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George, in your first question you asked me to tell you a little about 
myself. 
 
I arrived in South Australia in early March 1960 from Sri Lanka and 
after a short period of despair and concern about my future and the 
wisdom of my decision to immigrate to Australia I settled down to a 
quiet life in South Australia. 
 
I joined the Public Service as a temporary clerk in November 1960 in 
the Children’s Welfare Department as it was then known.  I received 
rapid promotions in the Public Service serving as Chief Clerk 
Supreme Court, Don’s Secretary and Administrative Officer in the 
Premier’s Department.  I was appointed as Research Officer to the 
Criminal Law and Penal Method Reform Committee in 1972 and a 
member in 1980.I was appointed as the State Government 
Criminologist in 1974 and I served on a number of committees as 
either chairman or member. 
 
I hold the degrees of Bachelor of Laws of the University of London, 
which has been held to be equal to the Adelaide University Law 
degree and a Master of Laws of the University of Sydney.  My 
dissertation for the Masters degree was graded as distinction if not 
high distinction and placed on the reading list for law students. 
 
I retired in 1984 as the Licensing Court Magistrate but my interest in 
the law continued for several years and is now confined to reading 
case law and other legal material. 
 
I first met Don in 1963 or 1964 when he practised law and I 
appeared on behalf of the Children’s Welfare Department as it was 
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then known.  I knew that Don as Attorney-General intervened in a 
dispute I had with the Public Trustee Department following my 
appointment as Senior Trust Officer in 1965.  The intervention 
resulted in a satisfactory result for me. 
 
Doug – When were you appointed Don’s Secretary? 
 
I was appointed Don’s Secretary in early 1968 when Don was the 
Leader of the Opposition.  The position of Secretary was a Public 
Service appointment and I was therefore conscious that my work 
should be free and be seen to be free of any political motivation or 
bias.  
 
I must say that working with Don when he was in Opposition and in 
government was an exercise of intellect and judgment. 
 
Doug – What happened to you after Don won the 1970 election? 
 
George - The position of Secretary to the Leader of the Opposition 
was, and I presume it still is, a Public Service appointment and the 
Monday following the election I said to Don that as a public servant I 
must await instructions from the Public Service Commissioner.  Don’s 
response was that he had spoken to the Public Service Commissioner 
and had arranged for my transfer to the Premier’s Department and 
that he wanted me to continue my role in assisting the public with 
their problems and their complaints. 
 
Whilst Don was in Opposition, I suggested that the creation of a 
Parliamentary-appointed Ombudsman was a necessary adjunct to 
the efficient administration of the State and I reported accordingly. 
 
Doug – How would you describe Don as a boss? 
 
Don treated his staff with kindness and trust and with his customary 
patience took the  light hearted behaviour of his staff in good 
humour.  In fact, most people would have been horrified to be told 
that Don wanted his staff to call him by his first name.  May I add that 
Steven Wright, who was Don’s Private Secretary, remained one of 
Don’s most trusted and loyal friends. 
 
Of course there were some other members of his staff who were his 
close friends and some of them became close friends as time went on.  
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Don’s attachment to his friends was so close that when Gerry Crease, 
a former Press Secretary and Bronte Faehrman his driver died, Don 
was stricken with lasting grief.  In fact, when I took ill with a bowel 
illness Don was filled with anxiety for me. 
 
Doug – Did you see Don’s support for the Aboriginal people as 
part of his nature and his sense of justice? 
 
Yes.  There is no doubt in my mind that Don saw all people as 
deserving of equal treatment in all aspects of life and that they are 
entitled to a free and unfettered life secured by legislation and to be 
protected by due process.  These principles are, for example, 
embodied in two historic pieces of legislation, namely the Aboriginal 
Land Rights Act and the Prohibition Against Discrimination Act. 
 
Don would discuss with me his intention to implement the 
conventions of the United Nations Conventions and the International 
Labour Organisation, which related to equal justice and equal rights 
for all in all the circumstances of life. 
 
Doug – As a close friend of Don, what were Don’s outstanding 
attributes? 
 
George - There were in my view four very special attributes which 
characterized Don’s life.  The first and perhaps the most outstanding 
attribute was his compassion for those who were deprived and 
denied of the good things in life by a cruel act of man or by an 
inexorable act of nature. 
 
The second was that Don firmly and steadfastly believed that every 
person was entitled as of right to the freedoms under a democratic 
system of government to be administered by the Courts of Justice.  
 
Thirdly, he believed that it was necessary to legislate to give effect to 
the conventions of the United Nations and the International Labour 
Organisation, which related to Human Rights and the rights of the 
workers. 
 
Finally, Don firmly believed in an independent judiciary for the 
preservation of the democratic principles of government based on 
the principle of the separation of powers of the three organs of 
government. 
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George, Don could easily have proceeded to a successful legal career 
but that he chose a political career to be of service and help to the 
people is testimony of his selfless nature. 
 
Doug – What was your role as Don’s Secretary? 
 
I was appointed Don’s Secretary in early 1968 when Don was in 
Opposition and it soon became evident that apart from the routine 
duties of Secretary, the bulk of my work would involve dealing with 
the public who flocked to his office to seek Don’s help and advice and 
intervention in a wide range of matters, which typified his popularity.  
I was able to relieve Don of a great deal of the public matters because 
of my legal qualifications and of my experience and understanding of 
the rules and procedures of the Public Service.  Don would approve of 
the action I had taken and on occasion would suggest further action. 
 
The other aspect of my work was that of providing Don with material 
I had researched or was necessary for the conduct of his 
parliamentary and public responsibilities including his public 
speaking engagements.  I would also bring to Don’s notice the 
concerns of the members of the Labour Party Caucus. 
 
I must allude to Don’s regular Factory Gate Meetings, which to Don 
were important events because he would inform the workers of his 
plans to secure their conditions of employment.  He did regard as I 
did that the economic stability of the State was due to the labour and 
toil of the working man. 
 
Might I add that it was Don’s devotion and dedication to the causes of 
all South Australians that he was able to carry his heavy workload 
with dauntless courage and determination and with the help of a 
small staff consisting of Zita Nalty his confidential stenographic 
Secretary and a Press Secretary John McIntosh, who was later 
replaced by John Mitchell, and his driver Bronte Faehrman. 
 
For me my work as Don’s Secretary was a challenging experience 
because Don was a man of talent, erudition, innovation and of 
outstanding ability and courage.  Indeed Don was controversial, 
colourful and charismatic, which attracted the attention of the media 
and the endearment of the public. 
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Doug – You worked as Research Officer to the Criminal Law and 
Penal Reform Committee chaired by Dame Roma Mitchell.  What 
was it like working with Dame Roma Mitchell? 
 
George. One of the high points in my career was that I was given the 
opportunity of working with Dame Roma Mitchell, who was a senior 
puisne judge at the time and a renowned jurist and a lady, who 
displayed special talents in other walks of public life.  May I say that 
the reports of the Criminal Law and Penal Methods Reform 
Committee still remain monumental contributions to the criminal 
and penal law. 
 
Dame Roma Mitchell was a very elegant lady and one of South 
Australia’s most distinguished Supreme Court Judges who was 
appointed, amongst other appointments, as Governor of South 
Australia and as Human Rights Commissioner.  Dame Roma was one 
of the South Australian delegates to the United Nations Crime 
Congress in 1975. 
 
Dame Roma was very kind to me and respectful of my contribution to 
the Criminal Law and Penal Methods Reform Committee. 
 
May I add that it was a pleasure to have worked with renowned 
jurist, Professor Colin Howard, Professor Brent Fisse, now Associate 
Professor David Biles, Ms May Daunton Fear, Senior Law Lecturer 
and now District Court Judge, Geoff Muecke. 
 
Doug – Do you agree that the description of the period of Don’s 
Premiership as the “Dunstan Decade” is apt? 
 
George - The description is apt because it identifies the period of 
innovative and laudable changes with the man who initiated them.  
The description is apt also because the historian and the chronicler 
would see the changes as a special period in the history of South 
Australia. 
 
It is somewhat relevant to add that the appellation “The Dunstan 
Decade” included Don’s belief that the essential services like water, 
electricity, gas, health and education should be retained under 
government control, and that it was during this period that the 
expansion of the Public Service took place. 
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Doug – How would you say Don spent his days in retirement 
from politics? 
 
George – As is well known that after Don returned from his study of 
the Italian language at Perugia University, he accepted the 
appointment of Chairman of the Victorian Tourist Board.  Don was a 
restless man and it did not surprise me that he entered into the 
restaurant business in partnership with his good friend Steven 
Cheng.  The restaurant venture helped Don to deal with the burden 
and pressure of his illness and as a place to meet old friends and 
make new ones.  The restaurant was a place also at which we 
celebrated Don’s birthday anniversaries. 
 
There were other things which Don did in order to occupy his mind 
from what to all was an illness of portent and omen.  For example, 
Don and I used to lunch with a few friends, at which Don would 
narrate events which enriched his life and his friendships.  Don spent 
time also playing the music of the great composers on the piano.  This 
distraction must have been relaxing and soothing because Don’s 
appearance and persona would give every indication of being 
transported to a supraliminal zone. 
 
Doug – How did Don cope with his illness which caused his early 
death? 
 
Don faced his serious illness with courage and an understanding of 
its seriousness and with a determination that he would not submit to 
it.  He therefore decided to engage in activities which would enable 
him to use his skills and talents. 
 
Don used the restaurant “Don’s Table” which he operated in 
partnership with his good friend Steven Cheng as beneficial therapy, 
which meant using his culinary skills and as a way of meeting old 
friends and making new ones. 
 
Don would move from table to table chatting with the patrons which 
to me was a display of his friendly and convivial nature. 
 
Doug – I understand that Don gave your son Rohan his support 
in Rohan’s bid to win the seat of Coles as a Labour candidate? 
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Yes.  Don was very helpful in supporting Rohan and was the principal 
speaker at Rohan’s campaign launch.  I know that Don sincerely 
believed that Rohan would make a good parliamentarian, but 
Rohan’s failure to win the seat of Coles is no reflection on Don’s 
judgment but that the loss was due to a backlash from a number of 
unfavourable events. 
 
George, I would be failing my good friend and mentor if I did not 
acknowledge my solemn and respectful obligation for giving me his 
friendship and companionship. 
 


