
This is George Lewkowicz for the Don Dunstan Foundation Don Dunstan Oral History Project interviewing 
today, the 23rd October 2010, the Honourable Peter Duncan.  The location of the interview is Lombok, 
Indonesia.  Peter, thanks very much for doing the interview for the Don Dunstan History Project.  Before 
we get into the politics and policy of the 1970s and possibly earlier, can you just provide a brief background 
on yourself, broadly your education and employment history, and how that led into politics? 

Okay.  Well, my family came from Victoria and I was born in Melbourne, and I went to Gardenvale Central 
School in Brighton, Victoria, before spending two years at Melbourne Boys’ High School.  My father worked 
for the Commonwealth Bank, he was shifted to Sydney, and I then went to Homebush High for one year. 
Following that, which was pretty unsuccessful, I did two years of a printing apprenticeship  and then I was 
invited by the company I was working for, John Sands, to scrap the apprenticeship and undertake a Junior 
Printing Executive course at Sydney Tech, which I did. In 1964, I went to Melbourne and caught up with some 
school mates of mine, and they were all going to university. For all the wrong reasons, I decided that this 
seemed to be a great idea, and so I went back to Sydney and I inquired as to how I might be able to matriculate 
and become a university student. There was an arrangement that the Education Department had in Sydney 
where adults could go to primary schools, basically, at night and study matriculation.  And I did that and, at the 
end of that year, I managed to matriculate.   

Then my father was transferred to South Australia as the Manager of the Commonwealth Trading Bank SA, 
and he probably, in his wisdom, wisely said to me he would pay for me to go to university if – because I didn’t 
have a Commonwealth Scholarship – if I went to University in South Australia.  So I went off to South 
Australia.  And even at that stage my matriculation, because it didn’t include any maths or science subjects, was 
only enough to get into arts or law; and, even though my father knew better, I think he believed that arts was 
actually something to do with painting [well at least something uncommercial] and was distinctly opposed to 
the idea of me doing arts, and so I ended up doing law.  I mean all this might seem a bit funny in retrospect, but 
you’ve to appreciate I was the first person in the family to ever go on to tertiary education, so there wasn’t a 
long history of uncles and aunts who could provide advice, et cetera, .....  So I enrolled at Adelaide University 
in 1965 in Law, and graduated five years later.    

Who were some of the people you met there – the students or lecturers – that might have influenced your 
later thinking in politics? 

Certainly, my Politics I lecturer, a bloke called Bob Hetherington, had an important influence on me.  And then, 
later, what I’ll call the ‘New Left’ political and legal lecturers:  Bob Catley, before his conversion to extreme 
conservatism and the right of the Labor Party; Neal Blewett – who, à propos of nothing, always used to have a 
joke, years, later, about the fact that:  ‘My god!  Was I responsible for Duncan?’  (laughter)  And, in the Law 
School, there were a very – the Law School, prior to about 1965, had largely been operated by part-time 
lecturers from the profession, and I don’t know why but in 1965 Professor Arthur Rogerson, an English guy, 
was appointed as Dean and he brought with him a bunch of full-time lecturers who were young, pretty 
interesting, reasonably radical lawyers:  Brent Fisse; John Keeler; Brian Greaves; and a criminologist, whose 
name I have forgotten, from New York.   

And what were some of the ideas they were getting across?  I’m sort of assuming, given what you were 
interested in before, you’d come into the university pretty open-minded, and these people – 

Yes. 

– are talking about various things. 

My political instincts were labour.  My father had been involved in supporting the bank nationalisation – 

Supporting it?  That’s interesting. 

– don’t forget he worked for the Commonwealth Bank –  

Yes; true. 

– and he’d been – he was really bitterly opposed to Menzies and the conservatives, particularly over their 
opposing bank nationalisation. He’d had a very bad time during the Depression in his schooldays, before he 
started work, and he was scarred for life as a result of that and was always very cautious financially and blamed 
the banks for it all, and thought that nationalising the banks would have been a very sensible thing to do and 
was very bitterly disappointed by the failure of the Labor govt legislation in the High Court.  So that was the 
main background of my politics. 

And then, when I went to university, I was exposed to all these interesting – I think – interesting ideas, and I 
then became radicalised and much more interested in politics and changing the world in the direction of a better 
place. 

Yes.  And was the uni Labour Club a funnel for some of that, or was it – – –? 

Yes.  Yes, it was.  I just want to say within the left in the university there was a great debate going on about, if 
you like, the ‘path to socialism’:  whether the Labor Party provided any solution to the problems of Australia, 
South Australia and the world; or whether a more radical framework was desirable, i.e. the Communist Party.  



And around about this time Czechoslovakia occurred in ’68 and the Communist Party in Australia split, and the 
CPA – the Communist Party of Australia – superficially, at least, looked a much more attractive proposition 
than the Stalinist party SPA to somebody who had small-‘l’ liberal views like me.  But I never finally saw the 
Communist Party as an option nor a solution to the problems of Australia and the world; I was too much 
wedded to the ballot box and democracy. I joined the Labor Party and Young Labor in 1965 and I joined the 
university Labour Club in Orientation Week of 1965.  So what I’m saying is I found my way there rather than  
being recruited, I suppose. 

Yes; interesting.  And when did you first come across Don Dunstan:  was that at uni? 

Before we deal with that, I was going to say – and, of course, in the university Labour Club at the time there 
were a large number of people who went on to play some prominent role in politics and society in South 
Australia and the nation:  John Waters, who was on the National Conference representing the Northern 
Territory for years; David Combe, who became the ALP National Secretary; John Bannon; Anne Summers, 
author; John Summers – he because a professor at Flinders – – – 

A lecturer at Flinders, yes.   

– – – and others that I’ve probably forgotten and should mention.  And, fairly early on in 1965, I met Don 
Dunstan.  I think he came – if not in Orientation Week, soon after – he came and addressed a student meeting 
on the campus and I met him there.  And then I was invited, I think by David Combe, to his house in Norwood 
in George Street, which was a sort of hub of activity for the young, enthusiastic Labor acolytes at the time. 

Then there was the great struggle of the 1965 election, which I became quite heavily involved in, and then 
the federal election in 1966, which was a disaster – I was on the campaign committee for the candidate for 
Sturt, Keith Le Page. Of course, we  had won the SA election in 1965 and it was quite an exciting time, given 
that there had been 32 years of Playford government and South Australia was as boring as bat shit and very – 
well, it had been a very, very ordinary, dreary place.  And Don and the Frank Walsh Government really lifted 
the place and there were vast numbers of reforms, major and minor.  And then a little later, I became the editor 
of On Dit with another person, Arwed Turon. That was in 1968, and Arwed was much more interested in the 
arts – and I was interested in politics, and so, basically, I ran the political side of the newspaper’s coverage and 
he ran the arts stuff.  And we, as much as we could, supported the Dunstan Government in the ’68 election, 
which of course was lost as a result of the gerrymander in the rural areas.  The Dunstan Government got more 
than 54 per cent but we still lost the election.   

But, during that period, I had one notable run-in with Don: he came to the campus for a meeting, and On Dit 
reported on the meeting and his speech His staff had handed out  a written version the speech to the media and 
we published the speech verbatim, which included, in parentheses, ‘Refer David’s notes.’ 

Oh, really?   

And we did it because of the fact that it was just a bit of bloody undergraduate humour.  Don didn’t see it like 
that; he saw it as very unprofessional behaviour and blah-blah-blah.  I argued that, if a written copy of a speech 
was handed out and it had refer David’s notes in it, we were entitled to bloody run it and it was his staff’s fault; 
not ours.  (laughter)  Which, I must say, didn’t endear me to David  – the ‘David’ referred to was David Combe 
–  (laughter) 

Whoops!  Can you remember any of his more radical ideas of the time? 

Well – this is probably a little later, but let me not put it in a period –  

Yes, sure. 

– because I wouldn’t readily be able to – but the first big idea that I’d like to refer to was what was then referred 
to as ‘industrial democracy’.  Don had studied the German example and thought that it was very appropriate for 
Australia, or South Australia, and had managed to convince significant sections of the business community that 
it was not a bad idea.  And a lot of effort was put into that; but, basically, it came to nought when the Dunstan 
Decade expired.  The Liberals just came in and got rid of what had been achieved and established.   

His second big idea – which, to some extent, has been left in his legacy – was the idea that Adelaide, the City 
of Adelaide, should have sectors which, through government assistance and influence, would become mini 
ethnic communities.  The East End was to become the Italian area; the West End the Greek area; the 
Gouger/Grote Street area the Chinatown; there was one other I’ve forgotten.  Anyhow.  And to some extent 
that’s happened, but not to the extent that he would have dreamed about.   

His big idea in terms of making Adelaide the arts centre of Australia I think in fact largely occurred.  The 
Festival and all the other bits and pieces in the Festival Centre, et cetera, et cetera, all – although they were 
there to some extent before the Dunstan Decade started, he drew them together, put it in a framework and very 
effectively sold South Australia as the arts centre of the nation. Very effectively.  And that was a legacy which 
has been thrown away by subsequent governments – just stupidly not funding the arts adequately, not having a 
proper policy framework for the arts, et cetera. 

The other thing he was very interested in was – – –.  (break in recording)  He was very interested in 
carefully-managed decentralisation.  He thought the idea of Elizabeth was appalling and should never have 
occurred because it just simply built an industrial area on the bloody plain and put this new town – whack! – out 



in the semi desert Para plain and imported all these industrial working-class people, and that was not the way 
Don thought things should be done.  I remember having dinner with him and we were talking about it – because 
I was the Member for Elizabeth, of course – and his idea was that Elizabeth should have been established on the 
existing Gawler Because it was further away from Adelaide the new town would not have become part of 
Adelaide or at least not so soon; and, because there was a town with an existing structure, it would have been 
much more viable than trying to create something from scratch.  Now, that may seem a strange contradiction 
when you come to Monarto; however, Monarto was significantly further away than Elizabeth was from 
Adelaide and had the Adelaide Hills in the middle as a buffer, so it had a much better prospect of developing as 
a new town rather then a dormitory suburb of Adelaide.   

The other big idea he had – people have long forgotten this – but there was a proposal to build a 
petrochemicals plant at a place called Redcliff between Port Augusta and Port Pirie using feedstock from the 
Mooney etc gas fields in Central Australia.  And Don was desperate to try and get that up and running and 
would have provided, I think, most of the capital for it, given that somebody would have committed to it.  But it 
wasn’t to be.  And why he saw Redcliff as important was that he had this idea that the Whyalla/Port 
Augusta/Port Pirie area could have been, in effect, a second big city in South Australia.  And I must say when I 
see, with modern technology, the development of desalination plants on a massive scale, that might well have 
been.  But it hasn’t. 

And you mentioned you were the Member for Elizabeth:  how did you get into Parliament? 

I had graduated in Law and been admitted to the bar and a friend Chris Cocks and myself had started a law firm 
– Cocks Duncan – and we had some union clients, and I became very interested in trying to get preselection for 
a seat. At the 1970 – well, prior to the 1970 election, I ran for preselection against Sam Lawn, who was the 
Member for Adelaide and had been the Member for Adelaide for about 30 or 40 years.  He was around 74 .  
And it was pretty opportunistic on my part, but I saw it as an opportunity to invite the Party to renew itself.   

Don spoke to me about that and, in effect, warned me off – not on the basis that looking after Sam Lawn was 
desirable – he wasn’t interested in that but more on the grounds that knocking off sitting members was 
undesirable.Later I discovered that the real reason was that the machine which ran the Alp in SA had promised 
the seat to Jack Wright, the Secretary of the Australian Workers’ Union,on Sam Lawn’s retirement at the ’73 
election.  Now, in fact –  I actually had good relations with Jack Wright and the AWU, but I was told in no 
uncertain terms I wasn’t getting their support.  – this is leading somewhere – anyhow, I did quite well. I 
received about 35 per cent of the vote first preferences but Sam Lawn got across the line.  He then died and 
there was a by-election, and Jack Wright entered Parliament in ’71 or ’72.  Then Jack Clark, the Member for  
Gawler[later Elizabeth], said he was retiring at the ’73 election and I then spoke to a number of people who I 
thought might support me and they showed some interest, including the by then Secretary of the AWU, Jimmy 
Dunford, and Jimmy said he would support me. 

The preselection was wide open.  The candidates were the Secretary to a Federal Member of Parliament, 
Joyce Henriott; Brian Chatterton; Terry Hemmings; Ray Rowe; myself – that’s five.  There were seven, 
anyway.  I’ve forgotten the other two.  Anyhow, I had the support of the AWU and a few sub-branches, but I 
went to the other big unions and I said to them, basically, ‘I understand that you’re supporting So-and-so?’  
‘Yes, that’s right.’ ‘Well, fair enough. But in case it goes to second preferences would you give me your second 
preference?’  And I had a lot of people promise me second preferences. And so, as the ballot was counted, 
candidates who had a a lesser number of first preferences would be eliminated and I gradually won on all the 
second preferences. Then, at the ’73 election, I became the Member for Elizabeth. 

Good.  As a new member, were there any particular ideas, policies you were wanting to push forward?    

I was very interested in civil liberties issues, particularly; and I was a strong opponent of capital punishment – 
and corporal punishment had been abolished, but I was a strong opponent of capital punishment; and I was 
interested in privacy, rights to privacy; and I particularly was appalled at what treatment was meted out to gay 
people and I was anxious to do something about that, and when I got into the Parliament I formulated a bill.  
There had already been weak-kneed attempts at reform by the Steele Hall Government – Murray Hill MLC put 
up a private member’s bill – but that didn’t decriminalise Homosexual behaviour between consenting adults. 
His bill just basically left it as a crime but in effect said if there was no victim it was okay. So I put the bill up 
first and it failed to pass the Legislative Council.  Then I put it up again and there a lot of arm-twisting went on, 
and Dr George Duncan had died [in 1972] as a result of the so called ‘Learn To Swim Campaign for Poofters’ 
run by the Vice Squad, and there was a general feeling in the community that this sort of – that the opportunity 
for the police to do such things should be removed and some people who were not at all enthusiastic about 
homosexual behaviour supported the bill. 

Oh, right.  So was it a conscience vote element? 

Yes.  Well, the lower house was never a problem; it was the upper house.  And there were two gay people in the 
upper house.  I’m not going to name them, but one of them – causing himself much harm, I suspect – voted for 
the bill and the other one bloody wouldn’t come out of the closet, and I’m sorely tempted, even now, to bloody 
---. 

Ah, well, I won’t press it.  And did you talk to Don about the bill? 



Yes.  We had numerous conversations – and, I mean, let’s get it clear:  I had no idea that Don was gay or 
bisexual at all. He presumably knew that I was straight and I wasn’t part of any group. I was such a devotee of 
Dunstan at the time that I probably wouldn’t have believed it anyway.  So the conversations were basically 
between the Premier and the proponent of homosexual law reform and not in any way between somebody who 
had an interest in this and a proponent of law reform.  But, obviously, I was a – I mean I was a gift, in that 
sense, to Don, because here was this straight guy who had plenty of interest in repairing the law in this area and 
so it was.  Don of course was very supportive and did some pretty strong arm-twisting.  I mean – it’s hardly 
worth putting this on tape – but Tom Casey, the Minister for Agriculture, who was a good Catholic boy, he 
(laughs) said to me in a corridor conversation, ‘Peter, I don’t know what makes a bloke like you tick,’ he says.  
‘You seem to be a nice young fellow with plenty of opportunities ahead of you,’ he said.  ‘Why do you want to 
take up the cause of the poo pushers?’  (laughs)   

Really?  Oh, gosh, yes. 

And I said to him, ‘Tom, because I think everybody ought to be able to do what they want to do in the privacy 
of their own bedroom  blah-blah-blah.’ 

‘Oh, no,’ he said, you know, ‘the thought of it makes me puke.’  (laughter) 
Anyhow, I reported that conversation to Don, who then proceeded to see Tom and say, something to the 

effect, ‘Now, listen, Tom:  this might be a private member’s bill, but this is serious business of the Government 
because it reflects on what we’re trying to achieve in South Australia as the place of enlightenment,’ et cetera.  
And he said as reported to me by Don ‘I wouldn’t like to think that any member of my government had been 
responsible for rendering South Australia a symbol of backwardness and the like.  Anyhow, Tom Casey had to 
get into the bloody upper house and get his hand up.  (laughs) 

Yes – interesting.  Were there any particular ideas – I’m just wondering how the sort of caucus or how the 
policy realm operated.  I know there was the Party Conference and the platform and whatever; but when it 
got into sorting out in the caucus what ought to be happening and the parliamentary program, how did that 
work? 

Well, in my time in the South Australian Parliament, the caucus was a significant power and influence, and the 
Cabinet would, generally, not make decisions against party policy nor against the majority in caucus.  I mean if 
the Cabinet or the Premier thought that caucus might have had a different view, things would be taken to the 
caucus, thrashed out – and Don always won[the cabinet of 13 voted as a block], and effectively the caucus was 
lined up beforehand.  Not the other way round, of getting it through the Cabinet and then going and saying to 
the caucus, ‘Well, you bloody put up with this and shut up.’  And the South Australian – this is a little later; I 
got into the Parliament in March 1973 and into the ministry as Attorney-General in September ’75 – and the 
way the Cabinet worked was a democracy of the 13 people.  I mean there were very serious debates occurred on 
the floor of the Cabinet, not in some bloody – I mean I’m not saying there wouldn’t have been meetings in the 
Premier’s office; I would have been at some of them; but, basically, things were thrashed out within the 
Cabinet, and Don insisted on that sort of transparency.  It was quite unique that, in politics, somebody would 
deal with it like that.  I mean he was a strong debater and could carry meetings most of the time, anyway; but a 
lot of debates were sorted out in Cabinet, and that was never my experience  in the Federal  cabinet when I 
served there in the late 1980’s.                    

  I can recall on one occasion Don discovered that the public service heads of the core departments were 
‘playing cards’ – in inverted commas – at one of their homes on a Sunday night, five of them.   Bob Bakewell 
head of The Premiers department and – anyway, whoever they were the heads, the five core departments.  And 
when Don found out about this he absolutely hit the roof, because, he said, clearly the only agenda was to sort 
out what was on the Cabinet agenda on the Monday following and to get into ministers’ ears on the Monday 
morning before the Cabinet meeting   And he said, ‘I’m not bloody having that,’ and read the riot act.   

I just want to give you an example of – this is a very minor example, but I like to repeat it, simply because it 
indicates what a democracy the Cabinet was.  There was an issue over the piece of land that is next to the 
Catholic cathedral in Victoria Square:  between the cathedral and the square there is now a park.  And the land 
was owned – it was part of the tram shed that was on the corner of Flinders 

Yes – tram barn, yes. 

– tram barn on the corner.  It was part of that land, okay?  And therefore it was part of Geoff Virgo’s portfolio.   

Transport, yes. 

So he had – well, his department had – designed a building, a multistorey building, to put on that piece of land.  
Well, when the Catholic Church found out about this they went ape about it.  They wanted the land to remain 
vacant.  They didn’t want to buy it.  Anyhow, Des Corcoran was the Minister for Works and a Catholic, and he 
had found a piece of land behind the Lands Titles Office Building, in Wakefield Street but on the north side, 
okay?   

Yes. 

And he had promoted the idea that the building should be put there; not on Victoria Square.  Well, of course, 
Victoria Square was the prestigious place, it was the place where government offices were at that time, and so 



Geoff Virgo and his department wanted their building to be built there so that the Minister’s office would be 
there and the Department offices would be there, et cetera, et cetera, They were quite strong on this.Well, Hugh 
Hudson, Ron Payne, Geoff Virgo – there’s another Catholic; no, there’s another – Jack Wright and maybe Brian 
Chatterton had been probably lined up to support Virgo.  And Geoff was a great operator, and – – –.  (break in 
recording)  Geoff was a great political operator, and wouldn’t have been above saying to people, ‘Look, I really 
need this.  Please support me and I’ll do something to help you with some problem you’ve got coming up,’ you 
know.  So there were about five out of 13 votes in favour of building it on Victoria Square.  

Des Corcoran and Tom Casey for religious reasons and Don Dunstan, for aesthetic reasons, and Don 
Hopgood  

All right, yes. 

– were in favour of moving it to the other site.  Now, for whatever reason, I turned up late at that Cabinet 
meeting and I just opened the door as they were bloody voting on this, and Don said, ‘Aha!  Peter!  Come in 
and resolve this problem for us.’  He said, ‘We’re just dealing with the issue of the new Transport Department 
building do you remember how he used to say ‘iss-su’? – 

‘Iss-su’, yes. 

‘– of the building on Victoria Square.’  He said, ‘Are you in favour of it, or are you in favour of it being 
moved?’ 

And I said, ‘Well, much as I don’t have anything to do with the Catholic Church, I am in favour of having St 
Francis Xavier, which is an interesting old Colonial building, exposed visually for the benefit of the city, so I’m 
in favour of shifting it.’ 

‘Aha!’ he said, ‘Five-all, and the Premier’s casting vote:  it’s to be built over there.’   

That’s interesting, yes. 

So I mean I just use that as an example of how there was a pretty fair democracy operating. 

Were there times when Don had a view and he was open to his mind changing and being changed?  Like 
during these debates – and you’ve mentioned earlier he generally got his way, but it’s that issue of how 
open-minded he was and if somebody had a better argument for something that he was prepared to change. 

Yes.  Look, none of these debates took place in a vacuum, and so a lot of pre-consideration had gone on. 

Right – Cabinet submissions and all that stuff, yes. 

And discussion and debate within the Party as well as – – –.  But he and Hugh Hudson often were arguing about 
things because Hugh was much more cautious, economically.  He was okay socially, but economically he was 
very cautious.  And he was an economist and had a view that you need to keep the State’s finances in pretty 
tight shape, and sometimes Don had ideas about needing to spend money which Hugh just thought – I mean, 
Hugh wouldn’t be – he would have thought the whole of what was happening – and he was the Minister for 
Planning at one stage:  he wasn’t a great enthusiast about Monarto. 

Just we were talking about the caucus before.  I’m interested in that.  You were – I don’t know what period 
this started – but seen as the leader of some left –  

Yes. 

– I don’t know whether to call it a ‘faction’ at that stage or not. 

Well, it was a faction. 

Yes.  So how did that happen and why? 

Well, it was at a later period than the one we’ve just been talking about.  I think, in fact, in the main – initially, 
it was very informal.  It was basically the unions faction. 

The unions, right. 

Because by that stage the Vehicle Builders’ Union, the AWU and – what’s the other big union at the time? 

Storemen and Packers? 

Yes.  You know, there were probably 20 unions that were sort of loosely an industrial left group, and I was 
associated with them. 

Right. 

But it wasn’t until Don left the Parliament that it became more formalised, and that was to some extent caused 
by the debates over uranium mining and the fights – the factional fights – in New South Wales.    

The factional fights in New South Wales translated into the National Executive, and then Arthur Geitzelt and 
Tom Uren and others became very enthusiastic to try and get people from other states who would support their 
line on, particularly, uranium.  It’s hard to understand – or appreciate, at least – the importance of uranium 



mining in all of that.  But it sort of divided the Party, and it just happened that the people who were civil 
libertarians and a bit left economically thought that leaving uranium in the ground and not developing nuclear 
energy was the sensible policy, at least until a lot of problems had been sorted out, and the right of the Party – 
partly because of the fact that the AWU was involved in – I’m not talking about in South Australia; I’m talking 
about nationally – was involved in mining – they were in favour of it because it was jobs. 

Yes.  That gets a bit confusing because nationally the AWU was seen to be right – 

Yes. 

– and I think, in South Australia, left. 

And in South Australia ..... .....  That’s right. 

So yes, that’s interesting.  I was going to ask about uranium later, but I just wanted to dig into that a bit 
more, if I can use that term.  I’m across some of the policy development in that area, but, just to zero in on 
that critical time when the decisions were being made in Parliament on uranium policy, what are your 
recollections about the flow of that?  Because I think there was some concern from the left, from my 
understanding, that the policy was – Don had, I think, a view initially ‘Let’s keep open-minded and do 
further studies’ and then, as he got advice on all the issues about uranium, he was moving to not supporting 
mining and moving the Party to that.  And then there was a concern that – I don’t know what the reasons 
for that concern were – but that the policy was going to be, or his thinking was moving to, endorsing the 
mining.  And I’ll ask in a minute about a particular meeting that Don heard about.  What’s your 
recollection of that? 

(break in recording)  Well, my recollection is that Don had been reasonably comfortable with a policy that was 
a cautious policy in relation to uranium mining and the nuclear fuel cycle.  The nuclear fuel cycle itself was 
never a big issue in South Australian politics because nobody was particularly planning to build a nuclear power 
plant or any such thing here.  There were no specific proposals for that.  But the discovery of the huge Roxby 
Downs deposit I think injected into the politics of South Australia some, if you like, reality:  people started to 
feel that it would be impossible to oppose the development of a world-class mine on the basis of no uranium 
mining, and there were – and I can’t remember the timeframe, I’m sorry – but there were people saying, quite 
vigorously, that the mine should go ahead without mining the uranium; that the uranium should be leached out 
or whatever process, processed, out of the ore body and just returned with the slag to the mine.  And other 
people were saying, ‘That will never work.  All that’ll happen is’ – and this is probably right – ‘All that’ll 
happen is that it’ll be left in the ground, nicely parked, and at the next election, given that uranium mining will 
be an issue between the major parties, the Liberals will get elected and they’ll mine it, and what are we doing 
here?  Just being pure for the hell of it?’  Which was difficult to argue with. 

Yes.  So there was a meeting you had with others that Don heard about.  What was that meeting talking 
about?  

Well, okay.  Cabinet was dealing with this. 

Right.  Don was overseas. 

Don was overseas.  And I had a meeting with a bunch of trade union members and some caucus members:  John 
Scott, Frank Blevins, I think Jim Dunford, and others – I think Alan Begg [AWU] was there.  But we decided to 
try and coordinate a way to oppose uranium mining at the Party level, and he[Don] was furious with me 
because he saw this as some sort of disloyalty thing. 

Can you remember what he said? 

No. 

No; okay. 

It was colourful. 

But he wasn’t happy! 

It was colourful. 

And then you were in the Cabinet when the decisions were being made, so how did that – what was the flow 
of discussion? 

Well, Hugh Hudson was the Minister for Mines and was strongly in favour of it, and we early on decided to 
agree to disagree.  There had been a – I forget which year this was, but it might have been ’78 – we had, at the 
State Conference level, agreed to oppose, at that stage, uranium mining, and Don was trying to manage this 
process and my recollection is that he had tried to get the Cabinet to support him in leaving it all open.  And I 
didn’t agree with that, and there was a shit fight on the Convention floor, and we won, which he didn’t like at 
all.  (louder)  He did not like at all.  I don’t want to be whispering that.  (laughs) 



Yes.  But in the Cabinet discussions, when the policy decision was actually made – because there was a 
Cabinet submission done on the whole issue – Hudson spoke for it, but generally the view was not to support 
uranium mining. 

Yes. 

And Don wasn’t unhappy about that.   

He wanted it left open. 

Open right.  At that Cabinet time as well? 

No.  No.  By then there’d been some decision at the Convention.  And a little story I should tell you, because 
it’s absolutely a cute piece of history, I think:  Geoff Virgo used to go to Cabinet meetings and he’d put his 
papers here, and here he would put a copy of the Party Platform.  And I’m sure if it didn’t suit him he probably 
didn’t refer to it, but he not infrequently used to say, ‘Well, I don’t know what all the argument is about, 
because if you look to page ... of the Party’s Platform, you’ll see that we have a position on this, and the 
position is so-and-so, and that’s the position the Cabinet must uphold.’  I mean it was remarkable.  This was a 
Labor Party that has long passed into history. 

Yes.  And these days it seems highly irrelevant to have the Party Platform – – –. 

Yes.  And Geoff’s attitude at that Cabinet meeting, I’m sure, would have been, ‘I don’t know what we’re 
talking about here.  The Party’s made the decision, and that’s bloody it.’ 

Yes.  Interesting.  I’m just also curious about the aftermath of all that, when Don retired – resigned.  Hugh 
Hudson was going to be the Premier, from my understanding.   

Yes. 

Then things changed.  I was just wondering whether his support of the uranium mining was a factor in that 
final decision that Corcoran became the Premier.   

I think, firstly, Dunstan didn’t think in his wildest dreams that he was going to have to resign, until very close to 
the mark. 

Yes, the health issue. 

And Don, I don’t think at any time until very close to the mark, had a plan for succession.  Earlier on, talk about 
him going into the Federal Parliament had been around, but not in the 1970s, and I think that he probably 
thought that, given the lacklustre leadership of the Liberal Party that had gone on and on and on, and his 
reasonably commanding support in the community, that he probably could have expected to live on in 
government until he was bored with it, sometime in the late ’80s.  And I mean some of the – you can see, distil 
out, some of the plans that he had were very long-term plans.  The industrial democracy and Monarto and other 
things were long-term stuff, and he thought he was going to be there.  So I don’t see – I never heard nor saw 
any indications that there was a succession plan in place earlier on.   

Then, when the bloody Ceruto book started to emerge and his health started to – well, deteriorated very 
markedly, I think he then probably decided that Hugh Hudson was the person who should replace him.  But Des 
was a very loyal deputy and pretty competent in his way, and had good support in the caucus.  Hugh didn’t have 
great support in the caucus and could not have won against Corcoran.  And I think if Don had been around to 
manage the process, if I can put it like that, Hugh could have got up, but on his own he wouldn’t have made it.  
And I think he knew that.   

What was your view about when Corcoran became the leader? 

Well, I didn’t like Hudson.   

Okay. 

But I did get a bit of a shock when he moved me.  But that was understandable.  I mean I’d allowed myself to 
become the ‘dangerous left’ whipping boy of the bloody Cabinet, and that certainly was not of any benefit to 
the government in terms of its popularity. I mean it was fine for me to the extent that I had no ambition to be the 
Premier and remained popular in my seat of Elizabeth.  Let me put  it this way I had a large reform program 
underway and my sole interest was to continue down that path.If the Adevertiser didn’t like it too bloody bad.   

You went to Health, didn’t you? 

I went to Health.  But I still had Corporate Affairs, because there were all these complex things going on with 
that and that was left to me to handle The National Corporations law  scheme and such stuff.   

Changes, yes. 



But I always had a strange early attitude that Dunstan was some sort of messiah that led us into government and 
would continue], and that the likes of me didn’t need to worry too much about whatever my bloody standing 
was, at large in the community.  Well, in retrospect, I think it was a pretty dopey attitude; but, nonetheless –  

Naïve, yes. 

 I was naïve yes.  And I mean I had the box of tricks which were all the policy things that I was working on, and 
it was a huge bloody pile of stuff – I mean, it was a very exciting time, and I just – everything I touched I could 
see ways of bloody improving, and we’d have a committee working on this and that and a million other things.  
And, anyhow, I just didn’t pay much attention to – not enough – to what The Advertiser was bloody saying and 
propagandising and campaigning on, and suddenly I was persona non grata and a liability for the Government.  
And I understand in retrospect why Des Corcoran shifted me: because he thought that he had to do something to 
indicate that he’d effectively clipped my wings.   

Yes.  Strangely – I can never understand why Health was seen as a minor portfolio, given all the money – in 
terms of the pecking order, given the history of ministers that were picked. 

Because the Minister was basically Brian Shea.   

Right. 

And you could put people into Health who were not very – I don’t want to be too unkind to Don Banfield, he 
was a nice bloke – but, you know, if a person wasn’t an  A Class performer, they could be put into Health and – 

It just goes, yes. 

– and Brian Shea would look after them.  And, rather like Alexander Downer in foreign affairs, after about six 
months of one catastrophe after another as he shot his mouth off, suddenly  he realised he’d better bloody listen 
up to the Department and had a conversion of a sorts – I mean, he became a supporter of the abolition of capital 
punishment, of all things, you know? Earlier on he was a bloody ‘String ’em up and bloody stretch their necks 
supporter.  Anyhow, that’s an aside. 

So, I mean, I understand why Corcoran shifted me, and I quickly knuckled down and saw plenty of areas for 
reform in Health and got stuck into that.  

Too right, yes.  You mentioned earlier all these things you were working on as Attorney-General and 
Corporate Affairs.  What are some of the key things you think you got through? 

Well, there were a lot of mechanical things.  Firstly, when I became the Attorney-General, I think there were 15 
departments – there was the Public Trustee, the Public Prosecutor, the Land Title – and we put it all together 
and made one department out of it.  And there were lots and lots of things that had just been done the way 
they’d been done forever, and I just found different enthusiastic minds to look at things and sort them out.   

We sorted out the Coroner’s Court, for example, changed a whole lot of procedural things, made things a lot 
more efficient and easier for people having to deal with difficult things like that.  The Land Titles office, I put 
extra resources into finishing the task of converting old system land to Torrens Title, and we changed a lot of 
the procedures.  People don’t realise how important some of that stuff is, because what tends to happen in 
government is that somebody comes along and passes a regulation, and then, reacting to some other thing, you 
put another regulation on top and another regulation:  you end up with this mountain of regulations, and I had 
this guy – Ian Bidmeade –  

Yes. 

– who was a lawyer in Adelaide – we set up this Regulation Review Unit, and he and his team were just going 
through every regulation and consolidating them, getting rid of the bloody rubbish.  You know, this is the story 
about that the Road Traffic Act still provides that motor vehicles can’t do more than 4 km/h without a light 
carried in front of it at night – that sort of bloody mythology.  But that might be a myth, but in fact there  
were[and are] heaps of examples of such nonsense.  And  Ian was doing a great job  working on that. 

Then we changed a heap of the consumer laws to make them much more sympathetic to consumers:  second-
hand motor vehicles; residential tenancies, liquor licensing; builders’ licensing; laws in relation to sale and 
purchase of land, et cetera, et cetera. 

Landlord and tenants I think was one. 

Landlord and tenants was one thing which I was very big on. Once a  lot of these reforms had been introduced  
in South Australia they became a template which flowed to the rest of the nation. 

Yes. 

Although some of the best things – almost all of my reforms are still on the statute books, but just a couple of 
things which are a minor irritant to me were got rid of because it didn’t suit some powers that be.  For example, 
in the landlord and tenant legislation, once a tenant or a landlord had registered with the Tribunal a dispute, it 
had to be resolved, one way or the other, in 21 days.  Full stop.  No extensions.  And from the point of view – I 
mean, these are usually – we’re not talking about commercial leases; this is residential stuff.  All these disputes 
are small and they’re easily resolved.  And, anyhow, that was part of the law:  that they had to be resolved in 21 



days.  Well, the Law Society hated that, because if you can resolve landlord and tenant disputes in 21 days 
there’s a danger that somebody might have the idea that a lot of other disputes might be resolved quickly and 
cheaply and effectively.  And they lobbied the Tonkin Government, and  John Burdett the AG got rid of that.   

String things out. 

Yes. 

Just those – how were they sort of – you know, the idea was there and the general direction, but the detail – 
what, from other countries you’ve picked up stuff, or was it internal logic of what ought to happen, or – – –? 

Well, through practising law a bit I’d picked up some ideas.  Other stuff from stuff I’d read.  Some things we 
did – I mean the landlord and tenant stuff, I’ve forgotten who now, but I appointed somebody to do a review of 
it and they came back and they’d done the work properly and here were the suggestions, and we adopted them 
and took them to the Cabinet.  

Yes.  You mentioned Rogerson before:  I think he did something as well at some stage –  

He did, yes.   

– but I can’t remember the detail.  Price control:  do you remember that area, and the special study? 

Oh, that Les Wright wrote? 

That’s right, yes. 

I don’t want to say anything too unkind about that.   

Oh, right. 

Phillips Curve?  Anyhow, price control – but the time I was the Minister for Prices and Consumer Affairs, et 
cetera, price control had really become a historical thing.  And the only useful thing that we could really do 
with it was a hangover from Playford; I mean, Playford had used price control very smartly.  What he’d done 
was, on a few key prices – particularly petrol and I’ve forgotten what else –  

Bread, I think. 

– bread and key commodities – he’d kept under price control; and, you know, no doubt he’d deny it, but what 
they basically did was they just kept the price of petrol, bread and a few other things – chicken meat, I think, 
and weird stuff – a couple of cents a kilo or a litre below the other states.  And it wasn’t enough that the 
business community really could react up about it; they just whinged about it; and it meant that the cost of 
living in South Australia was a little bit less, and therefore in the days of the Playford Government they had 
wages a bit less.  And so they had a really good sales line with foreign investors:  ‘Come to South Australia.  
You can pay 10 cents an hour less for industrial work.’ 

One other area – it’s not consumer affairs – the laws on rape:  was that in your portfolio, that work that was 
being done? 

Yes.  

Can you recall where that push was coming from:  the Women’s Adviser or – – –? 

Well, no; it was mainly my press secretary. 

Your press secretary. 

Carol Treloar. 

Carol Treloar, right. 

And I mean I can’t remember when I became aware of the issue – I suspect at university – I became aware of 
the fact that there was this appalling bloody provision in the criminal law that the rape of a woman by her 
husband was not a criminal offence.  And soon after I became Attorney-General I put together changes to the 
criminal law to deal with that.  And also the Equal Opportunities Commission came under my jurisdiction .  
(telephone rings, break in recording)  And the Premier’s Women’s Adviser was at war with Bob Bakewell and 
couldn’t get administrative things done,  – except through Don directly– and she worked closely  with my 
office.  

Deborah McCulloch. 

Deborah McCulloch, yes. 

Interesting.  Just on that one, were there any counter-pressures to that you recall?  Like the views in certain 
parts of the community – well, we’re talking earlier about Indonesia and the view males have about females 
– whether there was concern from – I’ll call them ‘the ethnic communities’, for want of a better term – 
about that sort of thing? 



The Catholic Church was concerned.  They didn’t like the rape in marriage law.  They thought that sanctity of 
marriage should be above all of this sort of stuff and that better than not have the criminal law involved in the 
bedroom.  But there was a great deal of sexism around.  But people basically were not prepared to come out and 
declare their hand against what, at large, were reforms that any decent society should have made.  These aren’t 
left/right issues; these are just bloody plain fair-go issues.  And, you know, when you looked at the figures for 
women in work, what women’s pay was, et cetera, et cetera, I mean there was obviously a very serious gulf and 
it needed to be bridged.  And all those laws have taken years to wash through the system, – and women still, 
economically, are not equal with men; but nonetheless they’re a hell of a lot closer in Australia to equality than 
they would have been without those laws.   

Yes.  And there was the Roma Mitchell committee and I think there was another one on general law reform. 

There were two.  There was Howard Zelling’s committee on law reform generally, and they kept producing 
useful reports on what I unkindly call ‘esoteric law’, but stuff that’s very important for individual rights and 
civil liberties; stuff which you’ll never see in the newspapers, but important reforms of trust laws and, you 
know, all that sort of esoteric law that is of no interest to the public until they caught in the crack. 

Yes – the processes and whatever, yes.  And Prisons didn’t come under you, but in terms of criminal law 
reform, what – – –? 

Yes.  Well, Don Simmons, who was a friend of mine, always thought I was interfering in his department 
because Roma Mitchell’s committee dealt with prisons.   

Just – all these reforms going on, did you think back on how the community was itself, not so much 
involved, but why was it accepting of all these reforms?  Was it your and the Cabinet’s and Don’s 
leadership, saying, ‘Look, this is the sort of society we want,’ or was the community ready, or a 
combination? 

You know the way, now, people always talk about putting things in a framework and context? 

Yes. 

Well, Don had a vision of what South Australia ought to look like and we were all pretty much committed to it, 
but there was never the same concern for process as there has been in more recent years.  I mean, if it was a 
good idea and it was something that was within our province, it ought to happen.   

Right, yes. 

I mean we had the  foot on the accelerator one hundred miles an hour, really bloody going in that direction, as 
hard as we could.  And – in those terms, anyway – it almost left the Liberals gasping, because one idea would 
be in today and they’d just cope with that and there would be another one and another one and another one.  
And the community itself didn’t much get what is now referred to as sort of ‘reform exhaustion’ or some such, 
because I think Don brilliantly was able to focus people’s attention on the party – not the Labor Party; on the 
good time, you know, ‘These are good times; everything’s flowing well’ stuff, rather than the minutiae of all 
the  reform that was going on.   

Yes.  Just the general atmosphere – 

Yes. 

– and the excitement of what was happening right across a lot of areas. 

Yes.  I mean I got a terrible shock when I – well, I got a lot of shocks when I got into the Federal Parliament.  
Firstly, you know, the Cabinet largely didn’t function as a cabinet.  I mean the sub-committees made the 
decisions and then they were rubber-stamped by the Cabinet. People would lobby Hawke to get him onside, and 
once you had Hawke onside then you’d sort of move forward. And to get one or two reforms going was 
absolutely exhausting – just terribly exhausting.  I mean I was the parliamentary secretary who got the 
Disability Services Act up and it took two years, and the lobby groups never stopped and there’d be really 
radical lobby groups and then less radical, and others that were concerned about looking after their patch, blah-
blah-blah.  And, you know, at the end of the process a whole lot of people hated me because of the fact that I’d 
pushed through this legislation that was actually going to take 20 or 30 years to be fully implemented.  But I 
mean they couldn’t see that the idea of telling state governments that ‘Tomorrow you have to have  wheelchair 
access to all your buses and trains’ was impossible.  It was okay to bloody say, ‘Every time you buy new stuff 
in the next X you’ve got to make sure it’s properly accessible for wheelchairs, et cetera’ – but, anyhow, that was 
seen as a sell-out, and I just was very disappointed. 

Just on one other specific issue and then we’ll do a general roundup, the Salisbury sacking:  did you have a 
role in that at all? 

Yes, although it was mainly Don.  But when Michael White produced the report – and the fact that there were 
‘pink files’, et cetera –   

Yes. 



– this caused a great turmoil in the community and we immediately sought to not have the police scrap these 
files but to bloody make them keep them somewhere in public records.  And Salisbury gave the order to destroy 
them.   

Oh, really? 

And, anyhow, one thing led to another and finally the Commissioner’s departure. The amazing thing about 
Salisbury was that he was Don’s personal pick for Commissioner . I don’t think this is being too unkind to Don 
but you can put together a very respectable argument that says Don was not a great judge of character. 

Right, yes. 

And there are many examples.  And Salisbury was his bloody pick.  He picked this colonial relic: how it 
happened I’ve no idea, you know?  He picked a bloke whose main claim to fame was that he was British to the 
bootstraps, and he might have been an okay copper in the bloody context of England but he just had the most 
terrible attitudes to his role, and to whom he was responsible to. 

Yes.  Were you a supporter of the way the sacking was done? 

Yes. 

You were, right.  Because other people argue it could have been done a bit differently, but – – –. 

The police were bloody out of control. 

Right. 

I mean the fact that we were the government, and none of the coppers involved in  the drowning  of George 
Duncan were ever brought to  justice, was just appalling.  And it was because of the fact that the police were 
untouchable.  I mean, all those – the four coppers left the police force at various times, quietly, et cetera, but 
never were they properly dealt with.  And I always thought if you had been able to find a copper who was 
serious about going about it, and you had been prepared to give pardons to people and various things, you could 
have found one of those four that would say a little more about what happened. 

You went into Federal Parliament.  Just looking back to South Australia – and I know Don had resigned – 
but what do you pick up as the national view about Don and what he’d done?  Because there are sort of 
views both ways:  one is he was a national figure; or, two, the eastern states people think, ‘Oh, well, what’s 
South Australia?  They’re pretty small.  They’re not part of our main set of activities.’  Did you pick up 
anything when you said you’d been a minister in the State Parliament and done all these things:  did the 
federal people actually give that a high rating, or not? 

They found Dunstan very – when the Dunstan Government was in and operating, the governments in the 
eastern states by and large found us an irritant.   

Yes, right. 

Because, you know, ‘Well, if they can do it in South Australia, why can’t they do it here?’  I mean a lot of this 
social reform stuff.  And later on, once that had washed out of the system a bit, I found when I was in Canberra 
by and large people – Labor Party people – reflected very well on the Dunstan Government. 

On what had happened, yes. 

Yes.  And particularly those that had some knowledge of the fact that South Australia was a bloody backwater 
until the Dunstan Government arrived on the scene – and when I say ‘the Dunstan Government’ I really mean 
from ’65 to ’79.  I know there was a Liberal bit in the middle, but that Liberal bit was very much defined by the 
social atmosphere of the time.  Steele Hall’s government was a very liberal Liberal government.  And in 1988, 
around about then – I organised ‘A night with the Dunstan Government’ as a testimonial and a fundraiser, and 
all the old ministers who were then alive came to this function, and a few of us gave speeches and Don made a 
very generous speech to me saying that ‘If you want to get anything done in government, you’ve got to have 
somebody who’s prepared to have a go, and even if you’ve got to stand on them occasionally’, you know not 
just in retrospect; I always saw I would never have had the opportunity to do the good things I did if it hadn’t 
been for Dunstan.  He created the framework which allowed me to get in and do things.  And I mean the way 
that he put together what I call the ‘coalition of support’ – the Italian community, the Greek community, 
industrial working class, the arts and small-‘l’ liberal  sectors of the community and a few other bits and pieces 
– was nothing short of brilliant.   

I’ll just finish by saying he learned Italian – I’m sure that later in life he appreciated it for the fact that he was 
able to go to Italy and enjoy things there – but, initially, I’m sure it was done because that was going to cement 
him with the Italian community, who, by and large, were more right-wing than the Greek community, for 
example. 

You were pretty young when you became Attorney-General.  Did he talk to you about that at all and young 
being good or young being inexperienced or it didn’t really matter to him? 



I think he actually was tickled pink to have somebody who was young and enthusiastic as his Attorney-
General.  He saw me a little bit as a reflection of him in 1965. 

Ten years earlier, if you like.   

Yes. 

Interesting. 

And he and I used to knock about a little bit.  I mean when we went to conferences, you know, we’d go and 
have a meal.  And I remember (laughs) on one day we were walking down Hay Street, Perth, and there was a 
sex shop.  He said, ‘Oh, look at this.’  He said, ‘The Premier of South Australia wouldn’t dream of going into a 
sex shop in Adelaide,’ he said, ‘but maybe we can just pop in and see what wares they’re offering.’  (laughter)  
And I said, quite naïvely, to him – this must have been about ’76 or something – I said, ‘Well, Don, I’ve never 
been in a sex shop before.  Let’s go and see what’s on offer.’  And he then made some comment about, ‘Peter, 
you are touched with naïvety’, or something – ‘tinged’, he would have said:  ‘You are tinged with naïvety.’ 

That’s interesting, because the pattern of some of the discussions I’ve had with people talk about him being 
a very private person and being hard to talk to. 

Yes, he was. 

So – what, he sort of switched around a bit? 

I think, by and large, in politics he tried to keep people at arm’s length.  But some of those people that we know 
he mixed with, like Ceruto and Ward, et cetera, he was obviously very close to them, and Adele. 

So people who he was – could relax a bit more. 

There’s a little bit of nonsense. Look, some stories are worth repeating. I think this is an interesting story, 
because some people have suggested – some people have suggested – that Adele Koh was just a bloody 
handbag. 

Yes. 

Well, Adele, before she married Don, used to come – when she was working for him – used to come round to 
my office in Franklin Street quite often for a coffee and a chat, and we encouraged it because it was a bit of a 
bridge between the Premier’s  and my Office.  Anyhow, Peter O’Brien my Private Secretary Carol Treloar and I 
were particularly matey with Adele,  Anyhow, somehow or other, Don got this bee in his bonnet that O’Brien 
was having an affair with Adele. Well, Don went completely bloody ballistic about this and rang me and told 
me to sack O’Brien.  And I said, ‘I’m coming round and see you,’ and I marched around to the Premier’s Office 
and I said, ‘Don, I don’t know where this came from, but it is complete bullshit.  It’s totally untrue.’  And he 
raved on for about 15 minutes, then he calmed down.  And I thought that was very interesting –  

Yes, interesting. 

– because it just demonstrated that he was absolutely in love with Adele and very precious about her. 

Interesting, yes.  (break in recording)  Thanks very much for that, Peter.  Just by way of a general 
summary, is there anything you wanted to add or summarise about your time in the Dunstan Decade and 
about Don himself and what he did? 

Well, it was a great honour and a privilege for me to work with Dunstan.  He was a unique human being.  All 
this has been said before, but he was one out of the mould, and South Australia was extraordinarily lucky to 
have him.  In spite of the fact that governments subsequently haven’t lived up to the promise that he held out 
about what South Australia could be like, South Australia is forever changed by Dunstan and the Dunstan 
Government.  Most of the laws, the reforms we put on the statute books still stand today.  Civil liberties has 
gone backwards substantially, unfortunately, but overwhelmingly South Australia is a better place for the 
Dunstan Government having existed. 

As for my part, I always saw Don as the person who opened the door, gave me the opportunity to change the 
way that South Australia was governed in the law reform area in the way that I did in the way that I wanted to, 
and I’ve greatly appreciated him giving me that opportunity and I hope that in the future his role in South 
Australia and Australia will be properly appreciated. 

Thanks very much for that, Peter.  That’s been a great interview:  your recollections as a student politician 
and then a minister.  Thank you.  

END OF INTERVIEW 
 


