CHAPTER X
POLITICAL METAMORPHOSES

THE referenduin ol 28th October, 1916, was immediately
followed by political changes of great moment.
At firs1
these were made within the Labour party by the separation
of those members who had supported the policy of the Hughes
Government from those who opposed conscription.
The
Labour split was soon followed by metamorphoses of larger
scope, I)y which the Hughes wing of the Labour party formed
a junction with the Liberal party, and the combination emerged
under the name of the Nationalist party. The result of these
changes was to form a fresh grouping of forces, which was
to dominate Australian politics for more than a decade of the
post-war years.
Parliament met, for the first t h e after the referendum,
on November 29th. For more than a fortnight prior to that
date, the atmosphere had been electrically perturbed, with
deep rolls of thunder reverberating 'rom the room at Parliament House where the party caucus meetings were held, and
vivid lightnings flashing round the heads of the leaders. Echoes
of the storm penetrated to the troubled world. It became
known that the great split was occurring, and that important
destinies were at stake. For the three days before November
rqth, the fateful day, the caucus seethed with tense argument.
On that day two more ministers, Mr. Mahon and Mr.
O'Malley, announced their resignations. Six members of
the original Hughes Government had now gone from it,
leaving only four to maintain the hypothesis that it was still
a government-Senator
Pearce, always cool and firm; Mr.
Webster, Mr. Jensen; and the Prime Minister himseIf, unyielding-his head, like that of the modern poet, " bloody but
unbowed." At last the decisive moment came when hlr.
Finlayson,l the member for Brisbane, submitted without a
word of comment the formal motion, " That the Prime
Minister, Mr. Hughes, no longer possesses the confidence of
the party as leader, and the office of chairman be and is
1W
F Finlayson Esq.
hl.H R.. ~ g r o / ~ gM
, L C . . Q'land, 192o/a2.
Heidelberg, Vic , and Brisbane, b. Kilsyth, Scotland, I Z Aug., 1867.
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hereby declared vacant." Mr. Haman,* the Victorian member
f o r Fawkner, seconded the motion.
Senator O'Keefe,3 who, though he had taken part in the
campaign as an anti-conscriptionist in Tasmania, still hoped
to avoid a split, and was optimistic enough to believe that
it was possible to do so, tried to gain delay by submitting
as an amendment-" That all ministers who resigned be reinstated pending the holding of an interstate conference ; that
the party recommend each state executive to appoint six
delegates to an interstate conference, to be held in Melbourne,
within one month from date; that the party agrees to be
bound by the majority of such conference on the question
as to whether the then ministry shall continue in office, or
hand their resignations to the caucus, which shall immediately
elect a new ministry."
Amidst the confusion, Mr. Charlton
submitted a second amendment which was also, as he subsequently said, designed " to bring about a reconcilation." Both
Senator O'Keefe and Mr. Charlton believed, after the event,
that it was possible to avert a cleavage in the party. It is
indeed probable that, if either amendment had been put, a
majority of the caucus would have voted for it. Mr. Hughes
believed that an amendment on the lines indicated would
" most certainly " have been carried if he and his supporters
had decided to vote for it.
But, though it was possible to outvote the expulsion motion
for the time being, action on those lines would not have been
decisive.
The cleavage cut too deep to be healed by a
temporary palliative.
Mr. Finlayson had said, 'I W e have
come here with our minds made up," and that was the attitude
of those who intended to vote for his motion. Mr. Hughes
was thinking of the conduct of the war and the government
of the country with a view of a vigorous prosecution of his
policy. H e perceived that a party division was unavoidable.
and considered that there was no advantage to either section
in postponing it. The curt proposing of the motion without
argument, and the submission of temporising amendments,
'5. F. Hannan, Esq. M.H.R., r g 1 3 / 1 7 , b1.L.A.. Victoria, 1918/19; member of
C'wealth Senate, 1 9 z j / z 5 .
"on.
D. 3. O'Keefe. Member of C'wealth Senate 1901/6, rpro/ao; M.H.R.,
rgzz/as.
Business manager; of Launceston. Tas.; d Longford, Tas.. ar Aug..
186s.
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would achieve no real political purpose.
The wrangle had
exhausted itself, and the time for a decision had come.
There was, however, still curiosity as to what Mr. Hughes
would do.
Would he allow himself to be placed in the
invidious position of putting a motion declaring his own
deposition?
H e kept his own counsel and maintained a
steady control of his nerves. At the decisive moment he rose
from the chair, gathered his papers and said, “ Let all who
support me, follow me.” Then he walked out of the room,
followed by 23 of the 65 members of the party then
present. A last cheer, derisive but astonished, greeted his
dramatic action, a defiant glance was the only acknowledgment,
and as the door banged after the exit of the ultimate of the
24, leaving behind a scene of confusion and air blue with
tobacco smoke, William Morris Hughes ceased to be the
leader of the party of which he had been, among its founders,
the most brilliant, energetic, and masterful.
At a later date
Senator de Largie described the situation in a couple of
sentences which convey a dynamic sense of what occurred:
“ We left the meeting before we were kicked out.
The foot
was raised to kick us, and we thought it was about time to
move.”
The conscription issue was the immediate occasion of the
break between Mr. Hughes and the Labour party, but not
the sole cause. The revolt froni his leadership, as previously
made plain in these pages, had commenced among the rank
and file of the party outside Parliatnent months before there
was any question of conscription. It originated in the deeper
division between the many who were for, and the few who
were against, the war; and it grew with the increase
of antipathy to Mr. Hughes’s determined methods for
winning the war. I t gathered volume with every step
that was taken before the third quarter of 1916 to
increase the adequacy of Australia’s contribution to
British strength in the war. There was revolt within the
party outside Parliament, and this was bound to make itself
felt more and more as the time approached when a general
election was due, in 1917, because under the Labour system
of organisation, every candidate was pledged to submit himself
to a pre-selection ballot before his candidature received the
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official endorsement of the party. Consequently there would
be a tendency for members of the parliamentary party to
I J ~ sensitive to the opinion prevailing among members of
unioiis and political labour leagues, which were able to
influence the pre-selection ballots.
It is not possible to
estimate how far the aversion to Mr. Hughes aniong the
organisations outside Parliament would have been likely to
dictate his discontinuance of the leadership of the party within
Parliament ; the numerical strength of the opposition to him
cannot be measured from its vehemence as espressed in
speeches and writings. But that it was powerful in New
South Wales, Victoria, and Queensland is assured; it was
much weaker in South Australia, Western Australia, and
Tasmania. Mr. Hughes was well aware of the movement,
and it did not accord with his temperament to quail before it.
On the contrary, he hit out freely and forcibly, assailing his
enemies with full blasts of that p e r f c r ~ ~ i d u niizgriiiuriz
t
in
which Welsh polemic yields pride of place to none other.
It wa5 never his way to turn the other cheek to the smiter,
and the heaviest sniiters he had in these feverish months were
within the Labour movement itself.
The conscription issue, therefore, brought to a focus
dissatisfactions which were already existing in the Labour
party, enlarged them, and gave the opportunity for ejecting
the leader. It cannot be said that Mr. Hughes was indifferent
to the unity of the party, nor could he be, since he was one
of its creators, and i t was the organised political force by
which he had attained power. -4 political leader is responsible
not only for the measures which he endeavours to carry
into effect, but also for maintaining as far as he can the
coherency of the party which has entrusted him with its
leadership. Mr. Hughes was pre-eminently a party man.
H e had never throughout his political life been other than
a Labour man With pen and speech, as the organiser of an
iniportaiit trade union and the political mechanician who had
a larger share than any other in constructing the system by
which the Labour party managed its business, he was bound
to the party by ties which might have been thought to be as
vital to him as his o w n physical organs. H e was bitterly
and vehemently accused of betraying his party, and also of

5ept.-Dec., 19161 POLITICAL METAMORPHOSES

367

having surrendered to the flatteries and compliments lavished
upon him during his visit to Great Britain. It is not probable
that, now that the passions of the period have cooled, either
of these charges will be credited by any conscientious student
of those times.
Indeed, no explanatioii of the policy inaugurated in
September, 1916, is just which does not give due weight to
four sets of facts: first that Rlr. Hughes was most profoundly
moved by what he saw of the struggle which Great Britain
was maintaining, and the gallant part which Australian troops
were taking in the war in Flanders; secondly, that he was
convinced that upon the ultimate success of the Allies in the
war probably depended the very existence of Australia as
a free member of the British Coninion~vealth of Nations ;
thirdly, that he was satisfied that Australia could not raise
the necessary reinforcements by voluntary means ; and,
fourthly, that it seemed to hiin, as to many others, probable
that there was a substantial majority of the Australian people
who desired that conscription should be enforced. It has
already been shown that in respect to the third cf these points
the Commonwealth Government was not correctly advised as
to the reinforcements that were necessary to maintain five
divisions in the field, but that the war situation did justify
the Government in doing more than this, if more were
possiljle: and as to the fourth point, at least in the opinion
of many competent observers, the indications in Australia
in the third quarter of 1916 were that if conscripticin hati
been enacted by the Government it would have been accepted
by the people with no more resistance than was experienced
in Great Britain, Canada, N e ~ 7Zealand. and the United States
On the other hand, as we have seen, Andi-ew Fisher, a shrewd
observer, was of the contrary opinion and douldess many
agreed with him.
Influenced by these considerations, Mr. Hugl,es had to
consider whether it was not the wiser and more patriotic
course to face the probable split in his party rather thaii
risk the calamities which would have ensued to Australia
from defeat in the war or from the repute of having failed
to exert the full effort of which she was capahle. It is
further to be considered whether the alternative at the time
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was, not merely, as it seemed, inadequate recruiting, but the
ascendancy of an element, by then undoubtedly existing, which
was unmistakably against Australia continuing to make any
real effort in the war. For many generations to come his
dileiiinia will be debated; whether he was right or wrong is
a matter on which, probably, there will always be honest
douht. But at least this may be said, that he preferred to
place what he conceived to be a great national interest before
party welfare. And no doubt precisely the same may be
claimed of the better men among his opponents.
As soon as Parliament met, Mr. Hughes announced that
on November 14th lie had tendered his resignation to the
Governor-General, and requested him to issue a commission
to form a new administration. His Excellency had accepted
the advice, and the severa portfolios had been allotted. The
following constituted
#-

Tltr Sci-oiid Hiiglics Govenimeiit.
Mr. W. M. Hughes
. . Prime Minister and AttorneyGeneral
. . Minister for Defence
Senator G. F. I’earce
Mr. J. A. Jensen
. . Minister for the Navy
Mr. W. Webster
. . Postmaster-General
Mr. A. Poynton‘
. . Treasurer
Mr. W. 0. Archibald
. . Minister for Trade and Custonis
hlr. F. W. Baniford5
. . Minister for Home Affairs
Senator P. J. Lynch
. . hfiiiister for Works and Railn.ays
. . Vice-president of the EsecuMr. \V. G. Spence
tive Council
Senator E. J. Russell and Assistant Ministers.
R4r. W. H. Laird Smiths
‘ Hon. A Poynton, 0 B E. M H A., South Australia, 1893/1901; member of
C’nealth House of Reps., i g o i / z 3 , Treasurer, 1916/17; Acting hlinister for Navy.
and hlinister i/c Shipping and Shipbuilding, igiS/zo; Minister for Home 6. T e r n
tories, 1920/21; Postmaster-General, I g21/23 Real estate agent; of Adelaide; b.
Castlemame. VIC., 8 Aug , 1553. Died g Jan., 193s.
7 €Ion F. W. Bainford.
M.H.R., 1901/2;; Minister for Home Affairs. 1916/17.
@f Brisbane and Sydney; b Dubbo. N S.W., 1 1 F e b , 1949. Died I O Sept , 1934.
0 Hon. W. H
Laird Smith. hI €1 R , 1 9 1 0 / 2 2 . Minister for Navy, 1 0 2 0 / 2 1 .
Electrician, of Burnie, Tas : b Westbury, T a s , 1 5 Sept , 1869
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Messrs. Archibald and Spence thus re-entered the Government, solaced for their exclusion by the caucus from the
reconstructed ministry of 1915, and Senator Russell chose
to follow Mr. Hughes rather than the section which had
revolted from his leadership. Mr. Poynton attained office
for the first time.
H e was a South Australian Labour
member, who had been an organiser for the Australian
Workers’ Union before he entered politics, and prior to that
had been a shearer and miner.
Mr. Bamford, a suave
Queenslander, was one of the oldest Labour members in
politics. Senator Lynch was placed in charge of the newlycreated Department of Works and Railways. H e had begun
life as a ship’s engineer.
Immediately after the Prime Minister announced the
formation of his new Government, Mr. Tudor informed the
House that he had been elected leader of the “Australian
Labour Party.” H e was careful to give this name to the
section which lie led, to distinguish it from Mr. Hughes‘s
section, which at this date styled itself the “ National Labour
Party. ”
The pariianientary situation at the conclusion of these
events was that the new Government, consisting entirely of
Labour members, held its position mainly by the support of
Liberal members. Of 75 members in the House of Representatives, Mr. Hughes had 13 direct supporters, and in the
Senate 1 1 in a House of 36. But the Liberals were dependable
supporters of whatever measures might be proposed for
furthering success in the war, and the Prime Minister had no
cause for anxiety about the continuance of this support.

I1
From the situation thus described there arose in 1917
the Nationalist party, consisting of a coalition of the Liberals
and the National Labour party. As stated in the previous
chapter, a Kational Referendum Council was formed in
September, 1916, with branches in all the States, to organise
the campaign in favour of conscription. After the referendum
the council ceased to function. A revival of the demand for
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conscription had not yet nianifested itself. There was a
general desire to see whether tile required reinforcements
could be obtained by voluntary enlistments. I n Melbourne.
however, the offices of the council and of the Victorian
branch, at 275 Collins-street, were not yet ahandoned, because
accounts had to be paid, and some minor matters of detail
required attention before the affairs of the council could be
wound up. The executive at the conclusion of the campaign
consisted of Mr. Watt, chalrman ; Mr. Gilbert.' general
secretary of the National Referendun] Council ; hfr. HumeCook,8 honorary secretary of the Victorian branch ; and Mr
Rlac~iieikan,~
accountant. Some of those who had taken a
leading part in the referendum campaign. notably Sir IVilliam
Irvine and hlr. Plain,'" also visited the offices occasionally, to
advise or discuss the political situation and the war.
As the result of these conversations it was determined
to try to form what the promoters called a " Win-the-War
Party." I t was considered that the position of the Hughes
Government. Lvhose direct supporters were a minority, was
essentially unsound. and that the needs of the time demanded
the forniation of a party coinprising all \vho were convinced
that the war \vas the one and only matter of paraniount
importance. I n reality there ivere no\v not three parties in
Federal politics hut two, and those who took part in these
informal discussions believed that the situation would be
clarified if steps were taken to unite the supporters of the
Government under one banner. The suggestion that there
should be such a party cannot be attributed to any particular
individual ; it emerged as a general conclusion.
Some others, both inside the Federal Parliament and withOUT, were made acquainted with the proposal, and it was
agreed to call a meeting of those interested. The meeting
took place at the rooms of the National Referendum Council
7 D. J. Gilbert, Esq.
Secretary, Repatriation Board, 1916/18; Comptroller, Dept.
of Repatriation, 191Y/z1, General Manager, N e w s Ltd , Adelaide, 1922/31; Managing Director, Daily News, Perth, 1g31/32. Journalist, b Parramatta, N.S W..
18 D e c . iY;6
€Ion. J. Hume-Cook. M.L.A , Victoria, 18gj/igoo; member of C'wealth House
of Reps, igor/ro. Of Melbourne; b. Auckland. N . Z , 23 Sept , 1566.
9 J
Macmeikan. Esq. Accountant and secretary; of Toorak. VIC.; b. Hotham.
V i c , 16 June, 1858.
'OHon. W Plain
h1.L.A Victoria 1908/17; member of C'wealtb Senate,
b. Piebles-shire. Scotland, I I March. 1869.
rgi7/zz. and since 1925 Far&;
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on the afternoon of Wednesday, November rgth. M r . Watt
was voted to the chair. There were also present Sir William
Irvine, Mr. Groom, Mr. Plain, Mr. Hume-Cook, Mr. 4ireyl’
(Queensland), Mr. Macmeikan, and Mr. Gilbert. After a
general discussion, which made it clear that those present were
agreed that some new organisation was necessary, the
following resolution, moved by Mr. Plain and seconded by
hlr. Airey, was carried : *‘ That representatives from all the
State Referendum Councils be invited to meet either in Sydney
or Melbourne to consider the creation of a new national
organisation to conserve Australian war and national interests,
The Pritne Minister and the Leader of the Opposition, Mr
Joseph Cook, to be advised of the proposed action, and
consulted as to the meeting place.”
It was next agreed that a platform and constitution for
the proposed new party should be prepared ; Mr. Hume-Cook,
with the concurrence of hir. Watt, agreed to work out a
draft, and submit it for the criticism of a few leaders whose
advice would be valuable. Mr. Wise,l* and Sir William Trvine
also took part in the preparation of the platform. Ultimately
it was agreed that for immediate purposes, it was not necessary
to insist upon more than three points, namely,
T o win the war.
T o preserve Australian national life.
3. To maintain Empire solidarity.
I.

2.

But it was considered desirable that the party should also
have regard to broader national questions which were likely
to affect the Commonwealth at the conclusion of the war.
For that purpose it was determined to lay stress upon the
following points :
I . Australian protection.
2. Empire reciprocity.
3. Control of the Southern Pacific
4. Racial unity (White Australia).

--

l1

P. Airey, Esq.

M.L A., Q’land, r g o ~ / g . Farmer and journalist. cf Birkdale.

Q’land, b. Barrowm-Furness. E n g . g Jan., 1865
1p Hon.
G . €1. Wise. M.H K , 1906/13. 1g14/zz; Asst. Minister fcr Defence,
1g18/19; Postmaster-General. 1920/21.
Solicitor; of Sale, Vic.; b. Melbourne,
I July, 18sa.
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5. Repatriation.
6. Financial and industrial reorganisation.
7 . Larger powers for the Federal Parliatnetit and constructive alterations to the State constitutions.
If was also agreed to summon a conference of representatives
of federal electorates in all thc States to consider the
iormation of the new organisation.
Up to this point Mr. Hughes had not been brought into
formal parleying, though fully apprised of what had been
done. It was left to the discretion of Mr. Hume-Cook to
obtain an interview with him and ascertain his disposition
towards the n~oveiiient.~~
At the first interview Mr. Hughes was shown a copy of
the nienioranduni sunimarised above, setting forth the basis
of the proposed party. He read it through carefully, and
commented : " With a good deal of what you have put forward,
I quite agree; but I do not favour the suggestion that niy
party should join with the Liberals. As a matter of fact, I
propose to form a new Labour party, a National Labour
Party." There was much to encourage the hope that he could
succeed in that object. In IVestern Australia some of the
most powerful unions, following the lead of Senators Pearce
and Lynch, declared for the formation of a new National
Labour parly. In South Austraiia several unions refused to
endorse the expulsion of the Federal Labour members who
had supported conscription.
In New South Wales and
Victoria there were minorities, with able spokesmen. who
considered that the national emergency justified the action
taken by Mr. Hughes.
In answer to this suggestion, the difficulty of maintaining
a second Labour party was stressed. It was submitted that
the machinery of the Labour movement was in the hands
of Mr. Hughes's political enemies. They controlled all the
trades halls, most of the trades unions were under their
direction, they possessed funds for political purposes. they
"hIr. Hume-Cook, who was a member o f the second neakin ministry, 1908, kept
full notes of his interwews with hlr. Hughes and hlr. Watt during the progress of
the negotiations It was his habit after every interview to write down an account
of what was said and done. These notes Mr. Hume-Cook was good enough to read
in full to the author, and, as they form an authoritative history of what occurred
in relation tc the formation of the Nationalist party, this narrative has been founded
largely upon them.
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directed the entire Labour organisation. The strength of the
Labour party lay in its connection with the unions. Mr.
Hughes’s contemplated party could not hope to ohtain much
succour from these sources. On the other hand, by forming
a junction with the Liberals, he would command a united
party which was determined to do its best for the Empire’s
cause.
Still, Mr. Hughes wa5 not convinced. At an interview
two days later, he said : “ I have thought a good deal about
the proposed new political organisation. but I see no reason
to change my mind. I shall be surer of, and happier with,
a National Labour Party. I do iiot like combinations. They
are too liable to fall apart owing to internal dissension.” But
he expressed a wish to have further discussion upon the
subject; and his tone, rather than his words, gave the
impression that he was iiot so firmly set against a union of
forces as he had at first been.
Parliament continued to sit till December zoth, during
which time the Government was continuously supported in
all critical divisions by the Liberals. I n the meantime conirersations had taken place with Mr. Joseph Cook, who gave
a general approval to the negotiations with Mr. Hughes, and
with various other influential persons. There were many
difficulties to overcome. The formation of a united party
would tnean a reconstruction of the Cabinet, with the probable
displacement of some ministers who had been faithful to the
Prime Minister. Mr. Hughes was probably more troubled by
the apparent necessity of sacrificing his friends than by the
prospect of coalescing with his former foes. But in the
middle of December fresh influences were brought to bear.

A conference of State Premiers with the Federal Government took place at that time, and the presence of these leaders,
all of whom, with the possible exception of Mr. Ryan, the
Premier of Queenslatid, were keen “ win-the-war ” men, gave
an opportunity for taking them into consultation. Sir
Alexander Peacock, the Pretnier of Victoria, was informed
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<:t’ the steps so far taken to form a broad national party, and
o f Mr. Hughes’s shyness and his preference for his own idea
o i a National Labour Party. I n respect to length and coniiiiuity of active political experience, Peacock was well in
d v a n c e of almost every other politician in Australia in that
gcr~eration.’~ He had hegun his ministerial career in the
L-ictorian ministry of Mr. hIunro in 1890, and was himself
I’remier in 1g01, besides having been a member of the
convention which framed the Commonwealth Constitution
\Vith his quickness to perceive the import of a political move,
lie at once and enthusiastically accepted the proposal, and
rindertook to sound the other State Premiers. It was not
intended to present the proposition again to hlr. Hughes as
one which had support from every State in Australia until
so much was assured. But Mr. Hughes was habitually well
informed; there was very little in the way of a political move
of which he was not aware; and he heard of this one very
soon after it was mooted.
On December 12th, when hlr. Hughes was taking part in
the Premiers’ Conference. he was assured by several Premiers
that their States were enthusiastically in favour of a strong
“ win-the-war ” policy, and that in their opinion the political
situation called for a union of forces. Mr. Hughes listened,
but did not think it necessary to make a speech. “Well,”
he said, from his place at the head of the conference table,
“ we all seem to be agreed, so there is no use wasting time.
I know what is proposed. I have discussed it all with HunieCook, and have a shrewd idea of those who are acting with
him. To-morrow morning we shall probably be able to get
things going.” The Prime Minister’s acceptance of the project
for forming a new party set all douhts at rest and made the
coalition sure.
Events tiow moved rapidly. On the 6th of January, 1917,
Mr. Hughes sent out a circular letter inviting probable
14Dr. W. Maloney, still a member of the Federal Parhament, entered the Vic.
torian Parllament in 188y on the same day as Peacock.
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supporters of the contemplated new party to meet him. The
letter read as follows:
The Prime Minister's Office,
Melbourne,
6th January, 1917.
Confidential.
Dear Sir,
At the suggestion of many well wishers of the National Cause, and
in response to the requests of hundreds of individual correspondeilts.
I have pleasure in inviting you to attend a meeting to be held in the
Mvlbnurne Town Hall (Old Council Chambcr) on Tuesday evening
next, the 9th inst, a t 7 o'clock, to consider the steps to be taken to
demonstrate Australia's inflexible resolve to prosecute the war to 1
successful issue. to preserve and develop our National life, and 1 3
maintain the solidarity of the Empire.
The gathering will comprise men and women from all parts of
Victorla and the sister States, who are animated by the desire cgf
subordinating party political consideratlons to the principles enurneratcd
above.
The enclosed card will adinit ydu to the meeting
Yours faithfully,

W. M HUGHES

It should be o1)served that the three objects mentioned
in the first paragraph of the letter were copied from the
tlraft of main principles set forth in the platform of the
projected party before Mr. Hughes was approached. H e
had. in fact, adopted the platform already prepared by S i r
William Trvine, hIr \Vatt, Mr. Hume-Cook, and Mr. Wi3e
The circular letter was sent to about 300 persons, the names
being talien from lists prepared by N r . Hughes himself, AI*.
Watt, hlr. J. C. \Vatson. and hfr. Hunie-Cook.
XI1 the States were represented at the meeting held o i l
January 9th. tho.;e present including hlr. J. C. \Vatson. A I IRolwrt
Mr. John Leitcli,16 and hlr. G. W. Daniel"
(New South \Vales) : Sir Alexander Peacock. hlr. \V. Plaiii
am1 Lieutenant-Coll-lnel IV. I< EoltonLs ( Victoria) ; R I I.
..-

R . Harris.. Esa.
.
N S.W.. 1857.
l5

Boot manufacturer. of Asbfield. N S W.: b

~

Wolloiiroii~

J. Leitcb, Esq, 0 B.E. Builder, of Redfern, N S W , b. Hobart. i p I ~ L
Died 7 Xlav, 1 9 2 7 .
I ' G . W. Daniel,-Esq; Auctioneer, of Albury, N S.W.; b. Jerilderie. N.S I\'
21
hlarcb, 1 5 5 1 .
I* Brig -Gem W. K. Bolton, C B E , V D.
Commanded 8th Bn , A I F.. 1 8 ) 1 4 , I 5 ,
Federal President. Returned Sailors' & Soldiers' Imperial League of Aust , 1qi6/19:
member of C'wealth Senate, 1 g i 7 / n 3 Public servant, of Ballarat, Vic : b Lostock
Graelem, Cheshire. E n g , z Nov . 1861.
'6

1861.
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Crawford Vaughan,'8 Premier of South Australia ; Mr. John
Adamson,20 Mr. Peter Airey, and Mr. Matthew Reid21
(Queensland) ; and hlr. W. H. Lee,22 Premier of Tasmania,
and hlr. John Earle, of that State. The resolutions passed
wereI -That
this meeting is of opinion that the time has arrived when
party Issues should be subordinated to the winning of the war, the
preservation and development of Australian national life, and the
maintenance of empire solidarity ; and further that the Commonwealth
Parliament and Government should faithfully reflect the determination
of the nation in these directions.
2.-That
in the opinion of this meeting the Nationalists of Australia should at once form themselves into organised bodies, with a
view to influencing public opinion in the direction indicated by the
previous resolution, and with the additional object of supporting in
politics those men and parties who during the war are prepared to
make the national issues paramount.
3.-That this meeting resolve itself into committee for the purpose
of nominating a provisional interstate executive, whose duty it shall
be to prepare a provisional platform and constitution, and to provide
for its inauguration throughout the Commonwealth.

The National Federation was formed to give effect to
these objects, and this organisation, which established
branches throughout the country, was the corporate embodiment of the new Nationalist party. The formation of the
party was hailed with enthusiasm. The non-Labour press
was substantially unanimous in pronouncing that the right
thing had been done. Unusually large branches were formed
in country towns as well as in the metropolitan cities. Thus.
at Geelong the applications for membership were so numerous
that the secretaries at the initial meeting were unable to enrol
all the applicants. The 9th of January, 1917, was thus the
birthday of the party which was to control Australian politics
for the ensuing twelve years.
Hon. Crawford Vaughan. M.H.A., Sonth Aust , 1905/18; Premler, i g r s / 1 7
Journalist, of Adelaide; b. Adelaide, 14 July, 1874.
x, J.
Adamson. Esq, C B E.
hI L.A., Q'land. rgo7/9, 1 9 1 1 / 1 7 : member of
C'wealth Senate, ~ g r g / z z . hlethodist minister. 1884/1907. Of Hendra, Q'land:
b. Tudhoe, Durham, Eng.. 1 8 Feb., 1 8 5 7 . Died. 2 May. 1922.
P M. Reid, Esq.
hI L A . . Q'land. 1893/6. 1899/190z; member of C'wealth
Senate. i y 1 7 / 3 5
Tailor and mercer; of Brisbane, b. Dalmellingtoii, Ayrshire,
Scotland, 30 Sept., r856.
PHon Sir Walter Lee. K C bl G
hl I1 A , Tasmania., smce 1909; Premier.
r916/22, 1 9 2 3 . ~ g u . B. Longford. Tas.. 27 Aprll. 1 8 7 4
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The first resolution passed at the inauguration of the
Nationalist party, quoted above, expressed the opinion that
“ the
Commonwealth Parliament and Government should
faithfully reflect the determination of the nation.” Mr.
Hughes, who had approved of the text of the resolution
before it was proposed, accepted it as carrying the consequence
that the Government should be reconstructed so as to represent
both sides of the united party which now, under his leadership, commanded a majority in the House of Representatives.
H e proceeded at once to negotiate with the Leader of the
Opposition, with the result that on February 17th he
announced the composition of the

Third Huglzcs (First Natioiralist ) Ministry.
Prime Minister and Attorney-General Mr. W. M. Hughes
Minister for the Navy
..
. . Mr. Joseph Cook
Treasurer
..
..
. . Sir John Forrest
Minister for Defence
..
. . Senator G. F. Pearce
Vice-president of the Executive Council Senator E. D. Millen
Minister for Works and Railways . . Mr. W. A. Watt
Minister for Home and Territories . . Mr. P. McMahor,
Glynn
Minister for Trade and Customs . . Mr. J. A. Jensen
Postmaster-General
..
. . Mr. W. Webster
Honorary Ministers
..
. . Mr. L. E. Groom and
Senator E. J . Russell
Six Ministers of the second Hughes administration were
dropped in this re-allotment of portfolios, namely, Messrs
Poynton, Archibald, Camford, Lynch, Spence, a i d Laird
Smith; to make room for Sir John Forrest, and Messrs
Cook, Millen, Glynn, Watt, and Groom. The allotment of
sis seats in the Cabinet to the former Liberal party as conipared with five to the Hughes wing of the Labour party,
indicated something more than an adjustment of the proportions of the two parts of the new Nationalist party in
Parliament: it was a recognition of the fact that, throughout
the country, the Labour section of the new party was also
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inferior in strength to the section which was led in the Senate
by Senator Millen and in thc House of Representatives by
Mr. Joseph Cook.
Mr. Hughes stated that he would have preferred to form
a new administration which, ignoring all party differences,
should have been thoroughly representative of a Parliament
elected as a war Parliament.” H e had made overtures with
a view of enabling this to be accomplished. “ LVhy,” he
asked, “ did not the official Labour party accept the invitation
to join hands with LIS and with the Liberals, to form a
National Government, in which all parties should be represented. so that the full force of the nation should be behind
its war policy?”23 They could not, he said, deny that they
were pledged by the manifesto of the Labour party in 1914
to put aside mere party intercsts in this hour of peril. Why,
then, did they hold aloof? “ The reason is obvious on the
face of things,” Mr. Hughes contended. “ The official Labour
party is no longer master of its own actions. I t is a mere
pawn in the hands of outside bodies. It does what it is told
to do. If a member dares to nim-niur. to speak as he thinks.
. . . he lives with the sword of excomniunication suspendetl
over his head.” H e accepted the verdict of the people at the
referendum as meaning that they did not believe in conscription
-nothing niore. I t did not mean that Australia was not as
resolute as ever in her determination to fight “ with every
ounce of energy she can gather alongside Britain and hei
Allies until decisive victory brings the world that lasting peace
for which it yearns.” The attitude of the new Government
in regard to conscription was, he said. clear and definite.
It intended to respect the verdict of the people. “ It is, of
course, impossible to see or say what the future niay have in
store, but it is clear that the electors of Australia alone can
reverse their previous decision.”
The parliamentary situation was embarrassing for the
new Government, because, although it was supported by an
nniple majority in the Hiiuse of Representatives, it would
be in a minority of four, in the event of a full division, in
the Senate The “ official ” Labour majority in that House
I‘

_ Purliumentary
_
Debates, L-YSXI, 10571.

ZJ
Correspondeye between hlr Hkighes.
h l r Tudor. and hlr. Cook a s to the proposal to form a
War Government
consi.tiiig o( represciitatives of the three parties was quoted in the llouse of Reprr,rntati\es Dcbatrs L X S S I . dl.0O.L
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could carry a motion or ail amendment to a bill, against the
wish of the Government, whenever it chose to do so; ana
although this power was used with discreet moderation, the
fact that it existed was an uncomfortable circumstance,
especially in view of a new policy which Mr. Hughes desired
to introduce. The powei- was in fact used for the disallowance
of a proposed new regulation under the War Precautions
Act, which would have made it an offence for any person
to publish figures as to the voting at the referendum of
members of the military forces on service. Senator Gardiner,
the leader of the official Labour party in the Senate, moved
tlie disallowance of tlie regulation, and, on a party division,
his motion was carried by I7 votes to 1 6 . ~ ~
It was natural that the Government and its supporters
should desire to obtain relief froin this situation, if events
occurred which afforded an opportunity of doing so; and
movements in that direction gave rise to incidents, and suspicions based upon what occurred, which, in the excited
atmosphere of the time, were magnified and distorted to
fabulous dimensions and shapes. The first incident arose out
of the resignation of Senator Ready.
A young politician,
he had entered Parliament for the first time in 1910. He
had acted as chairman of the Recruiting Committee in
Tasmania, though he had been an opponent of conscription,
and was. after the split in the Laboui party, the whip of the
official part of it in the Senate.
H e was in ill-health, and
was much troubled by a certain amount of adverse criticism
directed against him in his own State, especially by returned
soldiers, who, because he had thrown in his lot with the
opponents of Mr. Hughes, resented his retention of the
chairniansliip of the Recruiting Committee. These circunistances, combined with nervous strain, brought about a
breakdown. On Tuesday, February 27th, he collapsed in x
fainting fit at Parliament House. After his partial recovery
he said to a colleague that he was “sick of politics,” and
on Thursday, March Ist, he resigned his seat. The resign a t’inn
was communicated to the Senate by the President on the
z4 Parliatncnfary Dcbafcs, L Y X X I , 10494
The prohibition of such publication
was-as
appears from records now availahltactually asked for, through
hfr Muidoch, by C H.Q in France. which considered that the publication of a
partly unfavourable vote by the soldiers would do as much damage as a serious
military defeat
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evening of that day in the curiously precise terms: “ At one
minute past six o’clock I received a communication from
Senator Ready resigning his position as a senator for the
State of Tasmania.”z6
The section of the constitution dealing with the filling of
a vacancy in the Senate provides that if the vacancy occurs
while the State Parliament is not in session, an appointment
shall be made by the State Governor-in-Council. The Parliament of Tasmania was not in session at the time of the
resignation of Senator Ready. The Premier of the State,
Mr. W. H. Lee, had been in Melbourne for a few days prior
to that event; and Mr. John Earle, a former Premier of
Tasmania, and at that time a member of the House of
Assembly, had been there also. MI-. Lee returned to Tasmania
before Senator Ready’s resignation was handed to the
President on March lst, but was aware when he left Melbourne that the resignation was impending, and that Mr.
Earle was willing to be appointed.
Between the resignation of Senator Ready at “ one minute
past six o’clock,” and I O o’clock the same evening, a number
of strange things happened in rapid succession. hlr. Earle
attended at Government House, Melbourne, and, in the presence
of the Governor-General, wrote out and signed his resignation
as a member of the ‘I‘asmanian House of Assembly. The
Governor of Tasmania, Sir William Ellison-Pvlacartney,’6
received a message from h4r. Lee, requesting him to summon
a meeting of the Executive Council immediately at Government House, Hobart.
That meeting was held at 9.15, the
Council consisting of the Premier, the Treasurer (Sir Elliott
Lewisz7), the Attorney-General (Mr. PropstingZS), and the
Minister of Lands (Mr. Hayesz9), the Governor presiding.
The Premier stated that a vacancy in the representation of
~

Parlramentary Debates, L X X X I , 10786 see also Senator Keating’s account of
Senator Ready’s illness, I h d . 10961, akd Senator Bakhap’s interpretation of
Senator Ready’s. state 0.f mind. f b d 10927.
‘0 Rt. Hon
Sir William Ellison-Macaitncy, K.C.M.G.
Governor of Tasmania,
rg13/17, of Western Australia, 1g17jzo B. Dublin, 7 June, 18ga. Died 4 D e c ,
2)

1924

’7 Hon. Sir Elliott Lewis, K C.M G
M.H.A.. Tasmania, 1886/1903, ~ g o g / z a :
Premier, i S g g / i ~ o 3 1 g o g / 1 3 Chancellor of University of Tasrnaiua, 1 9 ~ 4 / 3 3 .
Barrister-at-law: of ’Hobart; 6. HoLart. 2 7 Oct.. 1858. Died z z Sept.. 1935.
‘8 Hon. W.. B . Propsting, C.M.G
h1.H.A Tasmania 189q/1905 M.L C.. since
1905; Premier, 1go3/4.
Barrister-at-law. gf Hobart; ’h. Hobart.’ 4 June, 1861.
Died 3 Dec 1937.
f e Hon. J.” B. Hayes, C.hI C . hf H.A , Tasmanla. 1q13/23: Premier. 1qaa/z3:
member of C’wealth Senate. since 1923. Farmer: of Scottsdale, Tas ; b. Bridge.
water, T a s , 2 1 April. 1868
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Tasmania in the Senate having occurred, the Executive
Council advised the appointment of a senator in place of Senator
Ready, in accordance with the terms of the constitution. The
Governor raised an objection. H e had a doubt as to whether
the telegrams which he had received, first from the President
of the Senate with reference to the resignation of Senator
Ready, and secondly as to the resignation by Mr. Earle of
his membership of the State Parliament, were suficient.
The Attorney-General, however, formally advised that the
Governor-General’s notification by telegraph that the resignation of Mr. Earle had been signed in his presence, and the
telegraphic notification by the President of the Senate that
Senator Ready had resigned, were statutory notifications, and
were sufficient. The Governor thereupon accepted the advice.
The Executive Council then advised the appointment of Mr.
Earle to the vacancy. The advice was accepted, and Mr.
Earle was appointed.
That same night the Governor of
Tasmania telegraphed to the Governor-General that :
T h e House of Parliament of the State of Tasmania not being in
session, I, with the advice of my Executive Council. have appointed
the Honourable John Earle to hold the place of Senator Ready,
resigned, as provided iri section 15 cjf tlie Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act.

When the Senate met at I I a.m., on Friday, March end,
Senator Earle took his seat.
“ I t was greased lightning!”
a senator interjected; and it certainly was a rapid piece of
work. So swift, indeed, were the proceedings, that when in
the following September it was desired to lay on the table
of the Tasmanian House of Assembly the papers relating to
the transaction, it was found, to everybody’s surprise, that
no record had been kept of what occurred ! In the meantime
Sir William Ellison-Macartney’s term as Governor had
expired, and he had been succeeded by Sir Francis Newdegate,20 who, in order that the State Parliament might be
placed in possession of the information desired, had to telegraph to Melbourne for copies of the essential documents.
There seems to be 110 record in this office,” he telegraphed.
“of the resignation of Senator Ready and the appointment
”

~~

Sir Francis Newdegate, G C h1.G
Governor of Tasmania. 1917/ao, of
Western Australia. 1 9 z o / w Of Nuncaton and Harefield Grove. Eng , h. Chelsea,
Eng. 31 Dec., 1S6a Died J a r 1935
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of Senator Earle!” The original documents are, in fact, on
the Governor-General’s oHicial files at Canberra.31
Senator Ready’s own explanation of these strange occtirrences stressed two points-his
ill-health and his difference
from the remainder of the official Labour party in their
attitude towards the proposal to extend the life of the existing
Federal Parliament, which was then under consideration.
As to his health, he stated that the fainting fit which had
overcome him at Parliament House was not the first seizure
of the kind. H e had found the stress of parliamentary life
toc, much for him. His medical adviser had ordered him to
avoid any excitement or nervous irritation and to take a rest
from political affairs. H e might have retained the seat till
the general election. hut as his party did not favour the
prolongation of the life of the esisting Parliament he did
not feel inclined to remain a senator. If he had voted with
his party, and thereby brought about a Senate election, he
would, by retiring then, as he felt that he would have had
to do, have escaped the responsibility for his vote. “ T h e
only honorable course,” lie concluded, “ was to resign at once
and not hang on to his seat till the very last moment.
He
felt keenly his severance from his old political friends and
associates, but he had his faniily and his future to consider.”’2
Mr. Ready, therefore, now slipped out of the political picture,
except to the estent that his name figured promiilently in
the discussions of the ensuing weeks; and in due course
Tasmanian newspapers described how a wan and stricken
figure was helped off the steamer at Launceston when he
returned to seek repose in domestic quietude.
At the same time as this affair was I.aising the dust in
a thick cloud of suspicion and innuendo, two other Tasmanian
senators. bIessrs. Long and
also failed the official
Labour party which depended on them for the maintenance
Senator Long, a man of
of its majority in the Senate.
rol,u<t appearance, became unwell, and went off on a voyage
~~

a’ The correspondence was “ l a i d on the table” of the T a s m m i a n I I o u v of
AsscniLly, but not ordered to be prmted, on 1 1 Oct , 1917.
dl The A g c . hlarch 2.
33 J
Guy. Esq
hC.H A , Tasmania. 1 g o g / 1 3 : member of C’wealth Senate.
1 9 1 ~ / 1 9 . Secretary; of Launceston, Tas , b Launceston. 1 3 N o v , 1560
Died
23 A u g . igrr.
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to Java to r e c ~ p e r a t e . ~Senator
~
Guy became ill in Tasmania,
and on March 2nd his party’s whip received a telegram
stating that it was “absolutely impossible” for him
to leave the hospital where he then was.
There was, thus,
not quite an epidemic among Tasmanian senators, but a
breakdown in the health of three of them, which was sufficient,
with the coming of Senator Earle in place of Senator Ready,
to give the Government a majority of one, if the President
exercised both his deliberative and his casting vote, as he
was entitled to do.
On bare figures. the state of parties
stood at 17 on either side, assuming that Senator Long’s
voyage to the East and Senator Guy’s illness lasted long
enough to enable the Ministry to weather the storms of the
session, and that all Government supporters were present and
faithful in every division.
But the position of the Government in the Senate still
depended upon a very thin thread, which did not, in fact,
prove dependable. There was very strong feeling in Tasmania
concerning the manner in which the representation of the
State had been, as was said, “juggled with.” The Hobart
M E Y C I I Ythough
~,
a strong aiid consistent Nationalist supporter, made several protests in remarkably vigorous and
dignified terms. Mr. Lee was blamed for having allowed
hin~self to be manipulated by a “talented conjurer,” in the
person of the Prime Minister, but, it was urged, “ admiration
of the cleverness with which the trick is performed does not
necessarily imply apptoval of the trick itself or love of the
trickster.” Mr. Lee denied that he knew anything about the
Ready-Earle shuffle until he reached Melbourne on business
relating to the hop ciops of Tasmania. His explanation to
that extent was accepted by The Mcrciiry critic, as true in
every detail, but accepted reluctantly, “ because it makes him
and his ministry and the State of Tasmania look so extremely
foolish.” The result of the Tasmanian feeling on the subject
was revealed when two other senators, Messrs. Keatings6 and
%Senator Long gave an explanation of his absence in the Senate. on his return
to Australia ( C / f Parlramentary Debates L X X X I I ’1219-1252) It was made in
the form of a reply to an article in’ The Age’publi:hed under the headings.
‘‘ Senator Lon s Disa pearance. The hlystery Unveiled
He stated that he left
on a visit to t f e Dutcg East Iddies in consequence of ill-health, that there was no
talk of a coalition before he left Australia. and that his political friends and his
colleagues in the Senate were aware of his intention to take a sea voyage
‘EHon. J . H Keating. Member of C’wealth Senate, r g o i / a g : Minister for Home
Affairs, rgo7/8. Barrister-at-law, of Melbourne, b Hobart, 28 June, 1872. Died
31 @ct., 1940.
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Bakhap, refused to follow the lead of the Government in
regard to their proposal to prolong the existence of Parliament. Thus the slender majority which had been acquired
by the remarkably coincident illness of three Tasmanian
senators, was swept away by the refusal of two others, who
happened to be in perfect health, to lend their countenance
to what had occurred. Tasmania, not for the first time in
the history of Commonwealth politics, became the pivot upon
which the Government rotated.
IV
While Senator Ready’s case was a fresh subject of parliamentary excitement, Senator WatsonSe made allegations
which involved the charge that attempts had been made to
bribe him to desert the official Labour party and support the
Government.
Senator Watson’s stronghold was the coalmining district of Newcastle, where he had himself been a
working miner. I-€e admitted that he would not have made
the statements, hut would have regarded what he alleged to
have occurred as “ purely confidential and of a private nature,”
had it not been that what was revealed in Ready’s case
awakened a suspicion in his mind “that an act of political
treachery has been perpetrated for the purpose of allowing
the present government to continue in office and t o defeat
the people in their determination to prevent the conscription
of manhood for compulsory military service abroad.”
Senator Watson alleged that he was in the first instance
approached by the President of the Senate, Senator given^,^'
who had advised him that it was hopeless for him to expect
to be returned at the next election as a colleague of the other
candidates who had heen nominated for his party in that
State, and had then said to him : “ I do not want to influence
you by asking you to vote for the Government, but I think.
in ycur own interests, you would be well advised to vote for
an extension of the life of Parliament.’’
Senator Watson
had replied that he would vote with his party; and at a later
*OD Watson Esq.
Member of C’wenlth Senate, 19r4/17.
Of Newcnstle.
N S W.: h. 1870 Died A D e c . I a_ z c.
a1 T
Glvena, Esq.
M.L.A., Q’land, 1899/!902’ member of C’wealth Senate,
1903/2S, President of Senate, 1913/26. Journalist; b. Annacarty, T~pperary,Ireland,
12 June. 1864.
Died 19 June, 1028.
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interview had repeated that “sink or swim, I will go with
my mates, and you must know that if I were to act derogatively to the party’s interests I would deserve to be kicked
out of the district of Newcastle.”
Senator Givens, on the
other hand, said that Senator \Vatson’s story of the conversation with him was neither complete nor accurate. In any
case there is nothing unfolded even by that story that could
be construed as more than an exchange of views which were
not unlawful even if not ediiying, and an endeavour to gain
a vote for a proposal which was then before Parliament.
No advantage was promised or hinted at which, viewed in an
impartial spirit, could be stigniatised as improper.
Senator Watson also related that he had an interview with
Mr. Hughes, who asked him what stood in the way of his
coming over to the party supporting the new Government.
I replied, “ T h e Labour movement.”
H e said, “ W h y more you
than myself, Chris Watson, George Pearce, and others who are
equally attached to the Labour movement?” I said I could not discriminate in that way, as it was within their rights to act as they
thought fit. They had been resting for many years in the lap of the
Labour movement, and had seen many years of public service; whilst
I stood a t the threshold of my public career. H e asked me did money
stand in my way, as I would lose nothing by coming over to them,
and stated that he had never deserted any man who had stood to him.
I replied that I had too much regard for the movement to act in any
I said,
y a y in opposition to its interests or betray its confidence.
What would the nien of Newcastle think of me were I to do anything‘yontrary to the wishes of the party t o which I belong?” H e
said, If you don’t like to,,live in Newcastle, we can find you another
place.”
. . 1 replied, Oh, I could not think of that.” H e then
suggested that I should resign my seat and allow the vacancy t o be
filled, promising that a position would be found for me. I stated that
I could not think of dcserting the movement, and leave my mates in
such a crisis, as I had always tried to act straightforwardly, and be
able to look my associates in the face.3*
I

Mr. Hughes did not deny that he had tried to persuade
the senator to vote for the Government; “several attempts
have been made,” he said, “ t o persuade Senator Watson to
vote the way i n which his coiiscience and his convictions
would lead him.” H e had been told “ from a dozen sources
what Senator Watson wished to do.”
Mr. Hughes emphatically denied that Scnator Watson was approached in any
other way than by an appeal to his coiiscience and c o n v i ~ t i n n s . ~ ~
Parliamentary Dcbatrs, Vol. L X X X I , 10848.
8 0 S c e Mr Hughes’s account of the interview. I b i d , 10890

386

AUSTRALIA DURING THE WAR

[I917

The sole point at issue between the twu parties on this
matter was whether any consideration had been offered to
Senator Watson to induce him to support the Government.
There is no other evidence than his owti statement of his
interviews with Senator Givens and Mr. Hughes, and the
Prime Minister's categorical denial that he did more than
he was entitled to do, in persuading a member of Parliament
whose real state of mind he declared that he knew, to vote
accordingly.
Senator Watson made another statement to a
meeting of the parliamentary party, substantially the same
as that which he made to the Senate.40
Senator Pearce also related that he had several interviews
with Senator Watson, who in each instance came to see him
about defence matters, and remained to talk over the question
of his parliamentary attitude towards the Government and
the Opposition. " I formed the opiiiion that Senator Watson
wanted to come with LIS," said Senator Pearce, and added
that it was for this reason that he himself had arranged the
interview between the senator and the Prime Minister.
With a view of settling differences of inference from
the alleged facts both 111 the Ready case and that of Senator
Watson, Senator Gardiner nioved that a Royal Commission
should be appointed to investigate, and that a Justice of the
High Court should be commissioned to conduct the enquiry.
The motion was carried by 18 votes to 15, the Government
being placed in a minority because Senators Bakhap and
Keating voted for the motion. In the House of Representa
tives, where Mr. Tudor also proposed that there should be
a Royal Commission, the motion was defeated by 35 votes
to 18. The Government did not accept the vote of the
Senate as mandatory, and no commission was appointed.
The cases just considered increased the bitterness already
pervading Australian politics, and they led to hints and
innuendoes of corruption being launched. But no definite
charge of the kind was made, and, on the facts available, it
does not appear to be probable that any charge could have
been proved. The situation really arose out of the fact that
even after the revolt of the majority of the Parliamentary
Labour Party from Mr. Hughes's leadership, there still
"The statement to the. party was taken down by Mr. J. H Catts, and read to

the House of Representatlves. See I b t d , 10900.
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remained a fringe in the “ official ” party of doubtful dependability. “ There are in the official Labour party to-day,’’ said
Mr. Hughes on March 2nd, “ men who, since I left the
chamber upstairs, have come to me and said, ‘why did YOU
not tell us that you were going to leave the chamber, and
we would have gone with you!” This challenge was at once
taken up. H e was asked to name the members to whom he
alluded. Mr. Hughes declined to mention their names, “ But,”
he said, “ I shall invite them to answer me. Let each one
of the official party opposite stand up and say that it is a
lie.” Then occurred a strange scene when the opposition in
the House of Representatives twice rose in a body. “ I can
only say,” observed Mr. Hughes at the second rising, “that
amongst those who have now risen there is one who ought
to have remained in his seat,” and he insisted that his statement did not depend upon his word only, but that there were
others who knew it to be true.
In the House of Representatives the variability of the
fringe did not signify much, because the new Goverriment
had a substantial majority there; but in the Senate, where
there was so very narrow a margin, and votes were important,
a member of the official Labour party who was known to be
in a hesitating frame of mind, naturally afforded a temptation
for political anglers to fish the pool with their best skill and
their neatest flies.
But corruption was neither proved nor
probable.
V

At the beginning of the war, as related in a previous
chapter, Mr. Hughes advocated the revocation of the dissolution of Parliament and the postponement of the general
election then pending, holding that all matters of party
politics should be set aside until the vital issues created by
the war had been settled by victory.
Now that he was
Prime Minister he held the same conviction. The House of
Representatives elected in I914 would. under the Constitution
(section 28), expire in 1917. Coiisistently with his contention
three years previously, hlr. Hughes in February of the latter
year brought before Parliament proposals for prolonging the
existence of the House then in being. H e proceeded by first
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submitting a motion, which affirmed that by reason of the
esistence of a state of war, and of the immediate meeting
of an Imperial Conference, it was “ imperatively necessary
that the forthcoming elections should be postponed.” Inasmuch as this object could only be effected by an Act of the
Imperial Parliament, the House of Representatives was
invited to request the Imperial Government to provide legislation “ f o r the extension of the duration of the present
House of Representatives until the expiration of six months
after the final declaration of peace, or until the 8th day of
October, 1918, whichevcr is the shorter period.”
Senate
elections were also to be postponed until such time as would
enable then] to take place at the same time as the next election
for the House of Representatives.
The reasons given by Mr. Hughes for submitting this
proposition were the following. First, he believed that the
holding of a general election at that time would still further
disrupt “ a people already sufficiently torn into factions by
recent happenings,” and would close the door upon all hope
of that united and whole-hearted effort which was essential.
Secondly, he stated. general elections had been postponed in
Great Britain and Canada.
Thirdly, the imminence of the
Impel-ial Conference and the nature of the questions to be
discussed thereat, made it desirable that Australia should, be
represented in London. I t was ajsumcd that there could not
be effective representation if the requirements of a general
election were to intervene.
The method of attaining the postponement, Mr. Hughes
explained, was for both Houses of the Federal Parliament
to express their opinion in the terms of his resolution. The
Imperial Parliament would then he requested to pass legislation to give effect to the wishes of the Commonwealth
Parliament. The Australian constitution did not allow oi
the House of Representatives continuing in existence longer
than three years: hut the constitution was an Act of the
Imperial Parliament, and that Parliament could alter it in
any particular.
The Opposition, however, strongly resisted the motion
They held that it had only been proposed because Ministerial
supporters were afraid of losing their seats if the general
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election came so soon after the conscription referendum
Moreover Mr, Tudor wanted to know what would happen
i f the war were not finished by the 8th of October, 1918.
“ No doul)t,” he said, “ the Government will ask for a further
prolongation.”
Mr. Joseph Cook showed that this anticipation was not unreasonable by the interjection : “ If the
war is not over in 1918, we may need a prolongation even
more than we need it now.” After a very long debate Mr.
Hughes’s niotion was carried by 3.4 votes to 17.
But after that division was taken, on March 2nd, the
Government learnt that they would not be able to carry their
proposal in the Senate, and that therefore the policy of postponing the general election would have to be abandoned.
\Vhen the Senate met on March 5th, the Vice-president of
the Executive Council, Senator Millen, announced that the
Governtient had decided to take steps to bring both Houses
of the Parliament before the country immediately; and on
the following day Mr. Hughes informed the House of Representatives that he had already waited upon the Governor.
General and advised him to dissolve Parliament.
“ After
consideration His Excellency was pleased to accept that
advice.”
The reason for the abandonment of the prolongation policy
nntl the decision to dissolve Parliament was made plain in
the Senate debate. Two Tasmanian senators, Messrs. Bakhap
and Keating, could not be counted upon to support the ministerial proposal. The former senator in reply to a question
as to whether he would have voted against the resolution,
replied “ Yes, and I think the Administration knew that.”“
Senator Keating stated that he had told the Vice-president
of the Executive Council that he was “ n o t quite certain”
of his attitude in regard to the motion for the prolongation
of the life of the existing P a r l i a n ~ e n t . ~The
~ Government,
therefore, were met with the probability of defeat in the
Senate. and they determined upon an immediate dissolution
Before the session concluded a measure was passed to
enable members of the Commonwealth military and naval
forces, and other Australian citizens who were engaged in
4’
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war work abroad, to vote. A similar act had already been
passed by the Parlianient of the Dominion of Canada, and
the bill submitted to the Commonwealth Parliament by the
Minister for Home and Territories, Mr. Glynn, was founded
upon the Canadian legislation. The difficulty that had to be
met was to enable men on service to exercise their citizen rights
without the obligation of voting for particular candidates.
At the general election there would be six Senate ballot papers
and 75 ballot papers for the electoral divisions returning
members of the House of Representatives. But the troops
in the field, the munition workers in Great Britain, and
numerous other persons employed on war service, were not
grouped according to States and constituencies, and it was
practically impossible to provide machinery which would
enable them to vote according to State and electoral divisions.
It was therefore proposed to permit the persons to whom the
act applied to vote for either Ministerial or Opposition
candidates, as they chose. Within five days of the polling
the Prime Minister was to mark the candidates who were
recognised as ministerial, whilst the leader of the Opposition,
hIr. Tudor, was to mark those who were accepted as the
candidates of the of!icial Labour party. Those who did not
wish to vote for either party, might exercise their independence by selecting three naines from the Senate candidates,
and vote for them.
Clause 8 of the measure provided that in the case of a
Senate election “ a vote for a party” should be counted as
a vote for each of the three candidates representing one or
other of the two parties in the State in respect of which the
,voter was entitled to vote; whilst in the case of the House
of Representatives “ a vote for a party ” was to be counted
as a vote for the candidate recognised as representing the party
in the electoral division where the voter was entitled to vote.
But in either case, it was open to a voter to write on the
ballot paper the name of any candidate for whom he wished
to vote, and his vote was to be counted accordingly.
The Commonwealth Electoral ( War-Time) Bill was the
last piece of legislation passed by the Sixth Parliament of
the Commonwealth, which was dissolved on 26th March, 1917.
The whole of its proceedings from its election in 1914 till
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its dissolution constituted one session, and the record of its
debates extended to I 1,707 double-column pages, with an index
occupying 354 pages.

VI
The general election which was held on Saturday, May
5th, was contested with an intensity of bitterness unusual
even in Australia, and as for the referendum, energetic measures were taken to secure the votes of the soldiers and others
overseas. Opposition members had contended before the
dissolution, that the result of the first conscription referendum
was a premonition of the Government's doom, and that Mr.
Hughes had proposed the prolongation of the duration of
the Sixth Parliament of the Commonwealth to escape his wellmerited fate. But the event now proved that the rejection
of conscription did not imply that the electors were prepared
to entrust the destinies of the country during the war to the
official Labour party. On the contrary, candidates whose
principles in regard to winning the war were considered
doubtful, were everywhere defeated, whilst Nationalist candidates were returned, both for the Senate and the House
of Representatives, by unexpectedly large majorities.
The whole of the IS Senate seats which had to be filled
were captured by Nationalists. Even Queensland, the oniy
State in which there was an anti-conscriptionist State Government in office, gave the Nationalists a majority of Senate
votes. In New South Wales and Victoria the Nationalist
majorities at the Senate poll were 224,330 and 194,473 respectively ; in Western Australia there were 253,424 Nationalist
to 118,372 Labour votes for the Senate, and in South Australia and Tasmania the majorities of the victorious party
were likewise substantial. On gross totals the Senate results
showed that the Nationalists had secured 54.63 per cent. of
the votes and the Labour party 43.14, a small nlargin of 00.89
votes going to Independent candidates, none of whom was
r e t ~ r n e d . ' ~ Instead of the Government having a working
majority of only two in the Senate, it now had a majority
of 12 in that House.
u T h e remainder, 1.34 per cent., were informal.
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The elections for the House of Representatives were
equally decisive, securing for the Government a majority of
33, whereas before the election it had counted 23. The Prime
Minister recognised that it was hopeless for him to present
himself as a candidate for his old constituency, West Sydney,
where none but a Labour man of unimpeachable official orthodoxy would have any chance of being returned. Having been
challenged by Mr. Hampson,44 Labour member for Bendigo,
to contest that seat, he chose to do so. His announcement of
the fact was received with great enthusiasm, and he won by
a substantial majority. , Mr. Hampson enlisted and went to
the front.
The Nationalist party-or
tlie " Win-the-War " party as
it was sometimes called-laid
emphasis on winning the war
as the primary purpose in view, and in the speeches of
Nationalist candidates scarcely any other .issue was mentioned
as being of much importance. But nearly all of them followed the lead given by Mr. Hughes in his policy speech at
Bendigo on March z;th, in declaring that if the country
entrusted its destinies to the Nationalists, they would not
attempt to force conscription without taking another referendum. On his point Mr. Hughes was clear and decisive.
" The Government," he
said, " accepts the verdict of the
electors of October 28th, and appeals to tlie patriotism of the
people to uphold the honour of Australia by maintaining the
Australian divisions at their full fighting strength by voluntary enlistment. . . If, however, national safety demands
it, the question will again be referred to the people. That
is the policy of the Government on this great question."
Air. Ii'att also, in a speech at Prahran on April 2nd, while
expressing his conviction that coilscription for home and
foreign service was justifiable, nevertheless held that, when
an appeal had been made to the people and they had given
their answer. that answer must be respected. But if national
safety and the war demanded a reconsideration of the people's
answer, the question would again be submitted to the country.
The one prominent exception on the Nationalist side to
the acceptance of the Prime Minister's pledge not to introduce
44Lieut. A. J. Hampson, 2nd Light Rly. Op. Coy. hf L.A., Vic., I ~ I I / I
Member of C'wealth House of Reps., 1915/17. Agent; of Elwood. Vic ; b. Bendigo,
\'IC,
1 5 Sept , 1868.
Died 19 May, 1924.
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coiiscription without receiving a warrant from the people
by referendum, was Sir William Irvine.
Though an outstanding personage in Federal politics, and one who had been
prominent in the formation of the Nationalist party, Sir
William had refused to join the Nationalist ministry unless
it accepted conscription as part of its programme, and during
his election campaign he spoke scornfully of New South Wales
Nationalists who had signed a manifesto in conformity with
Mr. Hughes’s undertaking. In a speech at Dandenong (April
2nd), he said that he would refuse to be a member of any
Government which would not pledge itself to conscription,
and that he would “ sooner not enter the walls of Parliament
again” than he a party to the abandonment of that policy.
H e admitted, however, that the Governiiient was absolutely
bound by the pledges that had been given, and he accepted
it as binding on the party.‘5 This was the only issue on
which Sir N”Vlljain Irvine was at variance with the general
Nationalist policy; and so high did he stand in the counsels
of the party that the Governnient had proposed to send him
as a representative of Australia in the Imperial Conference
held in London early in 1917, but the intwvention of the
general election prevented this appointment being made. It
would have been unprecedented to appoint to the Imperial
Conference a politician who was not a member of the Cabinet,
and some Nationalists took exception to the choice on that
ground. Sir William Irvine’s connection with Federal politics
was, however, nearing a conclusion, as he was appointed Chief
Justice of Victoria in succession to Chief Justice Madden in
April, 1918.
The official Labour party announced its policy through
a manifesto signed by Mr. Tudor and Mr. Watkins, respectively the leader and secretary of the party. On the war
issue they stated, “ Our attitude as a party is identical with
our attitude at the last election, and the best pledge of our
future intention is to be found in our past performance.
While in office we conducted the war with vigour and determination.”
The promise was also given that “ if again
ctitrusted
with
the control of Australia’s share in the war,
-__
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we will continue under the voluntary system to secure the
services of every man fit and willing to proceed to the front.”
A placard of the Nationalist party published during the
election described the Labour party as having “ blown out its
brains ” when it expelled Mr Hughes and his followers. That
it had suffered a severe loss was unmistakable. The shattering
was as manifest in the electorates as in Parliament.
NO
fewer than IOO,OOO VGteS which had been cast for the Labour
party in I 9 1 4 were transferred to the Nationalist party
in 1917. The most experienced, and, with few exceptions,
the ablest, men were to be found in the cohort which
followed Mr. Hughes. Mr. Tudor, though a conscientious
man of signal integrity and uprightness, was not possessed
of outstanding qualifications for a political leader, and some
of his best supporters were as yet apprentices to their public
calling.
The work of twenty years of organisation and
energetic propaganda, seemed to have been washed away in
a flood of national distrust, and not till twelve years had passed
did the Labour party in Australia regain the position which
it lost during the war.
Mr. Hughes was severely criticised in some quarters
because the pledge which he gave at Bendigo was a negation
of his former contention that support of conscription was
a test of loyalty to the Empire; and also because he was too
fond of “personal abuse and intrigue,” and had thereby
shown himself to be more of a disintegrating force than a .
national leader such as the country needed. It was said that
he showed no disposition to throw oil on troubled waters.
Every denunciation of him brought forth a slashing attack
upon his opponents.
It was said that his indiscriminating
invective against particular opponents antagonised whole .
classes which were not necessarily in opposition, and that his
unrelenting aggressiveness intensified and hardened the feeling
of some of those whom he attacked. “They began by being
anti-conscription,” said one distinguished observer,4e “ they
went on to be anti-British, and they ended by being anti-war.’’
There was something in this criticism.
Not that, by refraining from retorts in kind, Mr. Hughes could have
reconciled those who were already against him : the time for
Afternards minister in a Nationalist government.
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reconciliation was gone; and the results of the election of
1917 did not indicate that his electioneering methods were
ineffective. But he did tend to nialte enemies of some who
might have supported a less uncompromisingly aggressive
leader.
He was indiscriminate. His attitude was that all
his opponents were tarred with the same brush, whereas in
fact there were marked differences between those who, like
Mr. Tudor, were sincere in their loyalty to the British cause
in the war, though honestly opposed to conscription, and others
who were frankly opposed to the war and some against the
imperial connection. Mr. Hughes sometimes seemed to confuse the Imperial cause with his own, as though in breathing
forth fire against his own enemies he was assisting in the
defeat of the enemies of the Allied Powers. But if he had
the defects of his temperament lie also had its virtues, and
they were exerted with passionate fcrvour in the cause for
which he sacrificed the party of which he had been one of
the creators.

