he had done in 1951 after Menajgsointed him to the

Navy portfolio and he required a naval rating tddyafor him when playing golf,

McMahon sought and used almost every privilegeeargay opportunity to enhance
his sense of self-importance.

On 30 October Bailey produced another documents ftiine prepared in
conjunction with Yeend, which attempted to courtkarges of misuse by Holt's
family and by others associated with Hf.Bailey considered that the evidence
‘amounts to a substantial refutation of virtually the unpleasant allegations or
implications made by Senator Cant and other ctitBailey also tendered advice
for any statement that Holt might make. The Primaisfer should ‘deal first with
the mistake made in good faith as to the reterdfacertain documents’. He should
claim ‘some merit’ for making available all (and rapof the documents requested.
Finally, he should concentrate on the difficultiased by the critics who wanted to
cavil when so much of it was ‘nonsense’, and whamdneds of documents showed
how carefully the VIP fleet had been controlled.

Taking up Bailey’s third point, a close examinatiointhe manifests indicates that
Holt was occasionally careless in his calls upom plablic purse and rather too
generous in his interpretation of the criteriardinains questionable whether he
needed, in addition to his wife, three step sort taree step daughters-in-law in
Canberra to assist him on official occasions. mais equally doubtful whether it
was appropriate to use what were called ‘positighflights to transport family
members and assorted secretaries to and from Gardsesole passengers on flights
booked to collect ministers. Yeend himself drewemtibn to what he tactfully
described as a ‘somewhat questionable’ practicelDwpril 1967 a VIP plane,
captained by Flight Lieutenant Terrill, flew froma@berra to Melbourne for
maintenance work. It returned to Canberra thatmdten with a secretary on board
as the sole passenger. Then, captained by Wing @onen Addison, it returned to
Melbourne the following day to collect the Primeriidter. As Yeend observed, an
extra 800 miles were flown solely to allow Holt'srgonal pilot to captain a prime

% The Official Airline GuideSydney, 1967.
% CPD, H/R, vol. 57, pp. 2213, 2308, 2418.
% Bailey to Prime Minister, 30 Oct. 1967; Yeend tilBy, 30 Oct. 1967, Gorton Papers.
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ministerial flight. Apparently the Prime Ministelsa thought it reasonable for Mrs
Holt’s friends to accompany her on some flights amn Holt himself was not on

board. His generosity with public funds even exeghtb the point where, on 11
September 1967, a VIP aircraft took Zara on a reMelbourne—Sydney flight to

address members of the NSW division of the Lib&aity. Bailey subsequently
justified this usage on the ground that Mrs Holswlaie to make an official visit to
Western Australia on the following day. He did mated to explain why it was

necessary for two of her step daughters-in-lawctmapany her to Sydney, simply
because no one had told him of their preséhce.

Bunting in self-defence

While Bailey and Yeend were preparing a defencenaganisuse, an obviously
worried Jack Bunting was mounting a defence fordeifn He wrote a number of
notes to Holt in the period between 30 October &Mtbvember® In Note No. 1
Bunting referred to ‘allegations’ about ‘wrong ams®/ being given to three
parliamentary questions asked by Daly and GairHolt's behalf) and to Turnbull
(on Howson's behalf). He agreed that the replieewmndled ‘at some stage’ by
the Prime Minister's Department. Bunting recounted broadly factual story,
already outlined here, of the alterations madenkyRrime Minister’'s Department to
Howson's draft answers to Gair, Daly and TurnbAl first sight, therefore, this
note of 30 October looks bland enough. Nevertheled& have an ulterior motive:
to make the point that several hands, includinghthee Minister’s, were involved
in preparing the answers, especially to Senatonfull's questions.

Next day, Tuesday 31 October, Gough Whitlam gavéceon the House of
Representatives of a motion of no-confidence inGo@ernment. It related to ‘the
untrue and misleading information given by the Rrikinister, the Treasurer and
the Minister for Air in relation to the use of téP flight'. Holt announced that the
Government was ‘willing, and indeed eager’ to pemtewith the matter
immediately'® He was obviously annoyed by what he saw as Whislam
unnecessary pre-emptive strike. That morning Calsiad approved his outline of
the statement he intended to make rebutting thegehaf giving ‘misleading and
untruthful information’ to the House. In one serfs® need not have worried.
Whitlam’s speech was not one of his best. Relyow much on recollection, the
Leader of the Opposition got some of his facts wroand mis-quoted from

% Interview: Bailey, 13 May 2003. Harold Holt expiail their presence. He told the House
of 31 October 1967 that his wife ‘invited two ofrldaughters-in-law to go with her for
company,’ adding ‘I do not know whether she waseexpd to make the flight alone and
just sit there and meditate . .CPD, H/R, vol. 57, p. 2409. This Melbourne-Sydney-
Melbourne flight occurred on the same day as thedéa return trip to Perisher Valley.

YONAA: A1209, 67/7875.

191 For the debate, s€PD, vol. 57, pp. 2403-44.
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Hansard His attack on McMahon, for instance, which in@ddhe claim that the
Treasurer flew with officials on only four occasgnwas wide of the mark.
Whitlam also allowed himself to be diverted in eanbes with Holt about matters
which he conceded did not justify the terms ofdws1 motion. But Whitlam was at
a disadvantage. He did not know, and could not knvalao was responsible for the
untrue and misleading answers to questions. Allcbeld do was demand that
Parliament be told why it had been given inaccuiratamation.

If Whitlam’s speech seemed laboured and lackedtpaian, Holt's response was
simply incoherent. Perhaps this was a deliberatéctadesigned to obscure the
issues and to divert attention from his own cullpgbiAlternatively, he may have
been so incensed by what he saw as an assaulsadntégrity that, in a state of
agitation, he lost all sense of direction and propon. Whatever the reason, he
flipped and flopped all over the place. He attackael Opposition for using the
Senate to make ‘thoroughly unjustified and cowardlggations’, and accused
Labor of focussing on ‘pettifogging trivial matteend ignoring those of national
importance. He spoke of the ‘irony’ of Gough Whitlaccusing the Government of
untruthfulness when he had established ‘a recarthfik of credibility unequalled,
in my experience, in the history of Federation’. ttefended his wife and family,
and the Treasurer, for their use of VIP flightgversed constitutional issues and
repeated his defence of the VIP fleet.

Holt managed, twice, during his speech to masshgetruth. Referring to his
recollections ‘the other day’ (presumably his stadat of 24 October), he
commented that ‘I had no knowledge of the papersclwhvere subsequently
produced in the Senate chamber’. Later, Holt skidform the House, and | think
the House will accept my statement, that the finste | knew of this Flight
Authorisation Book or of these manifests was whaa was mentioned to me by
the Leader of the Government in the Senate’. Indeecclaimed to have seen the
flight authorisation books for the first time on 8ctober. What Holt failed to
mention is that the information available from thé&®oks had been given to him on
14 August. The significant question is not whetHeft had seen the source of the
information given to him; rather, it is whether had the information in the first
place. The short answer is — yes — he did. But Rhiene Minister was not
prepared to go down that track. He just wantedHbese to understand that he had
never, in 31 years, either ‘wilfully or wittinglyhisled it, and had always exercised
‘good faith’ in giving information to the Parliameerit would be a shameful thing if
the House would not accept the word of a Prime &f@ani of known honesty and
integrity.

Holt's explanation for delaying answers to Turnsubjuestions would have been
comical if it were not deceitful. He told the Housfehis concern that answers given
in the form sought ‘could only create a quite masleg impression and give a
distorted view of what was happening’. So they weithheld until Parliament
could be given ‘an authoritative statement’ onrfegter. The surviving files simply
do not bear out Holt's claim. The information waghheld because Holt did not
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want to release it. The fact that he was led taebelit did not exist, or that it
existed in inadequate or inaccurate form, was xieeise and not the explanation for
his reluctance.

The debate on 31 October attracted the heavy-hiftem the two front benches,
and ended with a vote along party lines. In anothgtding, some 200 metres
removed from the sound and fury of the House ofrBsgntatives, Bunting was
writing some more notes. His Note No. 2, delivetedhe Prime Minister on 2
November, sought to emphasise three points. Brsifing believed Howson when
he said in relation to Daly’s questions that pageemames did not constitute ‘a
vital kind of record. They were not ‘systematigallretained’ or even
‘systematically recorded’. They were ‘scrappy’. 8den the Department came to
prepare the final answers, it relied on Howson’sdvand information. Secondly,
while Bunting could not recollect testing Baileysertion of the words ‘no records
are kept of the places to which craft in the ViBHt have taken VIP passengers’, it
‘would have been normal practice to do so’. Thirdiy relation to the Gair
guestion, Bunting had asked Howson whether Labdy éficials were carried on
Calwell’s VIP flight to Perth, and Howson had aedshim that ‘passenger records
being uncertain, it could not be stated with cettaithat there were no such
officials’. Hence the Department replaced the wdtle Leader of the Opposition,
members of his family and his staff’ with ‘partiem$ of passengers carried are not
available’. Again, Bunting believed he had cleatteid answer with the Minister for
Air.

Towards the end of this note, and in two additiorede later that day, Bunting
tackled the vexed question of altering one of teglies to Turnbull. It will be
recalled how the ‘final’ Howson draft declared thex relation to the number of
passengers carried, ‘there was no reason to keepcord the detailed information
needed to answer this part of the question’. Thission was replaced with the
words ‘no detailed records had been kept'. HeretiBgrnwvas anxious to show that
Holt had suggested the change in wording, and tthetSecretary to the Prime
Minister's Department had approached the wholecissua state of mind’ affected
by Howson’s original advice about records not beimgticulously kept. Even
though he learnt from McFarlane in Gorton’s offime 24 October that passenger
lists could be produced, Bunting did not see tigaiicance of the remark until he
read the press criticism after Gorton had tabledpapers in the Senate. How did
Bunting explain his seeming slowness to act?

| did not, even if | should have, approach my workthe answer as if |
were conducting the entire exercise. | approacheth ithe sense of
proposing such adjustments as | saw to be necesbatyotherwise
leaving the Minister's answer stand.

Holt had wanted the Prime Minister's Department dmthself to take the
responsibility for answering questions on the VIBef. The Secretary of his
Department waived much of that responsibility is twn case.
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Bunting took this line even further with his undhtdote 3. Informed by Howson
that the draft answer to the Daly question drewnuplee advice of ‘his own
officers’, Bunting said he never considered, eittten or subsequently, that the
Minister's statement ‘would not stand [the] teWhen Lawler (in the second half
of 1966) and Yeend (in August 1967) expressed thedasiness about the answers
given to Daly, Bunting thought ‘the matter was afalegree’. No one had denied
the existence of records (merely their retentiom-fine distinction), but they were
unreliable and incomplete. Therefore, to supplgiinfation from the passenger lists
could amount to ‘misinformation’. Moving to the Tull question, Bunting
obviously thought the best method of defence waslegate his status to one of
postal officer and spectator. He explained thatfithe version of the answer was
prepared in Air for transmission to the Senate, &ad given to Bunting to pass to
the Prime Minister for background to the statentemntvas preparing. At no stage
‘was | or the Prime Minister more than on the sitked’. Further, Bunting did not
set himself up against Howson's view, ‘evidentlyll stetained, that passenger
records were not maintained in a full or permamesy’. And, as for a comment by
McFarlane during the meeting on 24 October, thaseager records could be
produced, the Secretary for Air made the remarlgéneral discussion so any
relationship with the draft answer to Turnbull ‘wast picked up’.

Having excused his actions by denying respongjtalitd by loading as much as he
could upon Howson, Bunting’s undated Note No. 4paeld another line of defence.

1. The pressure of work.

2. It seems to be left out of account in the commwenich has been
made that questions are sometimes put for infoomatnd sometimes
put for political advantage.

3. It also seems to be left out of account thabhbcy of reticence in
answering a question is neither new nor, so fat asderstand it,
improper.

Like the others, this note was intended for Hadtyes. It is unknown whether the
Prime Minister, or Bunting, saw any contradictiatween the Secretary’s first and
second line of defence: between ‘I did nothing vgaand ‘if | was wrong, what |
did was both explicable and excusable.’

Peter Howson arrived in Sydney from Uganda on Satumorning, 4 November,
unaware of the primary intentions of the Secretioythe Prime Minister’s
Department. He flew on to Melbourne and spent nafahe afternoon speaking by
telephone to McFarlane and RAAF officers in CankbeMcFarlane arrived next
day from Canberra and the two men, along with Hmsseecretary, Dick Fenton,
and Squadron Leader John Green, set about prepém@igown story. Bunting
arrived in the afternoon ‘and we unravelled hisesid the story as seen from the
Prime Minister's Department. Then we put the twaries together and started the
preparation of a memorandum to submit to the PNfirester tomorrow.” Howson
thought that ‘Jack might have been worried abouhes@f the views I'd put
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forward’ but ‘we were reasonably well in agreemdnt’ midnight when everyone
departed from Howson's home. McFarlane and Buntéwsed the statement the
following morning. Howson noted: ‘we toned down there violent parts of

disagreement and, by midday, we pretty well foundselves in agreement as
between the PMs Department and the Air Departmiént.’

This memorandum — finally presented as Backgroumdesl for Advice to the
Prime Minister on the subject of passenger marsifest became the basis of
Howson’s subsequent speech in the House on 8 NaerermBhnting added his own
comments in a memorandum sent to Holt on 9 NoveMbekccording to the
Howson account, the Minister talked to Bunting od@il 1966 about the draft
answer to the Daly questions which had been prdgaretly by a member of the
Prime Minister's Department and by his own staffiogr, Squadron Leader
MacNeil. Bunting, on the other hand, claimed thdtew he came to Howson's
office he was presented with the draft, and tharg¢hwas no evidence of any
drafting being undertaken by the Prime Minister'sp@rtment. In any event, in
advance of his discussion with Bunting, Howson tjoaed his personal staff about
the passenger manifests and formed ‘the very finpréssion’ that, following a
particular flight, retention of the manifests ‘wast required for more than a few
weeks'. As corroboration, he stressed how his waigdraft had returned from the
Department of Air with the accompanying notationKO. At this stage the draft
went to the Prime Minister's Department and Howda@hnot see the Daly answer
again until his meeting with Bunting on 12 May 196¢ which time it was too late
to remove the sentence which had been inserted.

Howson’'s discussion with Bunting on Sunday 5 Novembad produced an
important revelation. The Minister for Air claimdte had never been told the
reason for inserting the Bailey sentence into tiaéy@nswer. Why he never asked
for an explanation is another matt& The relevant point here is that, as will be
recalled, in reply to question 3(c) relating to ttestination of flights, the following
had been added to Howson's draft: ‘For similar oeasno records are kept of the
places to which craft in the V.I.P. flight have ¢akV.l.P. passengers’. Bunting
informed Howson at their Sunday meeting of the Briklinister's Department
interpretation of the question as one really dadcto passengers rather than
destinations. As a corollary, ‘it was felt . . rther use could be made of the fact
that passengers’ names are not available’. A pdaticdnterpretation, dubious at
best, had produced a mistake which had not beereated because Bunting
continued to believe passenger manifests had rest tetained. Naturally, Howson
highlighted this point in his own account of théaafwhich he prepared for Harold
Holt.

192 Howson,Diaries, 5 Nov. 1967.

18 NAA: A1209, 67/7875.

194 Bailey later recalled having told Howson of thasens for his intervention some six
months earlier. Interview (John Nethercote): Bailey May 2003.
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Around midday, 6 November, Howson saw Holt in thter's Melbourne office
where he gave his version of events, emphasising th® Prime Minister’s
Department had altered his original draft

in such a way that | was led to believe that thag told me that records |
knew to exist did, in their opinion, not exist;fact, | was being told that
although | knew them to exist, | was being instedcto say, from that
time on, that they were not available. It was frivat particular moment
onwards that | had, in my opinion, been requireccdwer up the true

situation'®

But what was Howson being asked to say did not2Xéas there some confusion
here which explains Howson'’s further comment in digry that he and Bunting
appeared to have been at ‘cross purposes’? AfterHalwson’s original draft
claimed that records were not available to answay’® question about the names
of the passengers on the flight to Perth. In otiends, the passenger manifests had
not been retained. So the only records which Howkoew' still existed in May
1966 were the flight authorisation books. If Bugtiron the other hand, was
referring to the passenger manifests, then Howsoover up, as he himself put it,
need not have occurred ‘for the whole of this time’

Either way, Howson felt bound to offer his resigoat which Holt refused to

accept. The Minister for Air had further discussiomith Bunting and McFarlane
that evening when Holt interrupted them with a gio@sabout ‘a lost memorandum
of 29 August that had suddenly come to light'. Howseported that McFarlane
went to see the Prime Minister to ‘explain in dethe whole situation’. At this

stage, Howson could see the situation changindiéyhour and ‘was full of worry,

not only for myself and McFarlane but also for Baogt Further revisions were
made to his forthcoming parliamentary statementttoa following morning, 7

November — Melbourne Cup Day — whereupon Howsow fle Canberra and
had ‘acrimonious discussions’ with John Gorton. wkes now convinced Gorton
‘had gone out of his way to try to wreck my poldicareer’. Howson also noted
that Gorton’s action in the Senate was ‘in complaatravention of all that the
government had determined to do up to the momexttitieft Australia’. It seems

that no one had told him how and why, and with vehpermission, Gorton had
acted*®

Probably no one told him either of another Buntinigsive to Holt, written on the
same day as Howson’s meeting with Gorton. Thigtatt the most remarkable of
all those Bunting sent to Holt in early Novemb¥rFor, by now, Bunting had
developed a third line of defence, namely, thaame Howson would fall in behind
Holt who was to scramble over the trenches ahedthesh. The suggestion was

195 Howson,Diaries, 6 Nov. 1967.
106 Howson,Diaries, 6-7 Nov. 1967.
07 NAA: A1209, 67/7875.



70 The V.1.P. Affair, 1966-67

presented in the most gentle and tactful of teramgl the focus was placed on
protecting Howson and not Bunting.

It would be ‘a wise and even necessary line’, Buminrote, for the Prime Minister
to share some of the responsibility which had totddeen ‘in various quarters,
departmental and Ministerial’. To load everything@Howson ‘may be more than
he can carry and may lead to allegations of a gmagie Holt, in contrast, had ‘the
stature and goodwill to take the broad governmesapansibility’. Bunting added
that he and Howson had agreed the Prime MinistauldHaccept responsibility in
your statement for the answer given to Daly on oerommendation about
destination details. | believe you can and showdsd.” To assist Holt, Bunting
‘would compose some words’. The Secretary alsoghbil might be a good idea to
say something about the Government’'s general ddtittowards parliamentary
guestions; that is, the approach was ‘responsierahan niggling'.

Bunting attached some speech notes he had preparamhjunction with Keith
Sinclair, the Prime Minister’'s speechwriter. Holiswo discard most of those which
required too manynea culpastoo many admissions, and too many apologies. For
Bunting and Sinclair wanted Holt to admit to ‘unassary delays’, ‘some laxity’
and ‘some inaccuracies’. He should ‘share someorespility’ for the lateness in
replying to Senator Turnbull, and accept ‘the braadponsibility as Prime
Minister’. He was to acknowledge that he and theiMer for Air ‘gave wrong
information’, albeit ‘innocently and unwittingly’He should admit to ‘gaps and
misunderstandings’, express gratitude for the exqosf ‘loopholes’, and assure
the House that the lessons had been learnt arardlcedures tightened. Above all,
the tone should be one of sincere regret, backgudipises of improvement.

After forwarding this letter and its attachmentHolt on 7 November, Bunting
followed up with another brief note on the same. d4g included a one-and-a-half-
page statement setting out the words Holt mightinseecepting responsibility for
the sentence Bailey had inserted into the Daly ansWhe idea was to incorporate
the explanation Bunting had already given Howsohe Prime Minister would
declare he had taken ‘the liberty’ of interpretdgly’s question in a particular way.
That is, he assumed Daly really wanted to know tlpagsengers and not about
destinations and, because Holt understood thatfessiwere not maintained, he
made his reference to records not being kept afesgldao which VIP aircraft had
flown. He now saw this interpretation to be ‘wrongerhaps ‘misleading’. He
regretted making it, though, like all his answétrsyas made ‘in good faith, and in
good faith I fully believe on the part of all thosto advised me’.

So, another line of defence had been invented. ¥#sewriginally, it was said that
records either did not exist or were not retain@dléng, and then it was claimed
they were incomplete and inaccurate, now it wabdaargued that Bunting, like
everyone else, had acted ‘in good faith’. Errorguafigment, incompetence, the
failure to act or to ask questions could all beusetd because those responsible
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believed certain things to be true, and acted -di@mot act — on those honestly
held beliefs.

In his letter Bunting also informed the Prime Mteis of the efforts he and
McFarlane were making to amend Howson'’s proposa@msient to the House, the
first draft of which had arrived in the Prime Mitéss Department that morning (7
November). The aim was to make Howson's introductimre general instead of
limiting it to passenger manifests. It was impottnclarify just why the Minister
had relied on personal rather than departmentéfl 8taFarlane might well have
been insistent on this point. After all, the Depaent of Air would not want the
House to think it ignorant of its own regulatiorat passenger manifests. Bunting
said that the two public servants also wanted fier &h rather better presentation of
[Howson] remaining unaware up until the Turnbullwaer of the real situation
about passenger manifest¥ They wanted to remove any reference to the Prime
Minister's Department. So, in the amended draf, fibllowing Howson sentence
was deleted: ‘It [the draft answer to Gair's quastiwas discussed between me and
the Secretary of the Prime Minister's Departmert e reached agreement that an
answer on the lines proposed would be submitteded”rime Minister’. Probably
for the same reason, Bunting and McFarlane warmtexk¢ise Howson’s proposed
reference to the reinterpretation of Daly’s questiegarding destinations. It was
one thing for Bunting to tell Howson how the questhad been understood in the
Prime Minister's Department to refer to passengiérsas another for Howson to
furnish the House with an interpretation which vagicult to justify and which
might draw attention to the intervention of theniiMinister’'s Department.

The Secretary was not yet finished. In a furthetenof 7 November, entitled
‘Howson Situation’, Bunting expressed concern ‘@bae possible eventuality in
this matter® If it dragged on, there might be ‘callings’ t@tBar of the Senate or
the formation of a select committee. To forestailt possibility, Bunting suggested
inserting the following sentence in the statemelnictvy he and Sinclair had drafted

for Holt to make:

I may add that [I] share responsibility for sometted delay [in answering
Senator Turnbull], and indeed contributed to thaftdrg on the basis of
the information available to me at that time.

Bunting sent Note No. 5 to the Prime Minister otN@&vember, probably on the
morning of the proposed Howson—Holt statementlédHouse. In this instance, his
principal objective was to explain why, in viewthie information coming in from

various quarters, the Secretary did not enquiréhéurinto the passenger lists.
Basically, Bunting felt ‘I had no reason to doul tMinister and, on the contrary,
reason to accept his statement’ that records weraporary’ and ‘scrappy’. He

admitted he had failed to follow up Yeend’s uneasi‘about what it was proposed

108 NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
109NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
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to say in relation to passengers in the Turnbuiwar’'. Bunting explained his
failure to act in terms of his concentrating, wiflsFarlane, on an amendment to the
Turnbull answer (presumably the amendment whictedtthat no detailed records
had been kept). Bunting said he was acting in thigance with the Prime
Minister's authority and with Gorton’s knowledgehdugh the latter was still
ignorant of the true situation of the records). Went on to say, ‘I had the
opportunity to propose amendment to the referengassengers, but what | failed
to do was carry through in an enquiring sense tighihe end of the question’. So,
faced with growing evidence of the existence anentéon of records, including the
documents assembled for the Cabinet meeting ofc@b@r, Bunting continued to
accept Howson'’s original draft answer to the Dalgstions.'

In addition to Note No. 5, Bunting also wrote soreeninders for himseff** He
listed the points he needed to clear with Holt egard both to Howson’'s
forthcoming speech and Holt’s own contribution. Bog wanted to make the point
that Daly’s question about destinations had beterpreted to relate to passengers
carried and not to destinations; so, given the stdading that manifests were not
retained, the information Daly requested was ‘natilable’. Bunting also wanted to
make sure Holt took some responsibility for theagtednd drafting of the Turnbull
answers, and that the Prime Minister would stress‘good faith on the part of
those who advised me of whatevBepartment’ (underlining in the original).
Evidently, Holt still retained his misgivings aboutleasing passenger details
because Bunting also wanted to clear with him wérettas a matter of general
policy’, they were not to be revealed, and would ‘bensidered on merits’.
Sensitive, no doubt, to criticisms about Lord Cagsiyng the VIP fleet to transport
his domestic staff, Bunting particularly wanted koow whether the passenger
details of the Governor-General’s flights would eoomder the head of ‘general

policy’.

10 Around this time an anonymous letter arrived at@hnberra Timesnaking several
allegations about the VIP affair. The letter wassigned, so the editor refused
publication, but he did pass it on to Tony Eggletohis capacity as the Prime Minister’s
press secretary. Eggleton, who passed the lettdoltoon 8 November, noted he had
received a carbon copy, and wondered whether fuciygies had been passed on to other
newspapers and to the Opposition. The letter wagobly written by someone with
inside knowledge. It was inaccurate in places lgecenough to the truth to cause
discomfort, especially with its references to thdier knowledge of the retention of
passenger manifests, the appointment of Addisdtodts personal pilot, the
refrigerators provided for the Mystere aircrafg thcreased usage once the better jets
arrived, the attempts to massage the operating obste fleet, and the Holts’ treatment
of the fleet as their ‘private airline’. The allemgms were further proof, if any were
needed, of the folly of trying to impose secrecytlumoperations of the VIP fleet. VIP
Aircraft — Investigation of Anonymous Letter, NAA1209, 67/7764.

11 Bunting notes, 8 Nov. 1967, NAA: 67/7875.
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Howson and Holt defend themselves

Howson was due to attend a Cabinet meeting on traing of 8 November. He
saw Holt beforehand and told him how ‘because lighd he had made a deliberate
mis-statement (in answering Daly in May 1966), dHaacked him up loyally
throughout the whole of the intervening period, rev@enying records were
available when | knew that they actually were ala#’. The Minister for Air
thought ‘it was a useful moment to put all our cana the table’ to explain how and
why the ‘misunderstandings’ had occurred. The twemrthen entered the Cabinet
room together where Howson traversed ‘the wholétys of the VIP affair. He
thought Gorton was ‘antagonistic’, and McEwen ‘nesilly easily convinced'. Yet
he came away believing Cabinet ‘realised that | eted truthfully and honestly
through the whole of this matter, while Gorton ¢héehaved abominably*?
Apparently, it was possible to act ‘truthfully ahdnestly’ when denying the truth
of what one knew to be true.

The House met at 2.30pm that afternoon and Howgokesimmediately following
Question Timé™® He pointed out that the answers given to the Gaity—Turnbull
guestions observed the same form, although hionsgpto Turnbull should have
added the words ‘complete and accurate’ to theesertwhich read ‘No detailed
records have been kept of who travelled with arliegpt on a particular flight'.
(Howson's loyalty to Holt extended to taking respitnility for the sentence the
Minister for Air did not write.) Howson explaineti&t his personal staff informed
him of the existence of passenger manifests, teHim they were retained for only
a few weeks after the end of each particular fli@iven this information, ‘I formed
the firm belief that passenger manifests were ®qit or long’. Howson said he
held to this belief up until the time he departed Uganda. Anticipating the
guestion of why he did not inquire further abow ffassenger manifests, Howson
saw ‘the prime need’ as one of controlling the augation of flights and the
carriage of passengers (like, for example, his awe of VIP flights on 11
September 1967). There was no occasion ‘to ingag&n into the retention of
passenger manifests’. When, and only when, he metufrom Uganda, did he
discover that the passenger manifests were retdoret? months as required by
Air Force Publication No. 873. Since his returnHsal instituted new procedures
whereby manifests would be kept in proper ordemmtinated with the Squadron’s
records, and full information would be available his office and within the
Department of Air.

Howson acknowledged his failure to take earliepst® establish that records were
maintained and were required by orders to be sotuRately, there were no
revelations of misuse but the House had experiefaceldmate of doubt and anxiety
which has caused me concern and distress’. Howsanluded by assuring the

12 Howson,Diaries, 8 Nov. 1967.
13CPD, HIR, vol. 57, pp. 2775-7.
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House he would never be ‘a party to any deceptimn’mislead it, no matter how
trivial the matter. Mistakes had been made — nigdar harmful ones — but as
the responsible Minister he felt obliged to offes mesignation to the Prime
Minister, even though he had ‘acted at all timesdsbly, and with integrity and in
the best interests of this great nation of Austtali

There are three points of note about this speacst, Ehere was Howson'’s apparent
attempt to shift the blame to his personal stalffe Thairman of the Public Service
Board subsequently sought his assurance that tbeenee to being ‘misinformed’
by his personal staff did not imply any need féommal inquiry™** If Howson is to
be believed, there was certainly a case for sucimaestigation. After all, how
could Squadron Leader John MacNeil, Howson's thé\R liaison officer, not
know that manifests were retained for much lonpant'a few weeks’, the phrase
Howson employed in the House when reporting onintf@mation received from
his staff? Or to re-phrase the question, while Nt may not have had the fine
print of Air Force Publication No. 873 at his fingps, is it plausible he was
ignorant of the general rule? A similar questiaghmhbe asked of Squadron Leader
John Green, the RAAF liaison officer in Howson'$iad in 1967. It might also be
asked why he or someone else in Howson'’s officendidinform the Minister for
Air of the contents of Storr’'s memorandum of 29 Asig

Secondly, at no stage did Howson implicate Harotdt kh the whole exercise,
apart from recalling that it was the Prime Ministgho had answered Daly’'s
guestion. The Minister for Air was prepared to pémesbuck down, but not up. He
was happy to assign responsibility to personaf stad to a stenographer, ‘the girl’,
but did not identify his Prime Minister as a guilbarty. Harold Holt had every
reason to be grateful to a loyal friend.

Thirdly, and most importantly of all, there is theatter of deceit. In telling the
House that he would not be ‘a party to deceptibloywson contradicted his own
diary entries of 6 and 8 November 1967 where heitsehirto being part of a ‘cover
up’, in the first instance expressly so. In tellitig House he did not know of the
twelve-month retention of the manifests before ilegvfor Uganda, he had
neglected to say how, on and before 12 October ,1867had been party to
assembling manifests for presentation to Cabineireldver, the references in his
speech to Senator Turnbull’'s questions were grossyjeading. Reduced to its
simplest terms, Howson told the House that, becthespassenger manifests were
not retained (even though, at the very least, leisome were), it was appropriate
to say there was ‘no reason’ to keep the recordsssary to respond to parts of
Senator Turnbull's questions. He did not tell theukle that Turnbull's questions
could have been answered on the basis of the fhgtttorisation books. At this
point, if he did not actually lie to the House, &ssuredly did not enlighten it as
much as he could have done. Worse, while knowinghefexistence of records
other than the manifests, he approved a misleadirtsyver to Senator Turnbull,

H4NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
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assured John Gorton that the answer was correttexgosed Senator McKellar to
ridicule in the Senate.

On several grounds, therefore, Harold Holt oughtaee accepted Howson'’s offer
of resignation. Indeed, the Prime Minister shouidpty have dismissed him. Yet
Howson was just the front man for the cover-upitated by what he saw as
Bunting's clumsiness, but a willing participant metimeless. Moreover, by accepting
responsibility, expressing contrition and beingoarty to deception’, Howson had
rendered his leader untouchable. How, then, couwlt Hispose of a friend and
colleague who had dissembled in order to implerhentnaster’s wishes and guard
his reputation?

Holt spoke immediately after Howsdi.Having praised the Minister’'s speech as
‘manly and dignified’, Holt claimed that ‘most faminded listeners’ would accept
that the Government's various statements had dethre air. He then praised
himself and the Government for providing ‘a fulldadetailed account of these
matters’ which enabled Parliament and the courttrseich these conclusions. He
explained the decision to leave Howson in Ugandarims of the great importance
of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. Hoeise should also know of
Howson's election as chairman which was evidenchimf enjoying the trust and
respect of some very distinguished colleagues tirout the Commonwealth.

After devoting more than half his speech to thasdimpinaries, Holt finally moved
to the central question of dismissal or resignatldis line was that the Minister’s
‘sins’ were not really so sinful. The Minister fAir had almost been accurate in his
original response to the parliamentary questiofisonlly he had added that
‘complete and accurate particulars were not fullgilable’, his answer would have
been both ‘a precise statement of the position @sisted then’, and ‘in accordance
with the facts as we still know them to this timBesides, when it became known
that records, ‘if not complete and wholly accurateere kept longer than a few
weeks, ‘we made the information available’. ThenteriMinister's excuse was the
one he had used before: the Government had to befutaabout how the
information was made available because false intes® could be drawn.

Holt told the House that when Howson learnt thé tiwith about the records (the
passenger manifests) he went to the Prime Mingtdrhad a ‘full discussion’ with
him. (The fact that the Minister for Air had longndwn about the flight
authorisation books was allowed to become immadteAa this point, Holt had the
brush with candour Bunting had been seeking. ‘Taegree my own Department
and my own position were involved in this matteBut the Prime Minister had no
intention of making himself the focus of debatelléwing this brief comment, he
returned immediately to Howson's ‘mistakes’ whiblecause they had been frankly
acknowledged, and because the Minister had notioteof misleading the House,
were not of sufficient magnitude to require or taept his resignation. Holt made

H5CPD, HIR, vol. 57, pp. 2777-80.
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light of the offence: in recent weeks ‘some molshihave been made into
mountains.” The issues, seen in their ‘true perspe, were trivial when seen
alongside the great questions of the day. And &lveng grace was that the original
answers given to Gair had related to Arthur Calw€here was no question of
protecting a member of the Government. Overallrefuge, Holt and his Cabinet
colleagues felt that Howson had acted sincerelyiambod faith, and had decided
the Government should retain his services.

Gough Whitlam was doubly disadvantaged in replytogthe Howson—Holt
speeched® While he correctly assumed that the two men werglicated in a
cover-up, he lacked the evidence to prove it. Nmulad Whitlam confirm public
service involvement. He could, however, pinpoirtuanber of deficiencies in the
Howson—Holt statements. Neither, for example, hgaaéned just why inaccurate
information had been given. Further, the House b&sg asked to believe that, for
seventeen months, neither the Prime Minister neMmister for Air had bothered
to consult the Department of Air on a matter whielts becoming the subject of
continual questioning. Or to put it another wayame in the Department of Air had
thought to tell Holt or Howson within a period aventeen months that misleading
information had been given to the Parliament (Vehitlwas not to know the
Department of Air had actually done so). Whitlamiker most telling criticism was
that it took ‘a protracted and painful process..to extract and extort from this
government as much truth as has so far been rele@khe said, Holt's picture of
‘an open handed government, a firm, forthrightnkrand friendly government . . .
freely and voluntarily’ giving information was aaffitasy’.

The House had been asked to take note of Holt’'ssteimal statement. Whitlam
concluded his speech by moving an amendment degl#rat the Government had
failed to give a complete explanation. The Oppositivanted to bring McFarlane
before the Bar of the House on the following mognio be asked about the answers
given to the Daly questions. Holt then spoke to dheendment. He began with a
tortured metaphor. It was ‘palpable to every thmgkiperson’ that Whitlam had
‘sought to squeeze the last drop out of the lenfothe political gimmick that he
has been working with his colleagues’. Holt thepeated what had become his
standard response regarding the original repli¢ise@air—Daly questions: ‘if there
had been an error it was an honest error’ andait been corrected as soon as the
error was perceived’. It is unlikely that Holt'shibking person’ would have
considered that a gap of 15-17 months constitutprbipt response. Nor would
such a person, handed the evidence which is nolable accept as adequate an
explanation of any delay in terms of trying to mmeisa complete and accurate
picture. Very simply, Holt's obfuscation amountedyting.

The Prime Minister was obviously rattled. Alert egb to recognise that he, not
Howson, was the Opposition’s real target, he prdedeto thrash about in all
directions. He said he had been longer in the Hthese Whitlam; unlike Whitlam

18 Eor Whitlam’s speech and the subsequent deba&€RB, H/R, vol. 57, pp. 2811—-40.
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he was the unanimous choice of his party for leathérty-six Commonwealth
countries respected Howson who was ‘a man of dgcand honour’; Daly and
Gair had wanted to embarrass Calwell; and the niblehs turned into a mountain
because of the proximity of the Senate election.ge@d measure he made another
reference to squeezing the lemon, and threw indhtigal stalking horse’ to
emphasise his point that Labor was trying to makmething of very little. They
were wasting their time. ‘The Australian people am fools’. They knew they
were well represented by a Government which hadrgihem ‘so many material
benefits’, kept the country secure, and ensuredas$ well regarded by other
nations.

The debate on the Whitlam amendment lasted alrhose thours, and was defeated
on party lines. While Labor's speakers accused Hwitl Howson of lying,
Government members insisted that Holt was somebuoaimpeachable integrity.
Billy McMahon, so often himself a stranger to theth, declared him to be
‘probably the most honest man | have met in my’.lifess for Howson, the
Government line was to describe the ‘mistake’ ahrtecal and minor, and to praise
the Minister for Air for being man enough to adfaitilt.

Allan Barnes in thégeon 9 November might have thought Howson ‘too shart
plump and too conservative of dress, manner andcép® be the star of a great
political drama’. Yet, by the afternoon, he ‘wasle acclaimed for a brilliant
parliamentary performance’. Thige editorial spoke of Howson'’s ‘dignity’ and
thought he had suffered enough. ThIH described him as ‘manly’ and said he
was obviously telling the truth about the passemgenifests. The editorialist did,
however, wonder why, if Gorton could get at thettrabout the manifests, the truth
had managed to elude the Minister for Air. ‘Obvilgusis better to be convicted of
inefficiency than of dishonesty; but inefficiengystill a serious matter’. TH&MH
also wondered why the officials in Air, who ‘musive known of the existence of
the passenger manifests’, did not inform their Mli@i. But the editorialists, like the
Opposition, saw Holt as the real culprit, and aachim for his lack of frankness
and determination.

Howson considered he had acquitted himself wellwde ‘tremendously thrilled’
when the Holts invited him and his wife Kitty tanich at the Lodge on 9 November,
a gesture by the Prime Minister to express bothshigport and his gratitude.
Returning to Melbourne later in the day, Howsoneg&wo television interviews
before adjourning to the Melbourne Club for the wadlnCup Week cocktail party.
There he was met with congratulations all round|, was moved to doubt whether
he and Kitty had ever experienced ‘a more movingrlamd a half, to find so many
friends anxious to share with us our joy afterehd of our tension™’

17 Howson,Diaries, 9 Nov. 1967.
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The Storr memorandum, the Senate election and soni@ose ends

Yet the hiccups continued. At a press conferencigleétbourne on 10 November,
following the launch of his Senate election campaldolt was asked whether any
‘disciplinary action would be taken against thosemmbers of Howson'’s staff who
had allegedly misled the Minister for Air. Holt tegnl that Howson had made it
clear he accepted full responsibility: ‘while theinidter did develop a false
impression I'm sure he didn’t want to create adfethat he's been misled either in
a negligent or a deliberate way by any member sfshaff.” Asked whether, if a
minister declared he had made ‘an honest mistdkes, statement removed him
from blame or disciplinary action, Holt gave a tadly circumlocutory response.
Broken down to its essentials, he said Cabinettbadkecide whether the mistake
was ‘of an order of magnitude that we would beifiest in depriving him of his
portfolio’. This mistake had to be taken back toewtit first occurred, and account
should not be taken of ‘what blew up out of it sdpsently’. Although actions
which led to a special sitting of Parliament, orsaated a no-confidence motion in
the Government, were serious matters, by going bagkhat was done at the time
(the answers to Daly and Gair), and ignoring whatiéd from the original actions,
then the Cabinet could not justify removing himeTMinister had performed well
in his portfolio, he had been a ‘most assiduousisiant to the Treasurer, helped
Tasmania with the 1967 bush fires, and had beerethby the representatives of
some 86 parliaments to be Chairman of the CommoalthveRarliamentary
Association:*®

In the course of defending Howson, Holt casualgcltised that his Department and
Howson'’s office had received a memorandum in latgust stating that passenger
manifests were retained for a period of twelve men¥ery properly, in making
this reference to the Storr memorandum of 29 Audg@€t7, Holt did not identify
either the author of the minute or the recipienthi& Prime Minister's Department.
Nor did he explain just how he came to hear oftlagter. According to the January
1968 report, Bunting had ‘discovered’ the memorandm or about 6 Novembé&l
Howson recorded in his diary for 6 November howtHiost raised the subject with
him when he telephoned the Minister for Air thaeewng'?° So, both men knew of
the existence of the memorandum before they spokieei House on 8 November.
Understandably, neither of them chose to mentiofier all, the situation was
already embarrassing; there was no need to compthendliscomfort. Nor had
Howson mentioned it in any other public forum. Yathis press conference on 10
November, the Prime Minister referred to the Miaidior Air making it clear that,
while the memorandum ‘came’ to him, it ‘didn’t comarder his own notice. It was
filed way in his office with his VIP file.’

18 Eor a transcript, see Use of VIP Aircraft — PoliblAA: 65/6200/2.

19prime Minister's File 67/7737, NAA: A1209, 67/78@6d Gorton Papers.

120 Judging by an unpublished sentence in Howsonly ditolt also raised the matter of
Wing Commander Addison’s resentment in June 196&&itatlaims that the RAAF did
not keep proper records of VIP flights. Howson RapHLA, MS 4697/29/232.
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Having successfully added to the general confusiad,raised further doubts about
his veracity and command of the situation, Holt geeded to explain what
happened when the Storr memorandum reached the Rfinister’s Department. It

came to an officer [Yeend] of my own Department, ibwouldn’t either come to
the Head of my Department or to me. It was filecgalwy him. It was an updating
of information which had previously been given, dimd was the concluding
sentence in the thing, and there was a beliefdmriind as indeed in the mind of the
Minister that while these things were kept, theyem& kept for any length of time.

There may be odd ones that had been kept for @tqegiod of timé?*

It is highly unlikely that Yeend, on reading Sterrnemorandum, retained ‘a belief
in his mind’ of ‘these things’ not being kept foery long. In May 1966 a ‘length of
time’ amounted to weeks rather than months. In Augieend learnt it meant
‘about twelve months’.

Once again, everybody had to go into survival made. 12 November Bailey
reminded Holt that neither he nor Howson had spetdiy referred to the
memorandum in public comment, although both weraravof its existence the
previous Wednesday (the day on which Howson and didended their actions in
the House). Bailey advised the Prime Minister t& with Howson before making
any comment about the memorandum. Along with BgntBailey felt that ‘there is
no need for you to go further than say that theustignemorandum was one of the
detailed pieces of information to which, in yourngeal statements, it hardly
seemed necessary to make specific referéité’Holt hadfollowed this advice, in
the face of Storr's explicit and unambiguous refeseto the passenger manifests,
he would have appeared even less than frank orreees than obtuse.

The Prime Minister told another press conferenckdalaide on 14 November that
he first learnt of the Department of Air memorandoefiore Howson returned from
Uganda (4 Novembelj? By now, Holt was shredding what was left of his
credibility. He recalled McFarlane telling him hqust 70 per cent of the records
were retained, while 80 per cent of them were ineate. But the thirteen manifests
and three flight authorisation books Gorton tabiedthe Senate were largely
complete and almost exact for the period coveretk @ason for their quality was
the Department of Air's insistence throughout 1@8i7retaining full and flawless
records. Holt even had trouble getting his datglstriHaving told the House on 31
October that Senator Gorton first told him abo@ thanifests six days earlier, he
informed the press conference on 14 November ahieg about their retention
only when advised about the Storr memorandum, fmgban or about Friday 3
November.

2L Transcript of Press Conference, 10 Nov. 1967,d984P Aircraft — Policy, NAA:
65/6200/2;Age 11 Nov. 1967.

122 Bailey to Holt, 12 Nov. 1967, Gorton Papers.

123 Adelaide AdvertiseandAge 15 Nov. 1967.
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Clearly angry because the matter had been rais@d,adolt threatened to end the
Adelaide press conference if journalists persigteasking questions about the VIP
affair: ‘if you have no more important issues tedaiiss, then | have better things to
do.” After all, he was in the midst of a Senatectit®n campaign. The handwritten
note Howson sent him on the same day as the unl@appyg conference might have
comforted him. ‘Now that the events of last wee& aearly over, may | just . . .
thank you for all the wonderful support and confide that you gave me.
Expressing his regret for helping ‘to get us irftis imess’, Howson added that ‘with
your help and encouragement, | was able to assesttricating the Government last

Wednesday*?*

Holt wanted the media and the electorate to foecusvo issues during the election
campaign. One was the Government’s right and cgpé#eigovern, which was
threatened, he argued, by the actions of the Semh& other concerned defence
and foreign policy and, specifically, the continumanmitment to the Vietham war.
The VIP affair, however, intruded upon Holt's ségy in two ways. First, whereas
Holt wanted to condemn the Senate for disruptiocgresiderable proportion of the
electorate probably approved of its role in confirgn the Government over the
operation and use of the VIP fleet, just as it hpdroved of the Senate’s action in
defeating the increased postal charges. Secondty,n@ore importantly, Holt's
conduct over the VIP affair called his competennd aredibility into question.
Whitlam made the case as well as anyone. Theimgadrtance’, he said of the VIP
affair, ‘is that the people cannot trust a Governima great matters when it is so
manifestly and needlessly evasive on smaller ngft&r Confronted with the
perception that he had been deceitful, and hadedaib manage something
intrinsically insignificant, Holt spent much of tikampaign defending himself.

Holt's image, if not his self-image, had slippedtioeably during 1967 and, in
contributing to that deterioration, the VIP affailas undoubtedly a factor in the
sharp decline of support for the Government in S®mate election. Whereas in
1964 the Government had obtained 45.7 per certeoSenate vote, and in 1966 it
won nearly 50 per cent in the general electiorttierHouse of Representatives, the
Coalition secured only 42.8 per cent on 25 Noveni8§7. Although Labor had
gained an extra five per cent on the House vot966 and headed the Coalition in
the primary vote, it had improved by just 0.4 pentcon its 1964 Senate return.
Noting this minor shift, the editorialists geneyailhiterpreted the results as a rebuff
for the Government rather than a triumph for a laBarty not yet firmly united
behind Gough Whitlam. The real winner was the DLMBiclw doubled its
representation from two to four, and now clearijdhthe balance of power in the
Senate. ‘Spot’ Turnbull, meanwhile, was a direaiddeciary of the VIP affair. His
surging popularity enabled him to retain his Tasimaseat.

124 Howson to Holt, 14 Nov. 1967, Holt Papers, NAA: 682/130.
15 Age 16 Nov. 1967.
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TheAgeadvised Holt on 27 November that it was a ‘timer&pairs’, and a number
of commentators thought he should overhaul the stini If, indeed, he had
contemplated making changes, the Prime Minister veagiven the time to do so.
He was dead within three weeks.

Two days after thé\geeditorial Sir John Bunting wrote a note for filencerning
the Lawler minute of 5 July 1966. He confirmed thatvler had told him of his
conversation with McFarlane, ‘either by means ofimute or orally’. Bunting
responded by telling Lawler of his own discussiavith Howson ‘and of the
reliance | placed on the Minister for Air's destigm of the passenger details
situation’. The Minister had not denied the existenf records. ‘On the contrary,
he was aware of them’, but considered them to fed&quate’ and ‘short-lived as
records’. On this basis, Bunting felt justifieddonsidering that the Daly question
had been ‘properly answeredf®

For his part, Peter Howson probably felt securbigportfolio. The fall-out from
the Senate election would not affect him. Determhinew to take the initiative, and
to sink the VIP issue, he preparedade memoiravhich he took with him to a
meeting with Harold Holt on 6 December. The notgareby raising the question of
what would be the Government’s attitude to a Sematton calling a senior public
servant to the Bar. Howson suggested that the Goart should ready itself for
further questions when the House resumed aftestihemer break. He then listed
what he saw as the questions likely to be askedatVilbtion had been taken in
respect of the staff who had misled the MinisterA@ over passenger manifests?
Why was the minute of 29 August not presented & Nhnister for Air and the
Prime Minister and, if there had been failure oa gart of departmental officers,
what actions should be taken? Why did the Primeis¢en and the Minister for Air
fail to mention this memorandum on 8 November? Witdion did the Department
of Air take when the final text of the Daly answmrcame known? Why did the
Department take until August 1967 to provide thegrext information on passenger
manifests%’

Although Howson was obviously worried that the Semaight focus attention on
himself and on the Department of Air, his principhjective in meeting Holt was to
persuade him that the real culprit in the wholaiafivas the Prime Minister's own
department. Holt might have told Howson that he vaser-dramatising the
position’, but he did agree to meet again the foilhg morning — with the addition
of Bunting and McFarlane. This second meeting rhase been an interesting one.
It was agreed that Bunting and McFarlane shoulghame= answers to Howson'’s
guestions over the Christmas—New Year period. Howmsorded progress on
another front. The Prime Minister *had not knowtiyfuvhat had taken place in his
Department during the VIP issue’. Howson reporteat the and McFarlane had
worried about this deficiency for two weeks. Nowttees had come to a head, and

126 Note for file, 29 Nov. 1967, NAA: A1209, 67/7875.
127yse of VIP Aircraft — Policy, NAA: 65/6200/2.
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Howson could press his case for separating then@abecretariat from the Prime
Minister's Department (which his nemesis, John Garproceeded to do soon after

he became Prime Ministery’

If the Minister for Air was gratified by the outcenof the 7 December meeting, he
was also aware of an important loose end. Squddrader John MacNeil, the staff
member who had allegedly advised Howson sometinmsgliMarch—April 1966
that passenger manifests were not retained for, lwag now on posting abroad. In
an earlier diary note — for 28 November 1967 — Homwsecorded McFarlane’s
wish for Frank Mulrooney, a legal officer in the [@gtment of Air, to meet
MacNeil, presumably to establish just what advied been given to the Minister
for Air. Bunting had refused permission for Mulr@yn to travel. Howson
commented:

Jack is anxious, | think, to hush up the whole eratt . We, on the other
hand, are keen . . . to provide ourselves withtlal answers to any
guestions which may be raised subsequently indPaeint . . . We feel that
Jack Bunting is scared of what further informatimay emerge in the
PM'’s Department.

At the meeting on 7 December Howson ‘pressed fifsall for the need for
Mulrooney to go overseas’. He also requested th&@ahinet submission be
prepared to deal with the question of whether @ficand official documents could
be brought before the Senate. Whether or not hepedsrbed by the prospect of
McFarlane or members of his staff being summonedpioear, what is certain is
that Howson expected MacNeil to back his story abstaff advice over the
passenger manifests (he later realized he woul)l mdtile McFarlane wanted
MacNeil to testify that the Department of Air hadtnprovided the false
information.

Meanwhile, Bunting had his own problems. On 8 Dduente returned to the issue
of the missing minut&? In trying to explain his actions, or inaction, tesealed the
very cast of mind which had helped to create thit@alrand the enduring problem.
Instead of asking questions, the approach was tufaeture answers within Holt's
designated framework of revealing as little as fdassIn this instance, Bunting
went further with an exercise which, though honastintent, amounted to
circumlocution and obfuscation.

The Secretary claimed that he did not show ther Stmmorandum to the Prime
Minister, and did not discuss it with him befor&N6vember. Nor had he seen the
memorandum, nor had anyone spoken to him abouttil, apparently, Holt had

128 Howson,Diaries, 5-7 Dec. 1967.

129Note No. 6, NAA: A1209, 67/7875. Bunting in factate two versions of this note, one
of which was undated and appears to have beestalfaft. The second, dated 8
December and cited above, has properly numberedymarhs and looks to be the
preferred account.
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raised the matter with him whereupon he, Buntirugtacted Yeend. That is, Holt

knew about a memorandum arriving in the Prime Maris Department and the

Secretary did not. ‘To the best of my knowledgead not been shown the letter nor
had any word of its existence.” After pointing aubat Yeend believed about its
relevance, or lack of relevance, to Turnbull’s disesabout passenger numbers,
Bunting continued:

Mr. Yeend did not fail to pass on to me, in theayahenvironment of the
answer to Senator Turnbull, his understanding plaasenger details were
available, and in my mind, if not in his, this hiésl repercussions back to
the answer given to Mr. Daly. But my consistenpoase within myself
was that the Daly answer was soundly based andl thedtt comfortable
about it. That answer did not deny the existenceegbrds. It was a
commentary on their quality and on their permanehaecepted in the
beginning and continued to accept the Ministergteshent about the
passenger records, and although | do not rely @ lttadd that my own
experience and observation as a passenger tendgkteubstance to the
Minister’s statement.

Bunting’'s comment on the Turnbull answers was noemeassuring about his
management of the substantial issues or his willisg to recognise and accept
responsibility. Referring, once again, to Yeendigase about the proposed replies,
Bunting acknowledged he had been given an oppaytuai go further into the
matter. He did not act, not because he dismisséaliitbecause | attached myself to
one particular aspect of the answer where, on ttieosty of the Prime Minister
and with the knowledge of Senator Gorton, | waived with Mr. McFarlane in
making a particular change’. He also excused listion on the basis of Turnbull's
guestions being directed to the Minister for AirisHob was not to check the
answer. Rather, he needed to ‘have knowledgefof the purposes of a statement
being prepared by the Prime Minister’. True, he wadhe position to suggest
alterations, ‘but my mind did not carry on to adtibon of the section referring to
passenger lists’.



5 Winners and losers

Apart from any influence it exercised over the Serdection, the VIP affair's most
immediate and politically significant outcome layJohn Gorton’s elevation to the
prime ministership.

On the day of the no-confidence motion in the Ho(&E October), one of the
leading Gallery journalists, lan Fitchett, notedtire SMH how Gorton’s Senate
leadership had lifted the Government’s morale. Goveent senators were claiming
that Gorton had established an ascendancy overrlsaBenate leadership, and
Fitchett prophesied moves to find him a seat inHbese in order to take the party
leadership should anything happen to Harold HathBps Fitchett had heard of the
chatter around the Whip’s office about the postibibf Gorton eventually
succeeding Harold Holt. The main concern then, ewewas to find ways of
helping Holt to improve his performance. On 17 Deber something did happen:
the Prime Minister entered the churning waters ©ffeviot Beach at Portsea,
Victoria, and disappeared.

Despite McMahon's attempts to persuade Casey t@sshdim, the Governor-
General commissioned McEwen to be the" 1Brime Minister of Australia.
McEwen declared that the Country Party would notes@inder McMahon, while
Paul Hasluck, Menzies’ preferred candidate anditité man to represent the past,
hesitated before eventually entering the leaderstipest. Although he had been a
senator since 1949 and a minister since the et@%8, Gorton was not well known
— either to the broader public or within the LibeParty. Menzies had held him
back, and it was Holt who brought him into the @albiin 1966. His intervention in
the VIP affair, however, changed all that. Many driél backbenchers now saw a
decisive and forthright individual. Their assesstmaas reinforced by Gorton’s
engaging and refreshing performance on radio degiséon in the approach to the
leadership election. Hasluck appeared dour, therathAndidates (Leslie Bury and
Billy Snedden) insignificant. Menzies did campalgrd on Hasluck’s behalf while
Howson campaigned almost as hard in trying to thwaGorton victory. On 9
January 1968, and despite some apprehension albmasing the relatively
unknown ahead of the well known, a combination ifekal backbenchers in the
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House and the large majority of Liberal senatorsfggred Gorton to Hasluck.
Significantly, most of the existing ministry optéat the latter.

So, the former fighter pilot with the battered fattee rugged Australian nationalist
with a touch of the larrikin, was selected as ttemmore likely to match Whitlam
and win the next election. As well as being thetfisenator to win the prime
ministership, he was the first Prime Minister torda@ntered Parliament after the
Second World War. Yet if Harold Holt had taken itidated swim in mid-October
1967, it is unlikely that John Gorton would evewvdaassumed the office. His
intervention in the VIP affair on 25 October was thaking of him.

One of Gorton’s early acts as Prime Minister wasdb for all the papers on the
VIP affair. The report he received on 30 Januar§8l@as damning. It noted that
the two files from the Prime Minister's Departmenere ‘incomplete’. The
author(s) asked for the whereabouts of seven ngssems in file 66/7401 (the
Gair-Daly questions) and ten in file 67/7737 (Sendturnbull’s questions). In
addition, there were references to papers not effilds; instances where there was
no indication of who saw which minutes; and, ‘qutantrary to normal practice’,
cases where there was almost no record retainadtioin taken. For example, the
author(s) could find no trace of any action takgr.awler or Bunting in relation to
McFarlane’s advice in mid-1966 that the Holt ansvey Gair and Daly were
inaccurate. The author(s) also assembled a chrgnabthe progress of the Gair,
Daly and Turnbull questions through Holt's officedaHowson’s office, and
through the Department of Air and the Prime Minist®epartment. They attached
occasional comments to the bare details, and pbioté some inaccuracies. In
addition, they provided extensive commentariesiles 66/7401 and 67/7737.

Moving into detailed consideration, the report tfiesxamined Howson’s level of
responsibility. The author(s) found he knew asyead 15 March 1966 of the
existence of some records and, between 28 March 488 26 April 1967, ‘must
have known that records existed in No. 34 Squadraniiding information about
ports and number of passengers’. One of Howsoraft dnswers to the Turnbull
guestions included the words ‘it is not the practia give details of aircraft flights,
passengers, crew, etc.’. Those words implied a leuye of the existence of
records. Further, on 18 October, at a meeting thighPrime Minister, it was agreed
to answer Turnbull’s questions ‘on certain lingkere was ‘no suggestion, stated or
implied that records did not exist’. The reportatbhow Howson's statement on 8
November did not refer to the flight authorisattmoks, the existence of which had
been reported to him in Storr's minute of 28 Mat&®7 (McFarlane had said that
Howson knew of their existence in mid-1966). Ingtess the report crisply noted,
Howson informed the House that the answer prepfre&enator Turnbull was
based on the assumption of records (the passera@fesis) not being ‘kept for
long’. Finally, after noting the anomaly in Howserstatement to the House, the
author(s) drew attention to what he/they called Minister’'s ‘dragnet’ sentence
where he declared he ‘would not be a party to atedtion’.
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In relation to the officials, the report found thatwler, Bunting, Bailey and Yeend
all knew records were retained and were availdbkspecially noted how Bunting
had omitted to amend Howson'’s draft answer to thendull questions in the light
of the knowledge available to him. From the dethitdronology and associated
commentaries, the evidence in all cases supportedsbh’'s contention that
members of the Prime Minister's Department (inahgdiBailey in the Prime

Minister’s office) had altered the drafts received.

Several points emerge from the five pages drawm filee files in relation to the
Turnbull questions. The officials were well awal®it the RAAF maintained
sufficient records to answer all the senator’s gaes as they related to the year
1967. There was no basis for claiming the recordsevinaccurate or scrappy. It
was Turnbull’s quest for numbers rather than nawigsh enabled the officials to
provide evasive answers. But, so far as alteriegsinse of a reply was concerned,
the worst case related to Howson'’s original drafiveer to Turnbull’s question 2(e).
The Howson reply, it will be recalled, read: ‘Thevas no reason to keep on record
the detailed information needed of who travellethva particular applicant on a
particular flight'. After passing through the Prinhinister's Department it now
read: ‘No detailed records have been kept of wheelted with an applicant on a
particular flight'. The fact that Howson himselfcdhavoided answering Turnbull’'s
actual question was beside the point.

Who, then, was to blame, and to be blamed for w@at@n the very public pursuit
of other, admittedly more important, ‘transgressios- from the ‘loans affair’ of
1974-75 to ‘A Certain Maritime Incident’ in 2001 & few individuals were
fortunate that their words and actions in 1966—63rewnot subject to closer
scrutiny. The officials in Howson's office, who edledly failed to inform the
Minister for Air what they all knew, would certajnlhave been exposed.
Alternatively, along with ‘Tich’ McFarlane and Ala8torr in the Department of
Air, they might well have pleaded their innocericawler, a minor player, did what
he had to do, and kept out of sight. Bailey’'s rel@s more significant, if
intermittent. The ‘debating points’ he offered toltl as recorded in the files, were
not always sound, and it is unclear whether he tmok steps between April and
September 1967 to persuade Holt to take actionndeerole was even more
significant. His advice, too, was not always sobnd like Bailey, he was working
within parameters set by his political master. @sipgly, Yeend was not
considered to have erred in failing to pass on St@r memorandum. Perhaps,
because he was a public servant, dealing as reluite a question about numbers
and not about names, he could be excused for lieengl rather than lateral in his
thinking. Yet for someone who, in every other aspproved to be the sharpest of
all those involved in the VIP affair, it was an otipse not to appreciate the
implications of Storr’'s memorandum.

There remain some puzzling aspects about McFadapait in the VIP affair.
Again, if Howson is to be believed, it does seerargje that the Minister for Air
remained ignorant of the rules about the retentibpassenger manifests right up
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until his departure for Uganda, all the more soaee he participated in the
collection of the documents for the Cabinet meetaigl2 October 1967. If
McFarlane did — as he claimed — tell his Ministar mid-1966 records were
retained, it is highly probable that he was refggtio the passenger manifests. After
all, the subject under discussion was the Gair—[Qalgstions, and the passenger
manifests would or should have provided one seinsivers. Would he not have
taken the further step of telling Howson about ribgulations, even though he did
not take the precaution, as Storr did, of placiisgaulvice on the record? Whatever
the truth of the matter, John Gorton was convinbécFarlane felt frustrated
because Howson and Holt had effectively blocked hiram correcting
longstanding errors. In a little-noticed aside,tjadter Gorton had tabled the
manifests and flight authorisation books, he shat the Department of Air ‘asked
to provide the records’. One anonymous politicamotentator interpreted this
statement to mean ‘Tich’ McFarlane ‘had put histfdown’ **° He wanted the truth
to come out, and he wanted to shield the DepartwieAtr from any opprobrium.
And, for his actions, John Gorton regarded McFarlas the one public servant to
emerge heroically from the VIP affair.

Sir John Bunting’s stellar reputation as ‘the Peitd Civil Servants’ would surely
have taken a knock if a parliamentary select cotemibhad been given access to the
official files of the Prime Minister's Departmeiteen privy to his notes, and been
allowed to interview him. For Bunting had largegiléd, on this occasion, to meet
his own high standards of professionalism. Likeeotipublic servants of his
generation, he contrasted the professionalism arsihterestedness of the
‘traditional’ public service with the ‘political’ atlook of the staffers who now
occupy ministerial offices and with the modern piceof contract appointments in
the public service. But the ‘traditional’ systempeaded for its efficacy upon the
competence and political nous of the mandarinstheid immediate underlings. In
this case, Harold Holt was severely compromisedabse his principal official
adviser had failed him. Bunting had not himselfeieed to advice, had not followed
up matters calling for his close attention, and abalwed, or himself orchestrated,
misleading responses to parliamentary questionmvéhall, he had, in Robert
Hyslop’s words quoted earlier, allowed the Primeniglier ‘to go out on a limb
liable to be cut off*** No doubt, Bunting was affected, as he said, bgsgure of
work’, and by working for a Prime Minister who diat always listen and who was
showing disturbing signs of not being up to the. jBbt the author of those Notes
written in early November 1967 — so casuistic aald-iegarding — did not fully
display the highest professional standards expestddm, and expected by him.
The ‘good old days’ were not always so ‘good’.

There were probably three strikes against Peter ddowFirst, he proved to be
incompetent in running his own office and his ovapdrtment. Admittedly, he was

130CcPD, Sen., vol. 36, p. 1667; ‘Four Rounds to Mr McBagd’,Nation, 18 Nov. 1967.
131 Robert HyslopAustralian Mandarins: Perceptions of the Role opBemental
SecretariesAGPS Press, Canberra 1993, pp. 14-15.
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— as hisDiaries indicate — a busy man attempting to sort out thHELE mess,
assisting McMahon in Treasury matters, and doirigt af travelling, reflecting,
attending briefings, lunching, dining, conferrimgmpiling his diary, and reporting
each of his hair cuts. Yet, accepting his wordt tha did not know what was
happening in his own bailiwick — when everyone ageept Holt did, and when
Bunting chose not to accept what he was told — tHewson set a new standard
for ministerial ignorance. Again, accepting himhé& word, Howson was unaware
of his own Department of Air maintaining recordsiethallowed it to deliver John
Gorton an almost complete set of flight authormathooks and passenger manifests
covering a period of more than twelve months. Reshze should have had more
contact with ‘Tich’ McFarlane.

Secondly, Howson failed the most important test dopolitician: to recognise
approaching political trouble. David Butler, theitBh psephologist visiting
Canberra in late 1967, suggested that, if therengdsonstitutional imperative’ for
his resignation, there was — possibly — a ‘politicaperative’. It was one thing to
be disingenuous, another to be naive. Howson haditied he was
‘administratively simple-minded enough’ to accemttno records were preserved.
A minister ‘who cannot smell trouble afar off isnaenace to himself and his
colleagues’. Butler thought a temporary retireméant the backbench would
suffice’® He was probably too charitable, perhaps becauseaaunaware of the
extent of Howson'’s failure as a politician. For Hmm's misguided sense of loyalty
had exposed Holt to the most damaging of accusatitmat is, of lying to
Parliament. The Prime Minister did not need a sdinate who failed to recognise
when to tell him what he did not want to hear,awkied the courage or foresight to
do so.

Thirdly, Howson admitted in his publish@iaries to engaging in a ‘cover up’. As a
result, he misled the House. Admittedly, Howson veawictim as well as a
perpetrator but there was clearly a ‘constitutiargderative’ for resignation.

Harold Holt, however, was the real delinquent. Hslitical ineptitude,
complacency and self-centredness lay at the rotteo¥/IP affair. While there is no
evidence of him being corrupt or having deliberatadt out to deceive, his initial
instruction to reveal as little as possible, commumd by an extraordinary
insensitivity to political fall-out, allowed an estially trifling matter to escalate
into a major crisis. Ironically, Holt's stand meahiat he achieved precisely the
opposite of what he intended. Instead of silen@pgosition, he promoted it. If
Menzies wanted to bury an issue he could do so aithithering speech or by a
slight movement of the eyebrow. Holt may well hatwught that his own
reputation as a hard working and honest politicienuld achieve a similar result.
But he lacked Menzies’ stature for such an appréaciicceed.

132 pavid Butler, ‘Some Thoughts on Ministerial Resgibility — the VIP planes affair’,
Australian Quarterlyvol. 39, no. 4, 1967, pp. 36-40.
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In any case, he — like Howson — had failed to obséhe changes in the world
over which Menzies had presided. Labor in the Qermatd in the House, an
increasingly restless Liberal Party backbench, anesolute ‘Spot’ Turnbull, were
making Parliament less manageable than it had khemg Menzies' long
ascendancy. Investigative journalists, many of tlyeomg braves, were apt to press
harder when confronted with a flustered Prime Maridrying to evade issues with
rambling and incoherent sentences, or becomingyamgdren his word was
guestioned. This new world was one where the iitingswere embracing a
concept which would eventually translate into fremdof information legislation.
Holt did not understand that, by 1967, governmewisid not tell taxpayers and
their elected representatives, as well as thefragglointed guardians in the fourth
estate, they were not entitled to know where and their taxes were being spent.

After reading the report and assembled documentsn@aking his own notations
on it, Gorton decided he could not trust those &lel hesponsible for misleading
Harold Holt. That Holt was a principal contributt@ what happened was, in
Gorton’s view, irrelevant. The files from the Prifv@nister’'s Department did not

refer to his role in the fiasco. Gorton concludemhf the material presented to him
that senior public servants, by acts of commissiod omission, had turned Holt's
request for non-disclosure into a denial there amghing or enough to disclose.
Holt had, therefore, been rendered vulnerable. Va@daany repetition, Gorton

decided to remove Bunting from a position of inflee. But he soon found
obstacles in the way.

The permanent heads and members of the Publicc8eBoard, many of them
social companions who belonged to the prestigiowsni@onwealth Club in
Canberra, constituted the major barrier. They vatermined to save their fellow
mandarin from humiliation. The Public Service Boanformed Gorton that he
could not simply dismiss the Secretary to the PrMiaister's Department. He
would have to find him another post. Under tReblic Service Act 1922he
Governor-General appointed the permanent headse Ties no provision for their
removal, except for disciplinary reasons. Once appd, a permanent head could
expect to remain in office until he reached the afi@etirement. According to
advice from the Attorney-General’s Department, shadracting on disciplinary
grounds a government could remove a permanent babdby abolishing the
department. As it happened, permanent heads di@ mbefore retirement, often
to diplomatic posts or to positions of similar eenice. Ministers who felt they
could not work with a certain individual would négde for their reassignment
elsewhere: sometimes it took a combination of peiyaressure and an offer too
comfortable or important to turn down.

What Gorton set out to do was unprecedented. Twetdd be no ‘decent interval’
between the demand for removal and the fact of iieqga Instead of abolishing a
department, Gorton created a new one: the CabiffieeOBunting argued strongly,
and repeatedly, against this proposal. He saw ifuas a service department,
providing background commentary on Cabinet pap&d suggestions on how
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business might proceed. The Office would be dethgaongly, in Bunting's
view) from the policy work of governmeht In effect, as the Secretary, Bunting
would have the largely mechanical task of record@mpinet decisions. Upset
because an important principle had been breachdusbyemoval as head of the
Prime Minister's Department (he remained on the esasalary), Bunting told
Menzies that ‘it all leaves something to be desirétk did see some good
outcomes: he headed a new department which exisiezlown right and he saw a
greater opportunity for thinking. And, as Lawlernmed out, Jack Bunting did go to
considerable lengths to turn the Cabinet Office mmajor industry>*

Bunting was joined in the Cabinet Office by Law{athom Gorton had wanted to
retain in the Prime Minister's Department) and il (whom he wanted out of
his office as soon as practicable). Bunting haeldtio save Bailey. He wrote to
Gorton on 2 February 1968 recommending Bailey'méon in a post which
needed ‘a person who is seasoned and resourcefile—ehannel for papers and
other official business into you and your normahmhel for them out to the
Department and beyond.” Clearly, Bunting and Gortad a discussion on the
subject because Bunting took up the matter agaimotes to Gorton on 5 and 6
February. While agreeing that a Prime Minister niwaste people on his staff who
could work to his ‘methods and idiom’, he also regkat his elbow ‘an official of
experience, of grasp of the machine, and of altkdoguality’*® Inadvertently,
Bunting had made the casegainst Bailey. Gorton wanted compatibility not
experience, and certainly did not want a publivaer who appeared to be by, for,
and of the system. He appointed Ainsley Gotto ® plost of Principal Private
Secretary.

If the new Prime Minister ever needed further argaota for removing his inherited

departmental secretary, Bunting himself providedenth with a two-page

memorandum he wrote to Gorton on 11 March 1968, hafore the House of

Representatives was due to méetln view of Holt's press statement on 10
November 1967, where he referred to Storr's menthran of the previous 29

August, Bunting thought that Gorton might be askepliestion on the subject in the
coming session. Obviously worried about trespassimghe ground of an earlier
administration, Bunting attached a copy of the ISminute while emphasising the
confidentiality of what he, Bunting, was about éport.

Holt had said that Howson also received the safemation at the same time as
the Prime Minister and, as in Holt's case, the memdum had been filed without
the Minister seeing it. Bunting said he knew Howsdwmad ‘received such a

133Bunting to Gorton, 23 Feb. 1968, Bunting Pape®ANV319/18 (Jan. to Mar. 1968).

134 Bunting to Menzies, 10 March 1968, Menzies Papéts), MS 4936/1/40; interview:
Lawler, 12 June 2000.

135Bunting Papers, NAA: M319/18 (Jan. to Mar. 1968).

1% various versions of this note can be found in NA209, 67/7875 and the Gorton
Papers.
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memorandum, and | know that he has said privakalyit was not seen by him. But
he has not commented publicly, so far as | am awBreting then proceeded to
provide a ‘background’, all of which should be texhas ‘confidential’ (as he noted
in the margin). The Storr memorandum, he wrote, wagssponse to Turnbull’s
guestions. Turnbull had asked only for numbers aotl for names, and this
information had already been provided by the Meiistor Air and the Prime
Minister in the form of a draft answer. The lastggaaph of the Storr memorandum
had referred to passenger manifests ‘and was roeftire relevant to Senator
Turnbull's questions’. (In the version he gave torGn, Bunting changed this last
section to read ‘did not affect the drafting of wess to Senator Turnbull’s
guestions’.) The information in the memorandum ima®ply to the query from the
Prime Minister’'s Department ‘as to how far back thyge of information needed to
answer Senator Turnbull’'s questions was availal#ie’there was no reference in
the Storr memorandum to the Daly questions ofdiitenonths earlier, the sections
dealing with the passenger manifests were not aeteio the Turnbull questions.
They did not give rise to action in respect of themd were not marked by the
sender nor regarded by the recipient as going tmattie Daly answers. Besides, the
officer handling the Storr memorandum was not thenes one in the Prime
Minister's Department who dealt with the Daly anssvevhich, in any case, ‘as |
have always understood them, rested on the quafithe records as well as on
retention’.

Bunting acknowledged it could be asked why, if thenifests were kept for twelve

months, the answer given to Turnbull stated thatletailed records of a particular
flight were available. The answer, he suggested, tvat the answer in draft form

arrived just before Howson was about to go to Ugafas draft answers had been
tossed around for some weeks, this propositionalasst mischievous). Bunting

added: ‘At a late stage this draft was amended artam respects, but no

amendment to that part of the answer now in quest&s made in the departmental
and Ministerial discussions that took place.’

John Gorton distrusted bureaucratic prolixity, @wuhting had done nothing to
change his disposition. The next section of Bunsimpte simply raised Gorton’'s
hackles. Bunting thought that, should it prove 13saey to answer a question
without notice, there were four courses open: tm tilhe question away on the
ground Parliament had ‘raked over this matterrdattit as a question upon notice’;
to receive the question and undertake to checkattts to see what answers might
be given; to have a reply ready. Because a reps/ned ready — and would need
‘very close study’ — Bunting did not want to purgheés line. In the end, his advice
to Gorton read ‘TO SUM UP: TRY TO AVOID TAKING ANYPOSITION'.
Gorton sarcastically referred later to Bunting’senas ‘the outstanding classic of

political advice™*’

137Sunday Australian8 Aug. 1971.
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BUNTING 'S FINAL MEMORANDUM ON THE VIP AFFAIR:

Gorton later referred to it as
‘the outstanding classic of political advice’
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Gorton brought in Lenox Hewitt to replace Bunting Secretary to the Prime
Minister's Department. Hewitt had attended Scotoliége, Melbourne, obtained a
degree in Commerce at Melbourne University, joiBétP in 1933, and served as
Assistant Secretary to the Commonwealth Pricesddaring the war years before
joining the Department of Post-War Reconstructind946. After a stint as Official

Secretary and Acting Deputy High Commissioner imdon between 1950 and
1953, Hewitt worked in the Treasury where he rasehie position of Deputy

Secretary (Supply and General). Gorton formed al getationship with him when

Hewitt chaired the Universities Commission and Gonvas Minister for Education

and Science. The new Prime Minister wanted a Sagretho had a first-class
mind, but not one which was suffocatingly bureaticreGorton regarded it as a
point in Hewitt's favour that the mandarins distkkéim intensely, not least for
rejecting their smug collegiality.

Seen by others to be as much a political advisea departmental head, Hewitt
represented a break with tradition both in thewitstances of his appointment and
in his subsequent relationship with the man whooagpd him. Too much,
however, can be made of this latter point. If tH& ¥ffair showed anything about
the upper reaches of the ‘traditional’ public seeviit demonstrated just how close
the mandarins could get to their political masteks. ‘Tich’ McFarlane once
suggested to Howson: ‘certain Public Service héage been too anxious to please
Ministers as the government has now been in poaestich a long time; rather

than to maintain the old Public Service standafdsmplete objectivity*®

Peter Howson was a loser in the immediate afterrofithe VIP affair, though he
did attempt a sort of rearguard action. His comeicthat Gorton was unsuitable
and unacceptable as Prime Minister did not intibit from fighting to retain his
place in Gorton’s ministry. He met the new Primenidier in Canberra on 2
February where he recounted his version of the &fRir. Gorton showed him
Bunting's files which Howson believed provided ‘angplete vindication’ of what
he had previously told Holt: ‘the primary responi#yi belonged with the Prime
Minister's Department and not with Air. During ankh-break Howson talked
further with McFarlane and then flew to MelbournghaGorton. He now felt that
Gorton understood his role in the VIP affair. Herewecided that their differences
in early November were the result of ‘misundersiagsl and thought he might be
working with Gorton for a longer period than inijaseemed possible. Howson
subsequently sent some papers to Gorton, inclusihected diary entries dealing
with the VIP questions, as well as a short notdaemimg the alteration to his draft
answer to Daly® Sensibly, he did not include the entries for 6 8nNovember
1967 where Howson had made certain admissions. iNappears, did he inform
Gorton of the entries for 12 and 17 January 196&@re/the referred to a paper
written by John MacNeil, his former RAAF liaisorfioker, who had allegedly given

138 Howson Diaries, 6 Feb. 1968.
139 Howson to Gorton, 6 Feb. 1968, Gorton Papers.
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the original advice about the passenger manife&ss Howson acknowledged: ‘to
an extent, his statement and mine did not correspbinis is a problem that | must
resolve but not necessarily immediately’. His dissai from the ministry saved him
the bother.

Howson’'s confidence rose in early and mid Febru&gnior colleagues were
telling him that they understood he had been ptiotgcHolt, while McMahon
assured him Gorton wanted to ‘rule off the slated atart again. It was a false hope.
Gorton had no intention of retaining Howson in thimistry. He did not like him,
thought him incompetent, and considered him dishoatde for attempting to
blame his staff. Far from protecting Holt, Howsonir-Gorton’s view — had laid
him open to political embarrassment by not insgstin a correction:’ Howson, on
the other hand, reported in his diary on 23 Felyrudwe day Gorton sacked him,
that the Prime Minister said he was not being dised because of the VIP
incident. Indeed, Gorton thought him ‘more sinngdiast than sinning’. Whatever
Gorton did or did not tell Howson, the Prime Mieistonsidered his performance
over the VIP affair to be totally unacceptable andficient grounds for his
removal. Besides, he needed vacancies in the myiristreward loyal supporters,
and certainly did not need a minister whom he ki@we hostile. As for Howson,
he could comfort himself with something very warhhave a sense of loyalty that
is not shared by the others’. He had found a higlaerse than support for his
current party leader. After three years of actidtythe backbench Howson helped
to engineer Gorton’s own removal in March 1971. péssonal reward for such
loyalty occurred on the following 31 May when McMethappointed him Minister
for the Environment, Aborigines and the Arts (EAAnd Minister in charge of
Tourist Activities, though placing him last in th@nisterial order of precedence.

When McMahon became Prime Minister he dispatcheditienow Sir Lenox, with
a speed which made Gorton’s removal of Bunting latkost leisurely. Many
senior public servants were delighted to see himaga probably some of them
thought it a fair thing for him to end up in EAAtwiHowson as his minister. Not
that Hewitt suffered greatly from what he later aidsed as ‘the first public
execution of a permanent head'. After serving asr&ary of EAA, he was
appointed Secretary to the Department of Minerats Bnergy under the Whitlam
Government (1972-75) and later held several busiredated posts including the
chairmanship of QANTAS (197588

All five of the senior public servants involved time affair prospered in the longer
term, though in varying degrees. McMahon as Prinieidter re-united the Prime
Minister's Department and the Cabinet Office as Bwpartment of the Prime
Minister and Cabinet, and appointed Bunting aSésretary. Bunting's relationship
with McMahon was uncomfortable. He clearly prefdrieorking under Whitlam,

140 nterviews: Sir John Gorton, 18 June and 22 AGR2
141 For two different versions of just how Hewitt weecked, see Hancockohn Gorton p.
334.
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and was even happier when Whitlam secured his appent as High
Commissioner to the United Kingdom, from which piosi he retired in 1977.
Lawler served the Whitlam, Fraser and Hawke Govemnim In 1973 he became
Secretary to the Department of the Special Ministér State. The Fraser
Government appointed him Secretary of the DepartmieAdministrative Services
in 1975, a post he relinquished to become Ambasdadibeland and to the Holy
See (1983-86). Lawler was knighted in 1981. Yeead appointed CBE in 1976,
knighted in 1979 and appointed a Companion of thde©of Australia in 1986,
having been Secretary to the Department of the ériviinister and Cabinet
(PM&C) from 1978 to 1986. He later became a compdirgctor and Chancellor of
the Australian National University. Bailey, afteeibg sidelined by Gorton, was
promoted to a post of Deputy Secretary of PM&C 97 1L His appointments to the
Royal Commission on Australian Government Admiigen (1974—76) and to the
Human Rights Commission (1981-86) reputedly lefh harginalised. He later
taught in the Law School at the Australian Natiddaiversity, where he became an
Adjunct Professor and published in the field of lmmights.

Ironically, ‘Tich’ McFarlane, whom Gorton regardad ‘the hero’ of the VIP affair,
had a somewhat chequered career thereafter. At liesbenefited from Gorton’s
patronage. Sir Frederick Wheeler, Chairman of tieli® Service Board, had given
Cabinet three names as options to fill a vacanctherBoard. McFarlane’s was not
among them. Gorton, who was not a man to worry crarh things, secured
McFarlane’s appointment to the Board on 7 May 1968e Prime Minister, it
seemed, had won another victory over the publiziser‘establishment’. Yet,
despite speculation that McFarlane would succeedéaléh when the latter’'s term
as chairman expired at the end of 1970, Wheelerreggpointed for a further five
years. McFarlane then unsuccessfully sought toeldhe Board in 1971 to head
Supply. In June 1973, he became the first commissinot to be reappointed to the
Board when available to continue. McFarlane fintshes service to the Australian
Government as an executive member of the PetrogudhMinerals Authority (later
Company) in the portfolio of Minerals and Energyesn Sir Lenox Hewitt was the
departmental secretary.



6 The Aftermath

There were at least four longer-term, direct orirexct, consequences of the VIP
affair.

First, one of the direct but lesser-known effectstte affair was that several
attempts were made during John Gorton’s time asd°Nlinister to lay down clear
and agreed rules and guidelines for the use ofa¥iRaft!** Cabinet looked briefly
at the question in April 1969, and two successiveidfers for Air attempted to
formulate clear and strict procedures. Meanwhilert@ personally drafted his
own version — which he never took to Cabinet — &sgumed was being applied
after he sent it to the Department of Air in JuR&d Apparently, the Department
misplaced the Gorton draft, and confusion reignedil May 1970 when the
Department acknowledged that the Gorton renditian im force.

The striking features of the Gorton version were stress on clarity, the resolve to
translate existing but unrecorded practice intentrguidelines, and the desire to
avoid charges of misuse. It plainly identified thagho were entitled to VIP flights
and laid down strict criteria to govern cases whaeeMinister for Air would be
responsible for giving approval. McMahon’s applicas in 1967, for instance,
would have been subject to more rigorous examinatiecause of the explicit
reference to the availability of other forms ofnsaort ‘at or near the time of
travel'. Significantly, compared with 40 applicat®for VIP flights on the Sydney—
Canberra—Sydney route over nine months in 1967, M made only 23
applications in the 17 months after Gorton becanméMinister:** Possibly, he
no longer felt the need for confidential conveisasi on short trips. More probably,
he knew or sensed that this Prime Minister was atchim.

Gorton evidently had Holt's staff, family and frigs in mind in the section
concerned with ‘members of the VIP’s party’. Theguld ‘normally be limited to

142 For material on the later rules, see V.1.P. Alficidules for Use, 1969 —, NAA: CO 599.

143 Gorton Papers. According to tBéaries, McMahon told Howson on 16 May 1968 that
he was finding it ‘much more difficult to get VIRreraft’ from the new Minister for Air
(Gordon Freeth).
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the VIP’s wife, his personal staff and departmemtfficials connected with the
official party’. While it was still possible for mebers of the VIP party to travel on
a ‘positioning’ flight without the VIP being presertheir presence was always
subject to approval by the appropriate authorityort@ himself was most
circumspect. In the period between 10 January {#@8day he was sworn in as
Prime Minister) and 14 May 1969, there were jusi twecasions when members of
the Gorton family (in addition to his wife, Betthased VIP flights. Gorton himself
was on board the aircraft for both trips, as he feasll VIP flights he had ordered.
Betty Gorton was described as the ‘VIP’ on the tight in this period where she
flew in his absence. There is no record in the feats of members of Gorton’s
staff using VIP aircraft in his absenté.

Paradoxically, while seeking to stamp out misusert@ had actually widened
access to VIP flights to include, for example, jaamentary delegations and
committees. But, in extending the privilege, Gortmased his approach on the
notion of the ‘flying office’ and on the need to waindividuals or groups acting in
an official capacity. Moreover, he grasped a tmthich had eluded Harold Holt. It
was better to be open and honest when administarsygtem where one person’s
greater convenience looks to many others like geesive luxury, especially at a
time when the fleet suddenly expanded, and wheiprdes and the electorate were
not yet accustomed to those assaults upon the cpphbilise which raised the
contentment levels and status of politicians amdr thntourages.

The decision to remove Peter Bailey, and to appAinsley Gotto as Principal
Private Secretary, constituted a second importantome of the VIP affair.
Previously, under the Menzies Government, minigtgaivate offices consisted of
about five people, two or three of whom were secre$ or stenographers. Private
secretaries were usually, though not invariablgwar from the public service, and
there was a provision in thublic Service Actovering their appointment, and their
subsequent reintegration, including reintegratiora ehigher level without being
subject to the normal appeals process. Steps akee under the Holt Government
to enhance the capabilities of private offices aseatension of public service
departments, and on lines familiar in WhitehaltdP®ailey was the most visible of
these assignments, though he remained a departnoitar whilst based in the
Prime Minister’s private office. By removing Bailegnd replacing him with Gotto,
John Gorton made a distinctly personal appointrteehis private office. Although
McMahon, as Minister for External Affairs under @or, and then as Prime
Minister, made appointments in line with Whitehallactice, the Whitlam
Government (1972-75) greatly expanded personaliajppents to private offices
(though a number of individuals were in fact puls@vants), and the private office

144\When his own wife, Bettina, was clearly dying amhted to do so in Canberra and not
in Melbourne where she was being treated, Gortpnegezhed Bob Hawke, who was
then Prime Minister, to ask if she might be givevilg flight, as a commercial service
would have been unsuitable. Hawke readily agreettyBeturned, with her husband, to
Canberra on a VIP flight on 2 October 1983. Shd dieernight.
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was already becoming a substantial personal donTdia. expansion continued,
after a break, under the Fraser Government (1975-@Bile the Hawke
Government (1983-91) placed these arrangements stat@ory footing through
theMembers of Parliament (Staff) A&ut despite this growth in the size and status
of ministerial offices, there has been no commeatsuevolution of procedures to
cover accountability. So, just as the VIP affavealed weaknesses in the practice
of public service accountability, so the childreretboard affair highlighted major
deficiencies in closing the gap between the exeraigpower by ministerial staffers
and their answerability. A Senate committee hasmég examined the matter.

This latter point is a long way removed from theP\Affair itself. Obviously, it

would be erroneous to explain the development a¥apr offices, and the
consequences, in terms of John Gorton’s dissatisfagvith the advice given to
Harold Holt over No. 34 Squadron, RAAF. All the sgnit is reasonable to claim
that Gorton’s determination to remove Bailey didkkstart a different approach to
appointments, and one which was to have long-tamifications.

Thirdly, Gorton’s removal of Bunting in March 1968nd his replacement by
Hewitt as Secretary to the Prime Minister's Departinand Hewitt's own removal
by McMahon almost three years later to the dayalgd the beginning of the end
of what thePublic Service Act 1928escribed as the ‘Permanent Head'. It is true
that there were cases before 1968 in which pul@ivasits were moved fairly
discretely. Usually, they either retired or tookert — often diplomatic — posts.
Gorton’s actions were exceptional in that he createDepartment to remove a
Secretary. McMahon achieved his objective by aboig the Prime Minister’s
Department and creating the Department of the Priviieister and Cabinet.
Following the Gorton—-McMahon actions, the Whitlanov@rnment successfully
removed a number of departmental heads, and theef@overnment in turn
removed a number of the Whitlam appointees, as aglWith the passage of time,
its own. In 1984 the Hawke Government'’s legislatiorsome extent formalised the
change of status by substituting the title ‘Secyétdor ‘Permanent Head'.
Eventually both sides of politics accepted a ppleiwhich John Gorton had
enunciated in 1968: ministers should have considedatitude in determining with
whom they could work as heads of their departmeytmbolically, the last vestige
of the old system was removed when, under the Hb@amvernment (1996-), Paul
Barratt was removed as Secretary of the Departofddefence at the behest of the
Minister for Defence. The decision of the Federau€ in the consequent legal
action underlined the greatly strengthened positicgthe Government in removal of
department secretaries under a ilblic Service Acadopted in 1999.

John Gorton’s determination to get rid of Buntimmd his manner of doing so,
marked a departure from the respectful and, in mastances, cosy relationships
between ministers and the public service that leshlfostered during and after the
Second World War by Menzies, Curtin and, partidylaChifley, and which
Menzies had maintained during his post-war primeistérship.
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The VIP affair also signalled the enhanced standfrithe Senate. Although Senator
Gair had initiated the Senate’s involvement witle tjuestion he placed on the
Notice Paper, Senator Turnbull ‘carried the flagtvieeen March and October 1967.
The Senate resolution of 5 October, and the sulesgqesponses to the Senate’s
demands, further encouraged the Labor Party, the Bhd Senator Turnbull in
their determination to call the Government to actoln succeeding years and,
until Labor won office in 1972, frequently undern@eor Murphy’s leadership, the
Senate developed a comprehensive accountabilitimesy manifest both in
proceedings in the chamber itself and in the wadrkt® expanding committee
system.

The Senate’s enlarged role in questioning govertsnamd the development of the
committee system, would certainly have occurredneifethere had been no
controversy over the operations of the VIP fleeteiEso, the VIP affair, while not
the first occasion in or before 1967, was a crucia in forcing a government to
account for its actions, and in setting an encdagpgrecedent for action by the
Senate. Fortunately, subsequent inquiries wereibetiuipped to get closer to the
truth of the matters being investigated. Perhapgegunents have learnt how to
disclose information in such abundance, or so yleftiat inquisitions can be
distracted or otherwise thwarted. On the other htv& no longer enjoy the almost
exclusive command they previously held over theeas¢ of confidential
information. They once could, as the Holt Governmeéid in 1967, deny the
existence of information or refuse to disclosélliey also enjoyed the prerogative
of releasing only such information as would suiithown interests. Changes in
administrative law in the 1970s — as well as whkisibwers — have created a new
regime where governments have lost exclusive cbatmd are more likely to be
threatened than advantaged by non-disclo¥tre. this context, the VIP affair is
important in serving as a reminder of how an earBgstem of cloistered
government operated.

This latter point may be expanded. As much as #mgrevent during 1967—68, the
VIP affair and its aftermath underscored the enthefMenzies era. The assertive
Senate and the more insistent media, the elevafiddorton, the ‘outsider’ who
brought his own style to the office of Prime Mimistthe removal of Bunting who
was the official closest to Menzies, the changglgtronship between ministers and
the public service: in different ways, each of thekevelopments exemplified a
departure from the more leisurely, abstemious yedrseemingly benign and
closeted government. Seen in a broader perspeétamld Holt's travails came,
not because he was the harbinger of something hetwwbecause he represented
something old.

1451 am grateful to Paddy Gourley for drawing my atien to this point.
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‘None of us is perfect in an imperfect world"*°

As Gorton commented in 1971, ‘there should neveeHazeen a VIP affair®’ It
was a trivial matter which, handled differently, wied never have escalated into
anything more. The trouble started because Haraltt Hsisted on keeping a
secret. His instructions were followed to the lete&nd to the point where early
‘mistakes’ were left uncorrected. Senior officialad the Minister for Air then
participated in what became a damaging cover-upy Thund new excuses for not
revealing what they knew to exist, and new waygisfifying their inability to see
what could be seen. A generous assessment mightgiatheir early efforts, or
lack of them, as incompetence, insouciance andistuoéss. Perhaps no one,
initially, practised to deceive. Towards the endwhlver, stunning ineptitude was
compounded by intentional dishonesty. By Octobe8718ome individuals had
become tangled in a web of deception without fomament, it seems, being
conscious of committing a misdemeanor or worriecewlthey knew they were
doing so.

It is not particularly edifying to follow their aimpts to shift blame and disclaim
responsibility. Peter Howson may have been largégt when he told the

Boobooks Dining Club that it was ‘obvious . . . thmin responsibility for the

whole mess lay with Jack Bunting and his departm&ott Howson did not feel it

necessary to quote those parts of his diary whiohldvhave drawn the diners’
attention to his own complicity in a cover-tff.For his part, Bunting’s efforts to
extricate himself in his early November notes tdtkieere hardly the actions of a
‘Prince of Civil Servants’ (unless Menzies was Igeironic in bestowing that title,

which he was not).

The saving grace was that no great crimes were dbadnthere was no evil
conspiracy at work, no damage was done to the eepmo to society at large, and
no one could claim that the Government had gaingdiqal advantage by its
actions** In any event, Harold Holt’s tragic disappearanc€laeviot Beach, and
Howson's later removal from the ministry, robbed MIP affair of endurance as a
political issue. Bunting's forebodings, which undgrthe memorandum he wrote to
Gorton on 11 March 1968, were not realized. Newtess, it may be wondered
whether other secrets were more successfully buhéetly-seven years ago by
individuals who claimed to have the highest prafess standards and were proud
of their reputation for integrity.

““®* Harold Holt,SMH, 15 Nov. 1967.

147 Sunday Australian8 Aug. 1971.

148 Howson,Diaries, p. 940.

149 5ee, for example, by way of contrast, the claibwuathe re-election of the Howard
Government in 2001 following the ‘children overbd'aaffair which are discussed, in
part, in David Marr and Marian Wilkinsobark Victory, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest,
2003.



The V.I.P. Affair — a chronology

20 November 1965

The Leader of the Opposition, Arthur Calwell, taok/IP night to Perth to address
the W A State Conference of the ALP. He was acaomgul,inter alia, by two
party officials described as ‘staff’.

November 1965
The Menzies Government decided to re-equip andaaiggNo. 34 Squadron (the
VIP fleet).

10 December 1965

Queensland DLP Senator Vince Gair placed a questidhe Senate Notice Paper
asking whether ALP officials had accompanied Cdlaelthe flight to Perth. The
guestion was published in the Notice Paper of 8cdMd066.

26 January 1966
Harold Holt took officeas Prime Minister, succeeding Sir Robert Menzies.

17 March 1966

Prime Minister Harold Holt told the Minister for AiPeter Howson, that it was not
the Government’s practice to reveal details of ¥ights; also told Howson that he
would deal with all questions relating to the VIeet.

29 March 1966
At Howson'’s urging, the Cabinet agreed to drawipgyuiding rules about use of
the VIP fleet.

31 March 1966
Fred Daly (Labor, Grayndler, NSW) placed questiaibsut the VIP fleet on the
House of Representatives Notice Paper.

12 April 1966

Richard Cleaver (Lib, Perth, WA), chair of the Xdiommittee of Public Accounts,
wrote to Holt about a prospective inquiry into guase of new aircraft for the VIP
fleet.
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13 May 1966
Holt answered Daly’s questions on notice statiraj thcords not kept for long and
information on passenger complements not avail&kéér;’'s question also answered.

16 May 1966

After consultation with Howson, Holt replied to @leer stating that the committee
should be looking at the Commonwealth’s receipts expenditures and should not
be examining estimates or criticising governmenitcgo

20 October 1966
Tasmanian Independent Senator ‘Spot’ Turnbull cheggestions about the VIP
fleet during debate about the estimates for theaDeent of Air.

26 November 1966

General election for the House of Representatideff. Government had a decisive
victory by 39 seats, a then record majority. Itsipon in the Senate, however,
deteriorated as a consequence of elections focasoal vacancies in Western
Australia arising from the deaths of two Liberaha®ors, Vincent in 1964 and Sir
Shane Paltridge in January 1966. The Governmetnéagth in the Senate fell from
30 to 29.

8 February 1967

Gough Whitlam elected leader of the Labor Party lsexbmes Leader of the
Opposition in the House of Representatives. Lidhatphy elected Leader of the
Labor Party in the Senate.

21 February 1967
Senator Clive Hannaford (SA) resigns from the Lab&arty. Government support
in the Senate now 28 out of 60.

25 February 1967

Photos in the press of the Holt family, Sir Rolzert Dame Pattie Menzies at
Melbourne airport using VIP flights to Canberraattend dinner for the Princess
Alexandra and the Hon Angus Ogilvy.

2 March 1967
During the Address-in-Reply, Senator Turnbull agapoke about the VIP fleet.

8 March 1967

Senator Turnbull placed questions about the VIetftm the Senate Notice Paper.
In the House of Representatives, Dan Curtin (Lakorgsford-Smith, NSW)
guestions Prime Minister Harold Holt about his flgfsiuse of the VIP fleet.

12 May 1967
Senate rejected legislation to increase postabelsar
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16 May 1967
Senator Turnbull complained in the Senate abouGitnernment’s failure to reply
to his questions about the VIP fleet.

18 May 1967
The Cabinet considered access to the VIP fleehéy eader of the Opposition.
Decided that he should have access on the sangdsagisenior minister.

19 May 1967
Legislation to increase postal charges finally dssl of.

20 June 1967
The Senate (Labor combining with the DLP and Seriagonbull) disallowed
regulations increasing postal charges at a spg@aiivened sitting.

8 August 1967

An officer in the Prime Minister’'s Department sugtgal, in view of Turnbull
guestions and the likelihood of others, that tHemPmMinister make a statement
about the VIP fleet at an early date.

14 August 1967

G.J. Yeend, First Assistant Secretary, Prime ManistDepartment, delivered a
dossier to Holt containing a number of draft answektracts from the press critical
of the VIP fleet, and a copy of Holt’s reply to tBaly question. The dossier
included advice by the Department of Air that thess no difficulty in charging
departments for use of the fleet.

15 August 1967
Parliament resumed. Questions in the Senate aheMIP fleet from the
Opposition and the DLP.

29 August 1967

Alan Storr, Assistant Secretary, Department of #émt a memorandum to
Howson'’s office and Prime Minister's Departmentyiding further updated details
of VIP flights and stating that Passenger Manitketails were retained for a period
of about twelve months. Memorandum filed in theniriMinister’'s Department.

26 September 1967

Fourteen questions without notice about the VIBtflI8enate carried a motion to
dissent from the President’s ruling that it procestth further business (Opposition
combined with DLP, two independents and Senaton&ra (Liberal, WA)).

27 September 1967

Senator Lionel Murphy, Leader of the Oppositionhia Senate, gave notice of a
motion calling for the tabling in the Senate ofadtounts and papers relating to the
applicants, airports of embarkation and call, timed distances of flights,
passengers, crew members, costs and responsibititipayment.
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4 October 1967
Statement by the Prime Minster to the House of spntatives.

5 October 1967

Prime Minister’'s statement read in the Senate.Sdmate voted (25-15) that the
Government lay all relevant papers covering théogerom 1 July 1966 to 5
October 1967 on the table of the Senate.

12 October 1967
Cabinet meeting. Cabinet decided ‘to resist theafesn demands’.

16 October 1967
Senator John Gorton succeeds Senator Sir Denhaty Beheader of the
Government in the Senate.

17 October 1967

Cabinet decided that the Prime Minister, the Leadéne Government in the
Senate and the Minister for Air ‘would concert netiag what might be said in the
meantime on the issue in the event of questions’.

Government Leader in the Senate, John Gorton, &ifthRl Cleaver, Chairman,
Public Accounts Committee wrote to Holt to inforimhof their concerns about the
handling of the VIP issue.

18 October 1967
Holt and Howson met to discuss the Prime Ministprgposed statement on VIP
aircraft.

19 October 1967
Howson, McFarlane, Squadron Leader Green and Yeéisodssed the draft answer
to Turnbull’s question.

20 October 1967
Howson provided Prime Minister’'s Department (Yeewdh final draft answer to
Turnbull’s question.

21 October 1967
Peter Howson left Melbourne to attend a meetindpefGeneral Council of the
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association in Uganda.

22 October 1967
Holt told Bunting that if particulars of flights ested they should be supplied and,
since they were so detailed, they should be tabled.
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24 October 1967
Cabinet meeting. Holt informed the Cabinet of prsgmbcourses of action.

Later in the day, Holt made a further statemerthéoHouse of Representatives.
Gave information on Treasury estimates of coststableéd a number of documents
giving details of travel from 1 January to 31 Aupl867. The documents revealed
that the Treasurer, William McMahon, had used tight on 54 occasions, most of
them for travel between Sydney and Canberra. Haltused the fleet on 81
occasions; McEwen on 40; Whitlam 8 times.

As Senator McKellar, representing the MinisterAar, was providing the same
information to the Senate, the former Liberal Sen&bm South Australia, Clive
Hannaford, collapsed in the chamber and died shaftérwards. The Senate
adjourned immediately.

At same time, Bunting and McFarlane told Gortort thare were extant records of
the passengers carried on VIP flights, althougk theuld not all be accurate.

Holt approved Gorton’s proposal to inform the Serthat the Government could
produce passenger lists.

25 October 1967
McKellar completed his answers. Gorton then maderdgsterial statement which
included tabling various papers on use of the fligh

During the afternoon, the Government Whip in theisof Representatives,
Dudley Erwin, and Ainsley Gotto, his secretarypimied Gorton that RAAF
regulations required that passenger details befkepivelve months. Gorton
contacted McFarlane who brought samples of thatflegithorisation books and the
passenger manifests to him.

At 9.00 pm, Gorton tabled three flight authorisatimoks and thirteen sets of
passenger manifests in the Senate.

27 October 1967

Senator Lionel Murphy told the Senate that, butlierdetermination of the Senate
to proceed to obtain the information for itseliojfin 5 October], the Government
would have continued to withhold the informatioarfr the Senate and would have
continued to deceive the Senate’.

30 October 19967
Bunting wrote first of his notes to Harold Holt.

31 October 1967
Whitlam gave notice of a no confidence motion i@ Government in the House of
Representatives. Debate led by Prime Minister Harult followed immediately.

4 November 1967
Peter Howson returned to Australia from Uganda.
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6 November 1967

Howson offered to resign. Holt refused to acceptpfoffered resignation. Holt and
Howson are aware of the 29 August memorandum frenbDepartment of Air
which Bunting learnt about on or about 6 November.

8 November 1967

Cabinet meeting in the morning. When the HouseeagrBsentatives met in the
afternoon, Howson made a ministerial statementoldatiolt and Gough Whitlam
speak in ensuing debate.

9 November 1967
Peter and Kitty Howson lunched at the Prime Mimisteodge with Harold and
Zara Holt.

10 November 1967
At a press conference in Melbourne, Harold Holtldised the memorandum of 29
August from Storr, Department of Air, to the PriMaister’s Department.

25 November 1967

Periodical elections for half the Senate (thosesghterms would expire on 30 June
1968). Government secured 42.8 per cent of the-votd 45.7 per cent at
comparable elections in 1964.

17 December 1967
Harold Holt disappeared in the sea while swimminGlaeviot Beach.

18 December 1967
John McEwen sworn as Prime Minister of Australia.

9 January 1968

John Gorton elected leader of the Federal Parlitanghiberal Party and is sworn
next day as Prime Minister. He was the first ahdstfar, the only senator to
become Prime Minister.

23 February 1968
Second Gorton Government took office. Peter Howsomoved from the ministry.

11 March 1968

C. L. S. Hewitt took up an appointment as Secreiatie Prime Minister's
Department. Sir John Bunting appointed Secretanet® Department of the
Cabinet Office.

25 October 1969
General elections for the House of Representathaagle swing against the
Coalition Government.
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10 March 1971

Gorton relinquished the leadership of the LibemaityPafter a tied vote in the party
room. William McMahon succeeded him as leader efltiberal Party and, thus, as
Prime Minister; Gorton elected deputy leader arapisointed Minister for
Defence.

11 March 1971

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet ciebatith Sir John Bunting as
secretary. New Department of the Vice-PresidethefExecutive Council, later
renamed Department of the Environment, Aborigimebthe Arts created. Hewitt
appointed secretary.

31 May 1971
Peter Howson returned to the ministry as Ministerthie Environment, Aborigines
and the Arts.

12 August 1971

John Gorton removed from the McMahon Governmeitr gitiblishing the first of a
series of articles in thBunday Australiaentitled ‘I Did It My Way’ in which he
discussed the VIP affair and breached Cabinetatydby suggesting that other
ministers had breached Cabinet solidarity.

2 December 1972

General elections for the House of RepresentatiMes.ALP led by Gough
Whitlam won 67 seats to the Coalition’s 59. Thdegs later the first Labor
Government in just under 23 years took office.
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1972-75; Ch, QANTAS, 1975-80. Mem various govt H&®¥3-80. Subs co dir.

Holt, Harold. b. 1908. Ed. Wesley Coll Melb; Melb Univ; MHR, Faméde, 1935—
49; Higgins, 1949-67. Min Lab. Nat Serv, 1941, &8 Min Immgn, 1949-56;
Ldr HoR, 1956—66; Dep Ldr, Fed Parl Lib Party, 1966, Treasurer, 1958—66;

Prime Minister, 1966—67.

Howson, Peterb. 1919. Ed. Stowe School; Cambridge Univ. WarisenRoyal
Navy, Fleet Air Arm, 1940-46. Foy and Gibson Stdrel 1950-56. MHR (Lib,
Vic), 1955-72. Chief Govt Whip, 1964. Min Air, 19688; Assisting Treasurer,
1966-67; Environment, Abors and the Arts, 1971-72.

Lawler, Peter.b. 1921. Ed. Marist Bros; Christian Bros; St Stkmis Coll,
Bathurst; Univ. Syd. Joined Dept of Postwar-Recmmtsion, 1944; Prime Min's
Dept, 1950-68 (Dep Sec from 1964); Cab Off, 1968Frime Min and Cab,
1971-73; Sec, Special Min of State, 1973-75; Adstiative Servs, 1975-83;
Amb to Ireland and Holy See, 1983-86.
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McFarlane, Archibald Bertram. b. 1916. Ed. Scotch Coll, Melb; Melb Univ. War
service: RAAF, 1938-46. Dept Civil Aviation, 194&:55ec, Dept Air, 1956—68;
Cmnr, Public Service Board, 1968—73; Exec Membetrdkeum & Mins Authority,
1973-76. d. 2002.

McKellar, Gerald. b. 1903. War service: Army. Senator (Country Pas$Ww),
from 1959. Minister for Repatriation, 1964—69. Dgril967 he was Minister
representing the Minister for Air in the Senate.

McMahon, William. b. 1908. Ed. Sydney Grammar Sch; Univ Syd. Wariserv
Army. Solicitor. MHR (Lib, NSW), 1949-82. Min fori# Navy, 1951-54; Soc
Servs, 1954-56; Primary Ind, 1956-58; Lab. Nat SE988—66; Tsr, 1966—69;
Ext (For) Affairs, 1969—71; Prime Min, 1971-72.

McMullin, Sir Alister. b. 1900. Senator (Lib, NSW), 1950-71. Pres, 1953-71
KCMG, 1957. d. 1984.

Murphy, Lionel. b. 1922. Ed. Syd. High; Univ Syd. Barrister fromdZ9QC from
1960). Senator (ALP, NSW), 1962—75; Ldr Oppositib®67—72; Ldr of the Gowt,
Attorney-General, and Min for Customs & Excise, 2975. Justice, High Court,
1975-86. d. 1986.

Sinclair, Ernest Keith. b. 1914. Ed. Hampton and Melb Highs. War service:
RAF/RAAF, 1938-46; journalist from 1932; Editor, &gl959—-66. Consultant,
Prime Min’s Dept, 1966—73; Aust Tourist Comm fro86X.

Storr, Alan. b. 1921. Ed. Northcote High; Univ Melb; CanberravJgoll. War
service: Flt Lt, RAAF, 1941-46. Tsy, 1947-49; Audiff, 1950-52; Dept Air,
1952—- 57; Repat Commn, 1959-60; Dept Air from 19%&dst Sec, 1965; First Asst
Sec, 1968)

Turnbull, R. J. D. (‘Spot’). b. 1908. Ed. Wesley Coll, Melb; Melb Univ.(MB, BS).
General practice, Launceston from 1936. War sericst Army Medical Corps.
MHA, Tas. (ALP), 1946-61; Min Health, 1948-59; T$856-59. Senator
(Independent), 1962—-74 (Australia Party, 1969) Aftsn, Launceston City C1,
1959-67.

Wyndham, Cyril. b. 1930. Ed. Kingston Day Commercial College; Lam&zhool
of Econs; British Labour Party, 1947-57; Res off HDV. Evatt, Leader of the
Opposition, 1957-60, A.A. Calwell, 1960-61; Sec.PAVic Branch), 1961-63;
subsequently Fed Sec, ALP.

Yeend, Geoffrey.b. 1926. Ed. Canb HS; Canb Univ Coll. Priv SePtime
Minister, 1952-55; senior posts, PM’s Dept/PMC, @:983; Secretary, 1978-86.
Co. Dir. and Chancellor, Australian National Unisigy. d. 1994.



