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is inherent in such historical sources. The Parliament and the State Library are 
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views 
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge. 
 
 
Bold type face indicates a difference between transcript and recording, as a 
result of corrections made to the transcript only, usually at the request of the 
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Introduction to Transcript 

Hon Thomas Gregory Stephens OAM, BA will be remembered for his long term 
parliamentary service on behalf of regional areas of WA and in particular for his work in the 
field of Indigenous affairs.  First elected at a by-election in July 1982 for the upper house 
seat of North Province on the resignation of Hon William Robert Withers, Tom served in the 
Legislative Council until 2005, then contested a lower house seat which he occupied until 
2013.  In thirty-one years as a parliamentarian, he fulfilled many roles including a number of 
ministerial posts , Leader of the Opposition in the upper house, various parliamentary 
secretarial positions, as well as serving on various committees, including as chair. 

Born and raised in a Catholic family of Irish heritage in New South Wales, where his father 
ran a number of local general stores, in both country and urban settings, Tom developed 
early a sense of service to the community.  On completion of his schooling, Tom 
commenced but did not complete studies towards the priesthood, at the Catholic Theological 
Faculty of Sydney, at Columba’s College, Springwood and St Patrick’s College, Manly 
between 1970 and 1976.  Tom also studied externally and part-time with the University of 
New England, Australian National University and University of Sydney.  Ultimately he 
graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree from the ANU in 1977. 

In the course of his student experience, Tom became associated with the Redfern Parish of 
Fr Ted Kennedy, which introduced him to the challenges facing Indigenous Australians.  He 
also shared management of a men’s refuge in Canberra.  Both were examples of his 
commitment to addressing the needs of people less fortunate in the community.  
Fortuitously, while studying in Canberra, Tom also had part-time work in the office of John 
Kerin, MP which gave him first hand some appreciation of parliamentary work. 

Towards the end of his theological studies it was decided that Tom would not proceed to 
ordination for the priesthood in his home diocese of Wollongong.  He was therefore free to 
take up a suggestion from his Kununurra-based friend Fr Peter Willis SAC who suggested 
he take some time to think about his future whilst working at a hostel for Aboriginal students 
in Kununurra, Western Australia.  Peter further suggested Tom journey slowly from Sydney 
to the Kimberley post, calling at a number of missions and Aboriginal communities en route.  
Thus he arrived in Kununurra with an unusually broad overview of the lives of Indigenous 
people in 1970s Australia.  He became aware of how their hopes and aspirations were often 
being thwarted by a paternal attitude on the part of both state and church.  

In the Kimberleys, Tom developed close connections with a large number of Aboriginal 
communities which drew upon the hostel where he was book-keeper.  He took every 
opportunity to visit the outlying settlements and to become familiar with the culture of the 
people among whom he found himself.  The attempt by an Aboriginal man, Mr Ernie Bridge, 
to stand for election to the state parliament caught his imagination, and he did everything in 
his power to canvass for Ernie’s election.  When the first attempt failed, both Ernie and Tom 
became more determined than ever to see success second time around. 

Aghast at the unconscionable measures taken by the Charles Court government to make it 
difficult for Indigenous people to exercise the right to vote, Tom became very active in 
encouraging the use of postal voting.  This campaign also involved a number of members of 
the ALP branch in Kununurra, so Tom threw in his lot with them and was voted president of 



their branch before even formally joining the party.  His involvement in electioneering led to 
Tom being arrested, charged and briefly imprisoned, with alleged electoral offences that had 
been recently created (ie ‘persuade and induce persons to apply for a postal vote’).  These 
charges were eventually thrown out by the courts and withdrawn, however, for Tom this was 
the final straw which provoked his determination to work for the successful election of an 
ALP government in Perth.   

It was now, with a new vocation in sight, that Tom decided to nominate for the upper house 
seat which became available on the resignation of Bill Withers.  Tom’s  success in winning 
the seat, confirmed at the subsequent general election, saw him take up strong 
parliamentary advocacy for regional West Australians generally and the Aboriginal 
community in particular. 

His oral history account runs to fourteen hours in length – not so surprising given that Tom is 
said to hold the record for the longest speech ever delivered in the WA State Parliament.  It 
was recorded for the WA Parliament Oral History Project by John Ferrell.   

A Sound Devices 722 digital recorder was used, teamed with two Røde NT3 microphones, 
to produce recordings in .WAV format at 24bit, 48kbps. 

© John Ferrell, 12 January 2016 
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[TGS-01T01  Duration 73m42s] 
 

JF  It’s July the 8th 2015, and this file contains the first in a series of oral history 

interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, a former member of the 

West Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House in Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell. Today’s interview will canvass Tom’s early life and family 

background.  

 

Tom, as a starting point, you told me you were born in Darlinghurst. I wondered why 

Darlinghurst? 

 

STEPHENS Darlinghurst had within it two major women’s hospitals. The Crown Street 

hospital was the government hospital; the other hospital was St Margaret’s, which was the 

major hospital for women, and women in the Catholic community especially, giving birth to 

their children. So wherever they were around Sydney or beyond, the Catholic women of New 

South Wales often found themselves at St Margaret’s. You’ll find Darlinghurst is regularly 

referred to as the birthplace of many, many New South Wales people, much the same way 

as in Perth; we have Subiaco, as either the place of the Catholic hospital or the government 

hospital. The birthplace of so many West Australians is Subiaco. In the case of my story, as 

a New South Welshman by birth, it is centred there on that little suburb of Darlinghurst right 

next to Kings Cross, a part of Sydney with which we were connected not at the time of my 

birth but historically. My family, my father in particular, had a connection with that part of the 

eastern suburbs of Sydney that went right back to his early childhood. He came from a 

family that had settled in and around Bondi–Randwick, and as he started his own working 

life he found himself at times around Darlinghurst and Kings Cross, working in the hotels. 

Hotel Mansions, I remember, was the hotel he worked in during the war years. [Actually 

between the wars.]  So it was a comfortable setting, a setting that the family knew very well, 

and it was the place of my birth.  

 

They were living at the time (my mother and father) at a town to the north of Sydney; a town 

which is called Brooklyn. It’s a tiny little riverside town on the Hawkesbury River; the river 

that is more recently famed by the Kate Grenville novel The Secret River. The Hawkesbury 

River is that river that flows down out of [from alongside] the Blue Mountains and flows 

through Broken Bay, out into the Pacific Ocean. That little town was the home where my 

parents lived and worked. My father had taken up the ownership and running of a little 

corner store (a general store). [It was] a successful business in which he had all six of us as 

children living there in the house at my birth on the 15th of November 1951. So I returned to 
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that home. It was a home that I recall more from the photographs of that period as being a 

place above the shop, which was an experience that stayed with us in life (a connection with 

the businesses of our parents) where customers and service of customers was critical to our 

own economic livelihoods as youngsters and as a family. So it was a place where all of our 

family were involved in the support of a business that was delivering grocery services to the 

township of Brooklyn. Brooklyn was a place that was connected to the oyster farmers. It had 

a river that was the source of the life and livelihoods of many of the residents of the area. My 

family business was involved in the delivery of groceries by river up the Hawkesbury to 

people that were living on their various oyster farming leases, and the mail runs were done 

by the little boats that puttered up along the Hawkesbury. We were, as very young kids, all 

connected to that life. It was a town connected to the city by train; and also to the north, a 

train that would go up to Newcastle from there as well. It was a very beautiful setting; a 

setting that we got to know as very young kids but we came back to it over the years with 

holidays along that part of the river and closer to the ocean, and knew that part of the world 

by mucking about in boats with our siblings and our parents.  

 

I was the youngest of six (the much-loved youngest of six) and very well looked after by 

parents and siblings, all of whom were older. I had four brothers and a sister, and my sister 

was the next one in age to me. We were there living with my [maternal] grandmother whose 

own husband [had died.  He was ] Lar Mulcahy (Lawrence Mulcahy) and his wife was Ellen. 

She was known as Nellie [née] Jessop. She’d married Lar Mulcahy, and that was [to cement] 

the Irish heritage of which we were part. She was living there with us following the death of 

her husband [Lar, my grandfather]. They’d come off the land in the Depression years; he’d 

taken up work with the wheat board, and died around about ’47. But that Irish heritage of 

which they were a part (that Catholic heritage, that Australian–Irish Catholic heritage) is very 

much the heritage that I was born into, not only from my mother’s side. Despite the name 

“Stephens” being not noticeably Irish, it also comes from an Irish heritage that the earlier 

Stephens, a man called Neddie Stephens, came off a boat from Ireland with his wife, coming 

in via Plymouth. [Our] origins in Ireland are lost, but possibly Waterford or Wexford with no 

certainty in their case. But in their case they settled, for his work, around Orange and took up 

employment as a shepherd, so a simple agrarian, agricultural life. That was in the 1830s, 

where they settled into New South Wales, bringing, again, an Irish heritage (his wife was an 

O’Brien) [which was carried through to] my own grandparents. He carried the same name as 

myself, Tom Stephens. He married a woman called Ida Clements, with an Irish heritage as 

well, with the McGrorys. These were the big, sprawling Irish families around the east coast of 

New South Wales. The McGrorys from Queensland were a very, very large family, with 

interconnections through to Orange. I never quite understood exactly how those connections 
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were (cousins from Ireland, I guess). [There was] movement between Orange and Brisbane 

and beyond. As I’ve got to know New South Wales, as I was growing older, I would be 

regularly taken past these childhood homes of grandparents and great-grandparents, which 

were homes that had grown in enormous quality from what you would have expected of 

early Irish peasantry arriving impoverished in Australia. They worked at it, and the family 

connections with other Irish families that had them working the land, working in commerce, 

in shops. One of the big family connections they married into was a very significant family for 

ours; it was a family called the Daltons. The Daltons were a supportive lot who looked after 

their cousins and gave employment in their businesses that were spreading around 

New South Wales. The Dalton Brothers they were known as. [There was] a big family home 

in Orange that my grandmother and grandfather were married from called Duntryleague. We 

used to drive past that family home, which had gone from the family first to the Jesuit priests. 

It had [first] become a Jesuit priest [traning] centre (I’m not sure whether it was [ever] a 

school) and they, in turn, sold it and it became a big golf course and golf house on the edge 

of Orange. That was the family, this sprawling Irish heritage that was intertwined in two 

families that came together. In my mother’s case, her parents had moved in off the country 

down into Sydney, settled in Bexley and through that Catholic social life of people in the 

1920s and early ’30s she and dad met and married at St Mary’s Cathedral in the city of 

Sydney and bred a large family as they moved around various parts of Sydney. Dad moved 

into business, running these small stores, often taking over a store, developing it and then 

selling it and moving on to another part of Sydney. So, by the time I’d come along, they were 

in Brooklyn. It was a successful business, a business that looked after the interests of six 

children. 

 

JF  Now, Brooklyn was sort of right on the edge of what would be the greater 

Sydney boundary these days, was it not? 

 

STEPHENS It is now on the edge of the greater city of Sydney, but then it would’ve been 

removed by a sense of considerable distance. 

 

JF  And you said it was connected by train in the days that you can remember. 

 

STEPHENS Well, I have to say my memories are pushed into the conversations of others. 

We left there when I was a very young lad. I was on the lap of my uncle and aunt who were 

assigned the task as mum and dad packed up home and sold that business to head to even 

greater prosperity, in their view, across the Blue Mountains, travelling out west. So I 

would’ve been probably younger than two by the time we left, and so my memories are really 
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memories that are, I think, created by the recall of family stories, photographs, images that 

have been, if you like, a created memory rather than something that I could swear in court to 

as “I remember that.” But, nonetheless, that’s what memory is; it plays many tricks, and the 

stories become quite live to you about Brooklyn. As we would go past in later years, people 

would point out the various things that would happen on the Hawkesbury River and 

somehow those stories of trips with the mailman and trips around the oyster leases, they all 

loom large in my consciousness of childhood, even though it’s presumably beyond any 

physical or psychological feat to be pulling back memories of that time. The name of a 

babysitter comes to mind. She was a Brooklyn girl, but the young girl that looked after me, 

Mary Shakeshaft, and a Brooklyn family that I know are still there, the Shakeshafts. But it’s 

funny that memory can deliver for you, through the oral tradition as well as the aids to 

memory, an opportunity to think about that. But on the laps of my aunt and uncle, 

Uncle Clarrie and Aunt Elsie, I was taken across, as the family trekked with all of our 

possessions, from Brooklyn to Parkes out into the wheatbelt areas across the Blue 

Mountains for the next eight years of my life into, again, a corner shop in Parkes. 

 

JF  If we can just take a pause there for a moment, can I ask you: the Irish 

forebears, going right back to 1830 I think you said was one lot, were they convicts or were 

they free settlers? 

 

STEPHENS We’ve not been able to find any convicts in our heritage. I’ve looked and my 

mother looked hard trying to find them as that pursuit of convict heritage became 

popularised in, I think, the 1970s and 1980s. We couldn’t find any. It seems that they were 

all free settlers, that early movement of people away from the circumstances of Ireland of the 

1830s, and then of course more and more of them coming through the 1840s with the potato 

famine and the like. But, no, there’s not been any that we’ve been able to find with convict 

heritage. 

 

JF  And did you ever check their locale in Ireland? I mean, it was a long time 

before your time, but have you been there, for example? 

 

STEPHENS I have and we were, I think, amongst the first to find my mother’s family 

heritage that we were able to trace back to an area just to the east of Limerick towards 

Tipperary. It’s in County Limerick on the border with Tipperary county, I think it’s possibly 

called, in a little town called Pallas Green. I went there in 1982[3] and found, with a lot of 

assistance from people of the same surname as my mother, Mulcahy, people who were 

more than happy to take us about the graveyards and churchyards and churches and 
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priests’ houses as we looked up the records to try and find the home from which they came. 

We found a home at a little place called Knockdirk on the edge of Pallas Green, from which 

my great-great-grandmother was married. I think I have enough “greats” in that! It’s now 

literally a pigsty for the larger farm, but it was then the family home. Pallas Green was 

impoverished. It was and is a place that is really just nothing more than a roadside village of 

limited means and limited prosperity. It, for me, told the story of why one would leave, 

particularly in circumstances of an English-controlled Ireland. So, yes, I’ve been there and 

seen that.  

 

The story of my father’s side is harder, in fact impossible, to get at this point back beyond the 

first appearance of Neddie Stephens, the great-great (perhaps three greats maybe in that for 

me) [grandfather]. He first appears in any written record on board this vessel in Plymouth, 

where the vessel was getting ready to leave from Plymouth with a large Irish passenger list 

and the captain’s record records that there were some Irish single women on the wharf that 

were trying to board the ship and they didn’t have any sponsor and they weren’t allowed on 

board the ship unless they had a sponsor. My ancestor, Neddie Stephens, is recorded in the 

captain’s log as having stepped forward and volunteering to be the sponsor for these five 

young single Irish women, who then were allowed to board the ship. So his wife, O’Brien (I 

think it’s Anna O’Brien) [later corrected to Margaret, not Anna] they then became the joint 

sponsors, and that was their step into the written record of the Stephens’ heritage. We know 

more about them on arrival and little bits of their heritage from the headstones, but they lived 

a simple agricultural farming life on the edge of Orange in that area on the other side of the 

Blue Mountains from Sydney. 

 

JF  So just going back, they were leaving from Plymouth you were saying, in 

Devon. 

 

STEPHENS Correct. 

 

JF  So were they west country people at that stage? 

 

STEPHENS No. One assumes the way that it worked was that to get direct passage to 

Australia, the initial boat for many of these Irish émigrés brought them by whatever means 

across the waters to England and then from Plymouth they found their way with direct 

passage to Australia. 

 

JF  Right, so it was Plymouth to Australia, not Plymouth back to Ireland; yes, yes. 
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STEPHENS No. As to how they got to Plymouth, who knows? The written record is not yet 

available to us. We’ve done our bit of poking about, trying to find more of the story of the 

Stephens’ family heritage. We can find many people with that surname in Waterford–

Wexford and there are Stephens, the famous James Stephens, a Fenian of later times in the 

1850s, from that part of Ireland that we understand was the heritage of our ancestor, but it’s 

lost. So many of the Irish records have been lost. The Mulcahy story, my mother’s story, is 

probably the one that we’ve been able, because there are more written records that have 

been available to us and not lost with the … Because it was so large, the Mulcahy clan, and 

the interconnections have been wonderful interconnections. One of the family names there is 

an Egan and then a Deane in that family as well. That connected us up to Sir William 

Deane’s family and we have a shared heritage through that family. When William Deane 

moved in to become the Australian Governor General, take up that role (he’s a, I think, 

second cousin of my mother’s) I worked with the Irish Government in making sure that his 

visit to Ireland, that his own heritage was understood. He didn’t know much about his own 

Irish heritage for a range of reasons which are worth talking about. In his case, his father, 

Con, had joined (he was my grandmother’s first cousin) up in 1914 to serve and that caused 

a split in the family of 1914 where his own father, Con’s father (my grandmother’s uncle) 

chose not to ever speak with him again. So that Deane family were somewhat lost to the rest 

of the clan and it was that split of 1914, that bitter Irish Catholic split in families and 

communities between people who were prepared to fight for king and country and those who 

saw the war as a colonial imperial war that they weren’t prepared to participate in. But of 

course the history books now are filled with the record of the bitterness of that time and it 

spilled over into the conscription debate of 1916 and again in 1917 and the Catholic 

Archbishop of Melbourne, Archbishop Mannix, with his strong Irish heritage and connection 

through [to] de Valera. The Irish Catholic community were caught up, very many of them, on 

either side of that debate, just as many in the Australian community were as well. So that 

connection with the Deane family led us to find out more about the Mulcahy and the Egan 

connections as the genealogists were put to work to greet the new Governor General visiting 

from Australia and he was presented upon arrival in the area just north of Pallas Green by 

the Irish President with the genealogy that has been very helpful not only for illustrating his 

own direct lineage, but its interconnection with ours has been a wonderful source of pleasure 

for us as well. I’ve forgotten the name of the Irish head of state at that time; the woman, 

Mary, was the woman that … It’ll come as memories sometimes come.  [Mary McAleese]  

But she was the one that gifted cousin Bill, Sir William Deane, with this genealogy that 

throws light on my own family history as well. 
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JF  Lovely. Now, how did the Irish heritage play out within the home? I’m thinking 

of things like was anybody speaking with Irish accent, was food or drink related to your 

Irishness and so on and so on? 

 

STEPHENS It’s very hard when you’re … It’s like how does a frog know the water in which 

you’re in and whether it’s moving between hot and cold and the famous experiment of not 

quite sure the environment in which you’re in. I look back on it and cannot think of it as a 

particularly Irish heritage and nor with its particular interests were not particularly noticeably 

Irish. I think that a sense of being Australian was very much part of the ethos, but clearly it 

was a family home that was steeped in a religious piety that was clearly heavily Irish and 

with not only religious piety; there were clearly superstitions that I assume, looking back on 

it, must’ve come from that Irishness. I’ve no idea whether they do, but I’ll rattle one off. I 

presume it’s superstition. I presume there’s no science to it. But during any electrical storm, 

my mother and grandmother would immediately run around the house and cover every 

mirror in the home with sheets. I’m assuming that that was some sort of superstition rather 

than the scientifically evidence-based response to electrical storms. And there were other 

things that I was conscious of. My mother (maybe it was just simply fear) had always a 

healthy respect for landscape that could be disturbed by big catastrophic events, so that you 

were never to go too close to any hilltop [or cliff]. It was an apprehensiveness about the 

natural environment that I thought was more to do with Irish superstition than a natural 

understanding of the settled landscape that we had across the Australian countryside.  

 

But let’s go into the … there was a proudness of the Irishness. There was a connection with 

St Patrick’s Day most noticeably. There was a love of Irish songs. It’s A Long Way to 

Tipperary would be sung with relish, but not with an Irish lilt to it as far as I can tell. I think 

that there was no sense of being Irish rebels. In my mother’s case, there was a great interest 

in her case in the royal family, who were viewed with affection and respect, and there was no 

sense of grievance or animosity that was carried on their sleeves. There was an appreciation 

that there was historic grievance, but it was not worn on the sleeves of my parents or my 

grandparent, my grandmother’s, that I knew. If anything, my own sense of grievance 

developed more as I studied the Irish heritage and understood why my family were in 

Australia. I could look back through the storybooks and the novelisation of those stories, like 

the great writer Thomas Keneally, and to see there a history that, if anything, made me much 

more open to anger and grievance than were my parents and grandparents. That personal 

story and my own awareness of that sense of grievance and wearing a sense of grievance 

on my sleeve makes me understand how others in the Australian community can also 

develop a sense of grievance, even though it’s not their own firsthand experience of strife 
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and hardship and oppression. People can flock back or drift back to a sense of where’ve 

they come from and think about that and psychology, I think, can usefully probe this area 

and I could be a good example of it that had no experience of Irish oppression but read of it 

and acquired an anger attached to it, which left me, I think, more open to an emotional 

attachment to the republican cause as the years came and I think a sense of that Irishness 

against the government, a bit of a rebel, with that acquired and affected rather than a natural 

extension of my family experience. For me, I look and find insight within myself that 

illustrates the challenges we have right to the current day of how disparate people can come 

together in a community from various parts of the globe and of necessity have to find ways 

to understand their heritage and to not allow a sense of grievance to play itself out into 

contemporary life that can disrupt the good order of the current community.  

 

More than that, where else was the Irish heritage appreciated? I had great sympathy for Ned 

Kelly, with interface … I hadn’t spelt out to you that the Mulcahys, unlike the Stephens crew, 

they settled in Victoria and went up into what’s called the Goulburn Vale of Victoria and 

settled around an area called Tatura, and eventually little places around Kilmore. But that put 

them on the edge of Kelly country, and with interconnections with the Kellys, that were not … 

How do you say it? They knew one another and in my grandfather’s case, when riding as a 

young man, he was stopped by the Kellys and they apparently asked him, “Mr Mulcahy, 

which way is the way to Tatura?” He pointed the direction and he knew perfectly well that 

they knew exactly which way Tatura was, but were checking who they were meeting on the 

highway. But there was a sympathy, but a distance from the Kellys that probably played itself 

out into our families. It was a sympathy that came from an understanding of the Irish 

circumstance. As to how far the sympathy went, I’ve no idea. I know that when the very last 

death occurred by capital punishment in Australia, I think it was [the last] in Australia; it was 

a man by the name of Ryan, I think, in Melbourne at Pentridge Prison. There was still in our 

family some sense of, not only offence at the very reality of capital punishment, but a sense 

of grievance because this Irishman was being executed in this way. So, it did play itself out 

in those little ways. 

 

JF  Thank you for that very full explanation. Was the home a place of books 

and reading? 

 

STEPHENS It was a place of some books and some reading. Because I was the 

youngest, I often think … I don’t recall being particularly well channelled towards books, but 

clearly books were important to the older members of the family, more than they were for 

me. So, I don’t recall books as being an important part of my life, but I think that is just simply 
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that my position in the family as the sixth child, everybody seems to be … I feel like I was the 

sort of person who arrived after the party was over [chuckles]! Everyone was a bit 

exhausted, although much loved, the attention to books and reading for me was that which I 

eventually found my own way to, rather than being … I think in the case of my oldest brother, 

John, he was clearly much more exposed as a youngster, as the first of the family, to books 

and he could rattle off much more of the literature that was of importance to my parents than 

I could. In my case, I was well aware that my parents, particularly my father, could rattle off 

poetry endlessly word for word, as could his own siblings, like his sister; Mollie Fox she 

became. She was very significant in our lives. Both she and her mother, Nanna Stephens, 

who was Ida Clements, all of them could rattle off poetry endlessly with great pride, 

particularly Australian poetry, but also Kipling and poetry from England and Ireland. But for 

me, I have to say, my discovery of books and literature was later in life rather than through 

the family home. I’m not quite sure that I understand all of the reasons, but I do think that in 

the case of a large family, by the time I came along, economic circumstances were such that 

I think they were pretty stretched and there was not a lot of time for books, or perhaps the 

resources to keep stocking the libraries, but I eventually found my way to books. 

 

JF  Thinking about relationships, tell me about your father and your relationship 

with him, and bring out, if you can, things that you think might have come to you from him, 

either inherited or learned. 

 

STEPHENS Well, I’d love to think that I’d learnt or acquired many of his own 

characteristics. He was certainly a wonderful role model as a father, of dedicated husband 

and parent, working endlessly hard in the service of his family, creating businesses that 

would deliver the resources that were necessary for our education and for our advance 

through life. It was a selflessness that was attached to it in his case. He was a man with a 

good sense of humour, a good-fun father. He could be stern and strict, and he was a 

disciplinarian. He was also very creative. I have the most beautiful memories of birthday 

parties in Parkes on the verandah of our family home, which was attached to the store (a 

general store and the family home was sort of connected, with ease of movement between 

the store and the home). The family verandah would be used for birthday parties and my 

memory of a birthday party for myself, with all of our siblings, my sister, Genevieve, my 

brother, Lawrence, and my brother Chris (I think the other two might’ve been away at 

boarding school by that stage, John and Harry). That verandah filled with the neighbours 

with names like the Pearsons, the Holgates, the Walkers, from over the road, the Finns from 

down the road, the Flannerys, the McGraths. You’ll see a smattering of the Irish names in 

amongst that, farming families and other storekeepers and business people from around 
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town. But at the centrepiece of the table where all the children were around was this giant of 

a make-up animal, like a bunyip-type character, and dad had made it out of a large potato 

body, as a torso, with carrot legs and turnip ears and beans for a tail. He had gone through 

the items of his grocery store and they were there put creatively so that every physical 

attribute of a little monster was created out of vegetable material, creative and cleverly, and 

looked wonderfully. He had a great style about him, Dad; he always had a good opportunity 

of creatively doing things. It sounds simple, but it is just very  memorable that you could do 

that with vegetables from the store. Dad was a great singer; he was a good dancer. My 

memory of Mum and Dad going to those country balls that were annual events in a town like 

Parkes, elegantly dressed in tails, the white tie and shirt and tails; my mother with the finery 

… I have a particular memory of a red velvet dress with long white satin gloves, I guess they 

were, and watching the two of them head off to the ball, and listening on the radio 2PK that 

night. It was called the Voice of the Golden West, and here I am probably with a memory 

from about six or seven years old, listening to my parents being described as they were 

dancing around the dance floor by the commentator, whose name was memorable, Betty 

Muzsicsek; it seems like an improbable surname, but it was her name. So, 2PK would 

broadcast the dances that my parents attended with their friends, the others of the town, and 

Dad would take his place in that community with pride, with leadership. His business was 

very successful there in Parkes. He created a general store that served the farming 

communities that were out further west; we were on the western approach to Parkes, on 

Dalton Street, which led out towards Burke, and we were the last of the few houses and the 

last shop. It was a successful business that looked after the farming families and the 

townspeople in that area. It had a butcher and greengrocer and a liquor licence and general 

groceries.  

 

Dad was endlessly energetic. He was very principled. He had a great love of language, a 

great love of words. [He had] very minimal education. In his particular case, his father died 

when he was very young. He was, I think, the second youngest of a family of five. His 

mother, my grandmother, was clearly a very determined, upright woman and he’d acquired 

the same style of “on with it”, no matter what the adversity. His own father had died as a 

result of catching typhoid, trying to rescue the Chinese market gardeners on the edge of a 

flooded river around Tamworth [1910] and, again, I think there was that sense of service. My 

grandfather’s name there was Thomas, the same as my own name, Thomas Stephens. 

Dad’s sense of service, I think, was always evident in our family life. A connection … He ran 

for local council in Parkes unsuccessfully. He was involved in civic affairs. and always 

involved in a sense of anything that needed to be done better or correctly, he would always 

take up the pursuit of those articulately. My memory, as well, of my father, again in a church 
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setting (as was inevitable for a large Catholic family in a place like Parkes at that time, in the 

’50s) the Church of the Holy Family it was called (the Catholic church up the hill from us). 

My memory of it is a large light brick building. The piety of the time involved this men’s 

organisation called the Holy Name Society, which were in events where the church would 

have the banners up for the Holy Name Society. The men would all stand together, and the 

boys in the family would be able to stand with the men and the girls and women would be in 

other parts of the church looking on this very muscular church, a very masculine church. 

Maybe these days it would be called a very sexist church, but at that time it just seemed 

strong and vibrant, muscular and masculine expression of commitment to a religious faith 

that was protective, in that case, of the holy name of the founder of Christianity, and that was 

its reason for being. Dad stood proudly in amongst those men in a leadership role, singing 

out those songs. One of the songs, the hymns, is the famous hymn in the Catholic piety of 

the time, which was Faith of Our Fathers, which really, again, if you like, tells the story of 

Irishness, the Irish. Even though I suspect it’s supposed to be talking about early 

Christendom, it really captured the sense of Irish piety that was shaped, juxtaposed against 

the heretics that were in control of their country, and so it was a strident battle cry, the Faith 

of our Fathers, that Irish people and people of no religious faith would still use as sort of a bit 

like those other ditties that are sung amongst the Irish like McAlpine’s Fusiliers and others 

(ditties like them) that are an assertion of Irishness and an assertion of rebellion. But Faith of 

our Fathers was one of those that was sung about the faith surviving the prison cells, and 

“dungeons, fire and sword” was amongst the words of the hymn that survived from that 

setting. Dad was a man of integrity. His love of words; he loved a simple word. He would 

want us all to know the words available to the English language and to understand how they 

could be used, but to choose to use simple words to explain yourself rather than to use 

words that would obfuscate. You’d understand words of complexity, the multisyllabic 

possibilities that were on offer in the English language, but he loved it when we could find a 

way to use simple plain English to say what we meant, and mean what we say. 

 

JF  Well that’s a very full description of your dad, and I wonder … You’ve 

mentioned your mum little bit on the way, but are there things you’d like to bring out about 

her, and particularly thinking of things that you might have absorbed from her? 

 

STEPHENS So, in my mother’s case, her name is Ellen Genevieve Mulcahy, known as Viv 

to all. She carried that name Genevieve, which was a source of great family pride (the 

Genevieve name, the connection was with the patron saint of Paris I think), but Genevieve, 

Viv, my mother, came out of this large Irish family, the Mulcahy clan. Firstly, she was a very 

beautiful woman. Her photographs from her youth depict a woman of fine beauty, and she 
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carried that beauty into her life of hard work as a mother of six engaged very significantly in 

the family business to make sure that customers were looked after and the shop was 

presented well and that the house functioned alongside of the shop. So it was a hard-

working mother with great style and elegance that was not from extravagance (there was 

never any extravagance or display). All of the income streams were absolutely deployed for 

the advancement of the children’s educational interests, who were [all] sent to very good 

schools. But at my mother’s behest, she was the person that was most preoccupied in 

securing for the six children the best possible education. That was not of great interest to my 

father. Dad would have had us all happily working in the shop, but not in my mother’s case. 

She was happy to support us moving on into [and through] education. 

 

Let’s probe a bit about my mother. She had a wonderful relationship in her own case with 

her own parents. She lived with them until she met my father. My father, taking off then to go 

and work in Papua New Guinea because he wanted to marry Viv, my mother, but knew that 

he was not left with sufficient means to be able to put in front of her the serious prospect of 

marriage and a family home that would be persuasive to Viv’s parents, and so he tripped up 

to PNG and became a goldminer in Bulolo on the Bulolo River, going up on the Krait, which 

was a famous vessel sunk in Moresby harbour during the war years. You know, I’ve got that 

name wrong. It wasn’t the Krait, it was the MacDhuie. The Krait was another vessel I can talk 

about in another circumstance. It was the MacDhuie that was sunk during the war years and 

is still there as a hulk in the Moresby harbour. But Dad went up and worked at Bulolo in the 

gold mining operations in the ’30s, and it was from there that he maintained a relationship 

with my mother through correspondence. We’ve got the letters that have been retained by 

both of them and they’re with the family now, which describe this beautiful romance at a 

distance that flourished into, firstly, his proposition to marry, [to] which he was able to get her 

parents’ consent, and she married in great style in, I think it was ’38, in St Mary’s Cathedral. 

Memories of her include being able to look with her at her family prayer book, a simple 

prayer book of Irish Catholic piety. I remember this particular one because she opened the 

front cover and showed how it had a scrawling ink line from a fountain pen that might have 

been dipped in ink, and just scribbled all the way across the front of this prayer book. It was 

a prayer book that was of importance to her parents (I think it had come down through the 

Mulcahy clan) and it had apparently been scribbled on when the family were living in modest 

circumstances, but when away from the family farm, Aboriginal people had come into the 

family home and picked up a pen. That was the only interference that they’d had in that 

interface. They’d come in and scribbled on the prayer book, which was a source of great 

wonderment and oral story of how the Aboriginal people had come into the family home and 

done nothing more than write on the prayer book, which I have always found a fascinating 
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insight into the settler period of the time; the wonderment of the Aboriginal people, their 

trying to understand each other, and then that amazing little exchange of someone trying to 

experiment with a writing implement. I often think that there’s a sort of a story in that 

interface and the ambitions of both sides to understand one another from back in a period in 

Victoria which would have been about the 1860s. 

 

But in my mother’s case there was that great devotion to her father. She looked after her 

own mother all the way to the end of grandmother’s life, living in our family home. She was a 

very dedicated daughter. In that particular circumstance, my grandmother on the Mulcahy 

side was a woman who had lost the gift of speech towards the end of her life. After the death 

of her husband, she no longer spoke; so she was a silent presence in our family home, with 

my mother being very attentive to her mother, with her mother’s grooming and her 

appearance. I remember once being asked by my mother had I seen a missing piece of 

jewellery that was always put by my mother around my grandmother’s neck every day, which 

was a beautiful gold pendant encrusted with diamonds (gold chain, beautiful looking thing). 

And I said, “Oh yeah, I’d picked that up.” I was playing with that in the woodheap next door 

and I dropped it into the woodheap. I was not punished for it, but I had to participate in the 

process of dismantling the woodheap to find this very precious family heirloom that we still 

have in the family. My sister appropriately has it (as the only girl in the family) this wonderful 

piece of jewellery that was special to my mother and to my grandmother, and it has a history 

back in family circumstance that was modest but yet was still able to produce such a 

wonderful item that was of significance to them.  

 

My mother was enormously energetic, loving, [with] energy for children, for neighbours, for 

people in need. Priority was always around those in need, and there were endless numbers 

of them who were able to always confidently call on my mother’s support. She had a natural 

understanding of the call of the human condition, to respond to those most vulnerable, the 

most in need. It didn’t seem to have a theology attached to it; it was just simply what she 

understood as what benefited the good order of any community and benefited the people 

that were responding. Respond to the needs of others and you will benefit from that as well 

as any benefit that those in need will obtain. She maintained that all the way through her life, 

and when her children were finally off her hands, as being no longer of 24/7 demand upon 

her hours and days, she was then able to throw herself into a life of working with 

handicapped children and became an assistant in handicapped children’s schools, driving 

the kids to and from school and being with them in their classrooms. This is as a teacher 

assistant in handicapped environments with kids, many with very severe handicaps, some 

with not so severe, physical and intellectual. And those children were often guests in our 
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home, that were able to benefit from this woman of extraordinary capacity for love and 

affection that was palpable, tangible. She was a person that was tactile and had a natural 

warmth. Little old ladies down the street that perhaps were only 10 or 15 years older than my 

mother at the end of her life would be benefitting from the generosity of my mother. Women 

that were in domestic circumstances that were turbulent or violent who were neighbours, my 

mother … Her ear would be attentive to the raised voice of a neighbour and would quickly 

find some way to interrupt any sense of menace that might be experienced by a woman or 

children in the neighbourhood. I have a clear memory of one particular family home nearby, 

where the alcohol was a source of a problem for the father of the home and ended regularly 

in grievance and argument and, regrettably, occasionally violence, but my mother’s alertness 

would be such that she would find a way to interrupt and shepherd people into safety and 

into a safe harbour away from the cause of disquiet or discomfort, or worse. She was 

attentive to the needs of others and that was her way of living and being.   

 

JF  Yes, a lovely woman by all accounts. Often for children growing up, there are 

these honorary uncles and aunts, people outside the family, who are very significant. Can 

you nominate people who were in that category for you?  

 

STEPHENS Yes, there were a number of them, and we’re very lucky that that’s the case. 

In particular I’d have to list my father’s sister Mollie and her husband, Harold Fox. One of the 

strongest links that I have to Western Australia is through Harold Fox, the husband of my 

father’s sister Mollie … The Western Australian Fox family, whose name, the Fox family 

name, is left on the Fox River in the Kimberley, which we’ll come to later in our journey of my 

own story. But Harold and Mollie, without children of their own and people of means with 

great financial resources, were able to include us in their family lives in their homes for 

holidays in Sydney, at Randwick, where we’d go and stay in their grand home with my 

grandmother in that family home as well and my maiden Aunt Ida. So this was a home in 

Mears Avenue, Randwick, not far from the church (the Sacred Heart Church on the hill) with 

views down over Coogee, in the city, looking down over Coogee Beach, the Wedding Cake 

Island that was adjacent. We would visit them or they would visit us. When we would visit 

them, the home has the memory of things like the time of no electric refrigerators but an ice 

chest with the ice man delivering ice through the back hatch from the laneway; of the horse-

driven milk cart in Randwick (this is Sydney of the ’50s) the baker, similarly, with a horse-

drawn vehicle, dropping off the bread, running up the stairs to drop the bread off for the 

family; and up the road from their home to the butcher shop (I have no idea why it is the 

butcher shop) to even get the butter that was made at the butcher shop, and cut up before 

your eyes. You’d watch the butter being cut and shaped and wrapped up and brought back 
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to the family home. I’ve no idea why a butcher would have butter, but the buttery was 

attached to the butcher. That was the period of a family connection with Mollie and Ida and 

Harold, elegant, affluent, generous people, stern people who were second parents to us, 

perhaps disciplinarians in the case of Harold; a good flick over the ear would be the way he 

would discipline you if you were not holding your knife and fork correctly or if you hadn’t put 

the linen napkin on your lap appropriately or quickly enough. He was a stern man behind 

which there was a ready smile but stern disciplinarian with no children of his own, and we 

were often the benefit of his approach to life. An ex-RAAF navigator, he was colourblind 

himself so had served in the war as one of those navigators that were able to assist the 

bombers moving around South East Asia. Mollie was generous to a tee. She would tell us 

the best stories of her own mother, having been involved in championing the cause of 

Australia Day, where trying to move on from the language of Empire Day in the 1909–10, 

with that heritage that was asserting Australianness. They had floats that she proudly 

described of her grandmother and her great aunt, rolling these floats through the streets of 

Brisbane, proudly calling out the cause of Australianness to try to distinguish it from the 

Imperial flavour. Mollie was part of that. She was very significant, as was Ida; as were their 

cards from the various parts of the globe that presented an enormous interest in the world 

that they would regularly visit. They were annual holidaymakers through Europe; every year 

was another European trip of several months. They would head off and we would get cards 

or, on their return, fezzes to wear, as they would come through the Suez and pick up another 

fez to wear (a red fez with a black tassel, that would be the gift from their overseas holidays, 

generously shared) and a wonderful sense of creating curiosity and interest in travel, as they 

would sometimes. Initially in the 1950s, they would be going out on boats each year, but 

over time aircraft travel seemed to be becoming increasingly common and they would be 

part of that aircraft movement into Europe, oftentimes bringing back a new Mercedes or a 

vehicle of great worth, presumably some clever arrangement that made it quite attractive to 

bring back a European vehicle every year. Oftentimes we’d end up with them, too, after 

Harold would finish with them after 12 months. So my earliest memories of our beautiful 

vehicles were hand-me-downs from Uncle Harold that we would presumably purchase, that 

dad must have purchased. The memory of a beautiful black Packard in Parkes, with wide 

running boards on each side, a beautiful vehicle. They were the vehicles that we would as 

youngsters go out in around Parkes and go into the Bumberry hills around Parkes for our 

picnics, sitting beside the rocks and having our gramophone, with its needle and these 

78 records belting out the songs that were to accompany our picnics in the Bumberry 

ranges. But that was a gift of the heritage of Mollie and Harold Fox. I don’t know exactly how 

much the family would have paid for these beautiful vehicles, but we ended up with them 

each year. I don’t know whether we got them every year. It’s funny, I have this memory of 
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SU584, I think was the number plate. It’s funny that it should even come down into the 

memory cell as the number plate that was on that Packard.  

 

But that’s Mollie, and Ida was a similarly significant presence in our life, very generous and 

looking after us. I have the memory of visiting them and the memory of them moving to and 

from the church nearby each morning. I would be lying in bed (they were daily mass-goers) 

and I could hear them coming back in, sneaking back into the house quietly so that they 

didn’t disturb me. I wasn’t dragged off to church except presumably on Sundays, but I have 

the memory of hearing my Aunt Ida sweeping up the leaves on the concrete driveway, and 

whenever I hear the sweep of leaves being gathered up, I think of Aunt Ida and that daily 

ritual that she had of gathering up the leaves on their return from mass, to sweep the 

driveway, which was her daily task. 

 

They were people of great substance, great integrity, great generosity and great affection 

and significant people in our lives for all of our childhood. They were not alone. My 

grandmothers were significant in my life, both sides. My shoelaces were never tied by 

myself. In my case, it was my grandmother (my mother’s mother) that was the presence in 

our lives that would tie my shoelaces and no doubt look after me through all of the childhood 

movement through to boyhood. But there were others: my mother’s brother, Syd, and his 

wife, Grace, were significant, and moved in and out of our family home. They were also 

involved in retail, small business, and knew how much mum and dad would value holidays. 

They actually were lucky enough to win the lottery, and one of the things they did when they 

sold their family business in between that wonderful … They had great wealth that came into 

their lives through winning the New South Wales’ lottery, sold their business, and before they 

headed off for their own overseas travel, moved into our family home to give mum and dad 

an opportunity to have a holiday, caravanning around New South Wales; so that they were 

[substitute] parents that came into our place and brought their own children (cousins Tim, 

Anne and Michael) and were all part of our childhood fabric of our lives. But there were many 

more of those: Clarrie and Elsie and Francis, Bill and George; these were brothers of my 

mother. And we had other uncles and aunts. My father’s brother was Tom Stephens, an 

engineer, and. his wife, Connie; they were very significant in our lives as well, for a holiday 

home in a place called Pittwater on the Broken Bay, again, which was a home to which we 

would go for holidays and poking around on boats on the Pittwater with my father, 

experimenting with the little putt-putts, those boats. You’d go out from a little place called 

Church Point on the Pittwater, overlooking Scotland Island and out towards Lion Island, or 

even as far as Lion Island, Barrenjoey, the mouth of the Hawkesbury River, up near Palm 

Beach, so places like Palm Beach and Whale Beach and Newport and Mona Vale where we 
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surfed. These were all gifts of my Uncle Tom and my Aunt Connie, who looked after us 

during many summer holidays that we’d come in from Parkes or up from other 

circumstances to enjoy the benefits of this beautiful part of Sydney. Church Point has right 

on its point a reserve called the Tom Stephens Reserve, named not after me but after that 

uncle who was the engineer for the Shire of Warringah. He was also the engineer that made 

the first Olympic swimming pool in country New South Wales at a place called Forbes, which 

is not far from Parkes, where his engineering skills would’ve been deployed to put a public 

pool into the lives of that town, and became the model for doing [something] similar in places 

like Parkes. 

 

There were others: Lal Rowe, who is a friend of my mother’s from her childhood in 

Coonamble. They used to ride together as girls, went to Sydney as young women and were 

lifelong friends. Lal, in fact, died in 2015, just a few weeks ago from now when I’m giving you 

this interview, at the age of 104; an extraordinary long life, but very important part of the 

fabric of my mother’s life and our lives as children, and very attentive to our needs. They 

were the significant interconnected people of our family life.  

 

There was another aunt; we called her Aunty Jordan and mum and dad called her “Blackie”. 

Her real name was Gladys. She had gone on to be a Dominican nun. So Sister Jordan, or 

Aunty Jordan as we would call her, was a significant presence in our lives, as there were no 

doubt so many nuns in the lives of many Catholic families of Australian life. Nuns; there were 

once a larger number of them, and from many, many families, and we had Jordan in our life. 

She was a fine woman; a woman who was a great artist; she was a great art teacher. She 

eventually was at the same convent school where my sister was for two of the schools that 

my sister went to: one called Prouille in Wahroonga, a beautiful small school on the north 

shore of Sydney, and the other school that she went to, in Moss Vale, a boarding school, a 

beautiful school called Elm Court. Jordan was a presence in those schools, a much-loved 

presence, even though by that stage a sick woman, a woman that was afflicted by 

Parkinson’s disease. Even though she was not a person who could ever, because of her 

having taken a religious habit (having worn a religious habit and becoming a nun) was never 

able to visit our family homes, as it was not part of the rule of that order at that time, we 

would visit Aunty Jordan in her convent. And when we’d go to her convent (the one 

I remember in particular, a very big school called Santa Sabina in Sydney) we’d arrive and 

Jordan would be called as we would arrive at the door. They would ring the bell and three 

bells was what was necessary to call Jordan. So, presumably, the nuns all had their own 

bell, and a bell would call out and she would then know that she had visitors and to come to 

the main door and we were taken to the parlour and served tea. And the memory of Aunty 
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Jordan, that memory is carried all the way through to her death, as we were able to be with 

her right to the end of her life in the hospital that she died in in Newcastle, Waratah. As was 

the case in this family, we were often able to join our close relatives at their death bed, and 

that’s part of the practice; perhaps it’s an Irish practice, I’m not quite sure. But in my case, 

being with Jordan, but also with my grandmother (my mother’s mother) being with her as she 

gasped her last breaths, surrounded by Dr Lorger, the local GP; and the local Catholic priest, 

Monsignor Cummins. I remember the priest holding my mother’s looking glass mirror above 

my grandmother’s head, as the last breaths would come from her mouth onto the mirror until 

there was no more breath, as the rosary was said. These were significant people in our lives, 

in whose own lives’ journey we were there with them as they were with us. 

 

[End of TGS-01T01]   
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 17th October 2015.  Further 

amended with edits by interviewee 26 February 2016]. 
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[TGS-02T02  Duration 08m53s] 
 
JF  It’s the 29th of July 2015, and this file contains the second in a series of oral 

history interviews with Hon Thomas Gregory Stephens, a former member of the Western 

Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is speaking with 

John Ferrell. 

 

Tom, last time you gave me a very full account of your family, the adults in your family, but 

we didn’t pick up on your siblings to any extent. So I wondered if we’d start today just if you 

tell me about your siblings and your relationships with them as a child and perhaps 

subsequently. 

 

STEPHENS I’m the youngest of six, so there were in our family five boys and a girl. My 

oldest brother is John Joseph with the same Christian names, given names, as my father. 

He was always known as John Joseph Jr. He was a successful pharmacist. I perhaps knew 

him the least because of the age gap. He would have been born in ’39 and went off to 

boarding school at a very young age, and I only got to know him [well] in later life when I 

went to university in Canberra, and became very, very close friends with my oldest brother in 

later life, the closest of friends. He’s still alive, but incapacitated, living in Canberra with a 

large family of his own, and I see him and talk with him quite regularly, although he’s had a 

stroke some years ago and is incapacitated these days. His involvement with my life at a 

young age was limited because of his boarding years. First he went away to boarding school 

in Newcastle, probably aged about seven, from Brooklyn and then away to St Joseph’s 

College in Hunters Hill in Sydney [colloquially known as Joey’s].   

 

He was followed in our family by Harry Anthony, my second-oldest brother, named after one 

of my uncles. Harry also went to boarding school from Parkes to St Joseph’s College at 

Hunters Hill. And my memories of Harry from Parkes are clearer than those of John’s 

because he was musical, he used to play in the school band at high school in Parkes, and 

he always had a bugle which he’d play and practise around home. Memories of Harry in 

particular were of boarding the steam-engine train that would take school students away 

from the wheatbelt town of Parkes to Sydney for their high school, in his case off to Joey’s.  

 

Then the next in the sequence is Christopher William. Chris also went to Joey’s. My 

memories of Chris were of a more troubled child than the rest of us, for whatever reason, 

and he went on to develop, unfortunately, serious mental health issues, and he’s the only 

one of us at the moment who has passed away. He died in 2011 at the end of a fairly long 
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illness, afflicted by ill health, a lot of mental ill-health issues, particularly in later life. He was a 

single man, an electrician.  

 

Harry went on to have a distinguished career as an architect, still practising part-time or in 

semi-retirement as an architect, and taught at the University of New South Wales as an 

architect. He had a distinguished student career at the Sydney University and the University 

of New South Wales, editor of the student newspaper I remember as Tharunka, a fairly lively 

student newspaper at that time, and very actively involved in heritage issues around Sydney 

trying to protect the role of Jørn Utzon at the Sydney Opera House and to protect the Queen 

Victoria Building just near the Town Hall in Sydney. He was a distinguished and highly 

opinionated aesthete in terms of the built environment and heavily influential in my own 

attitude to the built environment. In Harry’s case, he has a distinguished family of his own, 

including Dr Tim Stephens who leads a fairly prominent role from Sydney University in 

international law and environmental law. His daughter Amanda is distinguished; she is a 

child doctor, a paediatrician. His other children are Ellen and Greg. Greg is a musician from 

the Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra. So, they are a distinguished family. Ellen is a 

distinguished teacher. 

 

The next one below Chris was my brother Lawrence. Lawrence, Genevieve and myself are 

the three youngest in this family, who were perhaps the closest of all the family; a very close 

bunch of little ones who seemed to do everything as a cluster all the way through our lives. 

[There are] very memorable photographs of the three of us that we have re-enacted in later 

life as we have come together again remembering happy times both in Parkes and then 

subsequently in Campbelltown. Lawrence went to the same high school as I went to, St 

Gregory’s College, Campbelltown. He went on to take up studies at the seminary aimed at 

the Catholic priesthood, and went on to Manly but didn’t complete those studies. He went on 

to have a career in the commonwealth government with the Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade training trade commissioners around the Pacific. In particular [he] got caught up in 

the training of the early Papua New Guinea diplomats upon independence of Papua New 

Guinea. He went to PNG to Port Moresby in the early ’70s and has been there ever since – 

we are regular visitors to PNG as a result – maintaining a connection with PNG that was first 

established by my father prior to the Second World War where he was up there as a 

goldmining operative.  

 

In my sister’s case, a nursing professional, where she was trained at St Vincent’s Hospital in 

Darlinghurst, went on to work as a nurse before marrying a local Campbelltown solicitor, and 

her name is now Genevieve Slattery. She has a family of four girls and they live in Sydney. 
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That is the suite of siblings. We have been a very close family, a large family by current 

standards but at our time when we were young, we were just one of many large families that 

were around the town of Parkes. We fitted into the local community with names of others like 

the McGraths and the Flannerys and the Finns, all of whom seemed to have large families, 

and a family of six was nothing of any particular note.  [recording paused for phone 

message] 

 

[End of TGS-02T2] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 18th October 2015.  Further 

amended with edits by interviewee 26 February 2016]. 

]
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[TGS-02T03  Duration 63m14s] 
 
STEPHENS I think that does the description of my siblings. 

 

JF  Thank you for that. And you’ve said that you keep contact with all of them 

really on and off, except for the one who is deceased. 

 

STEPHENS The deceased; my brother, Chris, yes. 

 

JF  So they’ve been significant to you all the way through. 

 

STEPHENS Indeed they have, and in the case of my oldest brother, John, he was a 

brother that I came to know when I went on to the university. We’ve jumped through few 

years, but by the time I got to the university, he was well established in Canberra and he 

looked after me very comprehensively as [my] oldest brother when I was at university. 

 

JF  Let’s go to Parkes now when you were a child there. We’ll take up the story of 

your schooling. What memories do you have of your first experience of schooling? 

 

STEPHENS So as the youngest of six, walking with my siblings (in particular Genevieve 

and Lawrence) up from our family store. I can remember the street (Dalton Street) up to the 

main street in Parkes which was called Clarendon Street, and up a slight hill. We’d always 

have to walk up past the town hall clock, I think it was, and we’d have to get past it by 10 to 

nine in order to get to the convent school near the Catholic church (the Holy Family church 

and convent run by the Mercy sisters). My memories of the school are not significant. I don’t 

have a very clear memory of those early primary school years. I do remember only the 

presence of nuns as fairly shadowy figures with no names attached to them. I didn’t stay at 

that school very long; I was only there until my third grade of school. There were, in my 

kindergarten years, lay staff which were in amongst the Mercy sisters that were teaching at 

the school. I do remember that, now looking back, that it was a time when church and 

religious education perhaps had a much more significant impact upon the families and 

individuals that were caught up in it than has been the experience of my own children and of 

contemporary Australian life. It is something that I don’t think I was particularly aware of. 

When you’re in an environment you don’t appreciate exactly how all-embracing was the 

religious input that you were securing by virtue of the decisions of your family and of the 

community of which you were a part.  
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That environment had a range of features. It had a sensitivity to the needs of the missions, 

and I can particularly remember Mission Day, which was where we would raise funds for the 

overseas missions that were of importance to the church community. I remember a 

particularly amusing way those funds were raised, which was that each child was asked to 

bring a favourite toy and to put that favourite toy around the hall. I would have been five, and 

I brought my favourite teddy which I rather loved. But it was a scruffy old teddy, and it was a 

teddy that was a hand-me-down from my older siblings, in particular from … Lawrence had 

been the last owner of Teddy … putting him around this hall where all of the other toys 

seemed to be brighter and swanker and with more moving parts than teddy ever had. People 

would go round the hall and put a vote against each item; the vote being coins to indicate 

which ones they thought were the best of the toys. I remember walking around this hall and 

seeing the various trucks and fire engines and the like, planes, getting lots of support from 

the people who were there (the kids of the school and the parents). I remember I had 11 

pence ha’penny, which was my money in my pocket (I even remember the ha’penny piece) 

and gradually going around, first popping the threepence beside the Teddy that I was very 

fond of, and watching that that was the only threepence it had scored, and gradually penny 

after penny from my pocket going to add to the stack in front of teddy as a display of my own 

admiration for the toy that I’d brought. I don’t think I’d won the vote that day with my 11 

pence ha’penny, but perhaps it was an early introduction to a voting system and the need to 

put your own money where your mouth was! But that was one of ways that the church 

community at the time raised funds for the support of the overseas missions.  

 

The only other memory of primary school (it fits me into, sort of, the grand sweep of 

Australian and international church history) was the death of Pius XII, which I guess was 

about 1958 from memory. I know it was the northern spring only because of the famous 

poem by Alec Hope. I don’t know what month it was, but it was the northern spring. No, it 

may not have been the spring; it was a northern autumn because the poem was about 

autumn in Amherst.  But the reason why it was so memorable is because as soon as news 

had landed of Pius XII’s death, the convent and church bells rang out this very steady strike 

of a bell that would have been marked by a gap of 15 seconds between each peal, and that 

seemed to go on for hours of that day to mark the death of Pius XII. I don’t think I had any 

memory of him at all other than his death, of course, which brought on the [subsequent] 

election of John XXIII, which was to see very significant change in the church life of which I 

was subsequently a part. 
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JF  We’ll take up that as a topic separately, I think, when we get on to the 

religious development. Good. So, now, what other things did you have that were prized 

possessions other than teddy? 

 

STEPHENS Well, precious little, I think. We had a fairly modest family home. Again, I was 

the youngest of six and our resources were, I think, well stretched. There is a way of 

describing my arrival as arriving a little bit after the party. There was the sort of … The 

energy of married life had been spread rather elaborately by the time I got there, so a lot of 

hand-me-downs in my memory. Although much-loved youngest child, but no particular asset 

or gift that I can recall that would be of any particular significance. 

 

JF  What about pets? Were there pets in the family? 

 

STEPHENS There were. In our childhood homes we had a beautiful little dog (a border 

collie called Toy; a lovely dog) and another dog that had joined us; a dog called Lassie. 

These were significant pets in the family home as children. Lassie in particular was a dog 

that we thought we’d lost and had been taken off by the vet presumably to be put down. The 

vet, instead, unbeknown to us, spent a lot of time and effort and energy looking after this pet 

and then restored the pet to our lives by surprise. It was almost like the resurrection of a 

favourite dog that we’d all lost and shed tears over thinking that it had been put down, but 

the vet, without charging the family just simply – I in the way that professionals then did it 

with what seemed to be a lack of preoccupation with monetary return – would just throw 

themselves enthusiastically into their professional lives, including in this case looking after 

our poor dog Lassie and then restoring the dog miraculously to the family house without any 

bill attached. A different time; a time when professionals (vets, doctors, lawyers) were not of 

an elevated, highly remunerated, separate class, but a group of people who were caught up 

in the community, whose satisfaction didn’t seem to come from vast, over-inflated pay 

packets but from a real sense of community engagement through their professional skills. 

And that was the same whether it was the vet or the doctor or the lawyers that seemed to be 

intimately involved in our lives and not so caught up in our wallets.  

 

JF  I think you mentioned a crystal set on your questionnaire.  

 

STEPHENS I did. 

 

JF  Was that later or was that in Parkes?  
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STEPHENS No. The crystal set I first saw in Parkes but it was not mine at that point. I got 

to take possession of the crystal set probably about 1960; so after leaving Parkes. But it was 

a little crystal set that had been built, I think, by others in the family, and that became, for 

me, my introduction to radio. And again, jumping through, I was able to use that crystal set; 

instead of doing my homework, I would be sitting listening, with a headset, to parliamentary 

broadcasts which probably marked me out as a rather unusual nerdy sort, aged about 10. By 

this stage in Campbelltown, nine or 10, listening to parliamentary broadcasts and question 

time. So I do have a memory of that, in particular during the government of Sir Robert 

Menzies, and listening to the extraordinary oratory that was on offer in the Parliament at a 

time when Menzies and Whitlam, in particular Menzies first and then gradually Whitlam, 

loomed large as great public speakers in the Parliament at that time. 

 

JF  Yes. Was radio important in the family other than that? You mentioned 2PK, I 

think, last time.  

 

STEPHENS Radio was important. It was, again in retrospect, a very warm medium that we 

were all connected to. It was a source of great community input; made you very aware in 

Parkes of community affairs. Radio 2PK,’the voice of the golden west’, as was its call sign. I 

have this memory of one of the disc jockeys being a bit disgusted with Parkes and a bit fed 

up with things at one stage (the heat and the dust of Parkes) and went on the radio one 

morning to say, “Welcome to radio 2PK, the voice of the dirty, dusty west.”  [The normal call 

was “the voice of the golden west”!]  He was sacked by the end of the day. That was the end 

of his broadcasting career on radio 2PK. But it was a warm medium that was our exposure 

to local, national and international affairs. It was through radio that we learnt of the Russian 

launch of Sputnik, which I guess was about ’58, ’59; I’m not quite sure of the year. But 

Sputnik loomed large in all of our lives, as the Russians had won, or apparently won, the 

space race to get a spacecraft into the atmosphere. As a youngster, I joined the family out 

on the street out the front of our home, Dalton Street, with all of the other neighbours, 

looking with absolute amazement as we saw, with the promptings of the radio, the passage 

of the Sputnik like a star moving at great speed. It was a huge surprise for all of us to find the 

Russians were in the air at a time when there was that sense of the Cold War, the fear of 

world war III. It was a fear that had been heightened in the lives of the Australian community 

and perhaps in the international community. We certainly had it as young people alert to this 

great achievement of science but simultaneously with some sense of menace that the 

Russians were circling the globe with this spacecraft, but a very staggering part of our 

childhood memories to which we’d been alerted by radio. 
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JF  Were you ever a short-wave listener?  

 

STEPHENS No, not there, but subsequently many years later, surprisingly when I first 

arrived in the Kimberley, short-wave radio was the only form of radio that we could get.  

 

JF  One other thing whilst we are talking about Parkes, Aboriginal people have 

been very significant to you; I wondered what amount of Aboriginal influence was there in 

Parkes and did you discover Aborigines at that point?  

 

STEPHENS It is only in retrospect that I can look back and realise that the Aboriginal 

community of New South Wales were there, as you would expect, as the Wiradjuri people 

whose lands we were on; they were there but they had a very shadowy role. I was young so 

therefore I perhaps can be excused for not really having a high consciousness of the 

Aboriginal community … These are my memories of the show in particular. We used to have 

the annual show round where the showgrounds were set up, these amusement tents that 

included a boxing tent. From memory, there was a boxing tent that was run by someone by 

the name of Sharman. The boxing tents would have the boxers out on display trying to 

encourage the passers-by to go in and watch a good boxing match, but I do remember 

seeing Aboriginal men, who were fine boxers, on display at the front of those boxing tents. I 

never went into a boxing tent as a youngster (in fact I don’t think I’ve ever been into a boxing 

tent) but the boxers were the first presence in my memory of Aboriginal faces in our lives; a 

sense of strong, physical sportspeople that were able to really excel at that physical and 

what I considered violent sport.  

 

We used to drive in the vehicle that we had at the time, this beautiful Packard, with the 

running boards; a large black Packard. It was a very shiny black thing, a large vehicle, with 

our grandmother and I think all six kids with two parents, three adults and six kids, would be 

in this large vehicle and head off out of Parkes up through in the direction of Peak Hill, which 

has been made more famous these days by the goldmine. But we’d go out past Alectown, 

which now some years later became the site of the radio telescope. But up in that direction, 

as you headed up towards Peak Hill, there were these small roadside shanties in small 

clusters where my childhood has the recall of memories of families clustered on the 

verandahs of these small huts and shanties along the way north of Parkes towards Peak Hill. 

That was just simply a childhood memory that left me with unanswered questions about the 

community of which these faces were part; seeing families in very modest circumstances, 

much more modest than the circumstances in which we were raised. They weren’t alone as 

fringe dwellers. On the other side of town towards Forbes, I remember there was another 
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shanty that was occupied by a woman we all knew as Old Millie Dokus. When I think back of 

that name, it seems like a name that was almost of Greek or Balkan history … A woman who 

was a bag lady, I guess. She used to push a pram. She lived in amongst what I recall as 

being goats and perhaps even pigs in very primitive circumstances. She was very elderly. 

We would be all very fearful of her as children, and I think we had this sense of a woman 

who would be down upon us, with almost a witch-like figure. If we did anything wrong as 

kids, [so we were told], or if we were straying off by ourselves, old Millie Dokus would get us. 

A fascinating thought as to where she might have come from or why she was there. What 

set of circumstances had led to a displaced person living like that out of Europe and there on 

the edge of town in circumstances that were really quite abject, and yet she was part of the 

fabric of that childhood setting in which we lived in considerably better circumstances than 

she. I came across a book written about 10 years ago by a young man that must have lived 

in the town at the same time as I did, about the same age, and he wrote beautifully of old 

Millie Dokus and his awareness of her. [Author, Ranald Allen]  Just as she loomed in my 

mind, she loomed in his. I didn’t [really] know this young man, but he wrote about Parkes of 

the 1950s and the presence of old Millie Dokus, and there, I guess, the twin sides of town; 

towards Forbes this old bag lady and on the other side of town the Aboriginal community. I 

don’t recall any Aboriginal people being in town. 

 

JF  And you didn’t have any Aboriginal people at school with you? 

 

STEPHENS Not that I recall. I’d be pretty confident there weren’t any Aboriginal people in 

amongst our ranks, certainly not at primary school. 

 

JF  Well, now one of the very biggest things of course that must have loomed 

large for you was the move from Parkes to Campbelltown. Would you like to spend a few 

moments setting the scene of that move and what it meant for you? 

 

STEPHENS There were two things there that seemed to mark this move, and that is firstly 

the death of my grandmother. This was my mother’s mother, Nellie Jessop, Nellie Mulcahy, 

my grandmother that loomed large in our lives, loomed large in a very loving way, having 

lived with us there. Her death, I think, is worth mentioning in part. I don’t know whether I did 

this at the last recording but the beautiful recall of a family gathered around a deathbed with 

the priest, Monsignor Cummins, and the doctor, Dr Lorger, and the holding of the mirror up 

to the mouth of my grandmother as she died in the family home with her last breaths being 

cast onto the mirror, and a very prayer-filled setting, clearly charged with emotion, but just 

simply where death was all part of life and where we were exposed at a very young age, I 
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guess I would’ve been six or seven, eight, to that death and we weren’t pushed aside as 

children. We were able, all of us, to be at the bedside for the death of our grandparent, our 

grandmother.  

 

And that, I think, was a major turning point in the life of the family, where my mother in 

particular now no longer having the care of her own mother hated the thought of having to 

continue sending her children off to boarding school. Three of them had already been off at 

Joey’s, and she was not attracted to the last three being sent off to boarding school as well 

as we got older, so it was a move to the city. It always required finding another business, 

and the family, with the assistance of Uncle Harold, who was a very significant part of our 

lives, my father’s sister’s husband, Harold Fox, he was a man who always had an eye for 

business and helped my father locate a couple of options around Sydney. Eventually they 

settled upon the new satellite town, city that was thought to be rapidly emerging to the south 

of Sydney, south of Liverpool towards Camden around what they were anticipating would be 

a rapidly emerging city of Campbelltown. And so that’s where the family purchased a 

business at a little rail-side centre called Leumeah on the edge of Campbelltown, and when 

that shop and home was secured the family packed up from Parkes. I remember we had a 

trailer on the back of, by this stage no longer the Packard, but a Customline, I guess it was a 

Ford Customline, and the trailer at the back. I remember some of our possessions in the 

trailer; presumably most of them had gone by a major pantechnicon across the 

Blue Mountains from Parkes to Campbelltown. But I remember in particular the trailer having 

our dog Toy in the back, and Toy was absolutely beside itself at being in this trailer, and I 

think after a few miles along the road the agitated Toy was brought from the trailer and 

brought into the car and was so relieved it sat quietly and happily with us for the rest of the 

trip from Parkes to Campbelltown. We set up in very modest circumstances in this little 

siding … Not quite a siding, it was Leumeah railway station. It’s now a suburb of 

Campbelltown but then it was on the edge of a cow paddock … A little business beside a 

railway station, with very slim pickings but with lots of promise. And the family set up home 

there with a paddock that had lots of briar bushes that were blackberry bushes, and we had 

a cow that we used to milk to look after the family. We had an outside loo and dunny which 

was a new experience for me. We’d not had that experience, so it was more primitive than 

what we had been used to. And a very basic ambition on the part of Mum and Dad to start a 

business in a growing area that would really look after us. Interestingly enough, that was 

1960, and that, as I now look back on economic history of Australia, actually coincided with 

the great credit squeeze that was put in place by the Menzies government, which slowed 

down the expansion of the satellite city of Campbelltown very significantly and had a very 

immediate and direct impact upon our family’s finances, and I was able to see played out in 
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close quarter the impact of government policy on the livelihood of this particular family of 

which I was a part. So Mum and Dad, in a very struggling business … They would have 

been grateful for customers. All of us were, again, deployed in looking after the customers, in 

the small number that they were, and to making sure that the customers coming to the 

railway station always felt welcome in our shop, which was at the front of our family home in 

Leumeah. Very slim pickings indeed in that shop, so slim that my father left the family 

business to the care of my mother for much of the time  [parliamentary bells in the 

background] while he went off and did part-time taxi driving around Sydney, and did it 

without any great complaint. In fact, all I have as a recall is that dad must have wanted to be 

a taxidriver. I have no sense of the time of any economic hardship, although I now look back 

in retrospect and realise they were going through tough times. This extra work that Dad was 

taking on was not for the love of taxi driving, but to get us through our lives. We had a petrol 

bowser out the front, which as youngsters we’d have to serve the passing traffic with fuel. 

 

JF  Hand pumped, I suppose. 

 

STEPHENS No, it wasn’t; it was a bowser that was connected to electricity, but it was 

pretty primitive and it could have once been a hand-pump bowser because it was very 

primitive, and we had to learn the art of fuelling up vehicles, not always done accurately! In 

fact, I have the memory of my brother Lawrence coming across a European vehicle at one 

stage and successfully fuelling up the vehicle’s radiator with petrol before the motorist … 

 

JF  Oh, this was a rear-engine model was it? 

 

STEPHENS That’s right [laughter]! Before the motorist realised what he was doing, so 

great efforts were made to empty the radiator of its fuel that Lawrence had put in wrongly 

into the vehicle. We learnt a bit about cars and certainly a lot about community and a lot 

about customer service from that business that was basic. My parents eventually were able 

to get themselves out of that business and go on to take up another store in the 

neighbouring town of Camden, which was a health food store that was in a steadier set of 

circumstances: a more comfortable town that was not relying upon growth that was not 

imminent, but rather a settled community, a happy township. Life in that part of the world is, 

again, for me of interest only because it’s now such a thing of the past. But it was a time 

when the hills around that town, around Campbelltown, around Leumeah, were all dairy 

farms, and we would play on the dairy farms around that town (they are all now suburbs) 

with families of similar Irish Catholic heritage to ourselves. I remember in particular the 

Harringtons, who would have been early settlers, the Vardeys, they were townspeople, but 
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the Harringtons had a dairy farm which we’d spent a lot of time on. There were the Whittons 

(I don’t think they were of Irish heritage) on a farm further across on the main road. But great 

happy times of climbing the hills up above the dairies and enjoying a life that has now gone 

from that part of the world. There was the railway line that had the steam engines that would 

pull the carriages down from Liverpool down to Campbelltown, and travel into Campbelltown 

was done by train along this little track. [Parliamentary bells ringing]  To go to school from 

there, we would go catch the train from Leumeah to Campbelltown on a steam engine. At 

some point in our early lives there, so this is probably about 1961, the railway line between 

Sydney and Melbourne had finally been put on the same gauge and a new train was put in 

place, the Southern Aurora, a silver train that was very swank and very fast, and I 

remember, again, the connection with our Aunt Mollie and Uncle Harold, who always would 

be amongst the first to be on any new transport mode. They were booked on one of the early 

trips of the train from Sydney to Melbourne, waving to us with great delight as we saw the 

family go past on this brand spanking new train. 

 

JF  So that was on the main Sydney–Melbourne rail line? 

 

STEPHENS Correct, yes, the Sydney to Melbourne railway line, the Southern Aurora, and 

the Spirit of Progress was the other one; it was a blue train, but very significant. There was 

even a song that became quite a famous sort of pop tune at the time that celebrated the 

arrival of the Southern Aurora into the fabric of east coast life that we were part of, at least 

by watching this flash train go past. When the family set up business in Camden, there was 

another railway line that went from Campbelltown to Camden up over the hills, pulled by a 

train, and the tracks are now gone, but this was the Puffing Billy train, and we would catch 

that train to go across and help dad in the health food store that he owned and operated 

over there. But [I have] an extraordinary memory of this beautiful engine, the Puffing Billy, a 

more ancient type of steam engine. I don’t recall exactly what model or anything else other 

than its elegance and the pleasure of being able to get up with the engine drivers and to pull 

on the cord to blast the horn or the sound of the train. Wonderful fun to be with the train 

drivers as they fuelled up with coal shuttles the engines of those trains, at a time when there 

was lots of fun to be had for kids and adults that were not as preoccupied by safety. So we 

were up in the engines with the train drivers and engineers, from memory, poking a shuttle’s 

load of coal into the engines. It seems inconceivable now that youngsters had such fun as 

we did in those times on train treks a short distance from one town to the next. It’s odd to 

think of it as having so rapidly changed, but that’s the way it was when we were youngsters 

and it’s not so very long ago. 
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JF  No. Right, well now what about school in the new location? You went to St 

John the Evangelist Primary School, I believe, next. 

 

STEPHENS Again, this is to the Catholic parish school next to the Church of St John the 

Evangelist on this particular occasion. [There was] a new set of nuns: this is the order of the 

Good Samaritans sisters that were running that particular convent school, an Australian 

order of nuns that had been connected to the spirit of St Benedict set up by the Catholic 

Archbishop Polding, but women dedicated to the service of education who loom more clearly 

in my memory. So, arrival in that school into the class of a Sister Mary Evans, who I recall as 

being a woman of great warmth and loving attention to myself and the other youngsters in 

the class, a great presence of support of warmth that was there in our childhood school 

class. I went through that school with no particularly strong memories of it other than 

childhood friends that I’m still fortunate to have some connection with. One neighbour, Jan 

O’Connell, lived down the street and we walked from school to home and back again. She is 

now living here in Perth and we have maintained contact over the years. Glenn Vardey lived 

around the corner and we would walk together, part of the distance at least in his case 

because he was situated closer to the school than we were. The school itself, I remember its 

principal was Mother De Paul, a rather stern woman who did use the feather duster. I 

remember it was the punishment that was delivered: caned by the feather duster. I guess I 

got it. I don’t have any particularly gross memories of that, but it was just simply the time; 

there was corporal punishment that was part of the school environment. I don’t remember it 

being particularly excessive at primary school, but it was certainly part of it.  

 

The school was attached to the parish church and it was on a large block, and so we were 

caught up in the church life through the school, with the parish priest, a man called Tom 

Grant, who was a Western Australian who’d had a significant leadership role in the 

community there; a very strong orator who managed to service a community that was 

starting to grow in the ’60s. It had got past this period of the credit squeeze and was now an 

expanding church and parish and school environment. And that school life led me almost 

very naturally into joining my brothers, who had all been altar boys. I became an altar boy at 

that parish church, involved in the church life, and I would often be required as an altar boy 

to be there at daily mass service where you’d go down early in the morning to serve mass in 

the Church of St John the Evangelist. When I look back in retrospect, it seems so odd now, 

but it was the mass that was the Latin mass and so we learnt Latin, and to serve mass we 

learnt the basic Latin responses. It was a time when the mass had come from that Tridentine 

history of where the priest had his back to the congregation, his back to the altar boys, and 

we would kneel behind the priest with a whole range of practices that included holding the 
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chasuble of the priest at various times as the genuflections of the priest in ceremonies that 

had detail and particulars that have been removed and gone from the liturgy of 

contemporary church life but were very particular structured rubrics that were attached to the 

prayer life of the pre–Vatican II Roman Catholic community. I must say I never realised until 

you start to look back on this how completely enculturated we were in the religious life of the 

community that we were a part. It was nothing out of the ordinary for us, but we clearly were 

just simply woven into the fabric of our community was this connection with church, school, 

prayer life, church life, values and belief systems that all just seemed entirely natural with no 

great effort involved in any of it. It was just simply just like the rising of the sun and the 

setting of the sun. The church played a part in all of that without any great effort involved. 

 

JF  Coming back to school for a moment, you were developing intellectually, so 

what subjects were important to you? 

 

STEPHENS I don’t remember in primary school any particular preoccupations with my 

primary education as being of any significance to my education at all. I can vaguely 

remember books being made available to us, often again of church origins. I remember in 

particular being exposed to a biography on the life of St Dominic Savio. I have no idea who 

he was now. So there was a reading life that came out of our primary school that did have, 

again, a church connection. But beyond that it was a primary school that was just simply 

about the basics. However, primary school soon ended and by ’64, I was moving from 

primary school up the hill (this was up the other hill) to the big Marist Brothers’ agricultural 

college on the hill above Campbelltown where I was first as a day student at this agricultural 

college in ’64 and there in my first year of high school I was brought into a life of French and 

Latin and History and English, which did become of great interest to me in my high school 

years, particularly English and History. Although I did Latin and French all the way through 

high school and Latin for three years subsequently, I did not like that area of study as much 

as I enjoyed the study of English literature and History, and that was a fantastic exposure. 

It’s worth perhaps commenting that French studies were beautifully delivered by a Brother 

Paul, who was an old Francophile at the school, Marist Brothers being a French foundation 

with a connection back to France where some of the Marist Brothers were lucky enough to 

have great connection to the tradition of which they were a part. It was an agricultural college 

and I was, I think, the first student to say, “Look, I’m just not going to do agriculture”, so I 

wasn’t interested in agriculture and didn’t do any, much to my regret now in hindsight, but 

that didn’t spare me from an involvement in the agricultural life of the college, which did see 

us also have dairy duties. I was already skilled at milking from our family, so I was sent to 

the dairy. That was all part of the economic life of the college. The only way that the college 
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was going to survive in the days that predated state aid was to have an economic activity 

associated with the college, that in this case was a dairy farm and successful farming 

venture that the school was not only used for its educative purposes, but also its financial 

benefits for the college. 

 

JF  Was that directed to butterfat production or whole milk or … 

 

STEPHENS Both, but essentially for milk, and so large milk containers left that school 

every morning and every evening, collected and taken off to the milk wholesalers. It was a 

very successful dairy farm, a beautiful farm that had been given to the Marist Brothers in the 

’30s I think. But it was a beautiful environment above Campbelltown and a very substantial 

school that emerged over years. It had a very fine football tradition, rugby league, that was of 

no particular interest to me either, but it was, I look back and think, almost like a football 

academy, where football was the preoccupation of the school community and the teaching 

staff. Just as important as, perhaps even more important than, the chapel life was the life of 

the oval and the life of the football. We didn’t have good ovals upon arrival and when I look 

back on it and think with amazement how the whole school was taken and led by the 

headmaster down and we waded knee deep (no, not knee deep; chest deep) into the 

sewage ponds of the college to gather up the (we all did it willingly) grass. I guess it was a … 

No, it wouldn’t have been a paspalum, probably a kikuyu grass. These long runners, we’d 

pull out of the sewage ponds and pull it up by the root systems and pull that grass up in vast 

quantities and then go out as a school, plant the grass onto the ovals and secured vast 

playing fields for the growing numbers of students that were participating in the football life of 

the community. I don’t have any sense of any resistance to it from anyone, no hint of any 

diseases that descended upon us, but I do remember being in the sewage ponds with the 

sewage and the effluent was visible in which we were all [in together]. We just simply got on 

with the task of pulling up the grass that was needed for the oval, led by the headmaster, a 

Brother Anselm, who we used to call “Bostik”, who was a great spruiker and a great 

salesman in encouraging us to do this, but these were the days of pre-state aid and there 

was no other chance other than if you wanted a good footy oval, get in and build it 

yourselves and that’s exactly what we did as a student body, led by the teaching staff, the 

brothers, all in these sewage ponds with us. I think we all had good showers afterwards, but 

it was a messy, dirty business of establishing a beautiful set of facilities that emerged in the 

’60s in that place. 

 

It had a water race; this is a water supply that went from one of the dams somewhere to the 

south, supplied the water for Sydney through a water race that went right through the middle 
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of the college, a canal really. It was forbidden that we would swim in it, but we did. As 

students, we would dip into a very dangerous, fast-flowing water of the water supply of 

Sydney. We had dams which were forbidden that we weren’t allowed to use but which we 

did. There were students that had previously drowned and they were fearful of drownings in 

the dams. We had fun in that school. 

 

I subsequently became a boarder at that school for my final couple of years of schooling and 

that was all aimed at making sure that I maximised the marks that I wanted to get through 

my high school certificate, and that led to an opportunity to do what was called then first-

level History and English. First-level History and English meant that we would go off to do 

power coaching from the Marist Brothers that would gather all of the first-level students of 

History from around the Marist Brothers’ schools of Sydney. We gathered at Darlinghurst, 

not far from where I was born, at the Marist Brothers’ school on a Saturday and the finest of 

the Marist Brothers teachers would come in and take us through the English subject with 

great love for the literature, the poetry. Beautifully presented lectures and a wonderful 

introduction to the study of English literature that really secured for the students that 

participated great results in the high school certificate, but it was power coaching that was 

delivered in that subject. Similarly with History, we were an elite group of students, probably 

about four of us, were taken very deliberately into this power coaching with a Mrs Farmer, 

she was our History coach. We got really good results as a result of this. So it wasn’t just 

simply only a football academy. It did have some academic focus that was available for 

those of us that had perhaps some interest and aptitude that was supported by the school. 

 

JF  When you mentioned ‘power coaching’, is that power with a capital “P” like 

Power Coaching College? 

 

STEPHENS No. It was just simply hot-housing. It was like making sure that the students 

that had the chance of doing well did very well, so clusters of these good students were 

taken down into a Marist Brothers environment. I think that environment is now part of the 

Notre Dame campus of the University of Notre Dame Australia at Darlinghurst. It was a fine, 

interesting, Victorian-type building there in Darlinghurst. 

 

JF  There’d have been fees payable at the school would there? 

 

STEPHENS There would have been and my parents would have done their best. 

Interestingly enough, in those last two years my father was approached by the school: would 

he give up his business in Camden and take on the role of being a bursar at the school? 
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They were short of bursars. The brothers were perhaps thinning in numbers. I am not quite 

sure of the circumstances. He sold his store in response to the invitation from the brothers 

and became the bursar at the college, which was rather complicated for me as a student. 

The bursar was responsible for the purchasing of supplies of the school, so he was like the 

économe or the treasurer for the school. It was a school with modest means, as I described, 

so dad made every effort to make sure that it was run very economically, including with fairly 

modest food provisions in the dining room. I was often the complaints department for the 

lads, where the complaints would be dealt out to me in a physical way, “Take this for your 

dad for the horror [of breakfast].” It was in good humour I guess, I took it in good humour, but 

it was a whack for the poor quality of the food that was being delivered into the dining room, 

which was, I guess, all the school at that time could afford. It was a time when butter was 

delivered to the table. Each table would get a packet of butter which had to be divided up, 

not like a full-sized packet of butter but a very thin packet of butter, and you’d cut it up and 

make sure that you’d got your own supply of butter. These were modest supplies for guys 

that were involved very actively in sport, not only footy. I was involved in the swimming team. 

We worked very hard at our sporting lives, so we had great appetites that were not being 

matched by the supplies in the dining room. I threw myself into the swimming squad and 

enjoyed a very vigorous lot of exercise associated with swimming at that school. 

 

JF  Were you in competition in swimming with other schools? 

 

STEPHENS Yes. The particular competition was called the Metropolitan Catholic Schools 

Association, MCSA or something like that, and that threw us into competition around the 

metropolitan area to which we would travel for competitions. I don’t recall going off to the 

footy games but I do remember going off to the swimming competitions. I remember one 

year swimming against Michael Wendland, who went on to have an Olympic career. He was 

from one of the other Marist Brothers schools, I think it was from Lidcombe or maybe from 

Fairfield, I am not quite sure which school he was from, but he was an Olympic team 

member, a very successful swimmer. I remember being creamed in the races by Michael 

Wendland. He was a good breaststroker and I also did breaststroking. 

 

JF  Have you continued swimming competitively?  

 

STEPHENS I do swim, not competitively but for exercise, throughout life and have picked 

up extra strokes. I was never very good at freestyle at school. I had an unusual freestyle, 

which had a breaststroke kick with a freestyle arm stroke, which I only got rid of much later in 

life.  
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JF  Just to round off then, who are some of the friends from secondary school 

that have meant something to you in later life?  

 

STEPHENS Not so very many. The connection that I’ve maintained over the years is with 

one of my fellow students who had a great love for literature and history, a bloke called Pat 

Nicholas, who I’ve stayed in contact with. He now runs the Aboriginal Legal Service in 

Adelaide at the moment, but that’s a fairly recent development. He has had an international 

career in law but he’s now in Adelaide. The school captain Glenn Vardey has maintained 

connection. He’s currently working as an engineer up at the Geraldton port before he returns 

back east; this is only a brief interlude. Young Paul Harrington, he’s recently turned up in my 

life with email contact. That has been a very pleasant exchange of emails from our school 

days. We were very close friends at school in Paul Harrington’s case, being from the farming 

family over the railway line from us, and we travelled as youngsters together. I think in 1964 

we travelled down to Hobart for an altar boys conference in the way that life was at that 

particular time. That is a connection that has been rather strained over the years by being on 

this side of the Nullarbor, but recently renewed at least by email. Very entertainingly, a great 

cluster of these classmates have now found their way to be in direct contact through this 

online environment that has been recently cultivated by the school captain Glenn Vardey, 

very impressively done putting us all together wherever he could find us from various parts 

of the country and beyond. At that school we had a lot of Pacific Islanders, so we had people 

from Papua New Guinea and people from Noumea in New Caledonia and we’ve been able 

to find some of these connections from the furthest parts of the Pacific even … A bloke 

called John Paul Revercée. Another guy called Arnold Ningiga who went on to become the 

country’s first vet in Papua New Guinea. He’s now dead. An interesting spread of 

connections. Paul Tovua from the Solomon Islands; he went on to become the Speaker in 

the Solomon Islands Parliament, but he was a class ahead of us.  [He was] from the Pacific 

– a very great footballer, a fantastic athlete with whom I’ve maintained some connection 

during his parliamentary life in the Solomon Islands, but that all comes from a connection 

through our high school days at St Gregory’s Agricultural College, Campbelltown. 

 

JF  Just to close off for today then, did you end up successful academically at 

that school and did you, for example, matriculate?  

 

STEPHENS Yes, I was very lucky to have had that good grounding at that high school, 

which was to deliver a very good high school result, a necessary result, which delivered for 

me the opportunity of a Commonwealth Scholarship, which was critical for going on to 
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university studies, which I was unsure as to whether I would do it. So I got a very good result 

at high school by the standards and received the High School Certificate as well as the 

Commonwealth Scholarship opportunity. That was a result, I am sure, of not only the focus 

and support of parents and being driven by, I guess, something that was motivated within 

me, but the support of the school environment created that opportunity as well. It wasn’t the 

preoccupation of the school, good footy was, but academic life was not completely frowned 

upon.  

 

JF  Thank you very much. We will make that the end for today. 

 

[End of TGS-02T03] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 18th October 2015.  Further 

amended from edits by the interviewee, 26 February 2016.] 
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[TGS-03T04  Duration 66m44s]   
 

JF  It’s the 5th of August 2015, and this file contains the third in a series of oral 

history interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of 

the WA Parliament, and we’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth. Tom is speaking with 

John Ferrell. 

 

Tom, last time we met we’d canvassed your school days and got to the end of the high 

school period. Today I’d like us to go into your tertiary-studenthood and maybe to begin with, 

could you tell me about the decision that led you to a seminary to study theology? 

 

STEPHENS John, I guess the description that I have given over the last couple of 

interviews of a childhood immersed in a faith-based family, a religious tradition of the 

Catholic community of New South Wales, the next stage of my life is, I guess, explicable in 

terms of that history: a family’s immersion in the Catholic community at that time in the ’50s 

and ’60s in which I grew up, immersed in Catholic education, convent schools of the Mercy 

and the Good Samaritan sisters and then the Marist Brothers, involved with a family who 

were driven by the gospel story of love and service. It was a pretty compelling backdrop to 

what was the most powerful force in life and it was the conviction that love and service is 

what life was all about, and I guess I drank that in with my mother’s milk. I certainly found 

that a completely all-pervasive atmosphere. [Distant bells pealing]  And at the end of my high 

school, although left with the platform of having secured a very good result in the High 

School Certificate, a Commonwealth Scholarship and the opportunity for a place at the 

Sydney university, I was accepted into the law school and given a Sydney university law 

school number, a student number, for 1970. Nonetheless, over those summer holidays, it 

became clearer to me that I wanted to pursue studies for the priesthood, and went at the end 

of my school days to see the parish priest in Campbelltown, a man who’d had a significant 

leadership role in the life of the community, the parish, the town, the family, and spoke to him 

of my ambitions. And that led to an introduction to the bishop of that diocese, which was a 

man called Bishop Thomas McCabe. He accepted me as a student for the seminary of St 

Columba’s Catholic College, Springwood, where my brother Lawrence, the next in sequence 

above me, had just completed his three years of philosophy studies towards the Catholic 

priesthood for the same diocese. So we were no strangers to that pathway. We had a family 

with connections through to the religious life of the church with an aunt who was a nun. So 

my father’s sister Jordan (Gladys was her real name) Sister Mary Jordan was a Dominican 

nun so we often would visit Jordan in her convent. My father had aunts as well that were 

nuns. And so it was a family for which this pathway made sense and was not opposed by 
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parents, but never one that I felt in any way pushed towards by anything, by any 

encouragement from parents or siblings, if in fact if anything, I think, it was challenged, by 

parents but particularly by siblings and by my network of school friends – challenged, gently 

challenged, not in any oppositional way. My older brother Lawrence was perhaps the most 

oppositional, as he really pressed the case of . . . “was this a sensible pathway for me?”.  

 

So I guess that combination of stepping rather naturally out of the school years into the 

pathway towards the seminary, the seminary was a place that I was familiar with through my 

brother. I knew sort of basically the pattern of its life. It was not unlike a boarding school; 

certainly a total institution. And I headed off on the train. I joined the train, I think from 

memory, from Strathfield station and went up the Blue Mountains to Springwood. And in that 

period on that train trip, there was meeting for the first time, with the fellow seminarians that 

were on the same entry point as me going into their first year of philosophy in this seven-

year scheduled program of studies for the Catholic priesthood, very significant personalities 

that emerged in my life from that train journey; one particular guy I remember, a bloke called 

Brian Coates, who was a little older than me. He and I got talking and we became quite good 

friends and have stayed friends ever since. That immersion into a student group of 32 or 34 

students, from memory, entry point at that seminary. These were thinning numbers in 

comparison with the numbers that had been in the college prior to the late ’60s. In the ’50s 

and the early ’60s, the place had been absolutely full of entrants that were called “vocations”, 

but these were thinning ranks. And so I joined a class of about 32, 34, started on that study 

program of intense philosophy studies, immersion in a study of Christology, which was a 

very deliberate attempt to understand the life of Christ through the gospel story, and to 

connect with that story as individuals as we were on that journey. 

 

JF  In that context or in that connection, had you ever had what might be termed 

a transcendental experience of some kind that confirmed your faith? You haven’t spoken of 

anything of that sort. 

 

STEPHENS No. The answer is no, I haven’t. And I think that as I look back I’ve never had 

that transcendental experience, other than perhaps that I have subsequently learnt to 

mediate through the TM movement. And I’ve experienced the deep quiet that comes from 

the use of a mantra from another tradition and to experience, then, something in that deep 

quiet that I can understand; it’s a movement towards some sense of transcendence through 

stillness. But no. I think as I look back on it, I can sense how the Christian story and the 

Judeo-Christian tradition for me, increasingly I see it as a metaphor or poetry that throws the 

people who immerse themselves in the story into a metaphor that is one wonderful 
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exploration of the challenge of the human condition or the challenge of the social condition, 

and the invitation to rise to your better self and to rise to a better community through the 

metaphor, through the poetry of the ancient tradition that the Catholic community is part of. I 

guess that’s rather later in life that I have looked back and sort of seen how the poetry and 

the metaphor is what has helped shape my sense of being persuaded by the power of the 

love story, the service story, and it becomes a compelling motivator in the pathway that I’ve 

been on. But it’s not from a sense of any mystical experience or any experience [of a] great 

sense transcendence. I think that the experience of prayer and meditation has really just 

simply been the opportunity, for me at least, to be reflecting on the challenge of the 

metaphor, the challenge of the poetry, and to throw yourself into that with some loss of 

preoccupation with self and an ambition for a connection beyond yourself for the good order 

of the life and the lives of which you are a part. 

 

JF  Taking a step back a moment before we go back into the college, was 

confirmation or any of the other steps along the way a particularly significant step for you? 

 

STEPHENS I think all of those ceremonies clearly had an impact upon the psychology that 

is clearly now of which I’m a composite result, and I can vaguely remember the preparation 

for the Holy Communion, only vaguely. I can certainly remember the ceremonies along the 

way and I can vaguely remember a confirmation, not with great clarity, and not to say that 

this was sort of a life-changing experience but rather just simply part of the texture and the 

fabric of the life in which I was steeped. I think interestingly enough for me one of the things 

that I am more regularly reminded of is the Easter ceremonies of the Catholic community of 

which I was part, because the Easter ceremonies had within it this amazing component of 

the candle, and the candle which was lit on the Easter vigil (the Saturday night following the 

end of the Holy Week), and the candle would have inscribed into it the annual date. And my 

memories of this candle of ’59, ’60, ’61 being inserted up in gold lettering traced up on the 

paschal candle, and with gold incense put around either side of the … Just a tiny little liturgy, 

a tiny little ritual, in the overall scheme of things in this massive series of rituals of which 

confirmation and Holy Communion (first communion) [are two]. That’s for me been the 

interesting marker of the flicking through of a life that has had that annual ceremony that’s 

marked another year and another year with the cyclical nature of the church’s calendar. That 

probably makes much more sense in the northern hemisphere but even in our own southern 

hemisphere has some impact upon us.  

 

JF  You became an altar boy … 

 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          41 
 
STEPHENS Yes. 

 

JF  That was not until you were in secondary school, I believe. Is that right? 

 

STEPHENS I probably became an altar boy just at the very end of primary or the 

beginning of secondary year (probably just at the very end of primary), because by ’64 I’d 

gone down to an altar boys’ conference in Sydney before my first year of high school, and I 

went down with Robert Wade and the Harringtons and others to Hobart to a large jamboree, 

really, of altar boys in Hobart that was under the leadership of Archbishop Guildford Young, 

a very significant churchman who’d been a very young bishop and Archbishop of Hobart and 

a very significant church figure in the Vatican Council, by Australian standards at least, and 

in the modernisation of the church’s liturgy. So, yes, the altar boy role connected me to that 

opportunity. It took me through Melbourne through my first visit to St Patrick’s Cathedral and 

I saw there the tombstone … Not really a tombstone; embedded in the floor the marker 

above the grave of Archbishop Mannix, so I just became caught up in that visit with a 

recognition of a very significant churchman in Australian church life and Australian political 

life in Archbishop Mannix. When I look back, that component of seeing how the church story 

also linked me just gently to the political life of the country with memories that come again in 

part through the church experience; that fear of communism that was articulated I guess 

through the pulpits of the churches where I was a youngster and through the literature to 

which I was exposed. Santamaria clearly had some impact upon the life of the church and 

life of the body politic of Australia in the ’50s and ’60s, and although we were a New South 

Wales family, where his impact was rather reduced in comparison to Victoria, Santamaria’s 

literature and discussion of the threat and menace of communism were something to which 

we were exposed and I remember seeing the Point of View magazine that my father must 

have subscribed to. The family had that sort of apprehension about the union movement 

being subverted by some columnists from the Communist Party. It was something that we 

were alerted to as youngsters in that growing up.  

 

I guess it reminds me as well, because of the other part of the life of the Catholic community 

in the Australian body politic, there was this lingering grievance that the community felt about 

having to pay its way in the tax requirements of the country and yet not being able to benefit 

from any contribution to the education system which we were all caught up in. So the pursuit 

of state aid was something that was vigorously pursued in the community of which we were 

a part, and when my siblings (my older brothers, three of them were at St Joseph’s Hunters 

Hill, a very fine school) … I do remember that debate playing itself out where the arrival of 

the first science block at St Joseph’s Hunters Hill, delivered by an initiative of the Menzies 
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Government, from memory, and it being opened … The Pius XIIth wing I think it was called 

in memory of the late Pope, opened by Sir Robert Menzies in 1961. That was the first 

contribution of the Australian Government to the Catholic school systems that had up until 

that time been entirely dependent upon the incomes and payments of the participants in 

Catholic education. I remember that particular opening because it coincided with the credit 

squeeze that the Menzies Government had put in place. So I’m only 10, but can remember 

that sense that the economy had contracted and the challenge of building a science block 

like this had been made easier by a contribution from the federal government but still 

incredibly demanding and challenging in the straitened circumstances in which everyone had 

been placed as a result of the credit squeeze, and the sense of that was articulated by the 

headmaster, a brother, whose name escapes me (it was either Brother Elias or 

Brother Allman, I’m not quite sure) but I remember the sense of the proud headmaster 

specifically articulating then, in the presence of the Prime Minister, the negative social 

impact that could come from a government policy like credit squeeze, and he gently, quietly, 

but firmly, challenged the Prime Minister of the day with this political speech that was 

probably a few sentences in probably a longer oration, but I remember it landing on my ears 

and probably on the ears of my parents in a way that resonated to produce family discussion 

as to the wisdom of it.  

 

I suppose, just wrapping up this period of thinking about church and ceremonies and 

connection with the body politic, the other political memory that I have, which just is thrown 

in, it’s a memory of the discussion of my parents about Billy Hughes, the one-time 

controversial many-partied Prime Minister of Australia, who clashed with Archbishop Mannix 

over conscription in the war years of the First World War, but whose memory lingered on in 

the Australian body politic, not least of all because he was such a long-serving 

parliamentarian, I think only leaving the Parliament upon his death in the ’50s after a huge 

career in politics. But he was the sort of political figure that everybody would discuss, I 

guess, at those times, including our family, and my memory of the stories of our own family 

describing Billy Hughes’ pre-parliamentary life where he had been sort of like a bagman, or a 

man that would go around into the country areas of New South Wales and sharpen people’s 

scissors and repair people’s umbrellas, and my grandfather coming across him in that time, 

which must have been, I guess, the 1890s before Billy got caught up in New South Wales 

politics. He was a bit of a rabble-rouser, Hughes, prior to his parliamentary life. Maybe he 

was a union organiser, I don’t know, because he had an involvement in the Labor Party 

movement until the split of 1916. He loomed large in my family’s consciousness and 

discussions, not the least of which because at the time when my mother and father were 

buying their engagement ring, he was in the shop where they were buying their engagement 
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ring and he was buying some jewellery, presumably for his wife, although when I think about 

it, I think his young daughter was still alive at that time, the young daughter who went to 

Europe, so it could have been a gift for his daughter who went to Europe and died.  

 

But my grandfather had described to my parents this public meeting that Hughes had come 

to as Prime Minister in the 1916 period, when it was a very controversial time, particularly for 

the Irish community who were caught betwixt and between these issues of conscription 

service for country and empire. My grandfather, being motivated to speak out, “I remember 

you, Billy Hughes”, was his quote, “when you were nothing more than a vagabond that slept 

under the local bridges; don’t be here telling us about the evils of Archbishop Mannix or why 

we should be voting for conscription; I remember you only too well” was the sort of 

articulated complaint of my grandfather to this public assembly, which presumably was in the 

country districts of New South Wales where they were living at that stage out at Coonamble 

on the land. I wrap those thoughts up and that is to say these were isolated experiences and 

discussions of politics that stand out, not as evidence of a political family but rather a family 

where those sorts of political stories were rare rather than … I didn’t grow up in a family that 

was immersed in politics, and the later stage of my life was shaped not because of any deep 

immersion in party or political life. 

 

JF  We’ve strayed a little bit from the theological side of things but maybe this is 

a moment to pick it up again. You’ve mentioned the DLP controversy or split with the ALP. 

So was your family generally sympathetic to the DLP and strongly ALP themselves, or not? 

 

STEPHENS No. I would say that my family were very much the classic swinging voters. I 

think that they were a family that were open to persuasion, and in the period in which I was 

growing up, they were people who kept their politics to themselves and very much respected 

the whole concept of people having the opportunity to exercise their own decision in politics, 

would engage in discussions in a gentle and … They were not highly politicised. They would 

just simply hear the discussion and, I am sure, voted every which way depending on their 

response to the political issues and personalities of the time. The result amongst our 

siblings, the six of us, is a strong cluster of kids with divergent political viewpoints, from my 

oldest brother with a strong commitment to … I think he would have always voted for the 

Liberal Party and probably, I am sure, contributed to the Liberal Party and still is a supporter 

of the Liberal Party. With the freedom in our family for robust discussion that has had people 

on both sides of the political debate inside the one family, my hunch is that three of us have 

always been with the left of parliamentary politics and three to the right amongst the siblings, 

and my parents I think would have moved on either side of the political spectrum when it 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          44 
 
came to exercising their votes. They were impressed by the personalities of parliamentary 

life and we had some good parliamentarians that worked communities like ours well and that 

attracted the support of my parents. John Kerin is one of those that comes to mind. He went 

on to become the member for Werriwa. The DLP influence would have been significant in 

the mindset of my parents but not necessarily the voting pattern of my parents. They would 

have been aware of the apprehensions about communism and the discussion of church 

state aid but I don’t think it was a compelling ideology that they were brought up in.  

 

JF  And of course they’d have been, as people in what today is called small 

business, I guess they would have been less oriented towards Labor than perhaps people 

with a normal working class background who were union members. 

 

STEPHENS You know I am not sure that that’s the case. I think that small business had 

a natural home in the left of politics, where small business was a battler’s business. My 

father if anything probably saw himself as up against big business, and the political forces 

and parties that championed the cause of big business would have been his opposites. 

There was something in my father’s understanding of the way a small business needed to 

operate, a real sense of being a battler connected to the working men and women. Small 

businesses were part of the fabric of town life and urban life. They were, after all, on the 

corner of the neighbourhoods at a time that predated the supermarkets and the shopping 

centres and the big malls that have been dominated by big business. So I think to the 

contrary, and I have always, as a result of that, understood how small business has a natural 

home in the political movement that I subsequently became connected to. 

 

JF  Coming back now to talk about the theological course, is there any 

significance in the advice that was given to you by your parish priest when you went to him 

with the suggestion that you might follow this course? 

 

STEPHENS No, there was nothing of any consequence. I suppose … I don’t know. I knew 

this man for a long time and I went to his funeral here in Perth just by chance because he 

was a Western Australian. I think that’s probably one of sort of the gaps in a lot of the … 

This movement of a personality through into student life. I wish that I had been challenged 

more rigorously by the people to whom I turned for advice rather than just simply allowed to 

drift in without that opportunity for a good discussion about this. But anyway, I embarked 

upon this without any memorable discussion from anyone, perhaps with the exception of my 

brother Lawrence, that might have challenged my preparedness to knuckle down and to put 

up with a hierarchical way of being guided in my life. I probably could have been wisely 
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cautioned about am I really going to be a person that will be ordered around by a 

hierarchical church into what you’ll do and where you’ll do it and how you’ll operate? That 

would have been a useful discussion but it was one that was never explored adequately 

before I started the journey.  

 

JF  With the course, how much of it did you do? You were there, what, two or 

three years, were you? 

 

STEPHENS I ended up really having seven years of studies that were my pathway 

towards priesthood. They were three years in Philosophy at Springwood, this beautiful 

setting in the Blue Mountains, with an application that I made at the end of those three years 

to go on to the Australian National University because I wanted to complete an arts degree 

before I went on to study the four years of Theology. The normal course is only seven years 

for the priesthood in the diocesan clergy, but I had charted a pathway which was I wanted to 

do a degree in the middle. I wanted to really secure behind me a degree from a secular 

university and so started my studies towards an arts degree while I was at Springwood, 

which was unusual and in fact unprecedented as far as I can recall; I don’t think anyone else 

was doing that. So I started some studies with Sociology and English literature at the 

University of New England by extension course from Armidale while simultaneously doing 

my Philosophy. 

 
JF  That was quite a heavy load. 

 

STEPHENS It was a heavy load, probably more of a load than I could have usefully done 

so it probably limited my achievements in both areas. But it was an interesting opportunity 

for me. The seminary administration had a very unusual rector, a man called Dr Thomas 

Veitch who was really, I think, a very odd personality by any standards. [He was] a brilliant 

scholar in the sense that he was able to immerse the students into the intellectual life that 

were his preoccupations: Church History, Literature. So we were exposed to the great 

historical tradition that church was part of through his lecturing style with an opportunity to 

recreate on the desk. He used to sit in this big tub and on his desk as he would talk to the 

students he’d have the characters of political and church history up on the desk, talking to 

them and having a conversation in a very unusual way by any standards, but he brought to 

life Napoleon and Talleyrand and the characters of that period of church history. He brought 

Flaubert and the story of Madame Bovary into a seminary, which is just a remarkable skill to 

expose students to. He had Boswell and Johnson up there as well for conversation and 

exposure to young minds that were learning of the intellectual tradition of western civilisation. 
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JF  So he was sort of dramatising this? 

 

STEPHENS A dramatist, but an extraordinary dramatist. He was a personality who you 

had the sense that perhaps up in his room he really was off with the fairies with Napoleon 

and the rest of them looming large and he no doubt had night-time conversations with them 

all. But as for a conversation with young men about the struggles that they would be involved 

with in their normal maturation, Buckley’s chance. But he was an unusual personality and he 

had this desire for us to be ecclesiastical and serious. He had one of the great quotes which 

came from Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson. I think it was “The merriment of parsons is 

mighty offensive”, and the concept that you would laugh or smile too much would be 

something that would be considered to be taking the spirit of Christian joy too far, you know. 

So we had to be monastic in our presentation, and I was not that. The experience of the 

thumbs coming down on the personality that was mine into this process was a very early 

challenge for having something that was called an “impudent walk”. I have never quite 

understood what an impudent walk was but apparently I’ve got it, and I think I probably still 

carry it today, the impudent walk, and probably carried it through political life as well. But it 

was an environment, if you like, a glasshouse. It was like a place where tomatoes might 

have been usefully grown in the hothouse environment, and that’s the total institution that we 

were a part of. In a remote part of this Blue Mountains on the next ridge was Norman 

Lindsay’s wonderful studio where, while we were studying theology, he had only just finished 

painting the most wonderful nudes and women galore, on the next ridge. But we were this 

bunch of 100-odd blokes, celibate men, aspiring to a life of celibacy on the next ridge in a 

very constricted life that was really quite amazing what it was trying to deliver in a period just 

after the ’60s and the freedom of the ’60s when an age of rebellion had taken off in western 

countries including across Australia.  

 

So I was not an easy fit into that environment. I persevered with enthusiasm and 

determination, and found amongst my student colleagues people whose intellectual interests 

and social interests and political interests were a wonderful companionship and education 

for me. So I think in the case I mentioned earlier of Brian Coates, he came from a New 

South Wales Labor family. He was an older guy who had been to university, perhaps law 

school or something and hadn’t completed those studies. But he was exposed to a solid 

political foundation in ways that I hadn’t been and I am sure influenced by openness to 

connecting the social gospel to the political ambition of a community to respond with 

compassion and humanity to those in need. This option for the poor was articulated, the 

obligation to respond to those first in need and to really see that that whole theological 
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scriptural foundation for a way of living that was being articulated amongst my colleagues 

that were exposed to liberation theology, to the language that was coming out of the Catholic 

worker movement of France where a bloke called Cardinal Cardijn had founded the Young 

Christian Workers, where there were worker priests that were priests that were just ordained 

but working in the assembly lines and in the factories of France in a society that had become 

anticlerical and has a very strong tradition in the French tradition, and then the church finding 

ways to be alongside of the working men and women of the country by a different way of 

doing ministry. So these were the traditions that were, I guess, in the melting pot that was 

shaping my own response to the religious tradition that I was a part of, and they were very 

lively times.  

 

JF  And of course John XXIII was in full flight at that stage, wasn’t he?  

 

STEPHENS So let’s get that right. No, he probably — 

 

JF  He was earlier. 

 

STEPHENS Yes, John XXIII had had his profound impact by unleashing the Vatican 

Council. Perhaps that had started in the early ’60s, so John XXIII election to the papacy was 

probably ’58 or ’59. The Vatican Council starts in the early ’60s, so ’61 or ’62, something like 

that. 

 

JF  Yes, and we are talking about the early ’70s now, aren’t we.  

 

STEPHENS Yes, so by this stage Paul VI had come on to the papal throne as a successor 

to John XXIII and, if you like, putting a different flavour on trying to put the lid back on the 

bottle that had been unleashed by John XXIII and the Vatican Council. So there was, if you 

like, in the church community a strong sense of left and right reformers, conservatives. That 

tension within the church community was very much alive in the late ’60s, early ’70s in the 

period in which I was in the seminary. 

 

JF  Where were your sympathies? 

 

STEPHENS I found myself very quickly identifying with the reform movement within the 

church community and led persuasively to that. There I suppose that leads me to how did 

that happen? And it was the arrival of not only the friendship with someone like Brian 

Coates, my brother had a classmate called Chris Sheehy, who went on to have a great 
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career as a priest in canon law, but a very significant intellect (a very funny storyteller) and a 

persuasive intellect with a strong sense of the need for social reform, church reform, 

compassion and that response to those in need.  

 

In that period of 1970, 1971 the first significant issue that emerged in my life at that time was 

registration for conscription, which was necessary as a requirement of our age; so the 

Vietnam War was still raging. I had been influenced by the fear of communism, so it was not 

a clear issue for me initially. It took me a while before I realised what a disastrous political 

policy that had been pursued by the United States and Australia. But that issue was 

profoundly impacting upon my generation, it was impacting upon people who were having to 

register for conscription, and I found the whole thing of registering for conscription so 

anathema, such a wrong thing to force young people to do, while simultaneously knowing 

that if I didn’t register I would then be in breach of the law and would be persona non grata in 

the seminary. So I do, perhaps with regret, mention that I did register, probably with great 

regret at having complied with a statutory obligation I felt was just simply fundamentally 

wrong. And if I’d had that period of my life over I would have … I think regret is a useless 

emotion … but I would have taken a more courageous stance if I’d had the opportunity to 

insert back into that decision-making the moral fibre that I subsequently perhaps developed. 

 

However, that issue was the start of a politicisation of my journey. Add to that, it was the 

period where apartheid was looming very large on the international stage; we were starting 

to understand much more about the evils of apartheid that were going on in southern Africa 

(South Africa in particular but also in the sense of Rhodesia and what a disaster the regime 

was there in Rhodesia) and in the imprisonment of Mandela that had been so long and 

unjust was something that motivated many of my generation, particularly when the 

Springbok South African football team was to come in ’71, I think it was. The fact that we 

were playing sport with an apartheid country seemed particularly repugnant and it led to me 

forming a very strong oppositional view to the Springbok tour. Although we were tucked 

away in a seminary in the Blue Mountains, I remember trying to discourage my clerical 

colleagues, all dressed in soutanes and Roman collars from watching the Springbok tours. I 

remember at one stage throwing rocks up on the roof of the TV room, saying, “Get out of 

there, you blighters. You shouldn’t be watching this.” So, I’d become a bit of a political 

activist, even in the seminary; a good-humoured one, I guess, or largely good humoured.  

 

There was a priest called Father Dick Buckhorn, who was running the Catholic Commission 

for Justice and Peace, which was part of that sense of the Gospel’s importance to the social 

circumstance of the society of which we were a part. He did come to the seminary and I met 
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him there on his first visit, probably in about ’71, about the time of the Springbok tour. He 

invited a few of us (he probably invited all of us, but a few of us chose to go) down with him 

during one of the breaks in our seminary studies to experience the church life of people that 

were pursuing an alternative way of involvement in church through parish life by being 

involved with people who were active in the social reform movement of Australian political 

life. So, that was into Redfern, where I connected up with people like Meredith Burgmann, 

who went on to become a presiding officer of the New South Wales Legislative Council; she 

was the granddaughter of “Red” Bishop Burgmann, who supported the coalmining strikes of 

the 1930s in the Newcastle coalfields. Anyway, that was an immersion into political and 

social action that was of enormous impact upon me because it introduced me to a priest 

down there in Redfern, Father Ted Kennedy and his co-worker Shirley Smith, an Aboriginal 

woman, who were involved in a radical way with the impoverished community of Redfern in 

the ’70s that had the church there completely at the service of people most in need, people 

who were the rough sleepers, the homeless, the metho drinkers, the alcoholics; the poorest 

of the poor were on the streets of Redfern at that time. That work of Ted Kennedy, Mum 

Shirl and his colleagues in Redfern opened me to a sense of this pathway that I was on 

really did resonate and make a lot of sense to me as to how I would continue to pursue this 

pathway to priesthood through that type of work being my end goal. 

 

JF  So that’s really where the Aboriginal awareness came from? 

 

STEPHENS It did; that became the firm introduction. Up until that, Aboriginal people had 

been very much on the periphery of our vision. I think I might have mentioned the memory of 

Aboriginal people being nothing more than just simply the absolute periphery of the 

perspective of the social life I was part of.  I have a memory, I think, of a little prayer book 

that had been amongst the family’s heirlooms, which had been on a farm when Aboriginal 

people had broken into the farm (apparently while the family were away in the 1880s in 

Victoria) and had scribbled on the front of the prayer book. This prayer book is still our family 

heirloom and a curiosity of how extraordinary it was that Aboriginal people had found their 

way into the farm house and had done only one thing; that was scribble something onto the 

prayer book. That was the only connection that I can recall of our family with the Aboriginal 

community, and for me it becomes a little metaphor in itself of the Aboriginal people trying to 

make sense of the implements of western civilisation, of pens and ink and prayer books and 

what a missed opportunity that we’ve had in Australian life of not being able to swap stories 

more enthusiastically and earlier in our political and social life between the Aboriginal 

community. So, yes, for me, the immersion in Redfern through the introduction of 

Dick Buckhorn and the late Father Ted Kennedy, the late Shirley Smith, these were the 
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introductions to Aboriginal Australia that put me on a different trajectory than I might 

otherwise have been on. 

 

JF  Well, taking the story of the seminary then from that point on, how did it all 

wind up for you? 

 

STEPHENS So that opportunity to be involved in Redfern, to have been involved in 

Aboriginal life, to have gone down from Redfern with one of my mates from seminary life 

(Phil Smith) down to the tent embassy to experience the tent embassy in that early period 

(from memory, I guess that must have been about ’71 or ’72; it could have been early ’72) 

and to sort of see in that tent embassy that profound and shocking statement that it was at 

that time that Aboriginal people needed an embassy in their own country and to see the 

Aboriginal activists trying to find a voice for themselves and their people. This was opening 

me to a sense of a role that was a real sense of, yes, I can see the need to respond to this 

and find my way into that story. I was determined to secure a firmer educational base, so 

that led me to seeking and obtaining permission from the church to go off and do these two 

years to complete my degree at the ANU.  

 

In that period at the ANU, firstly at John XIII College, and then subsequently became the first 

intake at the new college, the new hall which we proudly moved into in amongst the willow 

trees and threw our name up on the wall of ‘Toad Hall’ (the student body had declared that 

to be the name of the new college to prevent a benefactor’s name landing on it), and Toad 

Hall is still there today in amongst the willow trees at ANU. But that college life created an 

opportunity for me to be involved in the St Vincent de Paul shelter that was nearby. I ran the 

St Vincent de Paul shelter, immersed in the lives of the homeless people of Canberra. I 

found that pathway throwing me into a wider sense of poverty in the Australian life, seeing 

the needs of many people of many different backgrounds, of mental health issues, of alcohol 

issues, of dysfunction that led them to the street life, sleeping rough, and of seeing the 

needs of many people of many different backgrounds, of mental health issues and alcohol 

issues, of dysfunction that led them to street life, sleeping rough and the needs that they had 

that were responded to by the St Vincent de Paul shelter. So, an extraordinary education, 

coupled with my sociology studies and trying to do discussions with the visitors to the 

homeless men’s shelter to try to understand what were the things that had propelled them 

into the life in which they were now enmeshed of street people; so, the studies and exposure 

to the social issues of skid row or homelessness.  
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The socioeconomic determinants of people in these circumstances were of increasing 

interest to me, and led me to seek out a connection in the federal Parliament to work with 

John Kerin, who had become the federal member for Werriwa, after Gough Whitlam’s 

departure from politics. No, that’s not right, he was in the adjacent seat first. He was the 

member for Macarthur, and then that seat became subsequently amalgamated into the seat 

of Werriwa, and when Gough eventually left Werriwa, Kerin moved from Macathur across to 

Werriwa. So, John Kerin had become the replacement member for Jeff Bate, the member for 

Macarthur, who’d married Dame Zara Holt, after the demise of Harold Holt, but there you go. 

John Kerin was a personality of Campbelltown and Camden, where we grew up, and he 

opened the door to the federal Parliament, where I went into work, while studying and 

involved in the life of the shelter et cetera at the ANU, to do some research work around his 

economic interests, which connected me to political life at a time that was of the Whitlam 

years. This is now ’70 (of course Whitlam is alive and well and in political life at this point) 

and this is ’73–’74, when I am in Canberra at the ANU involved in the parliamentary world as 

a part-time research officer for John Kerin exposed to an additionally interesting aspect to 

life, perhaps the natural result of someone who’d had a crystal set to their ear as a youngster 

at his desk while in the early years of high school, listening to Parliament, now having the 

opportunity to actually be in the old Parliament and be in the offices of a parliamentarian and 

working with them, not for terribly long or many, many days, but enough to have really 

exposed me to the opportunities that parliamentary political life opened. 

 

My degree eventually was conferred by the ANU, but not at the end of those two years. I 

was doing far too much and didn’t complete my studies in the time period that I wanted to. I 

did a quick trip overseas, at the end of which I was still determined to continue my study for 

the priesthood. I eventually got my way back into the seminary after having to persuade now 

the new leaders of the diocese of Wollongong. The bishop had retired and new 

arrangements had to be negotiated. There was some reticence, some reluctance on the part 

of this administration as to having me back again. I think they’d been rather relieved to see 

the end of me, but they took me back, this time to St Patrick’s College, Manly, which is the 

natural senior seminary that you go to after Springwood. I went back into the college 

environment where my former classmates had all moved up two years. They were heading 

closer to ordination; I was joining a class that had been two years below. I had a new set of 

friends, a great range of new professors. This was to study theology proper, dogmatic 

theology, straight into the scriptures, into Greek, Latin, Hebrew. These were studies that 

were part of this intense period of life, while maintaining a connection with Redfern and 

Ted Kennedy, and immersed in a reforming group of church personalities where tensions 

were playing themselves out in the life of the Catholic Church. And it had its natural 
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conclusion, where the bishop that was eventually appointed to that diocese to take over the 

responsibility for leading Wollongong, was able to identify in me somebody he didn’t want on 

his team. That was by my association with priests like Ted Kennedy, Dick Buckhorn, 

Terry Fox in particular. These were priests that were known for their significant social 

activism and political activism, and they were my mates, and that was the basis by which I 

was eventually told at the end of about August of 1976 that I was not wanted for the 

priesthood of the diocese of Wollongong, not considered suitable. That came as a heavy 

blow. I am a natural, I think, contrarian. Give me an obstacle and I’ll go after the pursuit of it. 

If they had made me welcome, I think I probably would have left earlier, but I was never 

encouraged by authorities to keep going, and I enjoyed the adversarial challenge of, “I’ll stick 

with this because these blighters, these silly blighters, don’t realise how useful I’ll be in this 

vocation.” But, shown the door, not quite successfully, by them, because I found that the 

seminary had two sides to it, a faculty and a seminary, and the other side, the faculty, had 

never been explored by lay-people.  

 

Even though I was not going to get the chance to complete my preparation for priesthood, I 

could still stay on and do my theology studies and I enjoyed fronting up to the faculty 

asserting my right to be in the faculty and to continue with my theological studies for another 

term. I think the only other lay-person at the time was a woman called Janet Coombs, 

Dr Nugget Coombs’s daughter, who studied canon law and gave me some good canonical 

advice, and that is, “Don’t bother challenging this decision, even though you might have 

good cause at canon law, having been summarily dismissed from your studies.” So, I 

persisted with my studies till the end of ’76, and explored various options as to whether I 

would take up an offer that had come my way from the diocese of Wagga Wagga to continue 

my studies with Bishop Frank Carroll, who’d kindly offered to let me stay on for his diocese. I 

explored for a while the connection that had been made with the Jesuit students and priests 

that were involved in some of their studies at Manly College through a bloke called Tim 

Quinlan. A number of the Jesuits had come to live in Redfern, Frank Brennan for instance 

and Brian McCoy, who now is the Jesuit Provincial. These were young men, a little younger 

than I, who were around about the milieu, and I was exploring whether would I go down that 

pathway. 

 

Through Redfern, this amazing immersion that simultaneously was the period in which the 

Aboriginal Legal Service, the Aboriginal Medical Service was being established first, where 

the work of Richard Refshauge and his brother … Goodness, I remember his father 

Sir Richard Refshauge, isn’t that extraordinary? Dr Andrew Refshauge went on to become 

Minister Refshauge, housing minister in the New South Wales Government, but he was the 
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[doctor] who had helped establish the Aboriginal Medical Service. The Aboriginal black 

theatre was being established. This was a time of institutions emerging where there was 

nothing around the Aboriginal community of the period; great activism of Bob Bellear and 

Kaye Bellear and Naomi Myers from the Aboriginal medical service. This was the milieu in 

which I met visiting church personnel of Australia that came in. Patrick Dodson had just been 

ordained in ’74. He’d come down to Redfern and I met him there as the first and only 

Aboriginal priest in Australia. He was ordained as an MSC. He went on, of course, to 

become the father of reconciliation in Australia. Into that environment came 

Christopher Saunders, who at that stage was a Columban seminarian, for the Columban 

priesthood, to be a missionary priest (he went on to become a diocesan priest and Bishop of 

the Kimberley, Bishop of Broome) and Peter Willis, a particular Pallottine priest who came 

down and met me in Redfern and saw that I had not a clear pathway as to what I was going 

to do next and he said to me, “Look, I’m working with an Aboriginal group up in Kununurra, 

an Aboriginal group called Moongoong Darwung, where they need someone to work with 

this Aboriginal group.” They were trying to deliver services to the needs of the Aboriginal 

people in that part of the world and would I be interested. I guess it was, would I what! The 

invitation was issued in that environment of Redfern out of the context where I’d been 

working with Aboriginal people, Aboriginal activism, Aboriginal activists supported by church 

personnel, and the opportunity to have 12 months off in northern Australia, north-western 

Australia, was an exciting invitation too good to miss, which I thought was going to be a 12-

month journey before I returned to do something or other in Sydney that would reconnect me 

to my pathway to priesthood. That was not to be. A new chapter opened. 

 

JF  Thank you very much, and I think we’ll call it a day for now. Thank you very 

much. 

 

[End of TGS-03T04] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 19th October 2015.  Further 

amended from edits by the interviewee, 26 February 2016.] 
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[TGS-04T05  Duration 66m27s] 
 

JF  Today is the 12th of August 2015, and this file contains the fourth in a series of 

interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

Western Australian Parliament. We are meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Tom, to begin with today let’s just go back to your degree. I don’t think we talked about how 

your BA degree was constructed. I wonder if you’d just quickly explain that to me and then, 

as well, mention any prizes or awards that were associated with your university studies. 

 

STEPHENS Well, I would love to think that there were some prizes and awards associated 

with my university studies, but there were no awards other than the degree itself. You 

suggest that I should describe to you how I constructed my degree and you want me to do 

that quickly, and that is easier said than done. The reason for that is because my degree 

was a very unusual arts degree. Although eventually conferred by the Australian National 

University (I think eventually in 1977 I’d finally completed all of my units) you’ll note from that 

date that that’s a rather protracted set of studies for a simple arts degree without honours. It 

was a degree that started in this way: the first two units were done at the University of New 

England, then I went on, as you know, to do two years of study where I was hoping to 

complete my arts degree at the Australian National University, but simultaneously with that, 

apart from getting caught up in the life of student life and as well in the homeless men’s 

shelter at Lyneham, where I was the manager with a small stipend in this work, which did 

contribute to the studies of Sociology and led to a particular assignment there in that it was a 

very useful assignment in my formation around street people and the like, and in the study of 

ethics and politics was one of the major units that I did under Dr Thomas Mautner, a very 

formative presence in my studies; he introduced me to the Holocaust story. He was 

a European of Jewish heritage and introduced me to the book Terezin Requiem, which is 

very significant later in my life. As well, I was then working for John Kerin in the Parliament, 

with research work, and my studies were not successfully completed in that two-year period, 

and my literature and history interests had really accelerated but not sufficiently focused 

down to get me through some course work. So, by the time I got to head off to my European 

holiday in ’74, I hadn’t completed my degree. I was about three units short of my arts degree. 

When I came to Manly College, I then enrolled at Sydney University and did an Australian 

History unit, which was then accredited to my degree requirements at the ANU, and the ANU 

kindly added a Philosophy unit from Springwood towards my degree. Then, still having not 

completed all my course requirements, I then sought and obtained permission for them to 
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credit a Church History unit that I was doing at Manly College, the final assignment of which I 

finally did on the Crusades. The course coordinator for that was Father Ed Campion, a 

historian of note in Australian history, and a very good friend of mine today. But he insisted 

that I complete my course with a final assignment on the Crusades, which I did in 1977, soon 

after my arrival in the Kimberley. So that is a long answer to a more complex question that 

seems simple, but my degree was an unusual degree and I take great pride in saying that it 

was eventually awarded by the ANU, but it was a degree that had so many components that 

were from so many other institutions that I think it’s unlikely that there’s another arts degree 

like it, but it is a simple BA without Hons. It was a wonderful education. 

 

JF  Thanks for that, Tom. You obviously then weren’t full time at any one 

institution, so the next question might also need some explanation. Were you at all involved 

at any stage with student governance? 

 

STEPHENS I was, but again rather in an amusing way. At John XXIII College at the ANU, 

where I was resident in my first year, I became friendly in a rather unusual way with this 

college environment where there was a diverse range of students (as you’d expect in a 

college of that sort), a large overseas contingent, African and Asian, and an artistic group 

that I was quite friendly with, but my main group of mates were Rugby players. I was not a 

Rugby player, although I did join them in the rowing squad and experienced competitive 

rowing at the ANU, which I did in a gentle sort of way. But one of my mates there was a 

bloke called Ashley Fitzgibbon, who was a footballer of great significance, but a wild lad, 

from Goulburn. We were out at the student union one night and he managed to get himself 

intoxicated, as students did in those days [chuckles]; I don’t know whether it still happens. As 

he was leaving the student union, the team gathered up some chewing gum illegally from the 

bar and was confronted by this guard as they were leaving. Ashley was summonsed to 

appear before the student disciplinary committee of the university council. He was a law 

student, Ashley. On inquiries, he asked, “Well, who are the members of this student 

disciplinary committee?” And there weren’t any, so he arranged for me to become a member 

of the student disciplinary committee, which was all done in good fun, at which point the 

student union realised that the bench had been stacked, so they withdrew the charges 

against Ashley and his crew in return for them paying off the cost of the misappropriated 

chewing gum. That was my only involvement in student politics in that way in a formal sense. 

In an informal sense, I was involved in the fun of student activity, the academic life, but more 

importantly the theatrical life. From the college, we were involved in a small production there, 

and one of the things that was there was an event called Orientation Day. I think it was 

called Bush Week, and in Bush Week the mad activities of students involved quite a 
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spectacular piece of theatrics on the campus, in which I was involved, which was a mock 

accident to coincide with the movement of the transport of the public servants from their jobs 

at 10 to five on a Monday evening, all rushing to get home. They were taking their short cuts 

(their rat runs, I guess they were) through the university campus and the students put on a 

spectacular mock false car accident in which I was actively involved. No, I wasn’t involved in 

serious politics, although that was a serious intent to disrupt the misuse of the campus by 

these cars, but was loosely involved. That, nonetheless, did see some sideways connection 

with a protest at the South African Embassy and some gentle involvement in the student 

discourse with the newly elected Whitlam Labor Government over issues of education, 

university education and support, which was exploding as a major issue, where the Whitlam 

Government, and Minister Kim Beazley Senior was playing a very significant role in 

reshaping the government support for tertiary education at that period with a lot of pressure 

from the student body, and there was just a gentle involvement of myself in those issues, 

where the Education Minister was being buffeted by some of those vocal demands, despite 

the fact that they had a remarkable agenda. 

 

JF  You mentioned Kim Beazley Senior. Did you have much face-to-face contact 

with him and what impressions were you left with of Kim? 

 

STEPHENS I had a small amount of direct face contact with him only because when my 

brother lived next door to him where Kim Beazley Snr lived in Mair Place in Curtin (one of my 

brothers, my brother Laurie) so I had social discourse there with Kim Beazley Snr and gentle 

connection through the old Parliament where I was working as a research worker. But my 

more direct contact with Kim really came after his retirement through his work with Moral 

Rearmament.  He very generously would introduce me to his friends from the Moral 

Rearmament movement that had had a very significant impact upon his own parliamentary 

career.  He always maintained a great interest in my own preoccupations, which were 

Indigenous advancement, and would regularly include me in mealtime conversations here 

when he would come.  But these were in retirement rather than during his parliamentary 

term.  My impressions of Kim were of an extraordinarily intelligent man, a man solidly rooted 

in the labour movement, somewhat frustrated by the modern labour movement’s tendencies 

to take on causes that he did not relate to and where he had, in his own words, some classic 

lines that, with remarkable incisiveness, he was able to describe what was happening to the 

Labor Party as it picked up fellow travellers that didn’t necessarily follow from the traditions 

from which we’d come. 
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JF  Now, at the same time as you were in Canberra, you were involved with that 

men’s shelter and I was going to ask you to enlarge on that a little. Is there more to say than 

you have just been saying a few minutes ago? 

 

STEPHENS It was a remarkable insight into skid row. I was recruited by the St Vincent de 

Paul Society in the ACT to become an assistant manager there. It was remarkable because I 

was able to see the makeup of that cohort of men that were accessing the shelter—

homeless men. It was a hidden underbelly of the way Canberra was at that time. It was quite 

surprising for anyone to be even aware that there was a skid row in Canberra in the ACT or 

that so many people would be attracted to be in Canberra, because it was a city that had an 

image of affluence and no sense of an underclass being there, but there it was with a real 

presence of people, particularly people with mental health issues were there amongst the 

ranks. Amazingly, one night as I opened the gates, in amongst the cohort of men coming in 

were one of my own school classmates, which was quite a shock to find someone of my own 

age. His name was Kevin Chapman. I never saw him before or haven’t seen him since. Our 

class is currently trying to gather up all of our numbers and we can’t locate where Kevin is. 

But Kevin was the only son of a prominent ABC personality at the time and news reporter of 

the same name, Kevin Chapman, and there he was, clearly at that point a troubled lad. I 

opened up with the warmth that I was able to extend to him. He wasn’t able to confidently 

receive that friendship. But there were other remarkable instances of a young man coming 

in, playing the piano that we had there, a beautiful rendition of some of the great classics, he 

would play Rachmaninov.  A difficult personality, clearly, but a brilliant pianist. There was 

one particular guy, Paul (his surname’s gone) Dowdell, I think. He was a guy that looked to 

me too vulnerable to be there in that shelter, and I offered him accommodation over where 

our students’ hall accommodation was set up just to sort of provide him with more protection 

and support. Our student accommodation was shared accommodation. Unfortunately, Paul 

had a shocking alcohol problem, which was somewhat hidden, and he drank all of the 

students’ aftershaves and anything that had any alcohol content. He was just sort of 

desperate for the hit, presumably, that came with drinking alcohol, and drank the cooking 

sherry and absolutely everything. My colleagues in the student accommodation said, “Look, 

sorry, Tom, but can you move him on?” So he moved on and only a couple of weeks later he 

had an overdose of some substance and killed himself in that process. That was part of the 

profound impact that made my studies hard to complete in that period of 1974 [not 75]. It 

made it easier for me to slip away from my studies, having not completed them, having had 

these range of experiences of my student period that included the sharing in the pain of 

people from skid row that shaped my experience of life. I was shocked and horrified by the 

death of young Paul. I felt somehow that we’d let him down. I know that’s not really accurate 
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but you couldn’t help but feel the poor lad was unable to get himself through life without the 

assistance of this awful stuff that he would drink, and on this occasion drank some medicine 

that was in sufficient quantity that put him off to sleep and from which he never woke. 

 

JF  Were you working set hours at that position? 

 

STEPHENS Yes, I was. I think the set hours on that particular occasion were something 

like Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays, so I had a part-time position. I was the assistant 

manager and cook and bottle washer and everything at that place, with a small group of 

volunteers. I had a small stipend that added and made it possible for my student life to be 

financially supported, but I overloaded myself with an amazing variety of things that I was 

doing simultaneously. It has been my nature to take on everything and anything. 

 

JF  Now, I’m stepping backwards for a moment here because it was hard to put 

this in logical order. You mentioned last week a speech by Prime Minister Menzies when he 

was opening the new science block at the college you were talking about. 

 

STEPHENS St Joseph’s Hunters Hill. 

 

JF  St Joseph’s College; that’s right. I wondered whether, just for a moment or 

two, you might mention how you regarded Menzies in his time. 

 

STEPHENS Oh, with admiration, I’m sure. I admired him, firstly, for his oratory, which was 

self-evident, his style. I’ve always admired people in politics who compose themselves with 

a gentlemanly approach to political life, and I’m a sucker for good manners. I was impressed 

by the style that Menzies carried in his discourse with the Australian community and in his 

discourse with his own colleagues and with his opposite numbers. He was a person that we 

engaged robustly, but with dignity and good humour and good manners. Good humour is 

something that was clearly with which he was greatly skilled. I think in retrospect, as I look 

back over the years of the Menzies Government, I can see its deficits and I can see in 

particular riding too comfortably on the sheep’s back is self-evident, that that period of 

Australian political life did for the economics of the country; it didn’t help shape us fast 

enough to respond to the future that was soon to be ours. You can look back with criticism of 

the Menzies years for that reason, and I do. I also look back at its weaknesses in foreign 

policy and its capacity to be far too compliant and complicit with the attitude to international 

issues that were shaped, in Menzies’ case, by the shots of the English government, but also 

increasingly by the United States. He perhaps was no orphan in that, but he certainly 
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contributed to, I think, a lack of independent analysis of the unique circumstances that 

Australia was in and led us, in my view in retrospect, along pathways of unnecessary 

catastrophe. I’m thinking specifically of Vietnam. I was persuaded by his arguments. I think 

the arguments, in retrospect, were clearly wrongly constructed and based on some false 

premises that were championed by him and by his successors in government that were an 

unfolding tragedy there in the making. But no, I was impressed by Menzies as a youth all the 

way through my adolescence and younger years. However, keep in mind that he’d retired; I 

think I’m right in saying he would have retired in ’66 or ’67. 

 

JF  ’67, I think. 

 

STEPHENS It is ’67, so the switch … [Actually is was on Australia Day 1966] ... so I was 

only 15 by the time Menzies had gone, but he had loomed large. His biography Afternoon 

Light was something that I subsequently read with great relish. It had a coherence about his 

philosophy that appealed to me at that time in my life. It wasn’t long before that philosophy 

and approach to political life and to the interests of the Australian community and to public 

administration lost its attraction very significantly and very rapidly. 

 

JF  So, as a sequel to that, when did you become actively associated with the 

ALP? 

 

STEPHENS Again, my association comes almost through this pathway; that is, upon my 

arrival at Springwood, an openness to the Labor philosophy that was most ardently put to 

me by this new friend that I had acquired at Springwood in Brian Coates, who came out of a 

Labor family. And he, I think, really almost did tutorial discussions with me around Labor 

political history, and it was he that introduced me to the philosophies of the Labor movement 

and I think it was at that point that I started to read. But keep in mind the dates, this is 1970, 

and when something falls away from your eyes, as the conscription debate, Vietnam looking 

so messy, but in particular seeing the shocking ways that the anti-apartheid protests were 

being handled by the governments of the day, both nationally and in Queensland in 

particular but also in New South Wales by the government of … I was going to say Bolte but 

it’s not Bolte; his name will come back to me.  [Robert Askin]  But the governments were 

looking stripped of their clothes. They looked to me like emperors without adequate 

costumes to support their elaborate arguments, and so I’d lost interest in their political 

philosophy at that time. That led me, by the time I went to the ANU, to a great interest in 

linking up with John Kerin and doing some work with him as a research officer for him. That 

was my first formal connection with the Labor Party, if you like, by working as a staffer; 
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again, a very part-time staffer and support person. But I had no other formal connection, 

except that my twenty-first birthday party happened to be celebrated on the night of 

December 2nd, 1972, a couple of weeks after my birthday. That was the election of the 

Whitlam Labor Government, and it was a huge celebration of my contemporaries: people like 

Lal Rowe, who I have described, a friend of my mother’s. But our generation was so excited 

by the “It’s Time” theme. And there was a Chris Sheehy, one of our seminarian colleagues, 

who went on to become a priest and canon lawyer in the city, and I remember him in 

particular wearing the badge “It’s Time”, and we were all caught up in that enthusiasm for the 

change of government that was to come. But membership did not come my way, or no 

natural pathway for membership, until I finally got to the Kimberley. After I had been elected 

as the president of the Kununurra branch of the Labor Party, I subsequently thought, 

“Well, now that I’m the president of the branch, I’d better become a member.” But that’s later 

down the track. So, political connection, if you like, had a strange antecedence. 

 

JF  You were not still in Canberra when Whitlam was dismissed, I take it. 

 

STEPHENS No; in ’75 I was back at Manly college and I can remember the exact 

occasion. I was sitting in the library doing some studies for an assignment for the Sydney 

University when I had again the transistor on in the library at this grand palace that St 

Patrick’s College at Manly is, overlooking the Pacific Ocean at Manly Beach, a beautiful big 

institution it was. But sitting there in my soutane doing my studies listening to the radio and 

then suddenly there came on this announcement that Gough had been sacked. I remember 

running with my soutane (for some readers of this, a soutane is sometimes described as a 

cassock, but it was a black soutane with a Roman collar that I was wearing) and ran from 

one side of this vast building to find my mates who were in the middle of a History lecture in 

another part of the building. They were all dressed in soutanes and being lectured to by 

Father Edmund Campion. I broke into the back of the History class (I think they were dealing 

with Irenaeus or someone from the third century of the history of the Christian movement) 

and I called out from the back of the door, “They’ve sacked Gough!” [laughs] and broke up 

the class and Ed broke up the lecture, and the students streamed out of the lectures to go 

and get a more reliable source than me. I remember bumping into a bloke called Bill Wright, 

who is a good friend of mine, saying, “Bill!” (he’s the son of the bloke that used to sign the 

currency at the time, the Governor of the Reserve Bank; his father W.C. Wright’s signature 

was on the currency at the time). But Bill went on to become the current Catholic Bishop of 

Newcastle, or Maitland I think it’s actually called. But “Bill”, I said to him, “there’ll be blood in 

the streets, Bill!” which I think was a real possibility at the time, other than for the pacifying 

influence of Bob Hawke. But he said, “Calm down, calm down; there it is” [laughs]. It was a 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          61 
 
time of extraordinary turmoil in the life of the country to see the Prime Minister, Gough 

Whitlam, summarily dismissed by the Governor-General of his own appointment. But that’s 

where I was, remarkably, in a seminary. Subsequently, with Ed Campion attending, driving 

across in his little vehicle (I think he had a little Citroën) we would drive across from the 

college to Hyde Park to attend the rallies that were huge in number in the lead-up to the 

1975 elections. A couple of students only would join us, but I joined Ed at those rallies, which 

were a vast size but had no connection at all with the mood of the nation, which had moved 

so very solidly against the Whitlam Government and saw their dismissal; a double dismissal, 

first by the Governor-General and then at the polls that were conducted about a month or so 

later. 

 

JF  Thank you for that. The other thing I was going to pick up on was your 

relationship with key people involved particularly with the Redfern experience. You’ve 

mentioned Ted Kennedy and Mum Shirl and you’ve mentioned in passing people like Dick 

Buckhorn and Terry Fox, Bob and Kaye Bellear, Patrick Dodson, Chris Saunders, Peter 

Willis. Is it Willis incidentally? 

 

STEPHENS It is Peter Willis, yes, and he is a very significant player in my life. 

 

JF  I wonder about whether you could spend some time just trying to give me an 

idea of what those people actually did for you, perhaps individually if you can. 

 

STEPHENS Sure. I think in particular let’s start with Shirley Smith, Mum Shirl Smith, a very 

significant Aboriginal personality whose life I entered. She had a very significant impact upon 

my understanding of the circumstances of Aboriginal people of New South Wales, and she 

had a wider view because she would travel around Australia. Shirley was committed to 

looking after the needs of the people on the streets; a real philosophy of that, of trying to 

tackle the needs of the goomies, as they were called, the metho drinkers, of the people that 

were alcohol dependent. She was a large woman, both physically and by gift of personality; 

a very strong personality with a ready laugh; a very bright woman; a woman of great 

capacity for bluster and bluff in her tackling of the police officers in their interchange and 

their exchanges with Aboriginal people. She had some badge that had been given to her by 

the Prisons Department because she’d become an Official Visitor to the prisons; she was 

given a role and that badge. She used to use and abuse as though it were some sort of 

magic thing that you’d flip out and put in front of people of perhaps insufficient astuteness to 

bluff her way to get things done that needed to be done at any particular moment. 
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I remember on one occasion being with her up at Wisemans Ferry, which is that point in the 

river where the Hawkesbury becomes the Nepean. It’s actually the crossing where Kate 

Grenville’s family eventually settled and made their wealth. We had an alcohol centre there 

for the goomies of Redfern to be spirited away from the streets and taken up and given a 

chance to recover in this environment. Every now and then, Shirley knew that she would 

need alcohol to be available for these alcoholics just to settle down as they were coming 

cold turkey, if you like, off the streets, off their alcohol dependence, and sometimes that 

required getting alcohol outside the licensing hours. So she would flash this badge at 

unsuspecting licensees and say, “Quickly! I need a carton of beer or a number of flagons to 

take to a bunch of alcoholics that are otherwise at great risk to themselves and everybody 

else.” She would always secure access outside permitted hours with the flashing of this 

badge to secure what she needed, a badge that had no other standing other than one that 

should permit her to visit a prison. But she did it with style and responding to the needs and 

circumstances, she was robust in her dealings with the police and respected as a result of 

her robust advocacy. There were police that were shockers and she shirt-fronted them. She 

was an exceptional woman. She was generous with a vast number of family, the children of 

Aboriginal prisoners (I remember one family, the Bloomfields, their father was in prison for 

having murdered their mother) and the vast number of kids that seemed to be needing care, 

and there she was. She had them in her home in Enfield or a little suburb somewhere like 

Enfield or Enmore, somewhere around the Newtown part of Sydney (I’ve forgotten the exact 

name of the suburb). But [she had] a small home with vast numbers of people living off 

Shirley’s income streams, which would come from her work at the parish at St Vincent’s in 

Redfern. [She was a] very significant person in my life and in the life of Aboriginal Australia 

that was focused in on Redfern where she supported the likes of Bob Bellear, who was 

going on to have a role in the law, and Naomi Myers who’s been instrumental in setting up 

the Aboriginal Legal Service, Bostock who was down there at the Aboriginal theatre. Shirley 

was a wonderfully strong, supportive presence for this multitude of things that were 

cascading out of Redfern at that time, including the work of Andrew Refshauge who was 

involved there as a doctor with the Aboriginal Medical Service and others that were involved 

in the life of … Have I got that right? Is Andrew a lawyer or a doctor? He either was involved 

in the legal service or the medical service, I forget which. [Note:  Andrew is a Doctor, whose 

involvement was principally through the Aboriginal Medical Service, but he was also involved 

with the foundation of the Aboriginal Legal Service.]  His family were distinguished in both 

professions, his father being head of the commonwealth health department, 

Sir Richard Refshauge. Andrew went on to become housing minister where I knew him 

better and Deputy Premier of New South Wales. This was a very significant role that Shirley 

played in shaping the response of many significant Aboriginal people to the circumstances of 
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their communities, as well as finding colleagues in the churches and in the civic social life of 

Sydney to respond to the needs of Aboriginal people. She was a very significant person.  

 

Added alongside of her was Father Ted Kennedy, a remarkable man of great sensitivity to 

the gospels, to poetry, to literature, with great mastery of the English language, great 

capacity to draw on the poetry, to describe a philosophy, a theology, of how one should 

respond to people in need by ensuring that you gave first priority. Ted came out of a 

comfortable family of Irish heritage clearly in Sydney linked to the Christian movement 

globally with a strong sense of connection to people like Dorothy Day, a woman who had 

established the Catholic Worker Movement in New York and had responded to the skid row 

circumstances of New York with these soup kitchens and hostels around the Bowery of New 

York. It was quite famous and they’re still there. There’s a Dorothy Day centre that I’ve 

subsequently visited and seen in New York that celebrates this extraordinary woman that 

contributed in a radical way of Christian response to the needs of people living in abject 

circumstances. Ted was very shaped by the writings that Dorothy had recorded in her 

journal “The Catholic Worker” and that had shaped his own response. He was a great friend 

of artists like Tom Bass, the great sculptor, and his church had the beautiful results of that 

friendship, some work of Tom Bass’s. His presbytery was a place that had been completely 

occupied by the street people. In every nook and cranny, the street people lived. Anything 

that was not bolted down moved and there was not much that was bolted down. It was used 

to respond to people in need. I am not sure that it is stuff that I would have complete 

enthusiasm now with the benefit of hindsight as I look back on it, because I think that the 

head needs to respond more energetically with the heart in the response to people in such 

circumstances, but it was certainly … There was no shortage of heart in the response that 

was on offer from Ted. One of the great quotes that moved me was “The only legitimate 

posture for prayer is down in the gutter with your brother”, is something that I thought very 

profound. I am not sure that I agree with it now in retrospect, but as a youngster I was 

motivated by it. I think that there are many legitimate postures of prayer that include an 

emphasis on the needs of others, but he was a significant personality that shaped my life in 

a profound way, a very supportive way. He was a man who would travel with a very heavy 

suitcase entirely full of books. Not a single personal item of clothing would be in that 

luggage. He was unkempt by physical appearance but with a mind of great beauty shaped 

by a real effort to throw himself into an intellectual education, an education of his mind, his 

heart, that led to a radical response to the people in need, and great leadership, robust 

leadership, in the church community and in the society of Sydney and more widely. Many 

years later, I attended his huge funeral there in Redfern, which involved a procession with 

his coffin down from his church, St Vincent’s, down into the Block, which is the famed Block 
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of Redfern, where his funeral was attended by a very significant presence of the Aboriginal 

people of the Block and Redfern and around New South Wales and more widely 

(extraordinary leadership) and with an enormous range of other people like myself that had 

been influenced and shaped in their own lives by the Ted Kennedy story of Redfern. A 

beautiful biography is written by our mutual friend Ed Campion, who wrote a lovely biography 

of Ted. 

 

JF  So they were the two most significant people. What about Buckhorn or Fox?  

 

STEPHENS Buckhorn, in particular, a significant underpinning of the issue of the call to 

the Christian churches, a call to the Christian movement to the Catholic Church in particular, 

to respond to the needs of social justice. Dick was a wonderful articulate advocate for that 

work in the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace that existed at the time.  

 

Terry Fox, a wonderful pastoral priest in the Wollongong diocese involved with the Aboriginal 

community. I would leave it there with that cluster.  

 

In amongst these friends was a great friend in Dr Chris Geraghty, who I’ve not previously 

mentioned, but he was a professor both at Springwood and Manly and Chris Geraghty and 

Ed Campion, the other professor, these have become lifelong friends. Chris, a very 

significant theologian with an exposure in particular to liturgical theology and the theology of 

prayer, of how the Christian community came together and found their various ways to 

express their faith in the Christian story and the Christian mystery. To take the students, as 

he did, through the history of the emergence of prayer in the life of the Christian movement 

and its various expressions, he was able to give a real oversight into how the various strands 

of the Christian movement found themselves with their various ways of responding to the 

central mystery of the Jesus story in that tradition. He did that with great erudition and great 

skill. He had a very significant impact upon our lives at Springwood and then he went off to 

do studies in Paris and came back to Manly well equipped for robust presentation of the 

arguments for how we should never see any of this as static, never be convinced that what 

you’ve got is the way things have always been, quite clearly, and never were. There were 

people that would try to construct the view that somehow or other the confessional had been 

built by the carpenter’s son before he left the earth and that somehow or other it had always 

been part of the Christian story; and the fact that it was embedded inside the Catholic 

tradition at that time in a way of extraordinary significance as one of the seven sacraments, it 

was Chris that was able to take us through an appreciation of how that part of the tradition, 

how that part of, if you like, piety, had taken hold in our branch of the Christian [movement]. 
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This was a great erudition that he added to the story. It was erudition that was not received 

by his contemporaries with great enthusiasm because scholarship can be very corrosive 

[chuckles] of the way things are. He found himself with an extraordinary robust exchange 

with the Catholic newspaper of the day (the Catholic newspaper in Sydney’s name escapes 

me).  Amazing. You would never think I’d forget the name of such a rag but I have. [It was 

rather prosaically called The Catholic Weekly.]  He was remarkable for having taken on this 

institution to basically say, “Look, what you’re peddling there is a load of codswallop. This is 

the story of how the sacraments came into the Roman Catholic tradition of the Christian 

movement.” He was very formative, Chris, and is a great friend today, as is Ed Campion with 

his history component to the Christian story as well. They are two very significant 

personalities from my seminary days in Sydney. 

 

JF  When you were coming to the end of your studies at Manly, I think Dr Frank 

Carroll had some sort of a role. You mentioned him in passing last time. 

 

STEPHENS Only in passing insofar as it was a generous offer from him as the Bishop of 

Wagga Wagga to say to me, “Look, your own diocese is not” … Bishop Murray had 

dispensed with my services. I always laugh about it [later] but it was not a laughing matter at 

the time. I was being told I was considered unsuited for the priesthood of the diocese of 

Wollongong with no more words that they could wrap around it than just simply that 

sentence. I was terribly puzzled and I guess somewhat hurt by the sense of rejection with a 

strong sense of “Why? What?” I should have really understood that, you know, you look 

back on the sweep of things, I was caught up with a movement within the Catholic story that 

was a reformist element within the Catholic Church; a group of people who had a simplicity 

attached to their apostolate that didn’t meet with the views of bishops like Bishop Murray. 

But, fortunately, Frank Carroll from Wagga was kind enough to make that offer, which was 

available to me if I’d wanted to pursue it. For whatever reason I didn’t. To find the words as 

to why I didn’t, I don’t have the exact words. I thought the offer was very kind but I got a 

better offer, I guess, let’s put it bluntly, at that time and that is Peter Willis, through the 

experience of Redfern, gave me this exciting invitation to come and work in the Kimberley 

with his Aboriginal colleagues that were working at Moongoong Darwung where they needed 

someone, and it was an offer to come and work with them for 12 months while I thought 

about what I might do. That seemed to me like a very attractive proposition. I was still 

attracted to a pathway towards priesthood but a 12-month period up in the Kimberley was 

something that I thought at that time would be a very useful way to head off and have some 

space and time to evaluate the pathways into the future. 
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JF  I am going to come back to the Kimberley, of course, but just before we do, 

you went overseas in the middle of your student days. 

 

STEPHENS Yes. 

 

JF  Would you like to spend a few moments explaining where you went and what 

was the impact, if any, of that on your understanding of things? 

 

STEPHENS Again, at a very exciting part of my life where I had the resources put together 

from my student days, from the various income streams that I managed to muster, to have a 

ticket ready to take me at the end of my university studies. I was booked to go to England. 

As it turned out, my brother Chris fell unwell and had a complete nervous breakdown, 

psychological collapse, while he was holidaying in Italy and we got word that he had been 

admitted to a psychiatric hospital in northern Italy out from Milan. I was the only member of 

the family free at that point, because my studies at the university had come to an end 

prematurely at the time of the death of young Paul. And I took off within a day and went 

straight to Milan, found my brother in a psychiatric hospital in Parabiago on the edge of 

Milan, and was able to work with the hospital for his release from the hospital. I took him 

back to London and then back to Australia all within a week. So my first trip overseas out of 

Australia ever was a one-week trip that was a remarkable involvement into the discovery of 

this brother in a mental institution in Parabiago, with an enormous shock to himself and a 

shock to the family that his mental health had deteriorated while he was away on holidays. 

So we got him back to Sydney but the family were very determined that I should not have my 

own European holiday destroyed, so they quickly bought me a return ticket to Europe and I 

took off within about a week and flew to England.  

 

I had a remarkable time holidaying really as a youngster, footloose but travelling down from 

London through Wiltshire, through Marlborough where my brother’s wife’s sister was there in 

Marlborough, down into Cornwall where the parents were. I met up with one of my mates 

from the seminary days, Paul O’Neill, who we travelled with around Oxford and Cambridge, 

and then into London and enjoying the life of London in that time. I then went off to the 

continent, went across in through Belgium and Holland. A lot of this time I was travelling by 

myself, most of it enjoyable, but meeting up with people in student hostels along the way and 

sharing the company of people for a couple of days at a time, picking up people who 

became friends in life’s journey subsequently. Then from there, through the great opera 

companies of Berlin and Hanover and in Vienna, and being introduced to opera in a way that 

I had previously never had exposure to opera, into Paris. And most significantly, I think the 
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very first one in that sequence … Yes, it must have been out of order because the first opera 

company was in Milan so it must have been on the first trip with my brother and I went to 

trade union night at the opera in Milan at La Scala and saw La Bohème, a knockout 

performance of stage setting that was done by Franco Zeffirelli. It was a profoundly 

significant night for me to see opera that was not an elite art form but a form of art 

performance that was very much for the working men and women of Italy where the 

audience were involved in the performance and were cheering and booing the singers and 

the cast and the production. I remember even at the very start when the curtains went up, 

just the set itself received a standing ovation from the enthusiastic [audience] because the 

setting was a magnificent setting of La Bohème. The stage set was just extraordinary with 

what Zeffirelli had put on the stage. But when the arias of familiarity were being performed, 

the people in La Scala were singing along and joining in the arias in a way that was 

remarkable communal participation in this form. So it was an extraordinary experience for a 

young Australian boy from Campbelltown in Sydney who had not previously been caught up 

in the operatic life of Sydney. It was a great education and a great shaping of my own 

musical interests. I couldn’t say I acquired a love of opera but an interest in opera and an 

interest in the form and challenged by the form and to try to understand the form, which I still 

try to do today with varying degrees of success. 

 

But I learnt in that context the place of arts in a community of Europe that had a closer 

interconnection with the life of a community than the arts that I had experienced in growing 

up in Australia, where I was not exposed to a broad art and culture tradition. That was the 

great pleasure and joy of my travels through Europe at that time, as a young man being 

exposed to the great galleries in Florence (I had a wonderful time in Florence in the art 

gallery there) and then similarly exposure in Venice, with some remarkable adventures and 

misadventures that come with travel, experiencing the joys of trying to work your way 

through the various languages of Europe (schoolboy French and basic Latin to get myself 

through the Italian), but really a wonderful journey into Rome. I had the pleasure of 

connecting up there with my mother’s cousin who was working with the United Nations at 

that time with the Food and Agriculture Organization, which had a very strong range of 

people that were from the Australian agricultural world. One of the founders of the 

organisation was an Australian. My mother’s cousin there, she lived two stops past the 

Colosseum. To get on a bus and go two stops past the Colosseum and get off and find your 

mother’s cousin there to escort me to her apartment (her beautiful elegant apartment there 

on the edge of Rome) a wonderful introduction to a life that just seemed magical. This is a 

time, would you keep in mind, we’re talking here about ’74, ’75, so Europe has only had not 

quite 30 years since the war. Berlin, for instance, where I was at that time, I went to visit 
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Berlin and travelling from east to west in Berlin across Checkpoint Charlie, looking at 

buildings that were still in the ruins from war-torn Europe, buildings that were pockmarked, 

with rubble that was never adequately dealt with in some of these cities. Milan was similar; 

you could see the pockmarked buildings. There was so much of Europe that was still 

recovering from the war, that had been of huge, profound impact. It was 30 years and many 

people came in a year after the war, but my journey, I was very conscious of the war in this 

period just 30 years later. The Cold War was alive. Checkpoint Charlie was an eerie, 

profound sort of movement across the two Berlins. To see the nightlife of Berlin, very 

exciting. It struck me as a wonderfully naughty city that Berlin seemed to be at that time. I 

remember just as a young man, still on the pathway to priesthood and a life of celibacy, 

going into a nightclub which was set up based on tables where there were telephones at the 

table, where people would catch the eye of another at another table that had the number up 

and give a call to one another to link up with people that they might never have previously 

known. I thought this was utterly the most amazing decadence that was on display and a 

source of great interest and attraction, as well as somehow realising that it was not the 

pathway that I could see myself on at that time in my life. 

 

JF  What about your first experience of the Vatican, the buildings and people 

around there. Did you spend much time doing that? 

 

STEPHENS I did. I was lucky to have had an introduction to the Vatican that included 

knowing where to find things by virtue of the family story, but in particular exposure to the 

excavations, the Scavi. Immediately coming up the great steps of the basilica and going to 

the left, walking around to the Swiss Guard in extraordinary uniform with some sort of axe 

available to try and stop the passage of people and you just said, “Ufficio Scavi”, which was 

the magic words for getting to the office of the excavations and going immediately beneath 

the basilica and going down into the ancient world of ancient Rome, of pre-Christian Rome, 

and to see there the Circus Maximus [actually Circus Nero] and the adjacent world of the 

sarcophagi, the burial grounds of pagan Rome. To see the early signs of the Christian 

symbol, the ikthus, (the Christian fish) that was there carved into the burial place of the 

Romans of the first century, and seeing there these secret signs that were guiding the 

Christians through this burial place adjacent to Circus [Maximus] Nero, right into the location 

where the story of the Christian movements tells us that Peter’s body was thrown after he 

was executed on an upside-down cross, so the story goes, from Circus [Maximus] Nero, 

being thrown across into this burial place  where the Christians gathered and 

commemorated him and the Jesus story in that grave place that eventually became the 

place of increasing numbers of Christianity in the clandestine period of the life of the church 
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in the catacombs, while suffering persecution, until the time of Constantine. And when 

Constantine then built this huge basilica, at that time, on top of it, and then eventually over 

the top of this, this huge [additional] basilica that was built over the top. I mean, this is a long 

way from the streets of Redfern, I can tell you, but, nonetheless, to see grandeur and 

opulence that had come with this simple story, the Jesus story, that suddenly had been 

intertwined with the life of the state and to understand all of that against the backdrop of the 

theology that I had done, the experience of poverty of the streets of Redfern and Canberra, 

and to see this Christian story that had emerged into this massive physical presence that 

Rome delivers, as it delivers for people right through to this day, to have a profound use of 

architecture and art to tell the story, but to tell it in a way that was a story of power as well as 

a story of service. 

 

JF  Now, we’re getting close to the end of our time for today, but what about in 

the last few minutes just picking up on what you did when you were working with John Kerin. 

 

STEPHENS Yes, it was research work where basically he threw me some large economic 

reports (his area of interest was agricultural economics) and he said, “Look, would you mind 

taking these reports and working your way into them and seeing if you can get to what is the 

nub of some of these issues here.” I don’t remember the specifics, but I was left with the task 

of ploughing into those reports and then trying to find a way to distil down some critical, 

salient points that could be utilised for speeches, so that Kerin was able to get across the top 

of these reports without having to deal with them [in full himself]. I remember drawing heavily 

at the time upon the parliamentary library and getting my way around and finding other 

commentators on some of these reports to help shape my own response to them. I was able 

to then say, “Well, look, this is what I think the report is. Others are saying A, B, C, D, E, F 

and G.” But it was an introduction to the resources of parliamentary life and an opportunity to 

see there in the old federal Parliament’s Parliamentary Library an extraordinary resource, 

and staff that were a remarkable staff that were all on offer. I remember recognising, just out 

of the corner of my eye, a guy who subsequently became important, but a guy who had been 

living with us at John XXIII, Rod Dixon, who was working in the parliamentary library at the 

time, an Irishman. I’ll tell you more of him later. But this resource helped shape the work that 

I was delivering for Kerin. I would have thought that my work was of minor significance; it 

was like a very minor internship. Of minor significance for John Kerin, of profound 

significance to me, but it was matched by his own generosity to me. He’d had no other 

[Canberra] staff at that time; he was a backbencher in the federal Parliament. His office was 

just one of those little cubbyholes (a bit like where we are speaking now) and I had a corner 

of a desk and moved between that corner in and out of his life. I would sometimes be 
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answering his telephone for him and taking calls from his electorate that included the names 

of people with whom I had grown up. I remember one particular call from John Marsden, 

who became quite famous in the social and political life of New South Wales through the 

Council for Civil Liberties, as an activist in the gay movement and in the legal world of 

Sydney and a law firm in Campbelltown. A controversial character, a flamboyant character, a 

character who was the sort of character that would make use of a parliamentary terrier like 

John Kerin, and John would make use of him. 

 

JF  I think at that stage we’ll call it a day now. Thanks, Tom. 

 

[End of TGS-04T05] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 19th October 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee’s edits 27 February 2016.]]  
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[TGS–05T06  Duration 67m29s]  
 

JF  Today’s the 19th of August 2015 and this file contains the fifth in a series of 

interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

West Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell. 

 

You mentioned to me earlier, Tom, that Harold Fox had some connection with your coming 

to Western Australia, and I just wondered if, to begin with, it seems to be totally out of field, 

but can you mention what the relationship of that was? 

 

STEPHENS So, Harold Fox, my very significant uncle who was married to my father’s 

sister Mollie, Harold came from a West Australian family. He and his brother, Jack Fox, and 

their parents migrated from Western Australia probably in the 1920s to come and live in 

Sydney. They were very successful businesspeople who had substantial property interests 

here in Perth and were regular annual return visitors to Western Australia to look at their 

various investments and to meet up with their families; large family connections here. But 

Harold’s own father, whose first name is escaping me but I think it was Jack Fox (he was 

always called Mr Fox) he had as a young man moved cattle from Queensland down into the 

Halls Creek goldfields and emerges in history when he was rescued by a police party from 

being strung up by the prospectors on the goldfields to whom he had been selling meat but 

at exorbitant prices. However, “strung up” might be an exaggeration, but there was a bit of 

tension on the goldfields, so the records indicate, but he left behind a river that he had come 

across and named. It was named the Fox River. That river is to the east of Halls Creek out 

on the Duncan Highway, on what’s sometimes called the Nicholson Road, towards the 

Nicholson station. It’s a road that I got to know quite well and the river crossing, which is 

really a dry riverbed for most of the year, is marked Fox River. 

 

The connection with Western Australia is somewhat tenuous through that family connection, 

but we were always alert to Western Australia through the Fox connection. I can’t say it’s 

what motivated me into coming into WA. What motivated me was in fact having now made 

the decision that I was going to pause for a while with my seminary studies, that decision 

having been taken, I had the offer from Father Peter Willis at the Moongoong Darwung 

Aboriginal corporation in Kununurra to come and work for them for 12 months while I worked 

out what I was going to do. Peter Willis had very sensibly encouraged me, when I accepted 
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the offer, to take my time in getting through from Sydney through to Kununurra and to try and 

visit comparable Aboriginal contexts around north Queensland and the Northern Territory, 

which is what I did. 

 

So I left Sydney probably at the very end of 1976, after some very enjoyable farewells to 

family and friends, and was on the plane north to Townsville and very soon had gone out to 

places like Palm Island from Townsville and became familiar there with the very significant 

Aboriginal population that was there and the work of government and church in that location, 

a very distressing range of interchange between the Aboriginal community and government. 

This is the period when Queensland is under the iron-fist rule of Joh Bjelke-Petersen. He has 

as his head of the department of Aboriginal affairs a very famed man called [Patrick J] 

Killoran and a network of Aboriginal missions, settlements, communities controlled by these 

Aboriginal place managers, I guess they would be called in modern parlance, but they were 

mission superintendents. A very iron fist seemed to be over the top of Aboriginal 

communities of Queensland. A very interesting visit to Palm Island, seeing the size of the 

Catholic plant there. To quote, I think it was Ted Kennedy who said as you get off the ferry 

across from Townsville and arrive at Palm Island, you look across the sort of abject 

circumstances of the Aboriginal community of Palm Island and find what he called the 

complete Catholic catastrophe, which was a beautiful expanse of green lawn and beautiful 

housing for nuns and brothers and priests and a school that had a high level of visible 

functionality and resources, a church mission all there in strong presence juxtaposed against 

a community that had precious little. I’m not quite sure of the description of that now as a 

complete catastrophe. I sometimes think that these places were the only vestiges of 

cohesion, but somehow there was a disjuncture between their cohesion and the dysfunction 

in the families. 

 

From there out to Charters Towers, where I met up with Senator Neville Bonner and other 

significant personalities that were attending an Australian Catholic Church gathering of 

Aboriginal leaders from around Australia, a very significant opportunity for me. I met with the 

first federal Aboriginal parliamentarian, a Liberal in Neville Bonner, and to see his colourful 

and charismatic ways in dealing with the gathering there at Charters Towers. I soon there 

met with Eric Deeral. Eric was the first Aboriginal member of the Queensland Parliament 

elected in 1974 in controversial circumstances where the National Party had done a double 

endorsement and they were expecting Eric’s preferences as the Aboriginal and National 

Party–endorsed candidate to flow through to the white candidate that they were expecting to 

get elected into the Parliament for the seat of Scott based on Cairns. But instead of that Eric 

ended up being elected. He’s commemorated now in the Parliament of Queensland with a 
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lovely portrait. His term went from ’74 to ’77, but a very significant Aboriginal player. I met his 

opponent, Bob Scott, who defeated him later that year in ’77. 

 

From Cairns I had the opportunity after Charters Towers of meeting up with Brian McCoy, a 

Jesuit seminarian that I knew, and Paddy Mullins, who were on a trip out from Charters 

Towers. They were heading up into the cape on a parallel journey of my own. Brian McCoy 

is now the Jesuit provincial in Australia. Paddy, I’ve lost contact with; I don’t know where he 

is. I don’t think he continued his studies for the Jesuit priesthood.  

 

In Cairns I went to the offices of the North Queensland Land Council, which were run by 

Mick Miller. Mick was the estranged husband of Pat Miller, Pat O’Shane, who went on to 

become a very distinguished, and I think still is, magistrate, senior legal figure in New South 

Wales—controversial figure. Mick and his colleagues Clarrie Grogan and Shorty O’Neill and 

their support team were putting together the gathering for the formation of the North 

Queensland Land Council. Now, this was the first of the non-statutory land councils that 

were to be established around Australia.  

 

The Fraser Government had passed the Northern Territory land rights bill that Whitlam had 

introduced. Fraser passed the bill and by ’76 I think it was that the two Northern Territory 

land councils came into existence as statutory creations, the north Queensland crowd, led by 

Mick Miller (a very strong activist, Mick) with support from the union movement with their 

Aboriginal families that had connection through to the waterside with families like 

McGuinness and others that had a link around the [Northern] Territory and Queensland and 

down through the maritime unions. They picked up financial support to establish the North 

Queensland Land Council and they had invited Gough Whitlam, who was then leader of the 

Labor opposition, who came up to Queensland to celebrate and to address the gathering for 

the formation of this North Queensland Land Council. I’ve since read the records and know 

that Fraser had been approached by Bjelke-Petersen and gave an assurance that there 

would be no federal government funding delivered. So they were dependent upon the union 

movement and the church movement. My meetings with them and opportunity to be there in 

Cairns at this time of the gathering together of this huge mass gathering and rallying of 

Aboriginal people across north Queensland, it was educative and I got a realisation there 

that I was entering into a world of great and profound political significance that they were 

building upon the land rights movement that had emerged in the [Northern] Territory in the 

late ’60s and flowered a bit in the period of the early ’70s but now was trying to struggle to 

find a new way forward to deliver land rights for Aboriginal people across Australia, not just 

in the [Northern] Territory, in the absence of a Labor government now at a national level, 
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although, in retrospect, a very sympathetic Prime Minister in Malcolm Fraser. But it was 

very educative.  

 

I sat and listened to Mick and Clarrie and Shorty talk about what they were up to. Clarrie was 

a figure from Mareeba in Queensland. These were very interesting, vibrant, energetic 

characters in the Aboriginal world of north Queensland.  

 

I soon got myself on a plane up to Aurukun and this was again all part of that 

encouragement by Peter Willis to visit the remote communities. I arrived at Aurukun 

unannounced. The Killoran’s mission superintendent met me at the aircraft with a huge 

sense of offence at [my] arriving unannounced without a permit. Somehow or other, I 

managed to stay on the ground as the plane took off, and left then with the generosity of the 

local Presbyterian mission staff, a man called John Adams, a very famous missionary from 

the Presbyterian community, and his wife, Jeannie, who were working there in the service of 

the Aurukun community, and was provided with accommodation for a few days while the 

mission superintendent worked out how to get me out of there. That was a very educative 

experience, being with the traditional people around Aurukun. I wandered down to the river 

on my first day there and quickly bumped into a woman who took me fishing with her family, 

a woman called Gladys Tybingoompa [a university educated teacher-aide].  Gladys turns out 

over the years that flowed to be a very significant personality in the issues associated with 

Aboriginal land ambitions, the Wik decision specifically, and she’s famed for dancing at the 

High Court grounds and photographed at the time of the favourable outcome in the Wik 

decision, which dealt with the land issues of her people. I was learning rapidly of the 

ambitions of Aboriginal people and the profound heritage of these very traditional people in 

contradistinction, I guess, to the experience of the Wiradjuri in New South Wales, where the 

Wiradjuri had really suffered the brunt of early settlement and were struggling with a whole 

range of issues that were evident there in Redfern, but this was a different circumstance 

altogether at Aurukun. 

 

From Aurukun, I flew up to Bamaga and looked at the … briefly … and met there with the 

priest at the Bamaga mission before heading soon on via Groote Eylandt for a quick 

stopover across to Nhulunbuy. Up in Nhulunbuy, meeting up there with the Reverend Gatjil 

Djerrkura, an Aboriginal man of the Uniting Church, and getting to experience there the 

comparable and similar circumstances, land issues. Gatjil was a wonderful host and I met 

with a range of people there from the Uniting Church that were delivering services there for 

that part of Arnhem Land.  
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From there into Darwin, where connection through the Catholic mission’s office was your 

very big office of activity with the missionaries of the Sacred Heart, and found myself soon 

on an aircraft as their guest across to Bathurst Island and to their mission on the Tiwi, 

meeting there with the priests and the community and seeing the flourishing art movement of 

the Tiwis, the wonderful Pukumani poles, and seeing the excitement of the football that was 

played there and the enthusiasm for that community, hearing these names that later became 

quite significant names in my lexicon of Aboriginal names of Australia, but the Riolis were a 

name from the football field even then. I remember in particular on Bathurst Island staying at 

the presbytery and watching there in the presbytery and seeing the remnants of the bullet 

holes where the mission had been strafed by the Japanese aircraft that had left, so the story 

goes, from returning from Darwin after their bombing payloads and simply strafed the 

mission buildings without, as far as I understand, killing anyone. This was something that I 

was to learn more about over the time of the close shave that the Australian community had 

across northern Australia with the Japanese involvement in World War II. It was still fresh in 

people’s memories and discussions, and this was really only (what are we talking about?) 

32, 33 years after the war. It was fantastic to be there. 

 

Of course, back into Darwin and seeing not only the history of World War II, but also I was 

there only a couple of years after cyclone Tracy, so I’m seeing a community struggling to get 

back on its feet and just sort of watch the social trends that were emerging there in that 

community, a very significant emergence of I guess you’d maybe call it a sort of hippy 

movement that was sort of floating around the beaches of Mindil Beach and Town Beach 

and intermixing with the Aboriginal community there. It was a vibrant town and a fascinating 

range of connections that I was obtaining through this visit. 

 

From there down to Daly River mission and again with the missionaries of Sacred Heart. Out 

to Port Keats mission, a huge community on the western edge of the [Northern] Territory. It 

was there that I got the chance to meet up again with, and when I went to one of the 

outstations, a place called Peppimenarti, established by Harry Wilson, a very significant 

Aboriginal leader, Father Patrick Dodson, who was working there as an MSC priest in that 

Port Keats area and renewed my connection with Patrick that I’d had first established in our 

work in Redfern. 

 

This was a remarkable insight into the life of Aboriginal people across northern Australia in 

a variety of different circumstances, both the challenging circumstances of the difficult 

governments of Queensland and the Northern Territory. In the Northern Territory, I met up 

with some of the Labor personalities. They were a remnant bunch in the Legislative 
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Assembly of the Territory at that time, but I got to know some of them through that visit and 

later visits to see the struggles of the Labor Party in that Legislative Assembly that was really 

dominated by their political opponents in the Territory. The name escapes me. It’s changed 

in a variety of ways, but it’s now the Liberal Country Party league of the Territory, but it had a 

variety of previous expressions but basically the conservative side of politics. Fascinating. A 

wonderful education for me in both Aboriginal affairs, Aboriginal ambitions, aspirations, rich 

cultural life and language, healthy people in remote outstations, the challenges of urban 

environments, the political movement that was underpinning these ambitions of security 

around land and then the struggling now that the people of the Territory were moving 

towards land claims and bedding down land claims to secure economic opportunity 

associated with their newfound legal status that had come over those last couple of years. I 

dropped in and saw the North Queensland Land Council office as it was just starting up and 

seeing the personalities there that were bedding down into making that organisation work. A 

fantastic education for a young man in my case. 

 

It was from that circumstance that I finally got on my last aircraft across from Port Keats to fly 

into Kununurra towards the end of January in 1977, when I flew across the gulf (now it’s just 

momentarily escaped me, but the stretch of water from Port Keats; it’s not the Joseph 

Bonaparte Gulf … Oh, yes, it is the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf) and came across that stretch of 

water. I had a completely false image of what I was coming to. I had somehow or other 

persuaded myself that I would be coming to some desert environment in the Kimberley. 

Instead of that, as I flew the last set of miles over the landscape to see how beautifully green 

it was at that time of year (it was the northern wet season) everything looked absolutely 

stunning to watch the landscape emerge from the aircraft window and to see these huge 

hills, ranges, mountains, of the north east Kimberley with the huge blacksoil plains that were 

beautifully green and huge spread of cattle all around, not a sign of any settlement in those 

first miles as you come across the coast from the gulf down. We flew into Kununurra over 

that magnificent landscape that is just simply really now my favourite part of Australia (it’s 

just embedded in my psyche as being the best part of the country one could possibly go into) 

landing at the airstrip at Kununurra in the land of the Miriuwung people and being greeted at 

the airport on arrival by my employers, who were the Aboriginal leaders of the Miriuwung 

people at that time.  

 

I got off the aircraft and met with Alfie Deakin, who was the chair of the Moongoong 

Darwung Aboriginal corporation (a man whose bush name was Kipnaeyerri), with the matron 

of the hostel that I was to work at, an Aboriginal woman called Lizzie Ward (bush name 

Bula-walu), Paddy Carlton (one of the councillors, bush name Quanbun), Charlie Mulligan 
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and a whole host of councillors that had come out to do me the honour of being welcomed in 

by their community where I was about to take up employment as their … I was walking from 

the aircraft, with their assistance, to the car, when Lizzie Ward said to me, “You are Jabada”, 

which meant not very much to me at that time. It was there that I was given a skin name, 

made her son by that gift, with some hilarity and some jocularity, but some underpinning 

strategy that over the years I’ve understood more about the significance of what happened 

to me as I was walking from that aircraft that day into the vehicle to be taken into town. 

 

JF  I was going to ask you how you prepared yourself, and obviously you have 

answered the question in advance. What a lovely overview of the affairs of Aborigine people, 

through missions particularly, as you went across there. I wonder what was your feeling at 

the time. The movements for land rights and so on was obviously well underway or starting. 

Was that being supported by the missions in general or was it being countered to any 

extent? 

 

STEPHENS I think that there were a variety of different responses from the various 

churches and elements within the various churches that all were at sixes and sevens as the 

circumstances of the Aboriginal context in Australia were rapidly changing. I think the Uniting 

Church was certainly at the cutting edge of being very supportive of the political ambitions of 

Aboriginal people, and I think there are elements within the Presbyterian Church that were 

that way inclined, and I think there were tiny elements within the Catholic Church that were 

not really involved in the mission field, but back in the capital cities’ offices where they were 

perhaps armchair critics of the missions but without an engagement on the ground with the 

church’s personnel on the ground. But in Kununurra, Peter Willis had certainly articulated a 

way of church working in service of the Aboriginal community, where he would juxtapose 

that against what he would see as the dinosaurs of the past, the mission superintendent, the 

mission control of Aboriginal people. He would describe it; he said, “Look, my job as a priest 

is to be a sky pilot, not a train driver, and mission settlement running is just like driving a 

train, very pedestrian.” His image was of trying to be up with the heads of the Aboriginal 

people and in dialogue with their heads and supportive of their leadership. This had a very 

significant impact upon me, and it was a leadership role that put him in conflict with his 

circumstance in the Kimberley, in the Diocese of the Kimberley, the German bishop that was 

the leader; a conflict that both sides of the discussion seemed to manage in varying degrees 

of success. You’re absolutely right; it was a sort of extraordinary introduction to it. I didn’t 

fully appreciate what I had just had; the advantages of being part of this educative trip on the 

way through. You see, I arrived in Kununurra and Moongoong Darwung was a fascinating 

organisation to be working for because what it was, was an attempt by the Aboriginal 
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leadership (with the support of Priest Peter Willis, a Pallottine, anthropologist, thinker, 

intellectual, and Sister Angela Morrison, a Josephite sister who was his colleague there at 

the Moongoong Darwung, who were supporting this facility that had been St Martin’s Hostel) 

an attempt by those church personnel to provide hostel accommodation so that the kids 

didn’t have to leave their families and go off to the missions of Beagle Bay, La Grange and 

Broome for their education, but rather to have their education at primary and secondary level 

in Kununurra. The leadership then of the communities were terribly excited about the 

opportunity of the kids being able to come into Kununurra from the stations and to become, if 

you like, weekly boarders at this Moongoong Darwung facility. Moongoong Darwung was a 

little centre on the edge of Kununurra (“place of the red rocks” is the translation of the 

Miriuwung name) and it was a cluster of buildings with house parents providing hostel 

accommodation for the station kids that were coming in off places like Kildurk, Newry, 

Auvergne, Inverway. These were far-flung stations that were mostly the Miriuwung but also 

the Gajerong and the Gurindji and Warlpiri peoples to the east of Kununurra … Waterloo. My 

work at this community would involve the support of this education for the kids, but 

connection with these people in the far-flung stations around Kununurra, and it was a time 

where I was soon involved with the Aboriginal men in taking the kids back by these long trips 

on Friday afternoons after school back out to these stations and drop them there with their 

families for the weekend, so a remarkable exposure straight away into it. But to then see the 

variety of circumstances in which they were living on the stations in abject native camps that 

were in places like Newry and Auvergne at the time, and to see the variety of attitudes of the 

station people to the Aboriginal people or anyone working with them and to see there was a 

real pressure on the Aboriginal people to get the hell off these stations where they were no 

longer welcome by the station people, in many cases, certainly not in the large numbers that 

these families made up. So, I arrived in Kununurra as the Aboriginal people were basically 

pouring in off the stations where they were no longer welcome. They were only welcome 

there during the work year, and then only the workers, and the various members of the 

families were basically under pressure to be elsewhere. It was a fascinating movement and 

loss of connection with country that was starting, and the Aboriginal people were feeling it 

very seriously and starting to articulate it. Simultaneously, in almost that first month, I got 

involved in the cultural life and so I got this amazing introduction to initiation ceremonies and 

being taken to the initiation ceremonies out at Bulla River camp (Bulla camp it’s called)[one 

the East Baines River near the old Auvergne Station homestead] out east of Kununurra and 

to experience and to be welcomed into the exposure to the law that was quite a remarkable 

experience for me as a city kid, coming back and writing it up in letters home to the family, 

just staggered by the world in which I was walking and later, within the weeks, being 

exposed to huge ceremonies that were very big. One of them has the name “Big Sunday”. 
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It’s a very secret sacred ceremony that I was taken to. This was remarkable, on the edge of 

Kununurra, to be taken and exposed to this to see the movement of people, some of whom 

I’d only just recently met up in Port Keats, coming down from Port Keats and Peppimenarti 

as part of this cultural movement that connected these people to the Wonga dances … 

Remarkably fit, energetic, live, brilliant dancing that was very staggering … all-night 

performances that I was simultaneously exposed to while starting my work at this place. The 

sacred site at Hidden Valley was disturbed in that first month, where the local men were 

outraged to find that women visitors to town had walked across a space that was the place 

of the Turtle Dreaming. Birribi’s Turtle Dreaming is what it’s called. 

 

JF  That would have been European visitors? 

 

STEPHENS Yes. And that led to the Aboriginal people asking for my help to make contact 

with the white leadership of the town to try to find some way to contain the movement of 

white women and uninitiated people into a landscape where they were intruding on sites of 

significance to Aboriginal people. I managed to, with confidence, bring together town and 

civic leadership and Aboriginal leadership, and an agreement was struck whereby the 

Aboriginal people surrendered most of or all of Hidden Valley in return for an assurance that 

a fence would go up and stop people going beyond the edges of Hidden Valley into this 

landscape that was of significance to them. That was something that lasted only a few years 

before the fence was eventually pulled down, but the Aboriginal people welcomed in good 

faith the assurances that were given to them that if they surrendered Hidden Valley to the 

tourist interests, they would have their own sites protected; breached within years [of] that 

assurance. 

 

Look, these were big issues that were on in the minds of the Aboriginal people and it 

coincided, on my arrival, with the first contest of Ernie Bridge, who was contesting the seat of 

Kimberley as an Aboriginal man, contesting against a Court Government minister (Sir 

Charles Court’s Government’s minister in Alan Ridge, the Minister for Housing, in the seat of 

Kimberley) in a very bitterly fought contest that was a dramatic part of the social milieu into 

which I walked, where tensions were high … The Aboriginal ambition to secure the election 

of one of their countrymen from Halls Creek way, a Gidja man whose family had connections 

with Purnululu, or Bungle Bungles as it was then known. He had been a shire president, but 

he had now stuck his name up to run for Parliament for the Labor Party. That contest was a 

bitter introduction of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, and to someone like me, to the 

lengths to which the Liberal Party went to thwart the opportunity of Aboriginal people to vote. 

They went to great lengths, across the whole of the Kimberley. The Kimberley was a place 
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where there was no [significant] media at that time. The radio was shortwave radio. The 

telephone system was by operator-connected calls. And so it was only in the days and 

weeks after that election of February 1977 that reports started to filter in that what we were 

seeing in Kununurra and we’d heard about from Turkey Creek and further down in Halls 

Creek had been replicated in Fitzroy Crossing in GoGo, in Derby and Mowanjum and 

Broome. My discussions with Ernie Bridge, who I met at this time … He had been defeated 

by 97 votes and he was convinced that something awful had happened but wasn’t quite sure 

what he was going to do about it. Gradually, a few of us were providing him with the support 

aimed at saying, “Let’s take this on. This was an awful travesty.”  

 

He received encouragement from the Labor leadership here in Perth at that time, from 

Col Jamieson, who was the Labor leader, from memory, in ’77, and they took it to their State 

Executive and resources were found to mount an attempt to come up to the Kimberley and 

find what information was there about what had happened, and preliminary inquiries were 

made. Bob McMullan was the state secretary at the time; he went on to become a senator 

and minister in the federal government. They resourced some preliminary inquiries, which 

showed the size of the plan that had been unleashed, and they then engaged two lawyers, 

Paul Seaman, QC, and Peter Dowding, who had been an Aboriginal Legal Service solicitor 

based in Port Hedland, and Peter and Paul came through and firmed up the evidence and 

lodged a writ within the timelines necessary to challenge the result in the Court of Disputed 

Returns. An application was lodged and pursued in that court with a very distinguished 

Supreme Court judge, Smith, who came around and conducted court hearings in the year of 

’77, which I got to many of those hearings and to sort of see the scale of what had been 

unleashed, and eventually, through very clever legal work by Dowding and Seaman, they 

were able to press for the release of documents all over the Kimberley.  

 

And in Derby what happened was that they were quizzing one of the Liberal Party activists 

about his evidence, and they said, “Have you got any records of this?”, and they said, “Oh, 

yes, we’ve got them at home”, and they said, “Well, we haven’t seen these records; they 

were supposed to have been presented to the court as part of the [document discovery] 

search that was issued in the proceedings”, and he said, “Oh, no, they’re at home.” The 

judge then adjourned for lunch, and he went home and brought back in a washing basket-

load of documents, which were then presented to the court, and those documents revealed 

the plan that had been unleashed by the Liberal Party of Western Australia to deploy 

five lawyers around the Kimberley region in the crucial ballot places and to use the statutory 

questions that were available under the Electoral Act of that time (still available, actually) to 

require a person to answer these questions, and that is: Do you owe allegiance to Her 
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Majesty Sovereign Queen Elizabeth the Second? Have you voted before in these elections 

today? And a variety of statutory questions which were forced upon the presiding officers at 

each of these places by these lawyers, and the lawyers objected to any simplification or use 

of anything other than the statutory words and so it basically had Aboriginal voters in 

complete confusion as many of them were coming into the polling booths for their first time. 

Other parts of the plan, not a plan, but as it unleashed, a police officer in Kununurra sent 

away a whole truckload of Aboriginal people with the words saying, “Aboriginal people vote 

next week”, and just sending off Aboriginal people away from the polling station.  

 

The lawyers are famous for their work. They include John Chaney, who is now a Supreme 

Court judge. It’s infamy that attaches to this period of their lives and it’s infamy that I’m sure 

many of them would choose and prefer to forget. And I know that they’re people that have 

gone on to have good lives and good contributions in other aspects of their lives, but this … I 

can quote the then president of the Liberal Party, who said at Ernie Bridge’s eulogy (she 

gave the eulogy; I was away; it was only fairly recently) and she said, …’ this was not the 

Liberal Party of Western Australia’s finest hour in the Kimberley’.  It was a disgraceful series 

of events that politicised Aboriginal people and politicised me absolutely intensely and led to 

me joining the local branch of the Labor Party and getting involved with the local group that 

were determined to find the resources to overturn this shocking result and to secure an 

alternative outcome for the Aboriginal people.  

 

Judge Smith found for the applicant in Ernie Bridge’s case and overturned the February 

election result, dismissed the election result, and required there to be a new election. And so 

much of my year of 1977 was a dramatic immersion into the Aboriginal world across the 

Kimberley. I spanned the Kimberley and went across and met with people in Broome, down 

into Balgo mission, and not just simply because of my politics that were strengthening but 

because of the church links and trying to understand the Aboriginal context of the Kimberley.  

In that year I met literally hundreds and hundreds, if not closer to a thousand or more people, 

around the Kimberley as I went around and tried to understand what had just gone on in the 

election of that day, which had become pretty clear very quickly … Fascinating for me; a 

period of history that is yet to be well written up. 

 

JF  You were obviously needing to communicate with Aboriginal people whose 

English probably was not very well developed. How did you manage the communication? 

 

STEPHENS Very quickly I learnt to simplify the English that I was using to fall into what 

was quite common in the north-east Kimberley especially, which was the simplified Kriol of 
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the Aboriginal community, the simplified English, a language all of its own, and to get the 

rhythms and the pattern of it. At first I just thought it was a variation of English, but gradually 

you realise that it was a language form of its own, so often I would fall into that patter 

language. In some places that was not necessary. In Kalumburu, high English was spoken. 

In Broome, a different type of Kriol was spoken, comprehensible between the two, a very 

fast rapid Kriol of Broome, Beagle Bay, Lombadina. But high English was spoken in some of 

the missions, particularly in Kalumburu and amongst the Aboriginal leadership of Derby, a 

very high form of English.  

 

But there is something that we did at this time, and that was at Moongoong Darwung, which 

was we recognised the absence of a way of getting a story back out to Aboriginal people 

about what was going on in the ambitions around politics and land issues and the like. So at 

Moongoong Darwung we established a little recording studio, not unlike this facility that I’m 

sitting at with you today, with a microphone on one side of the desk and another on the 

opposite, and Aboriginal leadership would come in and talk with me and then translate into 

language things that were on in the ambitions around politics, voting. And we bought a little 

speed copier from the Aboriginal Cultural Foundation, or from the Aboriginal Arts Board I 

think might have funded it, which recorded also music and the singing of the Aboriginal 

people of that area, the Moongoong Darwung, beautiful singing, of which I did a lot of 

recording and made multiple copies of that, edited those tapes and interspersed singing and 

music with current affairs that were spoken both in English and in language by the Aboriginal 

multilingual … And then we got into the practice of posting those tapes around the Aboriginal 

communities of the Kimberley stations to the station contacts, the missions, and these tapes 

were called the “walupgurring”, which I think translates something like “all of the word 

coming out”; I think that’s sort of roughly the word it was. I think I’m right in saying that the 

“walawagang”, which was the local word for “radio”, which had the same meaning as “talks 

too bloody much”, which is the sort of Aboriginal language for the radio, which was a 

shortwave radio. [‘Walgurring’ I think meant ‘word’.]  So instead of having the “walgurring”, 

we had the “walupgurring”. And the “walupgurring” [which meant something like ‘the word 

coming out’] were these cassettes that were circulated widely, and that politicised, I am sure, 

more people to the point when I’d come to places that I’d never [previously] been. People 

would know me by my voice and know of what I had been doing with the Aboriginal people 

of the north east Kimberley as word spread more widely. And the Aboriginal people had 

links, and word would pass around. My skin name of Jabada that I’d picked up was 

translated quickly by the neighbouring language group. From Jabada it became Jagara with 

the Gidja and then further down into the Djaru [and further sourth] it became Jackamarra; the 

same skin group but with a different linguistic appellation. And that was the way I was 
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introduced and known by the people of certainly the East Kimberley and more widely as 

Jabada, Jagara, Jackamarra.  And I’d find as I walked around people well in advance would 

call out to me and got to recognise my skin name as I went to places.  

 

My first visit into places like Balgo was in Easter of 1977. I flew down there, again at the 

suggestion of Peter Willis, a remarkably wise suggestion, to see the mission run by its 

superintendent, Father Ray Hevern – everything functioning absolutely like Mussolini’s Italy: 

the trains were running on time, you know, in a beautifully functional place, computers, and 

there were daily flights in from Alice Springs to Balgo bringing in ice-cream even on [what 

seemed to be] a daily basis.. And the Aboriginal leadership of Mark Mora with the Aboriginal 

council that were working with the priests in a way that I considered to be … I was critical of 

at the time. I look back at my criticisms and think: my God, the precociousness of youth! And 

to see what remarkable efforts the missionaries had done and yet they were caught with 

rapid change. These guys like Ray Hevern had remarkable energy, a physically strong man, 

intellectually a brilliant man with a great team of volunteers and others around him. But 

somehow or other, the missions were sitting a bit too solidly, as if in contradistinction to 

Aboriginal leadership, despite the best intentions of the church leadership in that place and 

Ray Hevern to try to get it to shift and to get the Aboriginal people to take on the leadership 

roles. It was quite interesting and a dramatic contrast to the way we were working at 

Moongoong Darwung really, which was very much a different construct where the Aboriginal 

people took direct control of the community council that employed me. 

 

JF  I am interested to distinguish how free were you to undertake the travels and 

the contacts and so on that you were making, and how much was it your own initiative and 

how much was it an initiative of the group you were working with, because you were up and 

flying here and there and everywhere …  

 

STEPHENS Yes. 

 

JF  … and it would have been (a) costly and (b) I wondered whether it was part of 

the job description, so to speak? 

 

STEPHENS No, it wasn’t part of the job description, and I was remarkably lucky because I 

did have a job that was really … I had a small stipend from my job. I remember what it was. 

It was $40 a week stipend and my job description was bookkeeper, which was a station 

description, which was basically to lock you into a role that was not of control but rather 

support to the station managers, as the bookkeeper would be a person that was just simply 
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subservient to the station managers. And my bookkeeper role at Moongoong Darwung was 

to be subservient to the Aboriginal council, but I was left with a lot of freedom. My 

movements were often weekend movements and Easter holiday movements, school holiday 

movements. But I had a lot of energy as a young man and I was blessed with a large amount 

of energy and would throw myself into getting my work done that I was paid to do in order to 

get on with doing other stuff that was of interest to the Aboriginal leadership but to which I 

was being sensitised by their own [experience], and talking with them, working out with them 

how to respond to bits and pieces and getting some ideas from them about what we might 

have a go at. Alfie Deakin in particular was one of those with whom I could speak about what 

we were seeing and he was very supportive of trying to tackle these big issues that were on. 

I met up with other people that were in that community at that time, Frank Chulung, an 

Aboriginal guy, Wangalo (brave one), was his bush name, an Aboriginal Legal Service field 

officer, a great personality, who was similarly involved in the political fight that was on for 

Aboriginal people’s rights and supported by that. But I did have freedom and I used the 

freedoms that were available to me but with the support of the Aboriginal leadership.  

 

And eventually I think that it was necessary for me to move on from that role towards the end 

of ’77, and that’s what led me to a few things that were happening here in ’77. The 

community at Turkey Creek, which is the Warmun community, the community at Dunham 

River station, the Woolah community, and the little community out from Wyndham called the 

Nine Mile community, the Gooda Gooda community, those three communities had seen me 

and seen the work I was doing for Moongoong Darwung and the support I was providing and 

they didn’t have any support staff. They were just sort of little constructs. Turkey Creek was 

just sort of a refugee camp from the station life for Aboriginal people coming in off the 

stations. And they asked would I mind working with them, so I did agree to doing that work 

for them and became their first community adviser, I suppose, and bookkeeper, and that 

made it necessary for me to find someone else to share the workload with back at 

Kununurra at Moongoong Darwung, and the council were pleased to accept my 

recommendation, which was to bring a bloke back that they had previously known from … 

I think he’d first been up there in ’74 as a school student; he gone up and volunteered and 

worked with them. His name was Michael Dillon. I had seen him around the ANU. I didn’t 

know him at that time but he was a friend of Peter Willis’s. He and his wife, Boronia 

Halstead, came up to work at the end of ’77 to take on my full-time load. Boronia took on the 

studio work of the Walupgurring and really drove that to a wonderful expression of cultural 

support and political activism. Mike was an economics graduate from the ANU. Boronia, I 

think, is an anthropology graduate. Michael’s father was the Vice Chancellor of the 

University of New England, so I knew of his family from my studies there. Mike is now the 
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Chief Executive Officer of the Indigenous Land Corporation and has gone on to have a very 

significant career in public administration in Indigenous affairs from that work there. He went 

on from there to work at the Central Land Council; from Central Land Council to work with 

Clyde Holding, which is another story; and then from there to The Territory, and now he is 

CEO of the Indigenous Land Corporation. But that was a very substantial person that I had 

managed to recruit in. And I think Mike and I would say we were a formidable partnership 

and under a lot of political scrutiny and attack from the conservative governments of the day, 

from the likes of Ian Viner and to some extent Fred Chaney. Certainly the Fraser 

government was sort of a bit down on us, but that was nothing in comparison to the odium 

that was coming our way from the Sir Charles Court Government at the time, and the attacks 

that were mounted upon us in the state Parliament here, that included landing across the 

front pages of the daily news, I think by this stage probably ’78, we were named as being 

part of a Marxist conspiracy in the Kimberley, and it was all a bit much for a young boy from 

Sydney who understood a different way of viewing Marxism to what was considered to be 

the views of people here in this Parliament at that time. 

 

JF  You were in that area within 20 years of the founding of Kununurra, and you 

were mentioning earlier that you had to have negotiations with an administrative group in 

Kununurra. To what extent was Kununurra established and how did you find it?  

 

STEPHENS It was a frontier town, for sure, but it was well-established by that stage. I do 

think it’s rather awful [not humorous] to recall that the white community of Kununurra 

basically, I think, had very tough racial attitudes. Racism, I think, was quite rampant and that 

which was not racism would be paternalistic in its approach generally. Support for Aboriginal 

people was not very evident in the wider white community. The leadership had some 

staggering involvement with Aboriginal people that included one local business, a prominent 

business where the chap was a councillor, that had the only [street-side] shade at the front 

of his business, which Aboriginal people would congregate under. I went in to shop there 

one day, and there were other customers in the shop and he hadn’t noticed me. But he saw 

that there was a large group of Aboriginal people who had congregated in the shade under 

the awning of the front of his shop, and he said to the customers, “Watch this”, and then he 

pressed a button and turned on this huge, high-powered sprinkling water system, which 

spurted water down and cleared the Aboriginal people out from under that shelter scurrying. 

It was a source of great jocularity and hilarity on the part of this guy. This guy went on to run 

for election against Ernie Bridge later that year as an Independent candidate sending his 

preferences to the Liberal candidate at the by-election of ’77, producing his how-to-vote card 

in the form of a fake social security cheque so Aboriginal people could be persuaded to take 
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this fake cheque and to then be confused sufficiently as they got to the polling booth to 

prevent an effective use of their vote.  

 

The [town] leadership was pretty tough. There were amongst them people that were easier 

to do business with. Ian Johnson, in particular, from the Office of the North West, was a 

decent chap to deal with, as were some of the other personalities associated with the public 

works department at the time, who were significant people in the running of the channels 

and the canal systems … The channel system of the Ord River irrigation project that had 

basically hit hard times, and in hard economic times people look around for someone else to, 

I think, be harsh towards and the Aboriginal people were copping the brunt of those hard 

economic circumstances. Not universally so; there were some farming families that I think 

were remarkably well involved with the Aboriginal people. One family in particular, Pat Ryan 

and Ann Ryan, were people that were struggling; a large family but generous to a fault in 

their support of Aboriginal people and in trying to assist Aboriginal people in their 

engagement in the agricultural industry. But it was a tough civic leadership that was there in 

the local council, which was at that point based in Wyndham; but a tough gig for the 

Aboriginal people.  

 

There was one guy who set up a local newspaper. Jim O’Kenny took up a paper called The 

Kimberley Echo and used to run the most scurrilous attacks in that paper upon anyone 

working with Aboriginal people. He at one stage ran an article attacking Mike and myself as 

the communist advisers to the Turkey Creek community. We took offence and took legal 

action against him, successfully, and he settled with us. But he was the sort that was a big 

… He’s dead now and I shouldn’t be speaking ill of the dead, because he did have some 

good sides, I am sure, but I saw a lot of the bad sides. He had a blustering big presence in 

the town that created a sort of a … I think it was the exercise of leadership in the community, 

leading people in tough attitudes in a tough direction that was typical of a frontier town of a 

bygone age, rather than Australia as it moved from the ’70s into the ’80s. It was something 

that had to be … Attitudes that had to be changed and rapidly to meet the changing 

circumstances of Aboriginal people.  

 

There were other people that were trying to do good work. There were missionaries called 

the Shedleys that were a fundamental[ist] group of Christians. I don’t quite know what 

variation they came out of, probably the Church of Christ traditional, but quickly moved off 

into a version of their own. I often call them the Shedleyarians. They had three reasons for 

being critical of me, the first being that I was Catholic; the second that I was Labor; and the 

third that I was pro-Aboriginal culture. They were antipathetic towards [these] three causes 
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and were very energetic in their proselytising approach to Christianity and to conservative 

politics and to the destruction of Aboriginal traditional culture. They ran a very effective 

mission block there on the edge of Kununurra and that was the other juxtaposition—our 

place was the rich cultural place that connected [Aboriginal people] to the Catholic Church 

and the Labor Party; theirs was the regular haunt for Sir Charles, and they were regularly 

blessed with resources from the government. We were not so regularly blessed; we 

struggled. But it was an interesting counterpoint between these. Perhaps it was a rerun of 

the Holy Wars [laughter] that I had been recently a student of!  Don and Meg Shedley and 

their children … Don and Meg are both dead now, but their children are still around and 

about; the two surviving daughters are around and about, and they’d made a good 

connection with Aboriginal people that has had a different trajectory to my own and a 

different input, some of which was very good, some of it not.  

 

There was simultaneously a project to establish the broom millet project for the Jaru Kija 

crowd who had come up from the sort of desert side of Kununurra, or the south, to work in 

the Ord Valley. These people were working in an industry growing broom millet and trying to 

harvest broom millet, the toughest, worst possible crop you could possibly think of in the 

valley. It was so manual, you know, you’d have to be a complete navvy to work in that. You’d 

see the Aboriginal men come off that farm and out of that manufacture of these broom 

millets, the Gundari brooms. I just think for a people that were having difficulty in 

transitioning to employment, this was to be their pathway, which was the most shocking 

pathway. And simultaneously with this, the Agriculture Protection Board was engaging 

Aboriginal people to fight the noxious weeds in the East and West Kimberley, the Noogoora 

burr and other weeds, and getting the men out to spray along the river systems these 

chemicals; to which I was very quickly starting to see the consequences as Aboriginal men 

would come in and show me their skin, their black skin, suddenly giving way to a loss of 

black pigmentation to pink and white pale skins emerging. I was just horrified by what I was 

seeing, and as the years have gone by, many of these guys developed very serious 

illnesses and died very young. Over the time we learnt that they were using dioxins, and this 

has been a huge blight upon this government agency, the Agriculture Protection Board, 

using chemicals with people that were poorly trained in the safety mechanisms that might 

have protected them to some degree, but instead put their lives at risk, and not only their 

own lives but the lives of their families and children. We’ve now got people with deformities, 

babies that were born with great incapacity, and mothers who were washing their husbands’ 

clothes that have died prematurely with huge fertility issues. It seems that there was some 

shocking batch of chemicals that was made available for their distribution around the 

Kimberley that the state of Western Australia has not yet fully owned up to. Although there 
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have been some limited inquiries, there has been a very inadequate response to this period 

of the late ’70s when Aboriginal people were finding their way off the stations and trying to 

find their way into other employment levels.  

 

A lot of my work at this time was to assist Aboriginal people gaining access to social security 

and to introduce people to unemployment benefits, pensions. This was challenging work 

simultaneously; work that was necessary because people’s income streams were so 

minimal, but it was not the pathway to lead to great independence of Aboriginal people, but 

at the time it was the necessary prerequisite for people to secure some income to basically 

feed and clothe a rapidly dislodged community coming in off the stations into these camps, 

town fringe camps, places that were pretty basic. 

 

JF  Now, we’ve got to the stage where we’re well over the hour, so shall we 

finish today? 

 

STEPHENS Sure. 

 

[End of TGS–05T06] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 22nd October 2015.  Further 

amended from edits by the interviewee 27 February 2016.]]  
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[TGS-06T07  Duration 75m47s] 
 

JF  Today’s the 26th of August 2015 and this file contains the sixth in a series of 

interviews with the Hon. Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

Western Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell. 

 

Now Tom, today let’s explore the situation of establishing the Kimberley Land Council. 

You obviously had a role there, so will you talk to me about how that came about and what 

specifically was your contribution to that? 

 

STEPHENS John, when I arrived into the north east Kimberley and as I became familiar 

with the challenges facing Aboriginal people as they were coming in off stations and they 

were losing automatic access to the country that had been theirs for time immemorial, they 

were clearly caught up with land ambitions: how to gain access to country, either the country 

that was held by others as pastoral lease, how could they continue to maintain their 

connection to it, or get their own land in their own right. As well as that, there were pressures 

on their sites; sites of significance that were clearly being adversely affected by the 

pressures of population not only from the farming communities of Kununurra, the agricultural 

community, but [also from] the increasing visitors that were arriving in the East Kimberley, 

and then of course this mad scramble for resources that was on in the ’70s, particularly with 

diamond exploration all around that north east Kimberley, and there was some work from 

other mineral seekers into the north of Kununurra around the Sorby Hills area, all of it putting 

pressure on the sites and Aboriginal landscape. Aboriginal people were constantly 

articulating this fear for country and their ambitions for it, and I was able to describe what I’d 

just seen in north Queensland, the formation of the North Queensland Land Council that 

I happened to go through, and was talking with the leadership with whom I was working 

about the idea, and they said, “Look, that sounds like a great idea. Can we try and do that 

here?” And with my links with Aboriginal people, as a result of that first electoral contest of 

1977 that Ernie Bridge had run for unsuccessfully, at that first contest, and then the political 

consciousness–raising that was going on as Aboriginal people realised they’d been thwarted 

deliberately, they got themselves organised around the Court of Disputed Returns and that 

led to linkages being formed across languages, across communities for people that were 

previously rather disconnected. I was in that mix and was able to suggest that we come 

together and meet, and we had a meeting.  
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From memory it was either at the very end of 1977 or early 1978, very early in ’78 in the very 

hot months, and we gathered up Aboriginal leaders from all across the Kimberley, probably 

in that case only about 30 or 35 Aboriginal leaders but significant people of high degree, of 

great seniority in the Aboriginal languages and communities. We met in the dry creek bed in 

Old Halls Creek. I’d brought the group down the Nicholson Road and others came down the 

Great Northern Highway and others from across the dirt track that was then the Great 

Northern Highway, and we gathered there and resolved, the Aboriginal leadership resolved 

yes, they would like to form a land council but they wanted to do that with a mass meeting of 

as many Aboriginal people from across the Kimberley as they could possibly get. Aboriginal 

people had not previously had a pan-Aboriginal organisation in the Kimberley, no such thing 

existed; and at that steering group, steering gathering, I was left with the task of finding the 

resources to get the Aboriginal community in large group to the place of their choice, which 

was Noonkanbah Station. A rough date was suggested as being May of that year, and so I 

spent the next several months garnering support from churches, aid groups, the union 

movement, others that would produce a little bit of money for this project, and then we had 

the support of the Aboriginal leadership to make it into a major dance meeting, a cultural 

festival, and to attract the funds of the Aboriginal Cultural Foundation, a Darwin-based 

organisation run by Lance Bennett and a woman there called Barbara (I’ve forgotten her 

surname). And that delivered significant funds that were then deployed for bringing in the 

Aboriginal leadership from all over. That work was done in collaboration with a government 

employee who was an anthropologist who took a lower profile role than I, because he was a 

government employee. His name was Kim Akerman, a very successful anthropologist 

working at that stage with the health department. His networks were West Kimberley 

networks and mine were essentially East Kimberley networks, and between the two of us we 

were well-connected and were able to work in the service of the Aboriginal groups to get that 

gathering together.  

 

It took place in May ’78, a historic meeting, probably the largest gathering in the history of 

Aboriginal people at that time in the Kimberley of Aboriginal people, and my guess is in 

excess of 2 000, perhaps 3 000, people had come together. I camped in the woolshed there. 

This is the old Noonkanbah Station, which was once a base for the RAAF during the war 

years; a station that had been purchased by the Aboriginal Land Fund Commission for 

Aboriginal people only a couple of years before that, a few years before that. And that mass 

meeting of Aboriginal people from all over the Kimberley region, it was a very successful 

meeting. Every morning the discussions would take place, and then into the afternoons and 

evening and all through the night there were dances that were just people putting on their 

cultural displays to each other in a staggering display of the traditional Aboriginal dances of 
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the Kimberley region, from the very dramatic dances of the East Kimberley, the Wanga; the 

south east Kimberley, the Balga; and the Djunba; and then the desert dancers and the 

people in from Bardi with their use of the pearl shell and the elaborate rigs that were held 

above their heads for the dances. It was a huge range of cultural exchange and display to 

each other; and a wonderful event that culminated in the formation of the Kimberley Land 

Council in May of ’78 and the election of an executive: the election of two co-chairs in 

Jimmy Bieundurry from Derby and Frank Chulung from Kununurra; and they became the 

first, inaugural, co-chairs with an executive team and with my support.  

 

Then we were back in Kununurra with the principal office being established as part of the 

support of the Aboriginal Legal Service office in Kununurra where Frank Chulung (Wongaloo 

as we call him; he was a brave one) [As his name suggests, ‘brave’, ‘daring’] was working at 

the Aboriginal Legal Service and the support was then provided, executive support was 

provided, by me to him and the executive of the land council from May ’78 on. The principal 

task was communications, you know, how to keep the communications going with Aboriginal 

people and to work out a game plan of how to make sure that the Australian community 

were alert to the ambitions of Aboriginal people across the Kimberley for access to land, 

continuing access to land, protection of sites and protection of rights all intertwined in one 

challenge. In a particular case, it was thought that protection of sites, access to country, 

access to land, land acquisition, it was done in partnership with some significant players. 

People like Ernie Bridge we had approached, who had been the unsuccessful candidate for 

those two elections in ’77, and he was on the Aboriginal Land Fund Commission, and maybe 

he was also on the Aboriginal Lands Trust at that stage as well, I’m not sure, but he was a 

significant leader of the Kimberley community as a shire president in Halls Creek, and we 

were able to draw upon his support and encouragement for this organisation that was being 

brought together and struggling to find resources from all around the country. 

 

JF  That’s very interesting. I remember reading Frank Hardy’s book The Unlucky 

Australians and he talked about the pow-wow (that’s not the right word for Aborigines, I 

suppose) [chuckles] on Wave Hill Station, and spoke about the traditional way of conducting 

conversations or decision-making with groups of Aboriginal people. Did the discussions, 

which involved so many different tribes or different segments of the Aboriginal population, 

take place according to some sort of Aboriginal tradition or was it a western tradition of 

discussion that you used? 

 

STEPHENS Essentially very Aboriginal in flavour, where the Aboriginal leadership took 

early control of the shape of those conversations. There was lot of great delight in people 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          92 
 
meeting up with one another in ways that had not previously happened. Access to transport 

was very rare in the Kimberley amongst Aboriginal people at that time, and so the Aboriginal 

leaders were meeting up with people with whom contact had been very sporadic over the 

years oftentimes just because they’d been fellow station workers or worked on droving 

teams and came across one another and knew of one another. So when they got together, 

there was a lot of just the joy of meeting and then sitting down and finding their own way 

around this discussion, where they would then invite us in to participate. I remember one of 

the great opening lines that was used regularly by Alfie Deakin, who took quite a strong lead 

in this at this very early point. He had an expression which I used to adopt as well (it was a 

conversation opener) which was, “what now, what now, what now.” It was his way of 

introducing me to the group “and now would you get on and run the ideas you’ve got in 

response to the sort of thoughts we’ve been having”. We were introduced into those 

discussions, which were very traditional, but given the fact that we were a resource that had 

arrived on their doorstep with experience and had recently seen things that we thought were 

useful, bringing those ideas to the Aboriginal leadership, and then they tossing those ideas 

around amongst themselves until they’d developed a consensus. Yes, they quite typically 

would sit in circular fashion with a real status attached to age, and younger people would be 

very quiet in listening to the older people speak, and people with tradition and culture and 

law were the ones that took control of this discussion. It was not a place where people 

outside that strong cultural world of Aboriginal law, Aboriginal culture, Aboriginal language 

would have found it easy to break in, and that was one of the early tensions, I guess, 

between people of profoundly strong culture. The tensions that had simmered over the 

previous 90 years of white contact with that region and the emergence of people in the 

Aboriginal world or on the edge of the Aboriginal world that were sometimes of mixed race, 

there were tensions with that challenge, often tensions that were created by the station world 

where people of mixed race were put in charge of ‘the boys down the camp’ and used by the 

station leadership to extract a workforce and manage a workforce, and so those tensions 

then immediately came into a new context and had to be negotiated and managed, and as a 

non-Aboriginal person that was tricky terrain and you could be misunderstood as you tried to 

work in support of that context. It was not an easy space, requiring a lot of care.  

 

JF  A person like Ernie Bridge, was Ernie actually involved in the discussions? 

 

STEPHENS No. He basically gave his support from a distance and said that this was 

something that had his support; it made sense to him and he would follow us and watch us 

with supportive interest from the side.  
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JF  It struck me, you see, that he was an interesting person, bridging Aboriginal 

and European culture, wasn’t he, having been a pastoralist, I believe, himself and so on?  

 

STEPHENS Yes. 

 

JF  So he didn’t actually intrude at all into the …  

 

STEPHENS Not intrude, but available as a sounding board and friend and a wise head, 

a cautious head, careful always in his assessment of situations. He had himself been, I 

guess, radicalised by his experience of the Skull Creek Royal Commission, where he was 

appointed by Sir Charles Court as an Aboriginal commissioner for the Skull Creek inquiry 

following the incidents of police attacks on Aboriginal people at Skull Creek down in the 

goldfields, and that had really inflamed his sense of injustice. That was something that had, I 

think, laid dormant in his life as he negotiated his own terrain. He always did things in Halls 

Creek that were bridge-building; simple things like making sure that the Aboriginal people 

could gain access to burials in the cemetery in Halls Creek (which seems extraordinary now 

that it was not once possible, but it wasn’t) and other sensible race harmony-type initiatives. 

But it was the Skull Creek incidents of ’74–’75 and his involvement in that royal commission I 

think that really meant that he was alert to the legitimate [sense of] Aboriginal grievances 

amongst the traditional people especially and gave him an opportunity with eyes that were 

really … The scales had been pulled back a bit and he was looking at oppressive policies 

and oppressive behaviour and intolerable behaviour with a fresh anxiety.  

 

JF  Yes. The background to Noonkanbah of course was the confrontation with the 

mining people coming in there, and this had happened, what, about five or six years before I 

think? 

 
STEPHENS No. 

 

JF  No? 

 

STEPHENS No, not to my memory. So really what happened was, when we got to 

Noonkanbah in May ’78 quite coincidentally the Amax exploration company was that day just 

by chance happened to be sending a bulldozer through a grid line onto the Noonkanbah 

Station without consultation with the Aboriginal people, and that led to a confrontation in May 

of ’78 which crescendoed from there on in because it became soon clear to the leadership of 

the Noonkanbah community that the grid line was going to go straight up to and through, or 
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quite close to, Pea Hill, and that whole issue then steamrolled from that. Amax, the 

American-owned exploration company – resource company – just happened to be operative 

at a time of growing Aboriginal consolidation and organisation around protection of sites, and 

so they were in strife and there was a conflict ahead.   

 

JF  So the big conflict came after the land council … 

 

STEPHENS That’s correct. So over the next two years then the land council worked with 

the Noonkanbah community in a variety of ways, with firstly supporting a challenge, with the 

support of the Aboriginal Legal Service, in the mining Warden’s Court, which led to the 

appointment of a legal team, Graham McDonald, the principal legal officer with the 

Aboriginal Legal Service, and I think we had a QC, Franklin, who went to the mining 

Warden’s Court in Broome, and we did our best in trying to get the mining permit that had 

been granted to Amax overturned, unsuccessfully. But simultaneously amongst the things 

that I was doing at that time at the request of the Aboriginal leadership and the executive of 

the Kimberley Land Council was, “Look, these are essentially … We have to get the support 

of the Australian community here; this is the problem we’ve got”, and we were looking 

around for media. I was not familiar with using the media, and I said, “Look, there’s some 

articles been written in the Territory that are really quite descriptive of Aboriginal ambitions 

up there in the Territory”, particularly in a little paper called the Nation Review. I was very 

impressed by some articles that were being written by Stephen Hawke, and I showed that to 

the Aboriginal executive of the Land Council in a meeting and the guys there said, “Tell us 

about this Stephen Hawke”, and I said, “Oh, he’s the son of Bob Hawke, the ACTU General 

Secretary”, and they said, “Oh, no, we won’t want him; that would distract from our 

involvement in these issues. We’ve got to have someone that has low profile.” And I said, 

“Well, look, there’s another article in the same paper”, or editions on either side of it, “written 

by a guy called Stephen Masterson.” They said, “See what you can find out about him”, and 

then I said, “There’s not much about him”, and they said, “Go and see if you can get him”, 

and I was going back up to Darwin and went into the office of the Aboriginal Cultural 

Foundation and told Lance [Bennett] what I was looking for (Steve Masterson) and where 

would I find him, and they said, “He’s in the library in our office right now”, so I went into the 

library and introduced myself to Steve, “My name’s Tom Stephens”, and he said, “Oh, I’m 

Steve Hawke.” I said, “Hang on; I’m looking for Steve Masterson”; same man. 

 

JF  [chuckles]. 
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STEPHENS So I brought Steve Masterson back to the Kimberley at the time of the … He 

was almost our first recruit. He’s actually the second recruit. The first one was Sarah Piper, 

who’s now Sarah Yu. We recruited her as a young anthropologist. She’s now married to 

Peter Yu. But Stephen agreed to come down and fairly soon was down there. He came into 

Broome at the time of the Warden’s Court hearing, which from memory would’ve been about 

’79, and as we were doing that work all the Noonkanbah crowd were there at the mining 

Warden’s Court, he just at the end of it jumped on the back of the truck and went out to 

Noonkanbah and stayed there with them and has been in collaboration with the people of 

that area ever since.   

 

JF  Yes, because his name comes up again and again in relation to the 

Noonkanbah dispute. 

 

STEPHENS Yes. He became a very important part of assisting the Aboriginal people in 

getting their stories understood and told more widely and he was extremely skilful at doing 

that, of trying to assist the Aboriginal story. He was remarkably respectful, extraordinarily 

skilled at just hanging back, letting Aboriginal people come up with what they wanted to do 

and then providing them with solid support. However, it meant we were facing the risk that 

people like myself and Stephen were in the firing line and the Aboriginal people knew we 

were in the firing line and eventually as things worked out we were all in the fire together 

[chuckles].  
 
JF  Just before we go onto that, to what extent did you have any contact with the 

federal government about what was going on, because they had given the green light to land 

councils elsewhere, so presumably you came under the umbrella of their legislation? 

 

STEPHENS Well, the federal government in reference to land issues had undoubted 

constitutional authority in the Northern Territory but land administration in the rest of the 

country really was a state responsibility and the federal government did feel constrained at 

the time and had very robust governments from Queensland and Western Australia that 

made it profoundly clear to the federal government that they were not going to countenance 

any interference in land matters in their jurisdictions. So it was a stand-off. We would do a lot 

of lobbying and trying to get people like Minister Viner and Minister Chaney involved, and 

those efforts never, from our point of view at that time, felt very satisfying. We were very 

critical of Minister Viner and Minister Chaney, as we were disappointed in the Fraser 

Government, that they weren’t in our view at that time strong enough in their advocacy of 

their ministerial responsibilities. And that’s the perspective I had at that time. I can look back 
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at it from a different vantage point now with a different flavour to that. But from the 

perspective of ’78 it was an ambition of wanting the federal government to step up to the 

plate and to really back Aboriginal people’s ambitions for protecting their sites, protecting 

their access to country, protecting their right to exist, would seem to be at threat that time 

from the political dominance of the scene here in this state by Sir Charles Court and in 

Queensland in particular by Joh Bjelke-Petersen.  

 

My most scathing criticism of that period has to be to the political leadership at state level, 

which was in my view woeful in Sir Charles Court, who I know is held in high regard by 

many. I mean he’s got a statue of him down the Terrace. But to be quite frank, it was trying 

to drag Western Australia backward in its dealings with the Aboriginal ambitions, and so 

unnecessarily being so obstinate and so deaf to the aspirations of Aboriginal people and so 

convinced that the development philosophy that they had had no place for Aboriginal people 

in it, and led to unnecessary conflict, unnecessary turmoil that could have been done so 

differently. So I don’t share in the cheer squad for Sir Charles Court. I think that the 

biographies that have been written, the statues that have been erected, it’s a hagiography 

that is not justified by the facts and a wiser head leading government at that time could have 

produced faster and better results for the benefit of everybody and to have secured a better 

possibility than the obstinacy and the stubbornness and the wilful ignorance that was on 

display from Sir Charles Court. And the tricks that they got up to not only in trying to thwart 

the aspirations of Aboriginal people to vote; they played filthy politics with the voting 

ambitions of Aboriginal people. They were oppressive in their dealings with Aboriginal 

leadership. They mounted attacks in this Parliament on the Aboriginal people and the people 

working with Aboriginal people in the Kimberley. And it was a most unpleasant space in 

which to be in the firing line of these people. They changed statutes to make it an offence for 

people to congregate to protect their rights in section 54B that had been put in place to try 

and … They ultimately put together that awful convoy of trucks to smash through with drilling 

rigs to Noonkanbah in 1980, which was an awful exercise in gunboat diplomacy of forcing 

Aboriginal people to accept the resource exploration activity of Amax, and simultaneously 

the government forcing Amax to do a job that by that stage Amax didn’t even want to do. 

They were told quite plainly, “If you don’t drill where you’ve got this right to drill, you’ll never 

drill another hole in Western Australia”. It was just a belligerence that has not been 

adequately documented. I don’t go along with the cheer squad that positions Sir Charles as 

some hero without blemish. This was a very significant blemish on the leadership that he 

was exercising in trying to pull the state back to something that it could never really be; that 

is, a state that disregards the rights of Aboriginal people within the ranks of the Western 

Australian community.  
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JF  I’ve seen it suggested somewhere that he worked on the basis that Australia 

should have total equality, which meant that just as migrants from elsewhere had to conform 

to Australian mores, so the Aborigines should do the same or be forced to do the same if 

they, you know, and abandon their old culture in other words in favour of the modern culture. 

It was that foundation from which he worked that led him into doing what he did.  

 

STEPHENS Equality is a very important principle in Australian life and people on the 

pedestal of the resources that have been at their disposal from their families and from the 

countries from which they come are wise to just look at how, if you’ve ridden roughshod over 

another people and left them without resources, without the country that they thought was 

once theirs, and then demand they just simply fall in with this newfound way of doing 

businesses, it’s too big an ask and it requires a much more subtle response to equality of 

opportunity and what does that mean and not just looking at equality as though it were 

something that doesn’t require some serious response to history, social circumstance, to 

work in support of people’s ambitions to take their place in the society which they now find 

themselves in. So it required a subtlety and flexibility of intellectual strength that was not on 

offer from Sir Charles, something in his makeup that just left him with this doctrinaire 

inflexible [approach]. I saw him operate in the field and it was not a pleasant way that he 

related to the Aboriginal world that was at his feet rather than the position that it might have 

been at, and that is to be in there generously pursuing the leadership of government with an 

embracive response to Aboriginal ambition. It was awful to watch, and I watched it at close 

quarters.  

 

JF  Now, you said that you recruited support from churches, from trade unions 

et cetera. Would you like to just elaborate whose support you had at the time?  

 

STEPHENS Yes. It became a skilful task, in the end, of looking around the Australian 

community and finding the people that were alert to Aboriginal ambition. Dragging up how it 

happened, it was fortuitously, I guess, looking through the lists of names of people that had 

been connected to the relatively nearby, but already dated, Gurindji case and the ambitions 

of the Gurindji people. That wasn’t so very far away, but there were people connected to that 

that we had access to. Stan Davey, who had been with FCAATSI, the Federal Council for 

the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. He was, I think, a 

Congregational church [more likely Church of Christ] minister in Victoria, who had come up 

into The Territory and provided support and was now in the Kimberley working, first, at 

Forrest River and now down in Fitzroy Crossing. He and his wife Jan Richardson; they were 
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a great resource. We found connections out through the Trades and Labour Council, so it 

led to links with people like Peter Cook, who was at that stage the secretary of the Trades 

and Labour Council in Western Australia, with Bob Hawke at that national level. This was 

largely by telephone, letter writing. And the World Council of Churches; somehow or other 

we found an opportunity where a World Council of Churches delegation came into the 

Kimberley at a critical time in one of the major legal test cases that was going on. It was 

about the illegal arrest of some Aboriginal people that were paraded down the street of 

Kununurra by a publican after having their heads shaved. Horrible things I’ve seen and saw, 

and we were able to get the World Council of Churches delegation to actually sit in on that 

court case. It became a time when the legal profession here in Western Australia found 

themselves and their courtrooms under a bit of scrutiny from people who were not cowered; 

we were not. I heard something about my swagger, I guess. Maybe it was that impudent 

walk that was described to me by my seminary director. I did not feel cowered by these 

people that were trying to make us cower. I am so pleased that I had that strength at that 

time to walk alongside Aboriginal people to encourage them to walk tall and to feel strong in 

the face of the things that were going on around them and to them. I think a lot of the 

swagger of the establishment at the time was to try to intimidate us and attack us in the 

press and in other ways. 

 

JF  What about somebody like Peter Willis, whom you have mentioned in earlier 

contexts? Was he fully behind you, and what about other people within the Catholic 

hierarchy?  

 

STEPHENS I think that Peter, just quietly supported from the sidelines, was really more 

interested in the personal strength of Aboriginal people to try and find ways of Aboriginal 

people getting clear heads to look at their own sets of circumstances, to get them to plan at 

a smaller family and community level. That was important foundational work for me that led 

me to be thinking about the larger political pan-Aboriginal ambitions. So, Peter was 

supportive but not involved, and it became a need for me to collaborate with Peter in 

backfilling some of these positions that I had worked with at Moongoong-Darwung on the 

basis from which we had started. We had recruited Mike Dillon to work; he came into 

Moongoong-Darwung and Michael then moved down to Turkey Creek by ’79 to backfill the 

spot that I had down at Turkey Creek, after I bought the post office there for the community. 

That became the first base for someone to be based there full-time at Turkey Creek. So, no, 

Peter was not involved in the support of it. By this stage, he’d moved on to do work at the 

University of South Australia. He was a mentor and a writer. His book, a very significant 

thesis that he wrote called Patrons & Riders, really did impact upon my way of doing 
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business. It made me realise how critically important it was to work with people at a support 

level, not to be taking the lead, not trying to grab a profile, but rather to sit in behind people 

and be involved in discussions and support decision-making and clarity of thought. So, that 

was stuff that Peter was very good at as a mentor in helping me in my links with Aboriginal 

people. It is the Paulo Frière pedagogy: the oppressed type of approach to working with 

Aboriginal people. It is not universally supported by people these days, that approach, but it 

is an approach that I found a useful way of guiding. No, I think soon we were able to have a 

network of people like Mike Dillon. We managed to attract in support from Rod Dixon, who 

was a very critical component in our network. There were other people around that provided 

us with good support from a distance, people like Don Gordon, a welfare officer in 

Kununurra; Jenny Gardiner, who was a welfare officer in Kununurra; Jessie Burridge, 

another health nurse; they are just the Kununurra crew. There was a network of very good 

welfare officers working with the Department of Native Welfare. I think it had become by that 

stage the Department of Community Development run by Keith Maine, the director general 

of that department. They were a very good network of people that were a supportive 

presence: Doug MacCauley in Fitzroy Crossing; Charles Hamilton and Steve Edwards in 

Halls Creek; Mike O’Kane, the regional director over in Derby; and Mike Dwyer down in 

Broome. This was a network that were a good resource but hands off, leaving it with support 

for others to work with the Aboriginal people around this issue because they were public 

servants, servants of the government of the time and in the firing line themselves. So they 

were just at a distance. 

 

JF  Some of the early successes of the Kimberley Land Council would have had 

an encouraging effect, I guess? 

 

STEPHENS I think the biggest success was just simply the connecting of disconnected 

Aboriginal people and providing support and resources of skilled operatives in people like 

Sarah Yu, Steven Hawke and Rod Dixon, and then that support behind the Aboriginal 

leadership. Paddy Mooloonbun was one of the early leaders of the organisation. It might 

have been Paddy Mooloonbun and Frank Chulung the first co-chairs. It went on to become 

Jimmy Bieundurry. Jimmy Bieundurry was just a stunningly wonderful Aboriginal leader. To 

go from a situation where nobody could spell his name to everybody in the Kimberley 

suddenly could spell the name Bieundurry. It was gradually where [an Aboriginal person] 

would front-up at airports and be welcomed as Mr Bieundurry. Times were a-changing in 

the Kimberley, when you had confident people like Jimmy Bieundurry and his wife Olive; 

they were staggering leaders. At that point, with the election of Jimmy as chair, and Jimmy 

took naturally the leadership of the land council down into Derby, and that’s where the land 
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council took a whole new dimension from there. My own involvement from that point on in 

the land council’s work was supportive at a distance from an organisation that was growing 

and going its own way under this extraordinary leadership and resources that were put 

together. Soon they had recruited (I forget the year) Peter Yu, but he came in as an 

executive officer. The whole organisation was off and racing. We had got the support of a 

very good newsletter producer, a bloke called Leon Morris, who skilfully positioned wonderful 

newsletters on behalf of our organisation. It changed very quickly.  

 
The other things that I did there – I was alert to, sort of, land acquisition opportunities. So, for 

instance, I happened to spot that the land around the lighthouse at Cape Leveque was about 

to be disposed of by the commonwealth and quickly found a way to put together a little 

project where I got the land acquired by the three neighbouring communities through some 

fast footwork and without people realising exactly what I’d done. There was the acquisition of 

things like a roadhouse at Turkey Creek, where the roadhouse proprietor at Harry’s Place 

was determined that Aboriginal people were not going to get this asset. It was always 

positioned, I think, in the minds of people as a great place to put a grog licence, and I was 

determined to find a way to get that into Aboriginal hands, against the wishes of the existing 

owner. So, with fast footwork, with the resources and the position of the land council, I found 

my way around the terrain to acquire that. There was a blurring of roles where the land 

council was finding ways to work with organisations like those at the top of Cape Leveque, 

that was the Bardi and Djarindjin–Lombadina communities, or at Warmun with the Gidja 

community to find ways to get the post office and to get a roadhouse and to buy things 

wherever we could possibly get.  

 

Other things we at did that point of time was to, through again, the mixture of roles, to work 

on getting the Geographic Names Committee to recognise the Aboriginal place names, so 

we were able to point out that Turkey Creek, which was the official name at that time for that 

place … Put an application in for them to change the name of Turkey Creek to its Aboriginal 

name and I wrote the letters down to the Geographic Names Committee. I was not a linguist 

and wrote as best I could work out that name, and wrote down the word “Warmun” and now 

Turkey Creek is called Warmun Community. I think if I had been a linguist I would have 

written down “Warramun”, but nonetheless, the first of the old names of that part of the world 

fell and was replaced by an Aboriginal name, and that is something that has taken off with a 

lot more energy that has been put into finding the traditional Aboriginal names of the country; 

not always easy. I’ve looked across the landscape and found the name of a Belgian king 

(King Leopold Ranges) of awful repute, King Leopold from Belgium as he went into the 

Congo) and tried to find a way to get that name changed. It is beyond the capacity, because 
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it is such a huge range across many language groups. There is no Aboriginal word that 

covers that landscape, of such vast landscape that has this crazy European king’s name in 

the awful name of King Leopold. His name sits there on this range that could be better 

named, but they are the sort of things. Aboriginal people landing their names on country 

seemed like a useful way of Aboriginal people reasserting, “We’re here; we’re still here; 

we’ve always been here”, and that was part of the message. The medium was in the 

message, if you like, the message is in the medium. But it was that effort to make people 

alert to Aboriginal people: were not going to jump on to dying pillows!  And this was a 

landscape in which they had long been present and were staying around. 

 

JF  I think we should shift focus a little bit and take up the story of your 

involvement in the political sphere. I think you told me that you were not a paid-up member 

of the ALP until you went to the Kimberley, so perhaps start from there. 

 

STEPHENS Sure. So, that first contest of February ’77 that Ernie Bridge was involved in 

unsuccessfully, where the awful forces had been unleashed, it led to a strong reaction on the 

part of people who were offended by what had happened in that campaign, and I was able to 

see that. I visited a guy who was a priest over in Broome, Father Michael McMahon, and met 

there in his presbytery with the local waterside workers, Jack Malone and Jack Major, and a 

team from the waterside workers who were describing the awful things that had just 

happened on their side. Back in Kununurra, I was able to relay that to others in the local 

community from the Labor Party: Peter Alvin; Sylvia Hurse and Helen Sheehan, who were 

called the “Walkabout Girls”, they ran a business called The Walkabout, a mobile shop; and 

Danny Rigby and his wife Mary, who ran the local caravan park (these were the kernel); and 

Jessie Burridge and Mike Callahan, a small cluster of people who were wonderful people, 

the local ALP people in a tough town. They asked me to come along to their branch meeting, 

which I did, and Danny had been president and he said, “Tom, you’re president from now 

on!” So, suddenly I was president, having walked in and described what I had seen around 

the region going on and working with these guys as they tried to put together the funds to 

support a challenge to that contest. So, working to raise funds, to get the Labor Party in 

Perth interested in what had just happened and then getting the lawyers, Peter Dowding and 

Paul Seaman [QC], around to these communities to gather up the evidence and to present 

the evidence. This was a pan-regional task of ’77, where I was involved in that connection 

with Kununurra Labor Party branch. That led to the next contest of December ’77, an awful 

outcome where the Aboriginal people found it too hard to get back to the polling places 

where they had had such an awful experience earlier in the year and they had been hurt in 

that first attempt to vote and they didn’t like being humiliated. So we could see that there was 
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a bigger task ahead of us, and I could see that that was going to be a lot of work involved in 

trying to rebuild the confidence of Aboriginal people to vote in those polling booths. We did a 

lot of work around that from the local branch, putting pressure on for voter education 

programs which were delivered by the state department of education and training, or 

whatever it was called then, with adult education that did some wonderful work training 

Aboriginal people around the voting processes; very successfully done, I think, but we added 

to that work.  

 

The Court Government appointed Judge Kay to conduct an inquiry into Aboriginal voting 

matters. This came about because they had attempted to change the Electoral Act in ’77, I 

think it was, to make it more difficult for Aboriginal people to get on the electoral roll. They 

were not able to get that legislation through the Parliament. That was an extraordinary rowdy 

attempt to make it more difficult for people that were non-literate to enrol and to vote, to strip 

them of the opportunity of using how-to-vote cards and the like. Big public rallies were held 

here in Perth in support of the democratic ambitions of Aboriginal people and others that 

would be adversely affected. So Judge Kay was appointed to try to come up with some 

manageable change to the Electoral Act to achieve what the government wanted to do, and 

they got him to strut around the state conducting his inquiry. I got involved very intensely in 

ensuring we got good evidence to defend the ambitions of Aboriginal people to vote, and 

Judge Kay eventually brought down his recommendations. This involved a lot of work with 

the Labor Party and others that were interested in trying to protect Aboriginal people’s voting 

rights, so my connections were solidifying through this process and I became more skilled at 

utilising the media. I found a way to get the ABC shortwave network to pick up some stories 

around this and to really bolster the positive news about Aboriginal people’s interest in the 

political process, which was very acute at that time, lacking in confidence, but growing 

ambitions. And that led to a report coming down that Judge Kay recommended, and it led to 

the drafting of some legislation by the Court Government, which was to make it an offence to 

persuade or induce a person to apply for a postal vote. We watched that change go through 

this Parliament with an, “Oh yeah, we know what that’ll do; that’ll make it very difficult to 

assist anyone applying for a postal vote that will need them.” And alert to that change to the 

Electoral Act that had been put through, I threw myself nonetheless into the 1980 campaign, 

or the 1979–80 election campaign for Ernie, knowing we had persuaded him to run again the 

third time.  

 

We knew what we were facing, and that is that Aboriginal people did not have polling places 

in the places where they lived, and to get access to the vote they were going to need postal 

votes, and yet there had been this provision put in the act. We took good legal advice as to 
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what was on offer, and basically the QC at the time, Paul Seaman, said, “If your will 

overpowers the will of a voter, you’re in strife, but if you’re at the service of people wanting 

access to the voting process, you should not have any problem with the statute.” So we 

knew the way the law had been shaped as a bulwark to it, but nonetheless we got into it and 

we were all involved in assisting Aboriginal people in reacquiring the confidence in the voting 

process, to securing increased electoral enrolment in Aboriginal people; larger numbers of 

Aboriginal people got on the electoral roll, and then simultaneously we showed them that 

postal votes would be possible for where they were living and obviate the need to go to 

polling places at great distance from themselves, and they were able to apply for postal 

votes in large numbers.  

 

Ernie Bridge was successfully elected in 1980 at that election with a good, healthy margin, 

and immediately following the election we were under political attack in the Parliament. 

Again, we were viewed as this Marxist conspiracy that had somehow or other delivered 

Ernie Bridge to state Parliament, and they announced in the media that there was a fraud 

squad coming up to conduct inquiries. This is roughly about the same sort of time as the 

Noonkanbah convoy was also on its way into the region. The months don’t immediately jump 

to mind, but there was media coverage. So the fraud squad came up, and Detective 

Sergeant Dunlop and Les Ayton are people whose names loom large in my consciousness 

and in the consciousness of others. They came into Broome and conducted inquiries in 

Broome, Derby, Fitzroy Crossing, Halls Creek and Kununurra, and those inquiries led to 

them arresting a number of players across the Kimberley: a chap in Derby called Jim Wilson, 

who they must have got by mistake because he was a Liberal guy that they charged who 

had been doing postal voting support from Numbala Nunga where he worked; he was a 

Liberal Party activist. They picked up Steven Hawke; they arrested him in Fitzroy Crossing 

and took him to the local lockup. In Halls Creek, Les Verdon, and up in Kununurra they came 

and arrested Jenny Gardiner from the local welfare department, and they arrested me and 

charged us with a variety of charges, but in my case something like 108 charges of 

persuading and inducing a person to apply for a postal vote, and took me down to local 

police station with Jenny. Jenny was there with her young baby, Bryn, and we were in the 

lockup at the back of the police station. It was a very heavy-handed approach on the part of 

the police. It was a real part of this sort of gunboat diplomacy, “Who do you think you are?” 

sort of approach to working with Aboriginal people in this way. I refused to cooperate with 

the process at all and I said, “Look, Detective Sergeant Dunlop and Detective Sergeant 

Ayton, I know what you’re here for, to arrest us. Just arrest us and do your worst. I’m not 

going to assist you in any way.” So, “I will arrest you all right”, and they had the paddy van 

and put me in it and sent me across to the Wyndham jail. Jenny cooperated by signing a bail 
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or something (I wouldn’t assist them in any way at all) so Jenny was released from the 

Kununurra police station with Bryn (she was breastfeeding Bryn) and I went to the Wyndham 

prison, the old native hospital that was now a prison. I turned up in this prison, and I 

remember as we were sort of being backed into the prison compound all the Aboriginal 

prisoners in their green dungarees, I suppose they are called, green prison uniforms, 

singlets and khaki sort of green uniforms, all looking, peering sort of, to try to work out who 

was in this van in the dark. The van opened and I came out and I can remember all the jaws 

dropping and white teeth all around me [with voices] saying, “Oh, Jabada!” seeing me come 

[out of the van] and this complete shock of Aboriginal people seeing who it was who had 

arrived in the prison. I remember one prisoner coming up to me, a local, Herbert Anthony 

(also of the same skin, Jabada) and he said, “Oh, Jabada, I’m so sorry.” I said, “Herbert, 

what’s the story? Why are you so sorry? Don’t worry, I’m in prison.” He said, “No, no, I’m in 

charge of the laundry.” I said, “Oh yeah.” “I heard that there were some white bastard who 

had been arrested and I didn’t know it was you, Jabada.” I said, “It’s all right, it’s me.” He 

said, “No, no, I’ve set aside the worst prison uniform that you could ever possibly imagine 

because we’re not used to having white fellas in this prison.” I said, “It’s all right, I’ll be fine.” 

But I went up and got dressed into the prison uniform, which had holes all through the T-shirt 

and a hole in the crotch; it was rags that Herbert had assigned for me. My brother had given 

me a prison uniform that provided me with very little protection in that prison. Anyway, I was 

shown to my prison cubicle and I lay down on my prison bed and I thought, “Well, holy hell!” 

[laughter]  

 

Meanwhile, all across the country news of this arrest was being broadcast and published 

from a region where we didn’t have a lot of access to media, but the front page of the Daily 

News and the Sydney Sun were “Tom Stephens, Steven Hawke and others arrested”. I was 

being described as a 38-year-old ex-priest.  I think [this] was the front page description of the 

Sun. That, as you can imagine, landed like a bombshell in the family context where my 

parents and family were horrified by [news reports of my arrest]. The descriptions were not 

accurate either into my age or my status: I was never a priest; I had been a student for the 

priesthood and was no longer, by that stage, a student of the priesthood. But I was suddenly 

inside the Wyndham prison and I was pulled aside by an Aboriginal guy called Norman 

Horace from Oombulgurri, who had been a world bantamweight champion, and he pulled me 

around to the back. He said, “Come around the back where the screws can’t get you and sit 

down there.” He made me sit down. He said, “Look, you’re a bit down in the dumps, but a 

bloke like you that works with people like us has just got to expect to end up in a place like 

this.” It was an amazing three-sentence cheer up. “Yeah, fair enough, okay, all right.” 

[laughter]. He said, “Lift yourself up.” “Okay.” I was there only really a short while, 36 hours 
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or so, and I got a phone call on the prison warden’s phone from Graham Macdonald, 

principal legal officer with the Aboriginal Legal Service: “Tom, get yourself out of that prison. 

We want you out of that prison. Don’t be mucking around. Just sign the bail papers now, you 

have made your point.” So, I signed my bail papers and was released and picked up by my 

girlfriend, I think, at the time. She came and picked me up from the prison, Merredith Rowell, 

and took a photo of me in that clothing before I actually left the prison. So it was a very 

formative stage.  

 

Before I left the prison I remember lying on my bed in the prison cell, and I made my 

resolution there that day that this government that had been doing these things (the Court 

Government; the Liberal coalition government of Western Australia) did not deserve to be in 

government if they could involve themselves in the political [and legal] process in such a 

flagrant assault on the democratic rights of people; the rights of people to vote and the rights 

of people to have their say. I said, “I will do whatever I have to do now to make sure that we 

see the end of this government of Sir Charles Court and the Liberals.” It strengthened my 

resolve and my determination to really move into party political activity aimed at getting rid of 

a government that I thought had lost its moral compass and that was playing itself out in this 

way. It was just unacceptable what they had done to me. So I emerged strengthened by that 

process, with new resolution, new determination, and a steely mind absolutely focused in on 

party politics linking with the Labor Party to make sure that … I was angry with the Labor 

Party as well, because at that 1980 election they’d only won one seat; the one I’d been 

working on in the Kimberley. I said to myself, “They must be a hopeless lot. I could win them 

this one! If I have to do the long, slow march from the north of the state to the south, I’m 

going to find the way to win seat after seat for this outfit to get them into government, despite 

themselves.” So, that was the energy and the determination that I acquired within that prison 

cell. 

 

Sir Charles’ regime had, in their attacks on people like myself and others, built up a steely 

determination that was going to make sure that we matched them with the determination 

they had shown. The next thing that happened was that they were back in government, Sir 

Charles Court. He could see that Ernie Bridge had won the Kimberley and they could see 

the writing on the wall in reference to seats further to the south, like Pilbara. So they then 

used the statutory power that was theirs to sit down and change the boundary themselves, 

inside the cabinet room, to take out of the Pilbara all of the Labor-voting area and to shove 

that into the Kimberley to give Ernie his safe seat in the Kimberley and to create a boundary 

where the Liberals would have, in their view, some chance of hanging onto Pilbara … 

Scandalous behaviour of a gerrymander aimed at cementing themselves into office; all of 
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them in it up to their eyeballs. This predates the reforms that we put in place when we got 

into government eventually, where this was taken out of the hands of politicians and was put 

in the hands of electoral commissioners: Chief Justice, Chief Statistician and Chief Electoral 

Commissioner to do the boundary drawing. In their time, Sir Charles Court and his cabinet 

colleagues sat down and drew the line themselves and put places like Newman, Tom Price, 

Paraburdoo, the Labor-voting towns of Goldsworthy and Shay Gap and shoved them all up 

into the Kimberley. They were Pilbara towns [chuckles]. They were shoved into the 

Kimberley; you’re Labor. Well, what they didn’t realise, was that in their blatant activity they’d 

angered one of their own in Bill Withers, the upper house member for North Province, who 

was so enraged by what they had done. I’ve never quite understood. He’s still alive and I’ve 

never asked him exactly why he was so enraged, and I oftentimes think that you can think 

that perhaps it was some sort of self-ambition and maybe he wanted to go to the lower 

house and contest Kimberley himself. I don’t know. But he was infuriated. Eventually 

something else happened where he wanted to go up to Darwin for some event and 

Sir Charles Court prevented him going to Darwin, and that was the last straw, and he 

announced that he would be resigning from the upper house.  

 

I could see that was all happening and I thought, “God, we’re going to have to get a good 

candidate soon for North Province to make sure there’s someone ready to run for this by-

election.” At the 1980 election, Ernie Bridge had won Kimberley and Peter Dowding had won 

North Province, the first half of North Province; the other half [had been] held by John Tozer. 

But Withers was going to resign and we could see there was a risk of a by-election, and I 

started asking around, “Well, who’s the Labor Party going to have?” Then Mike Dwyer, the 

welfare officer from Broome, was being talked about. I thought, I know Mike and I just 

couldn’t see the energy levels and organisational stretch that was necessary to pull this off. 

Down in the Pilbara there was a name, Brian Conway, the union-connected Maritime Union 

guy who was working with a shipping company down there, completely disconnected from 

the world of Aboriginal aspiration. For me, that was enough, and I thought, uh-huh, red lights 

absolutely everywhere, this is not what you really want to do. You don’t want to put your 

name up. Stop! Don’t do this! But with all those red lights I said, these other guys, they’re the 

only other two options. There was a fourth name that came in, a bloke called Mervyn Norton, 

a pastoralist, and I thought, no, I’m going to have to put my name up. So, I nominated for 

preselection. Brian Conway I got to know; he pulled out. Mike Dwyer never ran. So, it 

became a contest between myself and Mervyn Norton for preselection. Mervyn Norton’s 

from the family around Yeeda and his people are associated with the Sandfire roadhouse 

family; the Norton family, a big Kimberley family. I went into the contest seeking preselection 

for North Province. That would have been about 1981, towards the middle of ’81 is my rough 
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memory of that. This is after the electoral charges had finally been dismissed in the 

courtrooms and I just got on with doing my other work in politics. I joined the staff of the 

newly elected federal member for Kalgoorlie, Graeme Campbell. I became his staffer and 

moved down to work in his South Hedland office after the federal election of that year of 

1980, moving down there at the beginning of ’81, and used this new work with a federal 

member to really work on preselection and secure preselection. 

 

JF  In so doing, you had extracted yourself from the Aboriginal corporations that 

you’d been working with? 

 

STEPHENS Correct. I was no longer employed by them. That work had changed in a way 

because we were under political attack with the work that we were doing. Mike Dillon and I 

set up a small business called Dillon and Stephens, so it was a small partnership to protect 

ourselves with a concept of private enterprise providing services to Aboriginal groups; 

accounting advisory services. We thought that was part of the mantra of the time; private 

enterprise involved in doing that. That little business had some staff and office there in 

Kununurra. We took over the Walkabout Girls’ office in Kununurra and set up a little office 

and we recruited in staff like Howard Pedersen and Trevor Jewell and [Kaye] Robinson. A 

number of staff came and worked with us to provide services to Aboriginal people at that 

point. That left me with the freedom to move out of that business. Mike was ready to move 

on as well and we gifted that business and it became a new Aboriginal organisation around 

about that period, about 1981 it became the Balangarri Aboriginal Corporation and took over 

our work. I slid off to work down in Hedland, coming up to provide work support for 

Graeme Campbell, the federal member, across both the Pilbara and Kimberley region. It led 

to links with people working closely with Senator Peter Walsh and Graeme Campbell, and 

Peter Dowding and Ernie Bridge, and working with Peter’s officer in Karratha, 

Pam Buchanan, a Wickham-based officer who went on and sought and obtained 

preselection for the state seat of Pilbara. She became the member for Pilbara in 1983. 
 

JF  So, you successfully won the election for that seat where Withers had 

resigned? 

 

STEPHENS That’s right. That by-election occurred in July 1982. I had succeeded in doing 

similar work to what I’d done in the Kimberley of, really, promoting Aboriginal electoral 

enrolment and the enrolment of other people of wider constituency there in North Province. I 

built a very solid base and a very significant base in amongst a new group of arrivals in the 

Pilbara region amongst the Cocos and Christmas Islanders, the Malay community of Port 
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Hedland. So I would have assisted something like 1 200 Malays who’d come in off Cocos 

and Christmas Island to get on the electoral roll in the Pilbara and to join in this … 

Simultaneously the Labor Party had moved from leadership from Ron Davies to Brian Burke, 

and when Withers finally resigned and caused that by-election, I was ideally placed with a 

brand-new leader, a wonderful electoral roll that had been beautifully worked upon and a 

very solid base in which to conduct a successful campaign, which became a fourteen and a 

half per cent swing to me, a massive swing, to win that seat on 31st of July 1982. 

 
JF  Congratulations! We’ll leave it there for today. Thanks, Tom. 

 
STEPHENS Thanks. 

 

[End of TGS-06T07] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 22nd  October 2015.  Further 

amended from edits by the interviewee of 28 February 2016.]]  
  



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          109 
 
[TGS–07T08               Duration 67m03s]       
 

JF  Let’s make a start. Today is the 16th of September 2015 and this file contains 

the seventh in a series of interviews with the Hon Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former 

member of the Western Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House in Perth 

and Tom is speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Tom, to pick up first of all from where we were last time: you replaced Bill Withers in the seat 

of North Province. How well did you know him? 

 

STEPHENS Not so very well, but he was a significant personality into the town to which I 

had come to live in the Kimberley, in Kununurra. He lived there with his wife, Judy, and they 

had a small business that was a jewellery store and a shop where Aboriginal artefacts could 

also be purchased. He had relationships with the Aboriginal people. He’d arrived in 

Kununurra many years before and was described as a man that came out of South Australia. 

He came up on a bus and set up business in Kununurra and was part of that group of people 

who had celebrated their longevity in town. They’d been there 15 or so years. I always used 

to find it, myself, quite amusing the celebration of a 15-year milestone (when I was with 

people who were there for some thousands and thousands of years) and the parties that 

were held in the local town that Bill played a big role in and never had any Aboriginal people 

at these parties. We used to have a few shots at Bill’s expense from our side of the fence, I 

guess. Some of those shots cheap (and I’ve always assumed they’re untruthful), the great 

they-sayers would say that he was selling forged Aboriginal artefacts that were made out the 

back by Bill and Judy. They’re the sort of local [retaliatory] scuttlebutt that people would 

articulate. No doubt that side of the community articulated similar slander against me. Some 

of Bill’s slander did find its way into the Parliament, about me, where he did accuse us of 

being part of a Marxist conspiracy in the Kimberley. That struck me as a bit much. It was, 

I guess, a relationship … I always respond to gentlemanliness (he was a gentleman) and I 

always had cordial relations with he and Judy, but we were opponents and we were not 

close, although we had some shared background. He loved to sing, loved to be part of the 

local Kununurra theatrical society. I also joined that after he’d gone off to Parliament and 

was part of that. I enjoyed performing on stage. We did The Sound of Music. I played 

Captain von Trapp and also did the role of Bill Sykes in Oliver. They’re the sorts of things 

that Bill had done a few years before me. Those connections did not lead to any sense of 

closeness, although I had no doubt that Bill really did have strong and high ambitions for the 

Kimberley region, for the Kununurra community, and for the advancement of Aboriginal 

people within the constraints of his view as to what was possible. I remember there was a 
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clash over the issue of a block of land called Yardungarll, which was the border lease, a 

large lease that had been excised from the Argyle pastoral lands onto which the Bulla 

Bilinking and the Miriuwung people had come to live. They’d moved out of the valley that 

was now flooded, at the base of the Ord River dam at Lake Argyle, and had lived up at 

Dingo Springs or Yardungarll. Bill was very preoccupied and articulated great concern about 

ever granting secure title of that land to the Aboriginal people. He used to describe a sense 

(and was on the record) that Aboriginal people would put some sort of preventative 

border/barrier that would block non-Aboriginal people from coming across the border. It was 

a sort of articulation of fears that were so unmatched by the reality of the time and since. 

Aboriginal people were so incredible in their generosity and their capacity to share. Anyway, 

they were the sorts of clashes that Bill Withers and I would have in the public domain, but 

they didn’t lead to any close personal connection. 

 

JF  I wanted to pick up later on when we were going to talk about uni choral 

society where your music interests started, but you just alluded to that in Kununurra. Were 

you in music in New South Wales before you came? 

 

STEPHENS I guess, from school days, firstly, from my household where music was 

valued. My mother played. My father sang. Siblings played and sang. I didn’t ever get 

lessons but in school days, particularly at St Greg’s, we did develop a good choir there at 

St Greg’s in the later years that I enjoyed singing with led by Brother Geoffrey Schwager. We 

went onto to Springwood, where there was a priest there called Father John Walsh who did 

a remarkable job at putting together a classic choir of the men’s voices into four parts and 

delivering wonderful motets, the Latin motets, Palestrina, but also Handel and Haydn, and 

other pieces that he would bring together as part of the liturgical celebration of the prayer life 

of the church, beautifully done. As well as that, we had the fun of an all-male college of 

putting on some good plays, so in my time we put on The Mikado where I was one of the 

three little maids and played the role of Pitti-Sing. It was very good fun and it was very well 

done … Performances, almost skits, I suppose, and our audience included 

Cardinal Sir Norman Thomas Gilroy, Cardinal Gilroy, who would come up and see some of 

these performances as part of the life of the college. It was pretty remarkable to have a man 

of that history and that status and stature in the church and the society of Sydney. We also 

performed another one. I was the usher in Trial by Jury, which was another very good fun 

musical, and that, I guess, played itself out to having some basic skills with the reading of 

music and the production of sound that I was able to put to use in Kununurra and later. 
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JF  Thanks for that. Now, picking up the position you had immediately before 

going to Parliament where you worked for Graeme Campbell, would you like to tell me how it 

came about that you took that position and what were the key aspects of it? 

 

STEPHENS I mentioned to you that I had been very disappointed by the 1980 election 

result, and not least of which because I was languishing in prison for a brief while, but with 

that resolution to try to show the Labor Party how to win a seat or two, I was keen to find a 

position where I could do exactly that. I threw myself into the federal campaign for the 

federal seat of Kalgoorlie in that year of 1980 and worked quite hard to make sure that the 

good Kimberley result that we’d had for Ernie Bridge translated into a positive response for 

Graeme Campbell’s candidacy. He’d been a controversial candidate and I think he had only 

won the ballot of the preselection round by one vote against, memory tells me, 

Brian Conway. But Campbell, having been endorsed from Kalgoorlie, came up and 

campaigned with the likes of Senator Peter Walsh, and that led to me being linked with their 

campaign. They would come through with a pilot from Carnarvon, Len Paggi (he was a 

Labor candidate at one stage). They’d come up into our area and Len would fly them 

around. I was often available to work with Peter and Graeme in their campaign for the 1980 

election and then, as the results came in, it was not a fantastically overwhelmingly result (I 

think it was a fairly tight election result for Campbell towards the end of 1980) I wrote to him 

almost before the result was in predicting that he was going to win. I guess I’d become a bit 

of a confident student of these things. I could sort of see that the work had been done, 

particularly around the postal voting area, which was going to produce positive results. I said 

to him, “Look, I had a real ambition to work to secure a team in that part of the world that 

would replace a team that I felt no longer had the right to be in office.” I had developed a 

really strong grievance with the Liberal Party and offered to be available to work with him 

and to provide him with links into the Aboriginal community. He took me up on that offer; 

offered me a position in South Hedland in the office that had then previously been the office 

of Mick Cotter, the federal member for Kalgoorlie. I moved down from Kununurra towards the 

end of 1980; it might have been the very beginning of ’81. I don’t feel the need to double-

check that but that is roughly when I got on the move to go down and assist Graeme in 

setting up his electorate office and running that electorate office with a passing parade of 

people that came in and out of that area … Some very interesting characters through that 

office. But it did mean that I was building up links in that party through that office.  
 

It did require occasional trips to Canberra where I developed close friendships with people 

like Peter Cook, Jo Dawkins, a renewed association with John Kerrin, and built up a network 

of Labor Party figures like Susan Ryan, Pat Giles and Senator Ruth Coleman. These were 
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people that all became part of a large network of connections in the Labor Party. It was 

through that work, in Hedland itself the links were quite solid with union figures like Charlie 

Butcher and Roger Parsons and, rather notably, one of the people that we had that 

developed an association at that time was the local Hedland-born man who’d married a 

French–Swiss woman I think, her name was Francine Wilson; his name was Bruce Wilson. 

This particular union figure, as you might recall, became subsequently quite controversial in 

his association with Julia Gillard and was connected with the AWU’s misfortunes and 

Gillard’s misfortunes at a national level many, many years later. They were the sorts of 

people who one connected with at that stage: Bill Donohue, another character from the 

Electrical Trades Union who subsequently came and worked with us here in the Parliament 

as a driver as part of the Labor Party drivers’ pool. They were the links that were being 

forged in those years in the connection with the Pilbara and the Kimberley. In amongst that 

there is a funny little story, which is worth telling. Well, it’s going to get out of sequence, so 

I’ll leave that. I’ll come back to that little story. There’s a story there that has to be told but it’ll 

come more naturally a little bit down the track. 

 

JF  Right. You mentioned last time Peter Walsh and Peter Dowding as people 

that you’d had something to do with up there. It was a bit out of Walsh’s territory for him to 

be there. Did you meet him in the north or somewhere else? 

 

STEPHENS No, I met Peter Walsh in the north. Peter Walsh was a Western Australian 

senator and took his responsibilities for regional and remote WA very seriously. He was a 

formidable figure and it’s only recently that I’ve been at his state funeral here in Perth. My 

presence there was by virtue of those links that were formed back then. His campaigning 

was formidable. His knowledge of regional issues was immense, and his particular strengths 

around having no regard for people who would just simply be the free riders in a community. 

He was a man that was very interested in opportunity and supporting battlers. He had no 

time for those that were just simply on the sauce bottle of government, and he found those 

all across the Australian community and was always trying to find the ways to get people to 

be self-reliant. His was a great contribution to political life – Peter’s. He was, you wouldn’t 

have thought, a natural link with someone like me, but I could see the value of his input. His 

wife Rose and the daughters, they became friends through that association. Peter’s world 

was much wider than mine, but it was a wonderful linkage that had been of benefit to me 

later in life. 

 

JF  You first met Peter Dowding up there, too, I think; did you? 
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STEPHENS Peter came through in those earlier periods [after] the first campaign of ’77 for 

Ernie Bridge. He came through after the campaign when it was clear there was a need for a 

Court of Disputed Returns, so Peter threw himself into that. That legal work that he did with 

Paul Seaman, QC, that built our first links with Peter, and he had previously been working at 

the Aboriginal Legal Service in Port Hedland, immediately following John Toohey in that 

office in Port Hedland. John went on to be the High Court judge with Peter going on to 

become the Premier of Western Australia. It was links that Peter had through the Aboriginal 

Legal Service that first took him into the Kimberley and then brought him up even further as 

a result of Ernie’s thwarted attempts to run in 1977. So those links with Peter just built and 

built over the years from there on in. He is and was a good friend to me and a good 

supporter all the way through my parliamentary career, as I was to him. 

 

JF  Is there anybody else that we should talk about there? 

 

STEPHENS I think those are the key names in terms of the connection beyond my 

immediate world of the north that built up in those links. It did build and build, and by the time 

of my own campaign in the lead-up to 1982 I was drawing rather extensively on personalities 

from around Australia to help me with my campaigning, and that included Susan Ryan. She 

became a very good friend and did come through. She was shadow Minister for Indigenous 

Affairs at a federal level and very generously travelled all over the place with me. She got a 

real sense of regional remote Western Australia and put it to great use in her education 

portfolio when she became the federal Minister for Education in the cabinet of the Hawke 

Government just a very short period later.  

 

It also led to a link through Stephen Hawke, who we’ve spoken about earlier, where Stephen 

had been caught up in my work through the Community Land Council and Noonkanbah 

community then in the electoral contest that Ernie Bridge was pursuing in 1980, with the 

shared electoral charges of 1980; those links where Stephen and I were both facing court 

action. We drew on the support of the same legal advice of Peter Dowding (by this stage, 

1980, he’d been elected to Parliament in the upper house) and Paul Seaman who were 

guiding us through this particular challenge.  

 

Those links with Stephen led to Bob Hawke reaching out to me to see what he could do to 

assist my campaigns of 1982, and he offered (and I accepted his offer) to come up and work 

with me in the July 1982 campaign when he was somewhat flat because it was in between 

his first challenge for the leadership where he’d been beaten by Bill Hayden, and he was in 

territory where neither Campbell nor Walsh were supportive of his ambitions to become 
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leader and he was dealing with his flatness when he came and threw himself into my 

campaign in the final week of that campaign in particular. It was great value to me. I learnt a 

lot from his campaigning. He had a great interest in talking with me, not only about Stephen 

and his hopes that Stephen would take up tertiary studies, with which he wanted my 

assistance to convince Stephen to go and do law or something useful, was the basic 

message. I was not going to be able to assist him with that pursuit. Stephen was not going to 

be heading to the law school. But he was also terribly interested in talking with me about 

religion and theology. Unfortunately, I was so preoccupied with politics and he had less 

interest in politics and more interest in theology and I was probably not a good 

conversationalist for his particular interests at that time. I was absolutely focused in on the 

political nuts and bolts of how to secure a successful by-election. I was very much a focused 

person in pursuit of this, that religion was not big on my discourse at that point and I 

probably disappointed him in that regard. 

 

JF  Just as an aside there, what was the nature of his religious conversation? 

Would you say he was a man seeking faith or seeking to renew what he’d perhaps grown up 

with or was he looking for an intellectual approach to theology that he might have missed out 

on from a Congregational background? 

 

STEPHENS The way I interpreted it was he was always somewhat in amazement at 

people that were left with faith and that his own disposition had left him no longer in that 

space, although in his early youth he came out of that context, and he was interested in the 

underpinnings of anyone else’s thoughts that could leave them with faith, so there was that 

effort to explore that. He was interested in the practical connection between faith and action 

and how that played itself out and seeing the similarity of people of faith or no faith and how 

a humanitarian humanist disposition when it was pursued with great integrity was similar to if 

a person was pursuing religious conviction with great integrity; their actions would be on the 

same page. That was where the discourse, from recollection, stayed centred. 

 

I remember the particular conversation being pursued by Bob Hawke in this area was as we 

drove from Port Hedland down to Karratha, which is a two-and-a-half hour drive, and that 

was where he was particularly keen to explore the issues. We stayed that night at the 

Karratha International Hotel. I remember having the task of going to get him in the morning 

to get him to a very large function, by my standards, in Karratha with public servants and a 

particularly huge gang of school teachers. I knocked on his door, no answer, and then a 

muffled … I could hear voices. He eventually called out as an aside, “Come in”. He was 

conducting a Radio National interview from Karratha, lying in bed, stark naked and 
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completely oblivious or disinterested in the fact that I was coming into his room at his 

invitation while he is conducting an interview, but completely starkers. I was a bit disarmed 

by the experience or a bit, you know, where to look! I remember finding my way through it. 

He finished up the interview and quickly got dressed and we ducked off to the show, where I 

had to introduce him. I was still in some state of distraction. I remember saying, “I just have 

to share this experience that I’ve had [laughter] of stumbling in on the bedroom of 

Bob Hawke, who I’ve always held in very high regard, and there he is lying down starkers.” 

[chuckles] Bob was saying, “Cut it out! Cut it out!” I said, “Pickering didn’t have it all wrong.” 

There was a cartoonist that had spent a bit of a fun time with mock images of the doodles of 

various parliamentarians and it was a sense of Bob having a stature in this panoply of 

political figures that was on display in Pickering’s cartoon book of 1981 or about that period.  

 

Anyway, a different aside to move from conversations about theology to a discussion of his 

comfort in his own skin; he was a man that was just very comfortable with himself. He was 

not a man with any great pretensions. The fact that I had to go and pick him up and take him 

to this function, he didn’t … Anyway, when you think in political life of a figure as significant 

as that to have that, I guess, an intimate connection with a man’s bedroom, it was an insight 

into the humanity of the political figures into whose worlds I was walking and just simply a 

natural part, I suppose, as if I was walking into the army life or the life of other men in their 

professional fields that even though they were people of great national significance, they are, 

after all, just people who have to sleep, who have to dress and if you stumble in their lives 

during all that, well, that’s all part of it. For me, it was, I guess, the start of that journey into a 

recognition that these great giants on the national stage were, after all, just flesh and blood. 

 

JF  Very interesting. At this stage, let’s talk a bit more about the by-election in 

1982. How did you prepare yourself for that and how long was the campaign and how did 

you approach the campaign? 

 

STEPHENS I think I mentioned briefly the preselection process, and I hope I’ve told you 

that that preselection process was quite a methodical one where I worked on it to secure a 

comfortable win. I ultimately was left with just simply one other candidate, Mervyn Norton, 

and I was very keen to make sure that he was not humiliated in that contest and actually 

voted for him in the preselection contest against myself to bolster his own votes so that he 

didn’t feel [too badly] bruised and battered and would be available to work with me in the 

campaign for my own election. He didn’t play a very significant role from there on in. I had 

built a very large support base, not only in the Aboriginal world, but especially in the 

Aboriginal world, Kimberley and Pilbara. In the Pilbara, that played out with the connection 
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with people like Herbert Parker and Peter Coppin (these are very significant Aboriginal 

names), with Don McLeod, the activist in the Strelley community. These were people of 

great substance in the Aboriginal world that were very supportive of my candidacy, unusually 

in Don McLeod’s case; he was quite tough and demanding on parliamentarians, but for 

whatever reason I was blessed with his strong support in that campaign. I mentioned the 

very strong support that I’d built up in the union movement and in the Malay community of 

the Cocos and Christmas Islanders. It’s a lot of hard work, just work constantly through all 

the towns, with constant doorknocking in every place; doorknocking all of the towns of the 

Kimberley and Pilbara, not only the major towns like Port Hedland and Karratha and Broome 

and Newman and Tom Price and Paraburdoo , smaller towns, but towns like Goldsworthy 

and Shay Gap, Wittenoom, Finucane Island, Cockatoo and Koolan, Telfer. These were the 

towns of my electorate that are now no longer towns at all; they’re simply places that have 

disappeared off the map … Archaeological sites! In fact, it was in my later parliamentary life I 

had colleagues urging renewal. They’d head off with the comment that when you were 

starting your parliamentary career, those towns that were once places you doorknocked 

were now archaeological digs … Time you went! That was said in good humour, but it was 

the truth that these places were now, in the case of Wittenoom, they were [once] vibrant 

communities. I had to spend my time working with those communities to build up a strong 

support base, and I did, in every place, and did very well as a result of that hard work. It was 

utilising the media, radio stations in particular in Karratha and Port Hedland, local radio 

stations. I learnt that skill, not only from the work I’d done in Kununurra with the Aboriginal 

recording process, but very significantly there was a change of leader between my ambitions 

to run for office, when Ron Davies was replaced by Brian Burke, and that changed the whole 

nature of politics in Western Australia. It also was the end of Sir Charles Court’s period and 

the start of Ray O’Connor, and the dynamics were different.  

 

Brian Burke came up very generously but significantly in his early period of leadership and 

realised he had to win the Pilbara seat. He travelled around with me through the Pilbara and 

the Kimberley with modest circumstances and generous allocation of time with his oldest 

child (I think Tom came with him). We travelled up to all of the towns, as was done on a milk 

run in those days with MacRobertson Miller Airlines. You’d start off in Karratha and hop from 

town to town, which you could. You can’t do that any longer, but you’d start in Karratha and 

go to Port Hedland and then on to Broome, Derby and Kununurra. He did that days at a 

time. That was an extraordinary experience for me to see there a very skilful politician, 

parliamentarian, persuader, a person who was very capable of finding the points in common 

with his community (any community) and finding the points of reference. He was so different 

from Graeme Campbell. Graeme Campbell would go into a bar and if there were 26 people 
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along the bar, Graeme could find a way of having an argument with each one of them and a 

point of difference with everyone at that bar, and would enjoy the fight and enjoy the point of 

difference. Brian could go down the same bar and find 26 people with whom he’d have 

something in common with every one of them. It was just a remarkable contrast of style. 

Campbell would go down the bar wearing his suit and tie. Burke would go along the bar very 

much at one with the men and women at the bar – mostly men, I think, in those days through 

those northern bars. I learnt a lot of the difference in styles. I never was as good as the 

people with whom I was working, but they were very capable of teaching and giving some 

tough advice as to how to lift your own game in the process of presenting yourself to the 

community.  

 

It was not only with Brian, his brother Terry came up and worked with us in the major 

enrolment drive, which was a very important electoral enrolment process. There’d been a lot 

of roll cleansing, getting people off the electoral roll by the political opponents through a 

device that was on offer to them to object to people being on the electoral roll. People were 

being taken off the roll willy-nilly. We were having to go back and find these people and get 

them back on. You needed a justice of the peace in order to do that, and you had to then 

travel around doing electoral enrolments and you’d need to have a JP travelling with you. So 

that led to more and more connections with people in this place.  

 

Jim Brown was one of those that came through and helped, one of the upper house 

members of Parliament that I later worked closely with, but also I was lucky enough to have 

got the services of a justice of the peace from Perth who wanted to come up, an old man 

called Felix Weir. Felix was absolutely wonderful with me. He would have been about 85 and 

he was a campaigner in his own right for the issue of a separate state in the north. He 

wanted someone that could take him around, and I took him around in return for him 

countersigning all my electoral enrolment forms. Every night in every place he went, he 

would argue the case in any forum he could find for the north needing a separate state. Felix 

was … His son Patrick was involved in the Labor Party. His daughter married Arthur 

Marshall, the Liberal member of Parliament and famous tennis player in Western Australia, 

and that led to a whole range of other links through Felix. But they’re the sorts of people that 

came in and out of one’s life. Mustafa bin Ahmet from the Malay community, Cocos–

Christmas Island community. He was very significant in the radio world of Port Hedland and 

was very supportive of my candidacy, and helped me with securing interview spots on radio 

6NW based at that stage in, I think, it was on Roberts Road in South Hedland (no longer 

there, the radio station) but that was a significant entry point for media. And there were 

others that were involved in the Malay community working with them. There was a woman 
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called Val Gaddes that was involved very heavily with the Baptist Church, and she was a 

very strong involvement in the multicultural community as well and provided me with endless 

opportunities to work for my campaign. All of these support bases were … I knew I was 

building up substantial obligations as well as providing people with the opportunity to do 

what they wanted to do, which was to work to support the election of an alternative team for 

WA. 

 

JF  And what about the day of the by-election itself? How did that pan out? 

 

STEPHENS It involved a little bit of travel there from Karratha. I think memory tells me 

correctly I travelled at the start of the polling back up to Port Hedland. I was in South 

Hedland for the results. The first four boxes that came in made it absolutely clear that all of 

the groundwork had been very, very successful and the swing was very, very big. So, a 

fourteen and a half per cent swing. This was a massive swing by any standard; very rarely 

do you get swings of that sort. It was a testimony to the team, [chuckles] of which I was the 

key part. I’d worked hard for this and it’d all paid off. It was substantial work. I don’t think in 

the end there was anything that I’d thought of that needed to be done that hadn’t been done, 

and in that process the election result was a staggeringly good result and a great victory. It 

was a great achievement for me personally, for the team of which I was a part, and an 

enormous shot in the arm for the Labor team in Western Australia.  

 

In the final enrolment period for that campaign, the whole of the caucus had been in various 

parts of the Kimberley and Pilbara, so the Labor team utilised this by-election campaign to 

secure the electoral enrolment successfully in that period, to get to know the Kimberley and 

Pilbara very well. People doorknocked all of those towns with me or by themselves, and then 

many of them came back on polling day and were in places like Marble Bar and Newman on 

the polling day itself. And so that put a huge presence, because this was the first major 

election after the 1980 result and this was important to make sure that the pattern of honest 

voting was absolutely secure, and having a strong and formidable presence in the polling 

booths that could cut out the nonsense that occurred in ’77 and wasn’t going to be repeated 

now in ’82. That was achieved by the presence of people like Julian Grill, I recall, at Marble 

Bar; Gordon Hill, getting bitten by a dog down in Newman during the doorknocking 

campaigns; people like Mal Bryce doorknocking South Hedland. They got to know the state 

very well and that meant that they were all picking up a geographic familiarity with WA that 

was to stand them in good stead as they were heading towards government, and they got to 

know the issues through this campaign and a connection with me that was great for me and 

I think of some use to them.   
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JF  Just a little aside, how about contact with your folks back in New South 

Wales? Were they intimately concerned at the time? 

 

STEPHENS Interested, supportive and delighted with the result, at a distance, because of 

the tyranny and the distance of the Nullarbor and whatever, and the number of deserts you 

have to go to get across to Sydney, and with the nature of telecommunications it was not an 

easy thing to stay in ... But great pride and pleasure in later life. As [we] were packing up 

their house [many years later], I got to see the way they had kept the newspaper cuttings 

and the material that had been related to my campaign and they were able to enjoy it in 

ways that I hadn’t been fully aware of at the time. I was blessed with support. I’m fairly 

confident that even out of their modest means that there would have been contribution to my 

own campaign needs from them. They were just fantastically supportive but not directly 

involved in the by-election. I was there on my own. Soon after I was elected, my brother 

Lawrence came through from Papua New Guinea and he spent some time with me. But they 

were all interested and supportive in the life that I was having. In fact, my folks came for their 

very first visit to that part of the world with me a month or so after the election. It’s a 

wonderful memory to have had them come through and [to have] enjoyed the pleasure of 

travelling through that part of the world that I’d got to know so well, and they were able to 

take the pleasure, I guess, and some pride in their son now having gone so quickly from jail 

to Parliament [laughter]. 

 

JF  You were only 31, I believe, at the time. 

 

STEPHENS I think that’s about right.  

 

JF  Which must be nearly a record. 

 

STEPHENS It was nearly a record, yes. I think it was said to be a record, and then people 

are pretty jealous about records around the Parliament [chuckles]. I think I was certainly the 

youngest in the upper house at that time, and it was being argued that I was the youngest 

ever elected by that point in the upper house. Someone found someone back in the books 

[in the 1800s] that they claimed beat the record. I was not particularly preoccupied by my 

youth at the election. I was probably trying to assert my stature as being in the right place, 

although I had arrived in a place where seniority and age was very much on display. I had 

been elected to the upper house of the West Australian Parliament where age was really on 

display, and this was a gentlemen’s club and I wasn’t a natural fit. I was, if you like, a bit of a 
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fish out of water as the youngest person. In fact, when I arrived in the place one of the 

welcomes that I got from one of the guys from the Labor team, John Harman, who went on 

to become Speaker, he said to me (he hadn’t been up on my campaign) and he said to me, 

“Tom, I’ve known every person that’s arrived in this Parliament for the last 30 years. Where 

the hell did you come from?” [laughter] I hadn’t fully appreciated what a small community 

Western Australia was and here’s (as you can see from the dates here, we’re looking at) I 

was coming through from Sydney in ’77 and by ’82 I’m in the Parliament. That’s a pretty 

unusual set of circumstances.     

 

JF  Meteoric! [laughter] 

 

STEPHENS It’s an unusual set of circumstances. As we’re speaking now, it might be 

repeated in the Canning by-election, but it was unusual and it brought its own particular set 

of challenges, because I was going through [with] my Labor teams in these various 

communities who’d get me [to] various gigs, including handing out the trophies at footy 

matches and having to hand out and pronounce the names of West Australian towns. It 

becomes a real art form that after many years you’ve got most of them or many of them, if 

not all of them, but when you’re a new arrival in Western Australia, the towns are all coming 

off your tongue in ways to give away your t’otherside origins and a source of embarrassment 

as you stuff up the multisyllabic Wyalkatchems and pronounce the Albury way of saying All-

bany instead of the Albany [chuckles] that almost everyone, except my mother-in-law, would 

[use to name this] town. It was a real eye-opener, the tongue twisters of Cockburn. I looked 

at it and had no idea how that was pronounced! [chuckles] “Cooji” instead of Coogee, all the 

interesting tongue twisters that land differently for a Western Australian to a t’othersider and I 

was discovering all of them pretty quickly. 

 

JF  When did you first discover Perth? 

 

STEPHENS I did come down in 1977 with Alfie Deakin and Ben Ward in that period as we 

were trying to build up support for the Kimberley Land Council and I came down with one of 

the land council delegations soon after the formation of the land council, probably in the year 

of 1980, only a couple of visits about that time, and I had to come down then for my 

preselection. Most of my visits would have been passing through from the north to get east, 

but those couple of visits were a little longer. I did come in to the state Parliament with Alfie 

Deakin and Ben Ward and I recall sitting in the Assembly chamber and looking down from 

the public gallery and seeing Sir Charles Court and either McPharlin or Dick Old, the 

National Party leader (I don’t think it could have been McPharlin, I think was more likely Old), 
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go through the newspaper cuttings and feeling very cross and alienated from the 

government of the time because of the shenanigans they had been up to and feeling a real 

sense of being galvanised to get this crew out of there. But I was unfamiliar with Perth; Perth 

was a foreign country.  

 

I had picked up some interesting connections very early in my work at Moongoong Darwung. 

Dame Mary Durack called in and had lunch with me there in the primitive little place I was 

living, and she was a wonderful connection. She came through with Geraldine Byrne, you 

might know Geraldine, the historian who has worked here in Western Australia. She was a 

very young woman; I remember them both. That would have been 1977. That linkage was a 

lovely linkage that we were able to build on. When I came down with Alfie and Ben, we went 

to Mary’s place out near Melvista Avenue, (Bellevue I think it is actually called) somewhere 

in Nedlands. Mary was a wonderfully charming hostess and had wonderful warmth towards 

me and the Aboriginal people with whom I came. That was part of that visit. We had as other 

parts of the visit the experience [of] racism, of being with such traditional-looking Aboriginal 

people and saw that play itself out in various settings, but not at Mary’s house where tea was 

served and we were very warmly received. At that particular location her cousin Eric Durack 

and wife Marjorie came to join us at morning tea, I think it was, and they turned to Ben Ward, 

who is a man now of considerable distinction, he is the man whose name appears on the 

Ward and other case in the High Court, which is part of that landmark in the process of 

securing native title in this country. When he was introduced to Eric, Eric said to him, “How 

do you spell your first name?” And he said, “B-E-N.” And he said, “You shouldn’t spell it B-E-

N – when you were born I named you where you were born, after the river beside which you 

were born, which is the Behn River, B-E-H-N.” I remember as we were leaving, Ben saying 

to me Gulmirr, he’s a good mate of mine, we’re still good mates although these days he’s 

incapacitated in a wheelchair, “I’m not going to have any clapped-out squatter telling me how 

I spell my first name!” [laughter] “It’s [always been] Ben, B-E-N, and it’s going to stay Ben.” 

My own son has the same name and in large part it is because of the friendship with that 

Aboriginal leader Ben Ward. They were the sort of connections I was building up and Mary 

was a wonderful connection that played itself out in new ways that we will talk about as this 

tape continues. 

 

JF  To what extent were you offered an induction into the life of the Parliament? 

 

STEPHENS  Oh no, there wasn’t any induction, you were landed, and coming in at 

a by-election, it was especially not on offer then and generally not on offer for many years 

later. I think these days you’re lucky, you do get a bit of an induction, certainly if you come in 
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after the [general] election, but I think even by-election people these days get inductions. But 

look, no, there was no induction. [laughter] In fact, the whole place was in that period, the 

run down towards the 1983 election, so it was only in the last few months of the 

parliamentary term and everyone was pretty focused in on just getting on with the task of 

either the government trying to hang on or the Labor team totally focused. My arrival was of 

notice because of the size of the swing and there was some interest in that. I suppose I 

brought youthful energies into the place, but no induction. You’ve got to remember when I 

arrived here in the Parliament, it was a place where the number of employees was very 

small. I thought I would rattle off the name of the house manager, who used to live just down 

the road here, Bernie was his first name. 

 

JF  Bernie Edmondson.  

 

STEPHENS  Bernie Edmondson and his wife. Well, they were effectively almost the 

entire team! [laughter] I mean, they did everything around the place. Over the years I have 

watched the place grow and God knows what everyone does [now], but at that stage Bernie 

and his wife seemed to do it all. They were security, they were the front door, they opened 

the place in the morning and shut the place at night. They were wonderful hosts in the place 

and they lived in the flat down the end, which is now some sort of bunker where what seems 

like hundreds of people work; well, I don’t know whether they work, but they are there! This 

was a place with a very small team of people, a close team of people, working with the 

parliamentarians. There was a big Hansard staff and the dining room team were a wonderful 

team where lovely links were formed. The switchboard were remarkable friends in our lives 

here in the Parliament who got to know the rhythms and patterns of the people who would 

be in contact with this and could see the comings and goings of the parliamentarians, Cathy 

[Harris] in particular and she had colleagues who were around in that period in the early 

’80s. But, no induction. A few entertaining incidents. 

 

I was a bit distressed by the absence of Aboriginal art around the place; when I arrived, 

there was none. I remember saying as much at the caucus room and being challenged by 

Colin Jamieson saying, “There’s Aboriginal art in the place.” And I said, “Well, there isn’t.” He 

said, “There is.” He walked me up from where we had been having this conversation to the 

south entrance up the staircase and proudly showed me this wonderful big tapestry as a sign 

of Aboriginal art in the place. It was a Robert Juniper tapestry, which of course, had no 

connection of any certainty with Aboriginal people, although Robert, when I told him this 

story later in life, he was entertained by the thought that his art was being construed to be 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          123 
 
Aboriginal art. There was no Aboriginal art in the Parliament, but I found my way around this 

place, finding my own way, and got to know the nooks and crannies of the place quite well.  

 

In the chamber itself there were only nine Labor MPs in the Parliament in the upper house at 

that time, I was the tenth, and that seating configuration was not adjusted to accommodate 

me. I had to then go and sit next to a [former] Liberal minister, David Wordsworth, and that, if 

you can imagine, is quite … He was no longer a minister; he just lost his portfolio, but I’d 

previously met and known him from the stockyards at Dunham River, where I’d been 

working, when he’d come through as lands minister. But this was pretty tough terrain, not 

stuff that good team players would normally have done and leave a new member there on 

the bench with your opposite team, and no-one there to really guide you through. I guess it 

just meant that the others were not prepared to forfeit their particular seats, but it had its 

consequences for me. It meant I got some particular difficulties on arrival, not least of which 

was my inaugural speech, where I was encouraged by Peter Dowding to do an urgency 

motion, which was unheard of to arrive in the place and to be making a controversial 

inaugural speech, or in those days they were called maiden speeches. They weren’t being 

delivered by maidens in those days in the upper house; they were, by and large, a men’s 

domain. There were a couple of women there; Win Piesse, Margaret McAleer and Lyla Elliot, 

but not so many women. Anyway, I gave this urgency motion. I was the youngest member of 

the house and Norman Baxter was oldest member of the house, I think he was 76, 

something like that, and he took great umbrage, although a very charming man, at the fact 

that I was giving a controversial inaugural address to the Parliament. He stood up several 

times during my inaugural address which, of course, you don’t do either. A new member is 

entitled, one, to give his address, generally not controversially. There is nothing in the 

standing orders to require it, this is just convention and I was breaching the convention, 

which probably suited my style, but I had been encouraged by my unconventional colleague, 

Peter Dowding, to do as much. Anyway, he kept saying, “But Mr President, this is in breach 

of standing orders”, and the presiding officer was saying, “This is not in breach of standing 

orders. There is a convention, but it is not the standing orders, so would the member please 

desist”, and let me continue. 

 

The Hansard will have some of this, but at the end of it, Baxter persisted with his point, after 

I’d finished my own, and cheekily, I think, Peter Dowding said, “He’s reflecting on the Chair 

by his persistence in suggesting that the member who’s just sat down is breaching standing 

orders with his inaugural address.” The Presiding Officer, Clive Griffiths, who probably had 

no love for this National Party guy Norm Baxter, a former works minister, said, “Yes, you are 

breaching standing orders reflecting on my decision. I asked the member to withdraw and he 
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wouldn’t withdraw.” So, my inaugural address led to possibly the youngest member in the 

house, certainly the youngest by that stage, leading to this old guy, Norm Baxter, getting 

chucked out [laughter]! It had been agreed that Peter Dowding was going to be the second 

speaker, but the house was in uproar by this stage and Peter then, instead of rising to speak 

at the conclusion of an urgency motion, could see that the place was in complete turmoil and 

chose the better part of valour of not getting up, which produced the unfortunate 

consequence where I should have risen, and would have risen if I had known Peter wasn’t, 

but it led to the opportunity for people then to say, “Oh look, the young member doesn’t 

realise that there’s another thing that he’s required to do now, and that is to stand and 

withdraw the urgency motion.” That contribution was made by a wonderful parliamentarian in 

Graham MacKinnon, the uncle of Barry. To show the environment into which I was walking, 

Graham MacKinnon, who made his contribution at that time and had been a former minister, 

had been a Changi war prisoner, so for me that sense of the place into which I was walking 

was connected with a history that is now a distant history with ancient connections. But it 

was a place into which I was very. I am sure, as I look back on it, I was acquitting myself 

adequately, but as a young man, the games that could be played by others to embarrass 

you and make it pretty tough … In fact, I think it was the Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party, 

a bloke called McMaster, I can’t remember his first name, he said at the end of my inaugural 

address or fairly soon afterwards, “That’s the worst inaugural address I’ve ever heard 

delivered; it’s the most inadequate.” And I was thinking to myself, “I wasn’t that bad 

[laughter]!” But it was a very clever use of a parliamentary device to flatten and really 

dampen the confidence of this whippersnapper that had come into the place. There were 

some skilful proponents of the parliamentary arts on display on that day, and even though I 

had a confidence about myself and perhaps a swagger that had previously been described 

as a cheeky walk in other environments, I was comfortable in the parliamentary environment, 

but it was a baptism by fire that day.  

 

JF  I think I can remember you didn’t actually commence the speech in the 

correct fashion and you were challenged, too, about the wording of the motion or something. 

 

STEPHENS There you go, I didn’t even know that. That could well be the case. I think that 

in fact there was nothing particularly out of place, but as part of the gamesmanship of the 

chamber, because offence was being taken about use of an urgency device, that people 

were letting me have it, even as I rose, to make sure … On another occasion without those 

introductory words, you could have risen and got away with it, but because the precise 

technical terms were not being used, I was challenged, and I think I gave some sort of 

cheeky reply back to the Presiding Officer at the time, too, try to assert my opportunity for 
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speaking. It’s nearly a distant memory. The speech itself I remember was part of the whole 

campaign of the recent election and the coming election that was not going to be many 

months away. I’d only been elected for the residual part of a term. I’d only got elected at a 

by-election and it was only going to produce for me eight or nine months at most and I knew 

that I’d be back into campaign mode to secure my election next time round, and so that was 

very much a campaign speech that was being delivered in that format.  

 

I remember sending the speech across to my uncle, Tom Stephens, in Sydney and he 

produced a beautiful painting that captured the various elements of the speech. It was a 

watercolour and I’ve still got that lovely painting that describes me standing there with an 

Aboriginal spear in one hand and a sort of boomerang in the other. Lost votes and ballot 

boxes and many of the other components of the speech were being positioned into a nice 

little memory. But it was a tough environment in which to go, particularly when you’re there 

on the front bench with no Labor colleague within easy cooee; I was out on an island, 

literally, with these political opponents, so it was an exposure. I later became leader in the 

upper house and served in that role for a number of years and I felt that I was much more 

protective of my colleagues, particularly the new arrivals, in that setting. Maybe I had 

delivered a level of self-confidence that no-one saw that I probably could well have done with 

some support at that time. However, I wasn’t getting myself elected for a parliamentary 

performance; I really was wanting to focus in on electoral success, and that was where my 

preoccupations were: I wanted to see a change of government and I wanted to see it very 

desperately because I had had enough of the government that was in office. There were 

things that they were doing that were wrong and there were things that could be done that 

were not being done and I wanted them done.  

 

JF  Just to change gear for a moment, where did you live while Parliament was 

sitting? 

 

STEPHENS My home was in Port Hedland. I bought a $32 000 home on Sutherland 

Street, which was a big sum of money for me in those days, but those houses went on to 

become million-dollar homes. It was a home that I never really got properly set up for as a 

resident. I was going out with an ABC journalist at the time who was based in Port Hedland 

and her name was Estelle Blackburn and she is a historian or writer of some note and it was 

a very good partnership that Estelle and I had. It was a great love of my life in Estelle’s case 

at that time and we’re still very good friends. She was still living up there and I was down 

here, and I took a room at a friend’s place around in West Leederville in Tate Street, about 

maybe three houses down from where Bob Hawke grew up on Tate Street, West 
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Leederville, where his own father Clem had lived. Barbara Jones was a linguist and 

preschool teacher who had become and is still a very good friend, and I lived as a boarder in 

her home in West Leederville. Estelle soon came down from the north and she had a house 

over in Cottesloe, so that was the basis of my first few months here in Perth moving firstly in 

with Barbara and then by and large moving in with Estelle. 

 

That does lead to an interesting little story and that is that Estelle came down and I got to 

know the Parliament through the press gallery and the connections with the media, which 

was a bit of the network that I operated within. Estelle asked me to join her towards the end 

of that first year, probably about October, when they had their end of year parliamentary 

press gallery function at a restaurant called Farquie’s over in Claremont, which is at the end 

of Loch Street on the Stirling Highway; it is no longer called Farquie’s. Everybody was there 

from the media of the day, Estelle, Norm Taylor, Mario D’Orazio, Paul Murray, Doug Durack; 

this was the crew. There was a young Western Australian journalist, whose name escapes 

me [later identified as Ray Cassin], and he brought a young lady to the table who sat 

immediately opposite me. We got talking, Estelle was on my right, and the woman opposite 

was introduced to me as Anne Davidson and I just said, “You’re not any relation to the 

Davidsons of Dunham, are you?” And she said, “Yes, that’s my family.” Well, Dunham and 

the Davidsons were the family where the Aboriginal people I had gone to work with … The 

Davidson name and the Davidson family were absolutely big names in the lives of the 

Aboriginal people, and I sat opposite this woman and I knew lots about her family. They 

were a family connected to the Durack family and Doug was a cousin. Doug Durack was, I 

think, her second cousin and I knew a lot about them. Estelle says that it was just very funny 

watching it happen at the table. She said later in life it was love happening at first sight. That 

is where I met Ann Davidson and within a few months or so she had become my friend and 

partner, and now my wife. 

 

JF  Amazing. We probably should call a halt now because of the time, so we’ll 

take it up from there next time. Thanks very much.  

 

[End of TGS–07T08] 
[Checked word for word against recording and amended, 24th October 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee’s edits on 29 February 2016] 
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[TGS–08T09  Duration 16m55s] 
 

JF  Today is the 23rd of September 2015 and this file contains the eighth in a 

series of interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member 

of the West Australian Parliament. We are meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Tom, as I left you last time, you’d told me about meeting Anne and the fact that you got 

married. Would you like to take up the story from there and tell me, in the first instance, the 

where, when and who et cetera of marriage? 

 

STEPHENS Sure. I mentioned to you that I was romantically involved, when I arrived in 

the Parliament, with Estelle Blackburn and that she had taken me to this parliamentary 

function. It was there that I met Anne Davidson, sat across the table from her, and we had a 

really enjoyable evening in each other’s company, about which other people commented, 

including Estelle. She subsequently said it was like watching love at first sight. So it was a 

good yarn that I, perhaps a bit slow off my feet, but things with Estelle were clearly not going 

to be permanent arrangements from her perspective, and I was a person who, I guess, was 

someone that was ready for a permanence in my life. Estelle continues to be a great friend. 

She is a person who made it clear that she was a good-time girl and great fun, and has been 

a great friend for me and Anne ever since, but made it clear that there was nothing 

permanent in this friendship. That coincided with a letter arriving from Anne after this dinner 

where Anne had said how much she’d enjoyed the evening and hoped that we could catch 

up again. The letter took ages to get to me and it was perhaps an indication of the 

complexity of a life that I was living at that time; that is, moving between the north of the 

state and the south. A letter sent here from the Parliament was diverted up to my Port 

Hedland address. By the time it got there, I wasn’t there and it was posted back down and it 

took many weeks. I know that Anne thought, “What a dill”; this guy’s not replied to this 

wonderfully charming letter that she’d sent, which she has always thought was rather 

forward. But when I finally got it, I thought, “What a delight.”  

 

We had our first date at a cafe down in Fremantle and then it blossomed into a very lovely 

friendship and romance, with the opportunity, I think, after the first date in the White Gum 

Cafe where she had in fact invited me, she discovered one of her closest friends [Jane 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          128 
 
Doyle] was a waitress there who was able to, at the same time, give me the thumbs up, 

apparently, on this date that I was on. Then, from there, it was to a movie where we saw We 

of the Never Never, that famous film version of the book by Aeneas Gunn and about Aeneas 

Gunn. It was extraordinary because Anne’s story connects her to the great pastoral families 

of the Kimberley, the Durack family, and that connection with the region I love and the 

Aboriginal community was a double link to a person that I was already finding a lot in 

common with. Anne provided me with a lot of support, as a result of this friendship that had 

developed, for my 1983 campaign, and soon after the campaign she was heading towards 

Europe for a planned holiday with her former boyfriend, a guy called Marian Zadnic, an 

astrophysicist. I said, “Look, really, this is a bit silly”, and I asked her to marry me, she thinks 

rather prematurely (and she still thinks that it was rather premature) and she took off to 

Europe. I followed her and met her in England in ’83, after the ’83 election. She left the 

question hanging for some time, in fact for 12 months, but agreed to my proposal for 

marriage and we were married in ’84 at St Thomas More chapel down at the university, 

where she was a close friend of the priest. Father Bill Uren, a Jesuit priest, was the chaplain 

there at the university. He married us in the company of Anne’s parents and extended family, 

and some of my family; my family being t’othersiders, slimmer pickings amongst my own 

crew, my extended network was rather limited, but with some parliamentary colleagues that 

joined me in Peter Dowding, Pam Buchanan and Ernie Bridge, the northern contingent and 

their partners. 

 

From there we moved north to live in Broome and set up our family home up there in ’84. 

The first of our children, Ben, was born in ’86, September. Emma was born in ’88 and our 

youngest [Amelia] was born in ’89. I guess that whole family, that home base, and the  role 

as partner and father was a wonderful support base for the parliamentary life that I was 

involved in. It put everything in perspective to have that support to go back to and to 

recognise that it was the top priority in my life. I was able to see around me the disintegration 

of other families in the parliamentary world and absolutely determined that that wasn’t going 

to happen to me and articulated that what comes first in my life was the family circumstance.  

 

After trying to run a family home from Broome, it became clear that that was not going to 

work for a range of reasons, not least of which was the vulnerability of my wife and child in 

Broome when it was so clear that I led a public life. My comings and goings left the home a 

bit vulnerable and my wife suffered an attack in the family home, which was sort of the end 

of the sense of paradise in which we were living. A little young white guy down the street, 

a juvenile, 17-year-old, had studied my patterns and shimmied up the drain pipe with a knife 

to … My wife was perhaps stronger about that than I was. So for me it led to the realisation 
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that, no, the small town and a public life and the nature of this job where you had to move 

dramatically up and down the state … So I reorganised it and said, “We’re coming to Perth”, 

and sold the northern home, not without its controversy locally and critique locally and 

opportunity for people to make mischief of “you’re no longer living in the electorate”. 

 

No-one else will know how that change made me much more effective in terms of my 

connection with the electorate, not only because I was able to stabilise the family at home, 

here in Perth, but it left me with the opportunity to shoot off north very regularly. Whereas, in 

the past, I’d come out of Parliament on a Friday and have to head to the family home, and 

you’d inevitably not want to leave the family home to be heading off to the other towns which 

would be crying out for your attention, towns and communities; whereas, having a home 

here in Perth, it meant that I was equipped with the opportunity to be with my family during 

the parliamentary week. I got into great patterns of making sure that that worked. Tuesdays 

were always a night where they would come in for dinner to the parliamentary dining room. It 

was a practice that I maintained whenever the Parliament was sitting; my family joined me 

for an evening meal on a Tuesday. Wednesday I would always shoot home for an evening 

meal, and Thursday, Parliament was generally over by Thursday evening. 

 

It was not without its stresses and strains, the challenge of a family. I do remember the 

youngest daughter’s birth, Amelia’s birth, being in ’89, December 21, where we’d had an all-

night parliamentary sitting at the same time as my wife going into labour with Amelia, and 

going from this all-night sitting into the St John of God hospital [not King Edward Memorial 

Hospital] to join my wife. I don’t know who was more exhausted at the time. The 

photographs reveal the complete exhaustion of mother and father of this beautiful new baby 

in our lives.  

 

Fast forward, the end of 30-plus years of parliamentary life to a retirement in 2013. The 

family were all able to join me in this place at the Parliament, and we put on a party, too, 

which was unusual; you don’t normally do that in this place. People go unhappily having lost 

an election, or lost preselection, or typically retirements don’t happen the way mine did. But 

my family and I decided we wanted to thank people for the life that we’d decided was going 

to come to an end. It was a collective decision, as were many of my decisions in my 

parliamentary life. We had a party here in the parliamentary courtyard, where my son and 

daughters attended. My son spoke and my wife spoke; basically, their sense of appreciation 

of the wonderful opportunity that this parliamentary life had been for them and the 

opportunity to connect up with such a vast range of people, so that it was a family that got 

caught up in the service of the electorate as well as me, so the professional life became 
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merged with a family life. My family, all of them, as well as benefiting from them, became 

available to work and befriend and to know the communities and the people of my electorate 

and were part of that process, not only the election day work, which is always fun and 

exciting, and the campaign work, but the harder work of day-to-day parliamentary life of the 

phone calls and messages and advice and issues that arise. They were all involved in 

working through these issues with me all the way through their young lives. I developed 

some tricks for maintaining the connection with the family, including reading to my children 

stories, always at night-time, and even if I wasn’t there, whether in Parliament or in my 

electorate, we developed a little thing of me reading a bedtime story to them over a 

speakerphone in their rooms. So there were some tricks that were my own innovation that 

were really very successful and great memories for us as a family. I did see other families, 

both in the national Parliament and here, who had a go at trying to do it with varying degrees 

of success. Whenever I talk about family, I’m always touched by emotion. I’m a person that’s 

very emotional by nature. We have a little laugh that I have weak tear ducts, but certainly 

when you touch something as profound as your family, it does touch the emotion of 

appreciation and strong sense of love and support that I’ve had through that whole period. 

 

JF  Tell me a little about what has become of the children in their own lives, just 

briefly. 

 

STEPHENS My young son Ben, he has just started in the last few weeks at Harvard 

University at the Harvard Kennedy School, where he is doing a master in public policy. His 

area of interest are the levers of public policy that impact upon access and equity, so those 

initiatives that will make it possible for people to break out of poverty traps. That’s his 

particular preoccupation. He’s worked extensively with Indigenous people: with 

Noel Pearson in Cape York; he volunteered and worked in Balgo, a remote community in my 

electorate. He’s a young man, a talented young man, who had, and who has, significant 

challenges around literacy, a sort of version of dyslexia, I guess. It’s a phonological 

processing issue which he has. As a youngster he realised that he wasn’t learning to read in 

the same way as others and he threw himself into that task unsuccessfully as a six, seven-

year-old and commented to his mother that he didn’t learn like the rest of the class and 

thought, as he said as a six-year-old, “I won’t be able to go to university like the rest of 

them.” Anne took that as a challenge and got herself into the process of trying to get the 

school focused in on how to deliver effective literacy strategies. They were unable to do that 

in a systematic way, and Anne found her way eventually (not without much delay) to a 

structured synthetic phonics approach to the teaching of literacy, a direct instruction 

approach, which she then deployed with Ben every school day for the rest of his primary 
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years. So, he went on to high school and to complete his high school at John XXIII here in 

Perth and to take up a place at the university, at the school of economics, and to graduate 

with economics, first class (he has a couple of degrees there, from UWA) and then to win 

this massive scholarship opportunity; he’s won the Frank Knox scholarship, a competitive 

scholarship, which is a very well remunerated opportunity to study at Harvard for the next 

couple of years. His hopes are to return to work in the policy area with an interest in 

government and policy and effective program delivery. So, Ben, we’re all very proud of.  

 

Our daughter Emma, of whom we’re extremely proud as well, born in ’88, through the same 

pathway of schooling, but a naturally relaxed, gifted youngster who did very well at high 

school, with musical interests, great theatrical performances at school, and went on, with my 

encouragement, to pursue a career that was perhaps my career; that is, to pursue the career 

of law. Maybe we can pause here. 

 

[End of TGS-08T09] 
[Checked against the recording and amended.  Subsequently further amended from 

interviewee’s edits on 29 February 2016] 
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STEPHENS So in reference to Emma we were talking about, after her school years at 

John XXIII as well here in Perth, she took up an opportunity for studying law, at my 

encouragement, and did a couple of years and did very well, but found it the most 

unattractive set of study that she could possibly have imagined and was very keen to be 

released from my expectations and went on to study at Curtin University in speech therapy. 

She completed that and has been working as a speech therapist in the major hospitals here 

in Perth, Charlie’s and Fremantle, and now has taken off for a couple of years and working in 

a hospital in London and she is on a pathway around speech therapy as her interest (where 

it exactly leads) but I wouldn’t be surprised if she finds some way to link that professional 

interest with the needs of people in the theatre and performance world around voice, but 

early days yet. We are a close family. We’re all going to be together there with her in London 

at the end of this year.  

 

And our youngest daughter, Amelia, she has also done that same set of studies of school, 

firstly at Loreto in Nedlands and then on to John XXIII again with enjoyment of the theatrical 

world. That concluded her studies at John XXIII and has gone on to become a student of 

psychology and is completing her masters and on to her PhD program around autism issues 

for youngsters, great interest in neuropsychology, the development of the brain for young 

children. In her case she’s just announced her engagement just this weekend to her young 

partner, so a new cycle and pattern in our lives develops. But that’s the [immediate] family.  

 

However, I do think it’s of interest, Anne’s connections with the Davidson–Durack clan and 

the Smith clan that she’s part of. Being a t’othersider in my case marrying into a family part 

of whom were t’othersiders as well in the case of the Duracks, because they came across in 

the 1880s, but obviously they became well and truly associated with the north of Western 

Australia and with Western Australia. Her father’s uncle was the member for Kimberley in 

Michael Durack, the brother of Anne’s grandmother, and Anne’s mother’s family on the other 

side, the Rodoreda, were the Labor family of the Speaker in the House for the Pilbara. [Loy 

Rodoreda]  So I’ve had, through that connection with Anne, a connection to families who do 

have connections back into the parliamentary world. I would not say that the family are 

political but they’re just simply family. In a small state, population wise, that Western 

Australia is, I guess it’s somewhat inevitable that you would be connected. I always found it 

amazing, coming from Sydney, to be with Anne in her company at any event, any theatre, 

any event, it would always be cousins galore and impossible to avoid and the realisation of 

what a small society Perth was. Perhaps it was especially so for Catholic families, with their 
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large numbers, but this was a sprawling (not a brawling but a sprawling) family that had a 

range of links, not only with the Davidsons, but the Prendivilles, the Duracks, and then there 

was this Morrissey clan on Anne’s mother’s side, the Rodoredas. This was quite an amazing 

network of people, quite unlike the experience of Sydney and the anonymity of Sydney, 

where it was a surprise event to bump into someone in the city that you actually knew. Here 

in Perth it seemed to me very difficult to get down the street without having to talk to cousins 

all the way along. 

 

JF  What about Anne’s profession? What was she doing? 

 

STEPHENS Anne’s training was with a Dip Ed. She’d gone to do adult education around 

the teaching of the English language to adult migrants, and stepped away from that with the 

birth of our first child. As the children were no longer taking up all of her time, she went back 

and did psychology and now works very happily as a school psychologist, part-time, where 

she works with newly arrived refugees, migrants and asylum seekers in a school, an 

intensive language centre in the northern suburbs here. She works a lot around a response 

to collective trauma; not so much clinical work, but, rather, for everyone to be aware of the 

fact that there is in their lives, particularly in those communities, so much trauma that people 

are dealing with. She has developed strategies for schools, classrooms, student cohorts and 

families to process these issues of trauma, and is very good at it, and links us to this world of 

being alert to the issues of the asylum seeker, the refugee and the newly arrived migrant in a 

way that I would otherwise have perhaps been oblivious to. She is also the person that, 

because of my own particular preoccupations that she supported me with, which she shared, 

around Indigenous affairs, regional development and all the other portfolio issues that came 

my way, of housing and local government … She was endlessly available in support, but 

towards the end of my parliamentary life I asked her, “Well, you’ve supported me with 

everything I’ve ever done; what can I do in return?” She said, “Well, if you wouldn’t mind, 

there is a major problem in the teaching of English in this country. Literacy levels are 

dropping dramatically.” She persuaded me and I, in turn, persuaded the committee that 

I chaired in the last term that I served in the Parliament to conduct an inquiry into literacy 

issues through the Health and Education Committee. That led to a massive report and a 

great debate here in the chamber. We had a thing called the Literacy Wars Assembly, where 

the people from either side of the argument got into the chamber and did their pitch. That 

really was a result of the work of Anne and it’s led to my ongoing involvement on literacy 

issues, particularly insofar as not only our personal circumstance and the vulnerability of a 

son and seeing how the school had failed to adequately deliver a pedagogical approach that 

could deal with the vulnerability and could have left an intelligent child trapped without 
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literacy skills.  Similarly, other people with vulnerabilities, whether they are coming from a 

language environment that is not rich with English literature or vulnerabilities that come from 

the Aboriginal world, there is a hugely rapidly growing cohort of youngsters, perhaps up to 

45 per cent of youngsters, that are now clearly doing very poorly in the acquisition of literacy 

and language, and that led to an involvement, through that report, with an organisation that 

is promoting a pedagogical approach, a cohesive response to structured synthetic phonics, 

which is the SPELD Foundation, DSF-SPELD. I’m on their board and was at their AGM last 

night. That led to a natural link in retirement to the Good to Great Schools initiative of 

Noel Pearson and the education reform agenda that he’s rolling out around Australia as well. 

 

So, my family I’m speaking of in this context because it is that family partnership which has 

been close and wonderful, with all of the challenges of a normal family as well, with the 

difficulties and differences and divergence of opinion at various times, but operating for all 

intents and purposes as a very effective unit that had provided me with a base and support, 

but in turn I was able to take up issues that were important to Anne and our family.  

 

Interestingly for me as well is the realisation that even before I’d met Anne (I guess this is 

why people do find natural partnerships perhaps, because they have shared interests) Anne 

was here at the Parliament as a protester in the 1977 period, when I was up north, and she’s 

here protesting against the initiatives of the government of the day that were going to make it 

difficult for non-literate voters to be able to participate in the democratic processes, and so 

was out the front with all the other people that had an interest in this issue from a 

perspective of the newly arrived migrant or people with literacy difficulties. She was joining 

forces with people like Ken Colbung and others that were out the front and protesting in front 

of the Parliament and in the chamber in quite dramatic reports of those protests and the 

effectiveness of that campaign, which led to quite an extraordinary tied vote in the chamber 

by Speaker Ian Thompson, who voted against the government of the day in 

Sir Charles Court, and there was a tied vote and the Speaker used his casting vote. He’d 

orchestrated the tied vote. He’d actually told Tommy Dadour to go out of the chamber and 

not vote so that he’d get a tied vote so that he could dramatically cast a vote against 

Sir Charles Court’s government to thwart their efforts to make it difficult for non-literate 

voters to vote. So, Anne was here for all of that, and well before I knew her, and when we 

met some five years later, over the years we’ve learnt how much we have in common and 

our interests are similar. I remember when I met her, Anne has a lovely manner of speech. 

She has a fine manner of speech and accent that is a lovely accent, and I remember Brian 

Burke being horrified by her accent. He said, “Are you sure she’s Labor?” [laughter] I 

couldn’t have married someone that was more passionately on the side of people in need 
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and very supportive of a political ambition to respond to the needs of the most vulnerable in 

our community, no matter what her accent was, no matter how easily misunderstood that it 

was. She has been a great partner to the work of a Labor parliamentarian, and much more 

than that as well. 

 

JF  It’s obvious that she must have come from a Catholic background, too. What 

about the religious aspect of your association? 

 

STEPHENS Yes, we’ve both had a journey that has taken us on the pathway with the 

Catholic community. It’s not always a pathway that is an easy pathway to be on. We’ve 

found at times that institutions can be a source of aggravation to you as well as support, and 

the Catholic church is like that as well. It can be a source of both aggravation and irritation 

and challenge and difficulty, but it is a place where we take and draw strength and 

connection and community and poetry and metaphor, as well as great lessons in life and 

great exploration of the mysteries of life. But Anne’s Catholic connections come through a 

very Catholic family. Her mother and father are very faith-filled people, and in Anne’s case, 

eventually from that family, not only the school years, but led to a connection with the 

university, so in adult life a connection at the Tommy More Jesuits, a connection there, with 

the Christian Life Community that is a Jesuit approach to reflection. It is … I’m going to ask 

you to stop just now. 

 

[End of TGS-08T10] 
[Checked against the recording and amended.  Further amended from interviewee’s edits on 

29 February 2016]
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STEPHENS So in that tradition, the Ignatian tradition, of the Jesuits really utilising 

strategies for discernment, reflecting upon one’s life and drawing upon that discernment to 

throw yourself into life, Anne has been blessed with that connection, with Bill Uren and Tim 

Quinlan (another Western Australian family of considerable significance here in the 

Parliament with a Quinlan as the Presiding Officer). The Jesuits from Tommy More, with 

whom we became friends, have been partners in this faith journey that is an additional part 

of the weaponry. I must say, though, for me, because there were some big issues that have 

come up in a public way where the fact that I was Catholic would be, perhaps thrown in your 

face and I would be accused of, say, being Captain Catholic, I’ve never really felt like being 

Captain Catholic. Perhaps, having been accused of it, I would pander to the role; I didn’t feel 

like Captain Catholic. I think it’s sort of just mischievous on the part of others. There may be 

a bit of fun involved in it, but also some seriousness on the part of those that were on the 

opposite side of an argument, whether it’s bioethical or industrial or … I often found myself 

drawing upon the Catholic traditions of the great papal encyclical of Leo XIII of the 1880s in 

defence of the trade union movement. But when it came down to making decisions on how 

to vote on issues, I really did believe that that Catholic connection issue was not the key 

issue in the making of decisions. For me, it was how to make a decision for the good order of 

society and to use all of your intelligence and your knowledge (all of the input) to work at 

delivering a response for the good order of society. That was, for me, my leading light; my 

leading obligation. It was informed, no doubt, by many influences, including, clearly, the 

Catholic influence and the Christian tradition and the families from which I came, but many 

other inputs as well. Although it could be argued … Clearly, the Catholic faith is a big part of 

my life, despite its complexity and the difficulties of that role as a Catholic parliamentarian, I 

would never see myself as dancing to the tune of anyone else’s tune other than my own; my 

analysis of what made for the good order of society and how I could respond to that. I was 

incapable of taking orders from anyone: church, party, electorate, partner. In the end they 

were inputs, and all of my decisions have been embracing input from a variety of 

dimensions. 

 

So, later in the parliamentary journey that Catholic thing became a pretty big deal around 

here in the bioethical debates around the abortion legislation that was introduced to change 

the abortion laws. I worked very hard on the parliamentary response to that, to make sure 

that my response was tempered with insight that came from every possible direction with 

sensitivity, and tried to deliver that sensitivity as gently and as effectively and as 

persuasively as I could in the place. I am amazed when I think back of how heated the place 
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was at that time; how, even despite all of those efforts, that sensitivity for some on the other 

side who were allies on other issues found it a terribly offensive contribution. I am proud of 

the contribution that I made in the Parliament at that time and that debate and the 

partnerships that were formed. And they do come out of a context that is informed by 

Catholic family context, but it is not, in the end, the key ingredient here. I made my decisions 

based on what I thought was for the good order of society with each of these issues.  

 

JF  Well, that’s gone further ahead than we hoped.  

 

STEPHENS Yes; we jumped ahead a bit. 

 

JF  But it’s very significant to come to that. Can we drop backwards now and go 

right back to the early stages of your being in Parliament, when we were talking the other 

day about the role of Parliament House as a workplace and what you found as a new 

member? 

 

STEPHENS Well, it was a very simple little place at that time. We mentioned Bernie 

Edmondson. I remember the fact that Bernie’s wife used to go out and pick the flowers for 

the vases each day from the garden. That was the florist. Arrangements that are done now 

… Much more expensive and elaborate arrangements are in place. That was just a simple 

indication. The place was very open. There was no such thing as security guards or anything 

of that sort. I’ve found the growing encroachment of the whole sense of security around this 

place really quite galling. It’s now quite over the top, it seems to me. It was a very simple, 

small workforce; a very close, interconnected world. But it had lots of gaps. The gaps for me 

(arriving in this place after having worked in the federal parliamentary world previously with 

John Kerin and then subsequently with Graeme Campbell) were to arrive and find that there 

was a typing pool where it was all, effectively, manual typewriters, and the fact that I’d been 

already introduced to the world of computers and relying upon the early versions of 

computers for my working life, to find that that was not the equipment that was on offer in 

this place. When looking for my writing equipment (“If I don’t have a computer, how do I 

produce letters in this place?”) when shown the typing pool I didn’t think that was going to 

work to meet my needs. I was eventually given a manual typewriter which looked like 

something that had come out of a 1930s museum, with the keys that used to spring up and 

with a ribbon; the whole kit and caboodle. It was quite entertaining to be given this thing and 

be told that’s what you’re to use for writing letters to your electorate. I looked around, and 

sure enough for the rest of my parliamentary colleagues (guys like Graham MacKinnon who 

I spoke about before, the Changi war prisoner; David Wordsworth, from a landed family from 
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down south; people like Norm Baxter) their connection with their electorates was longhand 

letters that they were sending to and fro to the occasional constituent that might be in 

contact with them. Well, it was not my way, and I eventually got an electric typewriter. They 

were delighted to tell me it could remember 13 characters. They thought they’d given me 

something that was magnificent. My own response to these things, being a bit rebellious, 

and finding my way to get … I think I was the first person in this place with a laptop 

computer, and I brought it into the chamber. It was a source of consternation to the Presiding 

Officer, who told me to get that thing out of the place. How dare I have a … You would have 

thought I’d brought a bomb in [chuckles]! It was an odd sort of place where technology … 

These were the real Luddites in the place and it was an effort to try and move people past 

the horse-and-buggy world that they were still attached to. The place did have modern 

technology like telex machines and you would often see people running around with their 

telex tapes, which are all a bygone age now. I used to use them as well to produce media 

releases. I’ll leave it for a reader to go and look elsewhere as to what a telex machine is, but 

these white tapes that were necessary to type up your press release and run them through 

the telex machines, they were the ways I would send media releases up to the various points 

in the north to which I’d want to connect.  

 

The world of the north that I was trying to service was similarly not well connected to media. 

So the Kimberley had no radio other than shortwave radio. The Pilbara did have an ABC 

studio in Port Hedland; just at the end of Wedge Street at Richardson Forum there [was] a 

little ABC studio. And there were West Australian newspaper journalists at that time based in 

the north, in Port Hedland. There was a small radio station in both Karratha and Port 

Hedland and a little community radio station in Newman and Tom Price. So, they were the 

key media connections that I’m trying stay in touch with. Many of my constituents and some 

of my towns were connected to telecommunications through copper cable telephone wires, 

sometimes with shared-party lines, so when you would ring a constituent, just as …I’d lived 

in these places as well so I was familiar with them. At Turkey Creek, I think our telephone 

number was three long rings, so you’d answer the telephone on the third if you got three 

long rings, and when you were speaking on those phones you knew that your neighbours on 

the other stations or communities could pick up the phone and listen in to your 

conversations. They were a real unusual feature of the way things were at the start of my 

parliamentary life, where you got to know the operators of the telephone exchanges in 

places like Wyndham in particular, where they were good friends who provided a good 

support for making sure you could stay in telephone contact and they would sort of know 

where everybody in town was, so you’d ring the telephone exchange in Wyndham and you 
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could ask them where is so-and-so, and sure enough they’d be able to put you through 

wherever they were at the butcher shop or ... [chuckles]. 

 

It was a different time. I was young and energetic and felt very much a man of the future, but 

we were dealing with a world that was soon to change. I mean, the Kimberley was still not 

connected to the rest of the world by even the bitumen roads. The road between Port 

Hedland and Broome had not been sealed and certainly the track between Broome to Halls 

Creek was still a dirt track, and a dangerous dirt track. 

 

JF  So you were relying on the State Shipping Service, I suppose, very much 

more than road transport? 

 

STEPHENS The State Shipping Service was no longer for passengers, but certainly for 

freight, and that was way that freight was moved in and out of the north at that point. This 

was to all rapidly change in very double-quick time soon after, but I was there for the digital 

concentrated radio technology that linked up the telephone systems of the Kimberley to the 

rest of Australia. I was there for the starting of the radio stations in places like ABC radio 

Karratha and ABC in Broome and ABC in Kununurra. Things that were just unimaginable 

became passé and people all took it for granted that this is the way it was. Well, it wasn’t the 

way it was and it was all rapidly being connected to a wider world that had many, many 

benefits, these connections. 

 

JF  When would you be able to pinpoint the turnaround in technology in this 

place, in Parliament House? 

 

STEPHENS I think it was a slow advance, resisted by Presiding Officers of a bygone age. 

It gradually, like all of these things, it sort of crept up on them and they had to sort of give 

way and let it in. There was an innovative Clerk in the Council, quite a controversial Clerk, 

who was here on my arrival, Laurie Marquet, who had a sad demise, a controversial demise. 

But Laurie was a person who was interested in technology and supportive and innovative, 

but with the Presiding Officer that he would have had to drag kicking and screaming, Clive 

Griffiths. Clive was very hard to move on this stuff. But he was hard to move on all stuff. He 

was just of a different age, different attitude, different approach to these things. I mean, it 

was probably through the ’80s, by about the late ’80s–early ’90s, there was a bit of 

technology creeping through the place. It’s funny, because some of the things that we had 

that were from a bygone age were very useful things.  
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Like one of the little things was this parliamentary switchboard here that was … I remember 

all the reviews always tried to get rid of it, and it’s funny, because it did deliver a type of 

service that was very useful in this place where the switchboard was just like the sort of 

Wyndham telephone exchange; they knew where everybody was and they could find us at 

the drop of a hat, which is often very necessary to be found, and they would know all of our 

families, and they could connect you to … They knew which constituents to get you straight 

through to or which to protect you from if there were people that were hounding you 

endlessly, and if there were emergencies in your families they knew how to find you and how 

to get you. When the switchboard couldn’t find you, then they would write these little pink 

slips and seal them up (I think that they’ve only just recently disappeared from the place, 

these pink slips) and they would be sealed and delivered by an attendant to wherever you 

were, and the pink slip was regularly the call to go out and take a phone call. This predates, 

of course, the mobile phones and emails, but it was a wonderfully useful way of working and 

supported brilliantly by that team. The people that came in were creating changes in other 

areas, security and catering and other space that just sort of drove me nuts, but in this area 

of the support that that switchboard was to the service of the community of Western 

Australia in making sure that the parliamentarians were able to be accessible to their 

electorates, while similarly available to their colleagues and their families, was a wonderful 

thing. It was almost beyond price, the role of those people in this place; a quite extraordinary 

little cabal the switchboard delivered. Now I think it seems to be some part of security 

arrangement. I can’t quite work out what they do now. Things have changed entirely. But 

back from the period ’82 all the way through to the end of my parliamentary term, I always 

had a lot of time trying to protect that switchboard, and it was called the post office because 

we used to get the post from there as well; you’d get your stamps and everything else from 

there. But that changed over time and it became just simply this wonderful little team of good 

support. 

 

The other thing I think I have mentioned (if I haven’t, it’s the other change that’s happened 

over [time]) is that there was absolutely no Aboriginal art in the place, but of course along 

with the resistance to that … Eventually that resistance broke down, and of course the place 

is now beautifully equipped and beautifully positioned with a wonderful arrangement of 

Aboriginal art around the walls. I take some pleasure and pride in that; there’ll be others who 

can also take pleasure and pride in it. But having been an advocate and activist around 

trying to get the parliamentary walls to reflect the artistic creativity of the Aboriginal 

community in Western Australia, I can now see that it’s there in very significant ways. To 

now have, at the top of the building in the area that was, when I first arrived here, the 

Parliamentary Library on the third floor, the Aboriginal meeting room that’s there, it’s a 
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wonderful addition and a pre-eminence that’s on offer to the first peoples of 

Western Australia. 

 

JF  What about the library service itself; how has that changed for you? 

 

STEPHENS Yes, the library service was always a very good service that’s operated 

extremely well, I think. It’s a wonderful part of the building and a wonderful part of the 

support. As to how well others have utilised it, I can’t speak for others but I have known that 

I’ve always had tremendous support from the library support team. One of the great things I 

say (even in my current ongoing service, I guess, to my various tasks that I have in the 

Aboriginal community and the sort of post-parliamentary life) is that the parliamentary 

service fits even retired MPs in too, helping us find the sorts of things we’re needing. 

Because a retired parliamentarian seems to be a resource that is still drawn upon by the 

community, and the only residual support one gets these days would be the opportunity of 

drawing on that Parliamentary Library service to continue to find things that people need to 

speak with you about (the work on literacy and the work on Aboriginal affairs) and the 

Parliamentary Library has got a fantastic collection of material in that area. 

 

JF  What about accommodation for members in terms of office space? What did 

you have in the way of an office, and how did that change over time? 

 

STEPHENS Yes, when I was elected the electorate offices for upper house members 

might have only just occurred. I don’t think upper house members were entitled to electorate 

offices until about the time I was elected. So I got an electorate officer allocated to me, and 

an office over the road in Harvest Terrace, which I got in about August of ’82. My first 

electorate officer that I employed to provide me with some support was the Reverend Keith 

Dowding, who was a friend and the father of Peter Dowding, my colleague from the north. 

So the Reverend Keith became my support person who helped me with the work over the 

road. It was a partnership really, because Peter employed a woman called Millie Jowell at 

the same time and the two of them provided both of us with great support. Peter had his 

legal practice not far away, which he drew most of his support from. But that was my first 

base in the period up to the 1983 election. Just over the road (7 Harvest Terrace) 

subsequently became the long-term electorate office of Ernie Bridge in his work and role as 

member for Kimberley. It is still, I think, utilised by various parliamentarians at times, that 

upstairs office on Harvest Terrace. But that was the first base.  
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After the ’83 election I was able to establish an electorate office up in, firstly … My first office, 

I think, was opened in Newman; I think I’ve got that right. *So I set up an office in Newman. 

Subsequently, I moved the office up to Broome, then down to Carnarvon, and then up to 

Port Hedland. So my office was somewhat peripatetic, depending upon the particular 

electorate that I had and the pressure points that were on and where the colleagues had 

their offices around the region as well. [*Subsequently Tom amended the sequence.  Office 

at first in Broome, then later – 1987 – in Newman, then back up to Broome.] 

 

So we went from a situation where there were no Labor MPs in the north up till 1980. We got 

our first ones elected in 1980 with Peter Dowding and Ernie Bridge, and gradually then we 

won these additional Labor parliamentarians picking up the seats of the two halves of 

North Province (Kimberley and Pilbara) then the federal member for Kalgoorlie. So that then 

meant we had a good parliamentary cohort. Then I went and worked on the campaign for 

Northern Rivers, and we won that seat as well. We won the seat of Burrup, and there was a 

new seat created up there as well. We had so many Labor parliamentarians and we had 

gone from none. That was people like Kevin Leahy in Carnarvon, Fred Riebeling in Karratha, 

Larry Graham in Port Hedland, Tom Helm, eventually, in Newman, Jon Ford at some point 

over in Karratha, Ernie Bridge in the Kimberley and myself; I think that’s the lot. I mean, that 

was quite a significant contingent of people, and Mark Nevill when the Mining and Pastoral 

seat was made a multimember constituency. There were a large number of Labor 

parliamentarians now working in an area where there were none. It was a huge team that 

came together. In the case of these, some of them we’d known before and some of these 

parliamentarians we’d worked with closely, and so we were able to work with them again 

when they were elected. In Fred Riebeling’s case, he was the Clerk of Courts up in 

Wyndham when I was thrown into the Wyndham prison in 1980, so I knew him sort of 

vaguely from that period. [There were] others, like Larry Graham: he was a trade union 

official from Karratha originally, then from Port Hedland. So we worked closely in these early 

’80s through to the early ’90s. Unfortunately, factionalism sort of got in there later in the 

piece and we all seemed to be divided up into tribes, and the close working relationships of 

the ’80s, I think, fractured in the ’90s. 

 

[End of TGS–08T11] 
 

[Checked against the recording and amended as necessary, 8th November 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee’s edits on 29 February 2016]
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[TGS–09T12  Duration 82m22s] 
[It’s the 30th September, 2015 and this file contains the ninth in a series of interviews with the 

honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, a former member of the West Australian 

Parliament.  We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth and Tom is speaking with John 

Ferrell.] 

 

JF  I think we’ll make a start. 

 

STEPHENS All ready. 

 

JF  Tom, you used the phrase a couple of times in talking about your faith “a 

metaphor for life”; you draw on your faith as a metaphor for life. I wonder if you could spend 

a few moments just clarifying how you see that or what that entails. 

 

STEPHENS For me, John, I guess this throws me into the thoughts around the primacy of 

conscience. It throws me into the realisation that I’m not preoccupied with the literal 

interpretation of theology, of scripture. These are not my interests or the foundation of my 

faith.  I found my way to appreciating the religious tradition into which I was born and 

educated after having subsequently walked in the ways of Aboriginal people across northern 

Australia and seen their faith traditions that left me with insights into their insights, which in 

turn spot-lit my own faith-based positions and religious tradition from which I’d come.  And I 

could see, just as the Aboriginal people were able to accommodate in their world – so many 

of the Aboriginal people with whom I was working and walking, they were able to 

accommodate the Christian story, the story of the Judaeo–Christian theology, into a world 

view from which was not displaced the images of Dreamtime and the stories and narrative of 

Dreamtime. And somewhere in that was the realisation that we’re all struggling to throw light 

onto the great mysteries of life, and we do that with the traditions and the stories that we’re 

able to gain insights to from a variety of different sources. And for me this imprecise word 

that I use of “metaphor”, I often these days throw it together with “poetry”. And I would talk 

about poetry and metaphor being on offer through the scriptural text that for me will have 

some level of connection with historical fact and simultaneously have some extension into 

philosophy and theology as people try to ponder the great mysteries and challenges of the 

human condition and of the universe. For me then it is simply this: that the Dreamtime 

stories, I sense, are an attempt to try to understand the universe, drawing upon images that 

become metaphor. And when they were looking at the footprints of the landscape that 

included huge footprints of bygone critters, Aboriginal people constructed what we call the 

Ngaranguni Dreamtime stories, the creation stories of their tradition; or in the stars they saw 
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the constellations and created metaphorical images which delivered stories for them. And 

I’ve started to see how, in our efforts to try to understand the universe, the Judaeo–Christian 

tradition created a series of metaphor and poetry which was interconnected with some 

historical realities as well. And those historical realities, including the historical reality of the 

person of Christ, that historical reality became a way of anchoring some of the metaphor and 

some of the poetry for insights into the transcendence and to goodness. So, for me, 

precisely where does metaphor and poetry become literal and historical, I’ve never been too 

preoccupied with, but I’ve understood that as you walk into metaphor and you walk into 

poetry, you know that you’re walking into something that is leading you beyond the material, 

not taking away from the material world and not at its best leaving you with any negative 

attitude to the physical world. But that’s what metaphor and poetry in the religious context 

means for me, and so for me the great efforts of the Christian story, or the Judaeo–Christian 

story, [are] to throw insights into the good order of society, to use your intelligence as well as 

the tradition to help shape the way you would respond to your own circumstances, the 

circumstances of communities, nations, the globe. 

 

JF  Thank you for that. I asked you to do an impossible thing in a very short time, 

but that does throw quite a lot of light on it, thanks. Now, let’s go quite to the other end, to 

the mundane, and take up the question of the 1983 election, which confirmed the fact that 

you were going to be a parliamentarian after your lightning win in the by-election. Tell me 

about the circumstances of the 1983 election and how that played out for you. 

 

STEPHENS With, again, a lot of energy that had been going on now for an extended 

period of time as it rolled from the by-election to the general election, the difference being 

now stripped away of the focused, concentrated support of a Perth-based party to really 

building upon the support that had been developed for the by-election context, and 

collaborating with people like Pam Buchanan and Peter Dowding and Ernie Bridge in the 

shaping of a successful contest for the two northern seats of Pilbara and Kimberley, we were 

lucky to then have the ongoing support of the federal colleagues and the relationships that 

had been built, and these included the strong support of Senator Susan Ryan and Pat Giles 

and Ruth Coleman, these federal senators. Susan Ryan was particularly close to my 

campaign and to the support of Pam Buchanan’s campaign for Pilbara, which was that we 

knew we had to, in order to get into government, win Pilbara. Because I had done so very 

well in winning the by-election of North Province, I was summoned by the Leader of the 

Opposition, Brian Burke, in the lead-up to the ’83 campaign, to say that they wanted me to 

switch from the upper house to the lower house to the seat of Pilbara and to take the seat of 

Pilbara, which held minimal attraction to me, but in service I said, “Look, if you can persuade 
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Pam Buchanan to the attraction of she taking the upper house and me taking the lower 

house, I’ll do it if you think it’s necessary to get us into government, but it’s not my preferred 

option.” They couldn’t persuade her and so that was the end of that particular opportunity 

that may have emerged. They could see that I’d done so very well in North Province, 

including in the Pilbara, that they didn’t want in place any risks. And there was considered to 

have then been a risk in running a woman candidate in the Pilbara; an unknown response, 

an untested response at that time. I didn’t think there was going to be a problem but I could 

see that they were all in a panic. There was also a health scare about Pam, which they in my 

view shouldn’t have been privy to, but they were for whatever reason, and that played out 

much later in her life. That health scare of cancer did in fact come back to take her life much 

later in life. And they did have some insight into that right back in 1982, from the way a small 

community like Western Australia works with people passing word from one to another until 

it reached the ears of the Leader of the Opposition that there had been a diagnosis of a 

cancer condition, which was contained at that time. Pam went on to be elected in the 1983 

election, despite that health scare, but battled then with her health to the end, with an early 

loss of her life through cancer.  

 

But it was a vigorous campaign, the ’83 campaign. I was told in my own particular case that 

they were going to throw more resources and a better candidate against me, which they did 

put a very strong candidate up against me for North Province, Peter Murray – a prominent 

pastoralist in the north still, active in the north in a partnership with Kerry Stokes these days 

–  a very well-respected, jovial character who really threw himself into the contest and I knew 

that I had a more serious contest on my hands than previously, but I did absolutely 

everything to secure it.  

 

The campaign also had the challenges of elements like minimal funds, massive personal 

effort to respond to that, and some wonderful contributions of people. One particular couple t 

I can think of is Lawrence and Sonia Emery, who took a contract for gardening of a 

government office block in order to do that gardening and all of the money that they raised 

from that gardening to go straight to my campaign.  Lawrence and Sonia were South 

Hedland residents at that time, throwing their efforts in to secure the necessary funds to fund 

a campaign that was really quite beyond my own means. They were terrific, and there were 

other people like them, like Charlie Butcher and Pauline, his wife, in Port Hedland, Roger 

Parsons, and there were other fellow travellers in this journey. One of the memories I have is 

of almost the first campaign meeting for that exercise in ’82 was the campaign meeting we 

held on the old Sundowner train leaving Port Hedland on a Friday night, a dining car 

attached to the iron ore train, or actually it was attached to the fuel wagons that were moved 
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from the port to the mine site of Mt Newman, and the dining car we occupied as a cluster of 

ALP branch members and built our camaraderie and our strategizing on the long train 

journey from Port Hedland to Newman on what was called the Sundowner. It has had a 

change of name now; it’s called the Silver Star and the dining car has been taken off the 

track, as you’d anticipate, and now serves as a café near the old courthouse in Port 

Hedland. It’s a piece of the heritage of the railway lines of that time. But that was the type of 

active and creative, innovative, response to the opportunity for a group of ALP fans and 

members and supporters to go down to Newman, the other big town, and then meet with our 

counterparts in that town. In that town we met with Margaret Gray and a team of local people 

who similarly were throwing themselves into the effort of gearing up for a successful 1983 

campaign. They were no orphans. All the other towns had this type of build-up of community 

support, but that was what went on.  

 

Election night itself was particularly memorable for me there in Port Hedland. From memory, 

in fact we were in an office, or it was a common room attached to the office of the federal 

member for Kalgoorlie, at the office that I had worked previously out of, but this sort of 

common room facility. Peter Dowding joined us there. Interestingly enough, it’s now the 

office of the IBN headquarters, which I’m currently on the board of that organisation. 

[Yinhawangka, Banyjima and Nylyaparti peoples’ group]  I just came down from a meeting in 

those very same offices, so it’s amazing for me a sense of symmetry between what was 

done 33 years ago and what I’m now doing in terms of still going in and out of the lives of 

those communities. But at that time it was a commonwealth government office. There was a 

party on at six o’clock at the close of the polls, from memory (I think it was six or might have 

been 8 pm), and the party got into full swing as the results started to flow in. There were 

fellow travellers, people like Sue Gordon (Sue Lundberg), who’s gone on to have a very 

significant career as an Aboriginal magistrate and inquirer, not exactly a Labor supporter but 

a personal supporter of the collective efforts of Peter Dowding and myself, and Michael Jose 

and these others that came together. I remember finally ,when it was clear that we were 

winning and the Labor Party was going to win as we listened to the radio, maybe we even by 

that stage had a television set to look at (I don’t recall that), but Peter Dowding in the full 

energy and the full fun of the night jumping up onto the common-room table and doing the 

walk of the ‘minister for silly walks’ in the style of John Cleese, to the hilarity of everyone, as 

we were realising we were about to go from opposition into government at the end of a 

difficult campaign, a long campaign, a hard-fought campaign, but more importantly at the 

end of a long series of a sense of injustices associated with the Aboriginal ambitions and 

aspirations and hopes and an opportunity to right the wrongs, fight the fight and to leave a 

new chapter of positive opportunity for the people of Western Australia, most especially 
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people in critical need, like the Aboriginal community, and for a wider cross-section of the 

community, the union movement, which were feeling very much under the thumb with 

section 54B and the difficulties that they had to gather even for political protest. These had 

all been challenged by the Court Government and now there was the opportunity to change 

all of that with the election of a Labor government. A very exciting time and a great 

celebration that night. 

 

JF Wonderful. And do you recall the actual figures, the percentages, of that time? 

 

STEPHENS No, I don’t recall those figures. Having come off that high platform of a 14-

and-a-half per cent swing or some such from the North Province by-election, but, no, they 

were good, solid results. I think we consolidated Kimberley and a very good swing in Pilbara 

and North Province, the one that I was contesting in the general election. These figures had 

really moved us into these were now good, solid Labor seats by ’83. 

 

JF Excellent. All right. Well, that then catapults you into Parliament for sure, and 

we are entering the years of the Burke Government. I would like you first of all to tell me who 

were some of your closest associates as you found yourself in Parliament under Brian 

Burke’s leadership? 

 

STEPHENS The natural linkage is with the northern contingent, so Peter Dowding in 

particular, who was one of those parliamentary friends and personalities who would be the 

sort of friend who was pretty prickly, and he still is prickly, and he’s a friend, the sort of friend 

that would, with his enthusiasm, quite easily burn you up with his abrasive ways, of which I 

probably have no shortage of my own, but noticeable in another more than in yourself 

[chuckles], and I could always notice them in Peter. The excitement that Peter had of hoping 

that he was going to get into the ministry, not being assured in the upper house (there was 

already [three] people on the front bench; he had to fight others for it) but I remember his 

excitement and his delight when he finally realised that the caucus was going to be cajoled 

by their leader Burke and required to get Peter into the cabinet, even though it was not 

guaranteed. It seems unthinkable now that that was the case and I remember his delight 

when he became the mines minister in that first few days as the cabinet was sworn in. A 

good friend right from the start but, you know, he was going off to have a very busy life as a 

cabinet minister that left inevitably a distance between someone like me that was on the 

back bench and Peter.  
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But I had already come into the chamber in the upper house and found that wonderful link 

with the presence in that chamber of Joe Berinson, a formidable presence in the chamber, of 

great intellect, great moral integrity, of great faithfulness to his Jewish heritage, a faithful 

observer of the requirements of the Jewish religion and very observant about the Sabbath 

and the other requirements. He had a wonderful way with him. He was perhaps the first 

Jewish person that I ever got to know well, and I really valued that link that Joe brought to 

the Labor Party, to the Parliament, and a faithful connection to another religion into the 

parliamentary world. Charming manner and charming way, and not a person that would be 

someone with whom you could become best buddy, but you knew you were in the company 

of a giant who’d already had a parliamentary career in the federal Parliament and now, 

having lost the federal seat of Perth and lost his ministry at the end of the Whitlam 

Government, had now slumped back into having an extraordinary opportunity as the 

Attorney General in the incoming Burke Government. He was a wonderful presence and still 

is. I saw him the other day at the funeral of Betty Beazley.  

 

As well as Joe, Des Dans, this amazing, jovial, union character from the Maritime Union. 

Des was the Leader of the Labor Party in the upper house. The man, with the wonderful gift 

of the gab and larger than life, a union character who would have wonderful images of how 

he had travelled the world as a young sailor in the days when the world actually was 

divergent and different. There were things to see that were of dramatic contrast to each 

other, and he came from that life of a sailor into the Maritime Union and all of the challenges 

of working in the Maritime Union and surviving royal commission after royal commission and 

never stepping over the line of the legitimate use of industrial muscle to achieve industrial 

objectives; or, if he did, never getting caught. He was an extraordinary character and a great 

… He became the Minister for Racing and Gaming and, in my view, very well suited for that 

type of portfolio.  

 

I just slipped back into a quick memory of Joe Berinson. I remember at times I was always 

fascinated by anti-Semitism and the history of the Jewish people and the conflicts into which 

they were thrown by the forces of history and the wider community that was around them. 

He was describing to me an absolutely memorable quote about how, when he built his first 

family home here in Perth after he was married to Jeanette and before the birth of their 

children, his being congratulated by his father for the home that he had built. His father was 

saying to him, “So simple, so plain, so wonderfully able to attract no attention.” For me, that 

was such an illustration of the necessity that Jewish people had acquired over the years to 

avoid drawing attention to themselves or their success because of the risks that seemed, 

over the centuries, that success or displays of success or wealth would or could frequently, 
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almost inevitably, seem to drag the Jewish people into the dust by any display of success. 

So I found the connection with Joe and Des and Peter (they were the three frontbench 

colleagues in the chamber) particularly illustrative and educative for me. They were great 

parliamentarians and helped provide opportunities for people like myself to find my feet.  

 

The Whip at the time was Fred McKenzie, who was a railway worker with a great knowledge 

of the railways of Western Australia and a great defender of the railway system. He knew the 

bush routes of the rail; the routes that were increasingly lost to the rural communities. He 

knew the railway line and had travelled the railway line from Perth up through to the railhead 

at Meekatharra, which I think was pulled out by the Court Government in the mid-’70s; they 

lost that rail line. It was a strong sense of grievance that was made even more acute in the 

eyes of public transport enthusiasts, or rail transport enthusiasts, with the loss of the Perth to 

Fremantle railway line. People like Fred McKenzie, they were people on a mission in that ’83 

election to get themselves into government because they wanted to secure the reopening of 

the Perth to Fremantle railway line, which had been closed by the Court Government, and 

they had plans for a northern suburbs railway line as well to go from Perth up to Joondalup. 

They were massive, ambitious projects that were on the agenda for someone like Fred 

McKenzie. He was a great presence in the caucus room. Lovely character, he and his wife, 

Helen. These personalities … You were working with people; you got to know their wives as 

well. In Des’s case, it was Rikki, Joe and Jeanette. Peter and his passing wives (Peter had a 

number of them) and we’d get to know each other on the way. It’s all very well for me to 

laugh and smile as I tell this, but more painful for the people whose own married lives (in 

Peter’s case) were under pressure. Jill Churnside was his wife that I knew, an Aboriginal 

woman from the north, and mother of Peter’s children, or some of Peter’s children. These 

were part of the parcel of our links and our linkages into our working life. 

 

JF  What about some of the people from the lower house that you wouldn’t have 

had as much close contact with? What about characters like Arthur Tonkin or Mal Bryce? 

 

STEPHENS No, it’s correct; I didn’t have as much contact with them, and that lack of 

contact, not only from being in the upper house but also being preoccupied in the north of 

the state as well as being in the upper house. However, there was one connection in the 

lower house. I was assigned the task of being a parliamentary secretary to Keith Wilson, 

almost upon election into government. An innovative little step that Burke made at that time 

… I’m not sure that I got the actual title of parliamentary secretary, but that was the function 

and was set up in the Plain Street ministerial office adjacent to Keith to work with him. He 

had the Indigenous affairs and housing portfolio. I got the opportunity of working closely with 
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him. Keith was of interest in the public mind for a range of reasons. I think, in order to get 

elected to Parliament, they actually had to remove a statutory bar to a minister of religion 

being prevented from successfully running for office. He, at that time, being an Anglican 

minister when he was elected for a seat like Dianella or somewhere in that vicinity. 

The metropolitan area of Perth was not well known to me then and is still not particularly well 

known to me now. He came from that area and got elected to Parliament, and surrendered 

his ministry fairly soon and eventually became a Catholic. His period as Minister for Housing; 

Minister for Aboriginal Affairs saw him have particular responsibilities for dealing with the 

land rights agenda. I worked from his office on trying to shape some of that at a very early 

stage.  

 

Perhaps it’s of interest, I already mentioned I was with Brian Burke with John Harman when 

we went out to the Claremont showgrounds to announce our commitment to land rights in 

opposition. In government, Burke announced fairly soon into the term of the government that 

that would play itself out with the appointment of the land inquiry. That threw me into 

complete apoplexy. I was unhappy with thinking that an inquiry was the way we were going. 

A public inquiry for me had so many risks attached to it of creating division and discord in the 

Western Australian community. As it turned out, that’s exactly what happened, but Burke 

couldn’t see any other way to deliver on the land rights commitment. He was a very firm, 

strong leader on these sorts of issues as Premier and had a very strong way of putting his 

case, to me by telephone, I remember on this particular argument, and left me with the task 

of finding someone to conduct the inquiry, which was quite a clever way of deploying my 

skills in the situation where I didn’t want the damned inquiry anyway. But, having settled on 

the fact that we were going to have one, I was left the task of trying to find somebody. 

 

I approached Ian Temby, QC, who was very flattered to have been asked. I knew that I could 

have got him the opportunity to be the Aboriginal land inquirer. He said to me that the most 

important job that he would’ve liked in the government at that time would have been the 

Solicitor-General; he said that that [position] would be the making or breaking of 

government. I thought that was a very odd observation, and I’ve realised later in life how 

absolutely right he was. The Solicitor-General is such a critical appointment for a 

government; to have someone [in that position] that understands the political agenda of the 

government of the day is terribly important for the whole of the government and the 

ministers. I learnt much later in life how difficult it was if you were not well served by 

a Solicitor-General. I experienced that when I was minister in one of the big, unhappy 

outcomes in one of my portfolios, the housing portfolio, with the absence of an attentive 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          151 
 
Solicitor-General that could see the agenda that you were trying to work on [and] to protect 

the legal avenues that people could pursue in thwarting the direction of a government.  

 

But Temby knocked us back and I approached then Paul Seaman, who had become well 

known to us [through his work as QC] in the Court of Disputed Returns of ’77 and the Kay 

inquiry of ’78 and then the electoral charges of 1980. He was someone who had developed 

a real familiarity with Aboriginal issues, and he was delighted to step away from his well-

remunerated career as a barrister. He had already done very, very well in the law and 

accepted this opportunity, making it clear that he did have one condition, which I was able to 

put to the Attorney General, and that condition was that he would like to be made a Master 

of the Supreme Court as part of that inquiry. So, that condition was met; he was made a 

Master of the Supreme Court and the inquirer for the purposes of conducting this inquiry into 

the Aboriginal land rights initiative. He did a very good job, in my view, in all of the 

circumstances, but under an incredibly hothouse environment that then … A huge resistance 

developed in the Chamber of Minerals and Energy, through AMEC, personalities like 

Duncan Glendinning, who pushed the public relations attack upon the objective of the Labor 

Party to achieve Aboriginal land rights legislation, and there was another character who’s 

from the other industry body. But these personalities, behind whom stood the likes of Hugh 

Morgan and others, more in the shadows than Hugh, but who were throwing vast amounts of 

money at trying to thwart the passage or the development of solid Aboriginal land legislation.  

 

So that was a very vigorous period of contact with Keith Wilson through that process, and 

that was probably almost the only lower house member that I had much association with, in 

Keith, [I had] minimal association with the Police Minister, Jeff Carr; Jeff, the member for 

Geraldton. I remember the irony of coming up with Jeff Carr to the Kimberley, travelling 

around with Jeff Carr and the newly appointed Police Commissioner in Brian Bull, and here I 

was travelling around the Kimberley with the Police Commissioner, the Police Minister, two 

years or three years before which I had been driven around by the police all right, but on my 

way from the police cell to the prison cell, as a result, in my view, of the misuse of the police 

in the attack upon the voting rights of Aboriginal people of 1980 and of course the misuse of 

the police, in my view, in the Noonkanbah convoy, where they were used like an assault 

squadron to come through and push the convoy through from Perth to Noonkanbah as some 

sort of gunboat diplomacy to tell the Aboriginal people and their supporters that their hopes 

of protecting sacred sites and Aboriginal rights in relation to land would come to nil. So, to 

then find yourself in the company of the police minister and the police commissioner, visiting 

police stations and having the police officers in a different relationship with me, as a 

parliamentarian now and as an advocate for Aboriginal people and the wider community and 
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the rights of people, it was a wonderful reshaping of the landscape that was going on. And it 

did require making sure a level of levelheadedness about this dramatic turn of events and 

making sure that you adopted some humility and modesty and, you know, not being [part of] 

any sort of smug approach to the fact that we were in government, and government brought 

with it privileges but [rather] responsibilities. 

 

JF  So just to continue that line, how far did you get within the Burke years in 

achieving land rights, then? I’m just trying to remember. 

 

STEPHENS The way the thing developed was that at the end of the Seaman inquiry, a 

report was delivered to government, which was … That report and recommendations were 

[considered] by the cabinet, and Burke.  It was decided that it was too ambitious for the 

government of the day and instead they quickly developed a response to the Seaman 

inquiry, which was some legislation that they had developed with the assistance of very good 

legal advice in Graham McDonald, a wonderful operative who came in and helped them 

shape a response that was to be more politically palatable to the context of a government in 

office in the lower house but not in power in the upper house, but having committed to land 

rights legislation. The upper house was … We only had … I think from memory I was the 

tenth member elected. I forget exactly how many we got by the time we got into government, 

but it would have been out of … Maybe we were 12 by that stage, but the majority required 

would have been 15, from memory, and we didn’t have those numbers to get legislation 

through in our own right. Burke was very alert and very aware of that situation in the upper 

house and we’d had a policy of getting rid of the upper house because we always knew how 

obstructive it was for Labor governments, and that policy had only been changed in the lead-

up to that election or very soon before that to make it one of reforming the upper house.  

 

But we were dealing with a hostile upper house, and so that bill that was crafted was aimed 

at trying to find a middle distance between the Labor Party’s objectives and the ambitions for 

Aboriginal land rights and what our political opponents might want in the upper house. 

Burke succeeded in getting very close to getting his bill through, as watered down as it was, 

with the support of the National Party members that had broken away from Country Party in 

the upper house. I think that was Tom McNeil and … I think there were three of them that 

were in the upper house. In the process of trying to win the National Party over, people … I 

think only me, and I think I’m the only Labor parliamentarian that he didn’t have my support 

for his legislative initiative, and I said as much publicly, to his annoyance. This was now 

perhaps September 1986 when the legislative package was finally presented to the 

Parliament, and I said, “Look, barleese, this is not real land rights legislation. This is so 
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watered down it’s scarcely recognisable as delivering upon the ambitions of the Aboriginal 

people that had been strongly articulated by Aboriginal people in the lead-up to the 1983 

election.” So I was very disappointed and expressed my disappointment publicly, knowing 

simultaneously of course that a collective decision of the Labor Party would be one that I 

would be supporting the initiative but unhappy with the result.  

 

Burke chastised me, over the telephone again (I got many of these calls over the years) but 

basically he made the point to me, which I didn’t like at the time, but I think when I look back 

at it, I agree with him, historically; that is, it was the best he could possibly have done with 

the numbers as they were in the upper house, certainly in the circumstance that had 

unfolded in the electorate with the hostility towards Aboriginal land rights. His compromise 

on a compromise was all that had any chance of getting through, and he said to me 

something like, “Just leave me alone to do this task and I’ll get something through, whereas 

you in your pursuit, tilting at windmills, will get nowhere in this state. You don’t understand 

the politics of it.” I found it all a bit of a put-down and didn’t agree with him at the time, but I 

do agree with him in retrospect. I think he was right and I was wrong. But it’s not the way 

history played out.  

 

For what it’s worth, as well, there’s an amazing misrepresentation of that history, even that 

bit, where people suggest wrongly that Burke didn’t deliver upon his election commitment. 

He delivered, because his commitment was “I’ll introduce land rights legislation to the 

Parliament.”  His legislation was introduced, and, even with its weaknesses, that should 

have been enough to have got it through, and certainly for which he had a manifesto (an 

endorsement from the electorate) he couldn’t get that through the hostile upper house. 

People misrepresent that entirely in their efforts to … There are many things you can criticise 

Brian Burke for, but it’s not in relation to his attempts to secure the passage of Aboriginal 

land rights legislation. 

 

Looking back with the grand sweep of history (there are many other components to this) I do 

believe that the courts would never have stepped into this space, other than for the failure of 

the parliamentary system to resolve the self-evident problem that we had, and so when the 

legal teams came together with Greg McIntyre and the others that put together the case 

around the Mabo case, if there’d been passage of a bill in Western Australia for the 

introduction and carriage of land rights, then I don’t think they would have found their way 

through the High Court successfully as they did. So there’s an irony in this, that  a legislative 

impasse eventually became the basis, in my view, for why there was a judicial resolution and 

progress on an issue that was going nowhere because of the shocking politics that had been 
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created by the resource sector, the pastoral industry (everybody was in there making 

mischief; dreadful television ads that were black hands building walls across the state, 

suggesting that your suburban backyards were at risk of being claimed successfully by 

Aboriginal people) an atrocious blight upon the practitioners of politics and in commerce and 

industry that participated in alarming unnecessarily and creating hostility where there was no 

need. So many ironies in this, but that’s the truth of it. 

 

Even though, on the other side of the Parliament, I’ve mentioned that there are people like 

Norman Moore that I get on quite well and cordially with, I have to say that people like that, 

Norman Moore and Sir Charles Court, to have landed on the wrong side of every issue in 

their political life, to me, I think it becomes the final … And yet they get away with a 

reputation that is, in my view, built on these glaring, self-evident, shocking mistakes, and 

Norman was part of that process of politicising and utilising the Aboriginal issues for political 

advantage and to the disadvantage of the good interests of the wider society that I think was 

a great black mark against those careers. But they are successful careers by the definition of 

some, and I think of the example of the Noonkanbah convoy, which was, again, Sir Charles 

Court, Norman Moore and all those that were caught up in constructing that shocking assault 

upon Aboriginal aspirations. Then Labor comes in, with mines minister, Peter Dowding, and 

successfully negotiates with the Noonkanbah people exploration activities upon the pastoral 

lands of the Noonkanbah community, where the mining industry discharges their obligations 

under their exploration permits, do their exploration, but do it in a way that doesn’t disrupt 

and earn the opposition of Aboriginal people, and compromise and negotiated outcomes are 

achieved. That was always on offer, but had never been taken up. Gunboat diplomacy was 

utilised instead to try to put down this ambition of Aboriginal people to have a place and a 

role in reference to Aboriginal land issues and resource questions across the state … 

Unnecessary, shocking waste of energy and time that could have been otherwise. 

 

JF  Did you ever have, at that time and in respect of that issue, contact as you 

were going through this with a lot of Aboriginal people? What sort of reactions were they 

making to what the Burke Government was trying to do and so on? 

 

STEPHENS Well, one of the initiatives that was put in place by Burke was to put Ernie 

Bridge in charge of an Aboriginal liaison committee process, which was ensuring that the 

Aboriginal people got the chance to organise and put their case to the Seaman inquiry, and 

that was stuff that brought a consolidated look at the Aboriginal land issues, and to try and 

prepare the Aboriginal people’s case to the Seaman inquiry. That was skilful, brilliant work 

that Ernie did, attacked immediately by Norman Moore, and led to a parliamentary select 
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committee of inquiry on which I served, which was aimed at trying to discredit the process 

and unfairly and unnecessarily attack Ernie. I recently went past the office of [the late] Ernie 

Bridge and just saw there the boxes of files that still relate to that period, when Ernie had to 

maintain this huge filing system to protect himself from the unnecessary attacks and assault 

that Norman mounted against him. But I was in contact with the Aboriginal people, but it was 

clear that they were increasingly angry with the failure of the political process to deliver upon 

what they wanted, and that antipathy towards the political process, towards the Burke 

Government and towards Labor started to grow and it led to more difficult relations with 

many of the Aboriginal leaders of the time, people who’d come into this discussion much 

later than my involvement but were now the active leaders. It was not only testy relationships 

with them, but even more testy between their supporters and people like me who were really 

… Even some of the Aboriginal people, despite the fact that they were disappointed, had 

these relationships with us that were based on knowing where we were coming from, but 

their support base, with less knowledge of our connection to the journey and bona fides in 

the journey, were pretty savage. Places like Broome became difficult places in which to live, 

in part because of this coterie of people who were pretty rugged and rough and rude in 

reference to their disappointments over the Aboriginal land issues.  

 

There was an additional complication, of course, which was that there’d been the 

Clyde Holding–Hawke opposition commitment to national land rights legislation, and Burke 

did persuade them, on the basis of his experience, not to proceed with national native title 

legislation. So Hawke and Holding (Holding reluctantly, but Hawke having been persuaded 

by Burke) dropped that federal initiative. That was a huge disappointment for Aboriginal 

people. I must say that was something that I was not either connected to … I could never 

see how you could actually do it with national legislation at that time. I didn’t ever think that 

you would have been able to construct national land rights legislation that would have 

survived a High Court process, and I don’t think it would’ve actually at that time. It took a 

different High Court that was constructed of the likes of Bill Deane, Gerard Brennan, John 

Toohey. These appointments had yet to be made, and the court was not yet in a position to 

successfully receive a submission about Aboriginal land issues. The set had not been put in 

place. 

 

Part of the putting it in place was the failure of the political process, but it was a painful 

process for those that were wanting rapid [results] … This particular viewpoint that I have on 

these issues, I think, is a somewhat unique viewpoint. I’ve watched and read and heard the 

viewpoints of others on these points and I’m not persuaded by their viewpoint. I am a 

practitioner in this space who got to see this play itself out inch by inch, toe by toe, as people 
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jostled and wrestled to try to bring these issues to fruition and I’m convinced of my analysis 

of this, which has not been previously well documented [before] here and to some extent this 

oral record, I think, is recording a viewpoint that is quite different from the viewpoint of so 

many other people who’d touched this space. 

 

JF  Okay. Shall we then at this point look at some of the other things that the 

Burke Government tried to do, and things that were perhaps memorable particularly to you. 

 

STEPHENS Well, I think most memorable I have to say would be the passage of the 

abolition of capital punishment. This was an exciting piece of legislation to have come into 

the Parliament. It also becomes illustrative of the great skill of the Burke Government in 

securing the support of the numbers in the upper house and finding those numbers despite 

the fact that the Labor numbers were insufficient in themselves to have brought the bill 

through to success. In that particular case, from memory, it was certainly Phil Pendal, but I 

think Margaret McAleer, and I think there was another Liberal as well that participated 

successfully in bringing that legislation through. Margaret McAleer, an extraordinary 

presence in the chamber; a Loreto-educated, or … I’m not quite sure now. I have forgotten 

whether she was Loreto or Mercedes-educated, but she went to a Catholic school [Loreto]; I 

don’t think of Catholic heritage. But I remember watching her during her time in the chamber, 

including in the time of the passage of that particular bill [where] her vote was critical. She 

was a smoker, and we used to have smokers in the chamber at that time who not only 

smoked but actually smoked in the chamber which is sort of unthinkable now, but that’s the 

way it was, and she used to smoke a particularly pungent tobacco, some sort of black 

Russian thing that was … Aromatic is one way of describing it. But a huge odour would 

come from the smoke, billowing smoke from the chamber. She’d sit there with her ashtray 

and smoke away, with a complexion and skin condition that, I think, had been hardened and 

harshened not just from the farming life, but also from [being] a hardened, seasoned smoker. 

She would sit there in the corner of the chamber and smoke away and listen to the debate 

very attentively in the case of a circumstance like this where she was going to exercise her 

right to an independent, free … Not a free vote, but a vote as a Liberal. In those times we 

were not left at any risk to your future as a parliamentarian. The Liberals were really 

genuinely free at that time to take on those sort of issues like capital punishment, and she 

did, brave, nonetheless. But that was a great bill.  

 

The irony of it is (and this is a thing I’ll say about Hansard at that time) that oftentimes you 

would think that the Hansard would be the record of those things that a parliamentarian felt 

most strongly about, but I can tell you in my own case it is most certainly not. The Hansard 
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will reveal, I suspect at that time, very limited contribution from people like myself, if any, and 

the reason for that was in order to get legislation like that through, the Labor Party at that 

time in office with the skilful leadership of people like Berinson, we were not left with the 

freedom to be able to speak on these bills because by speaking we ran the risk of prolonging 

debate and making it even more difficult to get legislation through. So often our best 

speeches were the ones that we had to swallow and never articulate, never express, just in 

order to get legislation through. More regularly the Hansard would become a record of those 

things that were of much less significance to yourself as an individual, and you would have 

to just simply put your best speeches away and they’d never get delivered. So there’s 

something ironic about the parliamentary record and not … I haven’t gone back to look about 

the capital punishment legislation, but I’m sure that it’ll be a very … If there’s any contribution 

from me at all, despite my enthusiasm and as I look back at that particular bill, I’d say the 

most significant bill that I am most proud of from the Burke years as having got through the 

Parliament at that time. People might say well, you know, it’s been a long time since there’s 

been a person whose life was taken by virtue of the right to use capital punishment. That’s 

correct, but one never knew in a community like ours how quickly hysteria could take off, as 

was in my view on display during the land rights debate, where hysteria and racism had 

taken off. I could see that that could happen at any time, and that’s why capital punishment, 

in my view, needed to go. It went at that time and I’m proud of it. 

 

I don’t really want to elevate anything else out of that period. There were other bits and 

pieces that were frustrating bits and pieces that came over time, and I participated in many 

of the debates in varying degrees of enthusiasm, but they were the big issues from me in 

that period (the Aboriginal land issues, the capital punishment bill).  

 

I think I’m right in saying that by ’86 we had got through one particular change that I may 

have mentioned earlier, which was an amendment to the Births, Deaths and Marriages 

Registration Act, which emerged out of a pre-election commitment that we made to the 

Malay community of the Pilbara, the Islamic community of the Pilbara, who had found 

themselves left with this situation where [for example] Mustapha bin Ahmat was having to 

name his children ‘bin Ahmat’, Ahmat being the name of his father.   So the grandchildren 

were becoming Joachim bin Ahmat, which was effectively suggesting that the kids were 

sired by their grandfather rather than their father, so a naming system of cultural and 

religious [origins with] historic linkages back to Malaysia and to the Cocos and Christmas 

Islands, and a different faith tradition. To get that legislation through … Having to get it 

through was a pre-election commitment on the part of the Labor team, persuading, firstly, 

Joe Berinson that we would adopt it as a pre-election commitment in the 1982 by-election 
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campaign. He then took it through to election in 1983, and then having to then get it through 

the caucus … It had been endorsed by caucus, but then through the cabinet room, and then 

with the resistance of a bureaucracy determined to try to thwart us, but eventually getting it 

through the Parliament, successfully delivering a change that removed the way naming had 

been done in this state with the arrival of British law, laws that dated back to Henry VIII. [It 

amounts to a failure of the English language to cope when dealing with a foreign name.]  

There was pleasure in that delivery.  If you like, that was an illustration of people observing 

something they wanted, persuading a candidate, a candidate persuading a party, a party 

then taking that to an election and into government, working with the bureaucracy, and then 

at odds with the bureaucracy, fighting your way through the bureaucracy, through the 

register of births, deaths and marriages guy who was dressed up to the nines like some sort 

of bank Johnny with rolled-up sleeves and a tennis hat, [sitting under] a light that was more 

regularly shining in the eyes of the parliamentarian that would have the temerity to come and 

see him and talk to him about this change we were going to get through the Parliament that 

he was opposed to. 

 

Simultaneously we brought in a little change there, an interesting little change, to the Births, 

Deaths and Marriages Registration Act, which made it possible for a woman not to have to 

record the name of the father … Sorry, not to require the father’s surname to be the surname 

of the child.  [Up until] that time the only way a child could avoid having the father’s surname 

was to be listed as “father unknown”. It looked like classic ‘pater ignotus’, which is the way it 

was often referred to in the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages; sometimes jocularly 

called “Peter Ignatius”, but, no, pater ignotus, father unknown. There were women who were 

no longer wanting to have their children given the names of their partners or husbands even, 

and arrangements needed to respond to a changing social attitude to the naming system, 

and we delivered that. I think by about ’86 that got through. 

 

JF  Two things I wanted to ask you about. The naming system that they were 

insisting on which went contrary to the Malays, did that have to do with the order in which the 

names are normally expressed among the Muslim people? 

 

STEPHENS No; it was more like this. “Mustapha” would be a first name, “bin” being “son”, 

“Ahmat” being his father’s first name. So, the “bin Ahmat” had become the surname. So 

“Mustapha”, when he had children, ran the risk of that surname, the “bin Ahmat”, being sent 

down as though it were a surname, when in fact all it was was the father’s first name. And so 

they didn’t want that in the system at all. It had to go “Joachim bin Mustapha”, because 
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Joachim was the son of Mustapha, not the son of the grandfather. So it was not so much the 

order of it; it was just another naming system entirely from what … 
 

JF  So there was not a surname as such. 

 

STEPHENS Correct. 
 

JF  In the Muslim practice. 

 

STEPHENS In that practice. I am not able to speak about Islam as a whole, or how more 

widespread it was than the articulated ambitions of the Malay community that came off 

Cocos and Christmas Islands, but we did find a way of crafting the legislation so that it had 

to have respect for a recognised cultural or religious tradition. If a person could assert and 

establish that their naming system had regard to a religious or cultural practice that was 

recognised, then that could be deployed in the future; and I understand that it is now 

deployed. How extensively I don’t know, but it does mean that the surname system is no 

longer as predictable as it was for the hundreds of years prior to that. And that might annoy 

genealogists, but it certainly provides some comfort (and probably even annoys oral 

historians or certainly historians and, you know, others that are interested in these things) 

but it provided some comfort and support for people who had a naming system that had a 

different purpose altogether to our naming system and our surname practice. 

 

JF  The other thing I wanted to ask you is in saying that you weren’t able to 

express yourself in the Parliament for fear of aggravating the result … 

 

STEPHENS Yes. 
 

JF  Do you have extensive copy of speeches and that sort of thing that you might 

have presented had you had the opportunity, and will those papers be available at some 

future time? 

 

STEPHENS I don’t have extensive or any particular papers that I can say, “Yes, that’s the 

paper that I did at that time.” I have got a vast archive and I’m only halfway through looking 

at it, and God knows what will turn up in it eventually when I get through it. And it could well 

be that there’ll be speeches that were prepared and never delivered amongst them; I 

wouldn’t be surprised, but where they are God only knows. But there were many occasions 

when that happened. As the years went on, I probably knew not to prepare often because 
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you knew, when you were in government at least, that was mostly not the time for 

parliamentary debates or opportunity, unless you were a minister. But if you were a 

backbench member and you were trying to get legislation through, you really had to learn the 

art of the pithy short speech; an art that I never particularly learnt. I was so much better with 

a more … I talked at length [chuckles]. 
 

JF  Yes [laughter]. You don’t want to speak about any other Burke matters but, in 

just one or two words, were you comfortable about the financial rescues? 

 

STEPHENS I think that I would say this: that we came into office at a time when the 

economy of Western Australia, the economics of Australia, were such that unemployment 

levels had risen to unacceptable levels and where the economy was clearly sluggish and 

was needing a new way of responding to the challenges with which we were faced. At that 

time, the vision that Burke had articulated for and the way that we might tackle stimulating 

the economy, was a persuasive articulated vision. He persuaded not only himself but his 

team and the community of Western Australia that a new approach had to be adopted to 

business in this state. There was something absolutely galling about the concentration of 

wealth, where people in the golden triangle, if you like, of the 6009 club of the western 

suburbs were all living very comfortably, thank you very much; while there were high levels 

of unemployment, wealth that was not (an investment that was not) finding its way to give 

this state a chance of creating employment. So, Burke borrowed from our near neighbours, 

in particular I think I sense out of Singapore, the collaborative approach between 

government and industry that he wanted to use as the way to do business here in the state. 

And the irony of it is the “if onlys”. If we hadn’t had that concentration of people with such 

poor ethics, that people like Bond and Connell in particular embodied in their professional 

lives. I could add others; some of them are dead, but why bother adding their names to the 

list? But they are people who did the state no credit and certainly in the end assisted the 

process of getting far too close to Burke and the Labor government, and not bringing with 

them an adequate regard to the difference between what was mine and thine. They simply 

had a blurred approach to ethics and property; they were not people of integrity. For 

whatever reason Burke had a blind spot to them and didn’t realise that they were people of 

that calibre.  

 

I’m not sure that I’ve yet told this story on the record.  It is in reference to [those government-

business relationships] I had developed a connection, a friendship, with one of the 

personalities of the business world of Western Australia, which was [with] a bloke called 

Alistair McAlpine. Alistair was with a northern connection and a connection with Aboriginal 
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people that made him of interest to me as he turned up in Broome. We became friends, 

despite the fact that he had this heritage of being the bagman for the Conservative Party of 

Margaret Thatcher and chairman of the fundraising for the Conservative Party (treasurer of 

the Conservative Party) in England. But he was horrified by what he was seeing going on 

with Burke in developing this relationship with Bond and Connell and came to me and asked 

me for a favour to go and see Burke and tell him [Burke] that we were in business with 

people that we had no right to be in business with because they were basically crooks, and 

the sooner we came to realise that the better. I said as much to Burke, as a message from 

McAlpine, in his office, and I was lucky I didn’t get thrown out of the office from that thirteenth 

floor or whatever floor it was in the old building on the Terrace, which was the first home of 

the Premier (directly opposite Government House, I forget the name of the building). But 

Burke was angry beyond belief that I should dare come down and deliver a message to him 

from some jumped-up English lord–Tory–Pommy. So, needless to say I did not have a close 

working relationship with Brian Burke. Despite the fact that I held him in some considerable 

regard, I could see his weaknesses, his inability to take input that might have rounded out 

his own assessment of things. He was too confident of his own assessment of people and 

quite clearly he was wrong.  

 

The other side of politics I think were advantaged by their more detailed knowledge of the 

business personalities. Coming out of the financial world that so many of them had come out 

of, coming out of accounting firms, being connected to the legal and accounting professions 

meant that their antenna perhaps came up a lot earlier than ours, and we just simply did not 

get the same level of sufficient, in my view, antenna that came in. Having said that, in the 

party room itself, at the point where the proposal was brought to the caucus room to let the 

caucus know that we had just rescued Rothwells, I remember the Labor member for 

Scarborough, Graham Burkett (who came out of the world of banking and a good mate of 

Burke’s) going absolutely off his trolley at what stupidity had taken hold of the cabinet to 

have bailed out Rothwells and Connell. So, there was one insight that was on offer from that 

personality, and I’ve learnt subsequently, as you go back through this period, to know that 

there were other voices, in particular Joe Berinson’s voice, that were being expressed in the 

cabinet room to try to warn … I also remember he being told by the likes of Bond and 

Connell … They would walk in to the space where these issues were up for discussion and 

they were high-pressured moments where the banks looked like they were all going to fall 

over and the story was looking pretty grim, and Berinson coming in and expressing caution, 

and Bond and Connell using their charming, persuasive ways to dismiss and discredit Joe’s 

comment, like, “Which planet’s he on? Where did he come from? What stupidity is he 

expressing?” And to denigrate the insight and input from Berinson that would have and could 
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have, if it had been successfully heard by the team, protected the government from [the] 

mistakes of the day.  

 

I did not have the insights that would have pushed this stuff in a different direction, other 

than the two insights. One came from McAlpine, which left me thinking there is something 

wrong with these characters, because I trusted Alistair. And two, I had an insight from my 

father-in-law, who had been a Shell agent, who had once been left with the task of selling 

Shell products, including one of his customers was to be Alan Bond. His company told him 

that under no circumstances was he to leave Bond with any Shell product until the cash was 

in the bank with Shell. That painted a profile of a personality between the observation of my 

father-in-law and the comment of McAlpine, which was backed up by a story about the 

purchase of the Esplanade Hotel, where McAlpine had bought the Esplanade from Bond, 

calculating in his price that he had paid Bond that he was going to take at least the 

advantage of the fixtures and the fittings, including the chandeliers and the woodwork, and to 

utilise that. On the night of settlement going through, McAlpine goes down there and finds 

that Bond had actually been in there and removed the very fixtures of this place, stripping 

the hotel of the value that had just been purchased by McAlpine, and McAlpine learning from 

that that he had a choice: to the courts or an alternative pathway, never do business with this 

bloke again. He chose the alternative pathway of never doing business with Bond and 

recommended to anyone else who ever came near him the same pathway. Regrettably, that 

articulated caution did not find its way successfully into Burke’s ears, and the world of 

Western Australia and the opportunity for Labor would have been a different place altogether 

if it had. But it is testimony, in my view, not so much to a major character flaw in Burke about 

honesty, at that time at least; I think it was really just a misplaced youthful self-confidence. 

That’s the best I can do in terms of constructing the case for the opposition or the case 

against the accused in the case of Burke. I suppose that perhaps reflects how close we all 

came working in a team, to get us into government. We got into government. I’m very 

grateful for the fact that the Burke team were successful in getting rid of the shocking 

government that preceded them in reference to so many of these ethical issues of great 

political significance, but unfortunately brought with them some people, like Bond and 

Connell, and practices that got us into a lot of trouble.  

 

If the 1987 crash had not occurred, success could have almost certainly taken everything 

into a different direction, but that was not to be; there was a crash of ’87. Cash was tight, 

businesses were failing and falling, rescue was mounted, and then the black holes in these 

organisations that had been stripped of their value by these practitioners in the case of Bond 

and Connell. But the [authorities] are still, even now, trying to get back out of the 
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corporations into which shocking, sharp business practice had developed. But it was not an 

area of my expertise, and perhaps, I have to say, because of the fact that I never got on well 

with Burke we never became close, despite all the shared context one might have thought 

we might have got on close, we didn’t, and as a result I never got into the inner sanctum 

during the Burke years. It took me a long time before I had an opportunity to serve in the 

cabinet room, and well after Burke had gone, despite his offers and assurances to the 

contrary. I was spared ever having been compromised myself and learned an enormous 

amount about ethics and politics through that period, without personally being sullied by the 

shared responsibility of being in the cabinet room or close to the action where one may 

perhaps have run the risk of being compromised by the process. I do feel that for someone 

like Joe Berinson, who was there and would have been and was a voice of oftentimes one, 

of trying to chart a different course unsuccessfully as the team went off in this crazy direction 

that they went. 

 

JF  I think we’d better leave it at that for today; thanks, Tom. 

 
[End of TGS–09T12] 
 
[Checked against the recording and amended as necessary, 10th November 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee edits on 29 February 2016]] 
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[TGS–10T13  Duration 18m48s] 
 

JF  Today is the 7th of October 2015, and this file contains the tenth in a series of 

interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM. He was a former member 

of the Western Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom 

is speaking with John Ferrell. 

 

Tom, when did you first hear that Brian Burke was going to resign? 

 

STEPHENS No, I don’t have a clear recollection of that. My guess is that I would have 

heard alongside everyone else in the caucus room, although, that having been said, even as 

Burke was originally campaigning in 1982 and ’83 in the lead-up to that election, he made it 

clear, even then, that he only pictured a five-year term as Premier, and said as much. In a 

sense, he was true to his word, as improbable as it seemed, that someone so young at that 

point in the prime of their parliamentary life and incredibly popular in the community, in the 

party and in the Parliament. I do recall having been told that the announcement was to be 

made in the chamber of coming down from the Legislative Council to sit in the corner of the 

Legislative Assembly, in the seats that are available for members from either chamber to 

come and sit, and to sit and watch his resignation speech or his retirement speech, which 

was not the actual announcement but that completed his parliamentary contribution. He 

received a standing ovation, with absolutely everybody in the chamber (both sides of the 

house standing), but with one exception. I think it was Bill Hassell that chose not to stand. I 

think he was the only person that didn’t rise. Similarly, with the announcement of Mal Bryce’s 

retirement, which was done at the same time; so the two of them stepped down together. It 

was a rather unusual resignation because it was simply an announcement of a resignation, 

which didn’t take place … I think it was probably announced in the chamber probably late 

November, and it didn’t take place until February, the fifth anniversary of his election to the 

Parliament. I think it coincided with his birthday. It was a very odd interregnum that then 

continued between Burke’s period in government and the next. I do remember the humour in 

the chamber that day when, after Mal Bryce completed his resignation speech, then the 

Leader of the Opposition … I can’t remember who it was, whether it was Barry MacKinnon or 

Bill Hassell; I’ve actually forgotten which one it was. But when they stood, I remember one 

wag saying, “Not you, too!” which added some humour into a tense chamber where emotion 

was riding high. Brian’s departure was lamented. 
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JF  To some extent, I suppose the appointment as papal legate, or whatever it 

was in Ireland, amounted to his salvation in a way, because the things that exploded a little 

later on missed him being there, shall we say, at the time. 

 

STEPHENS So, his appointment was as Ambassador to Dublin and they combined his 

appointment as Ambassador to the Holy See along with the one to Ireland. He went out in 

a situation where there was very minimal concern about the WA Inc period, at least in the 

public domain. But that was to change very dramatically as soon as he left office and events 

were rapidly dishevelling, unfolding and unfurling (there’s another word there) [unravelling?] 

the economics around this rescue of Rothwells had gone kaput.  

 

JF  Now, Mal was a fairly early retiree, too. 

 

STEPHENS Correct. 

 

JF  Was it anything to do with the fact that he didn’t wish to work for anybody else 

or didn’t wish to take on a premiership himself or … 

 

STEPHENS No, I don’t know the answer to that, although I understand that he’s recently 

done his own oral history. I’m not particularly close to Mal. I’m not particularly close to either 

of them, so I don’t know the answers to those questions. Brian organised his own departure. 

He’d always organise things neatly and it was probably his assessment that the party’s 

interests, the state’s interests, Brian’s interests were best served by the two of them going 

on together. He negotiated and arranged that, I suspect, himself. There is a joke that is told 

(that Brian tells in fact at the time) that as he looked around the caucus room and around the 

cabinet to work out who his successor would be, he’s reputed … Well, he said this in my 

hearing so I can … you’re getting it third-hand, I guess … But he said that amongst his 

potential successors there were four that stood out; however, one drank too much, one knew 

too much, one talked too much and one screwed around too much. And that was Brian’s 

very entertaining way of describing the four potential heirs to the throne. It was a very apt 

description and it captured, without anyone having to work out who he was referring to, 

everyone knew exactly who he was referring to, and he opted for one of the four. 

 

JF  And screwing around was less of a problem [chuckles]. 

 

STEPHENS Less a problem [chuckles]. 
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JF  Oh, dear. Now, you were very much a personal friend of Peter Dowding. 

 

STEPHENS I was; I am. 

 

JF  And still are. How soon was it clear to you that Peter was going to take over? 

 

STEPHENS I think it was all part of the package. It became quite clear that Brian had 

negotiated and managed to get this transition to happen smoothly where it would move with 

his support and the support of all players in the Parliament. I don’t even recall there being a 

ballot. There might have been some disappointment. I think David Parker probably was one 

of those that was irritated by it. Peter was one of those characters who was not loved by his 

colleagues; he was just simply respected by his colleagues for his great strengths and 

energy, and that respect secured concurrence in the caucus, if not the support of the 

proposal that Brian had put. It was, from my perspective, fantastic, because my view of it 

was that Peter brought a real reformer zeal to the government that was not the zeal that 

Burke had; he [Burke] was not a reformer, he was a manager of the competing pressures of 

government, whereas Peter had a real agenda and pushed that agenda, particularly to look 

after the needs of the vulnerable, especially wanting to see some progress in the field of 

Aboriginal affairs. It was both a philosophical commitment and a personal commitment of 

Peter’s and one that he inherited; that social justice imperative that he got from his father, 

the Reverend Keith Dowding. He was a strongly motivated reformer. 

 

JF  Was Peter’s zeal based on a religious faith?  

 

STEPHENS No, Peter didn’t have any religious faith; no, none at all. I always assumed 

atheist, but perhaps agnostic and a complete disinterest in religion and some disdain, which 

is quite intriguing. He has great respect for his father, great appreciation of his father. He 

presided over his father’s funeral at the Uniting Church just down the road here in Hay 

Street, which had as its chief celebrant for Peter’s father’s funeral, the Jesuit priest 

Father John Hart. Peter’s and Keith’s connection with the Christian movement was for its 

support for the vulnerable and people with need within the community. He championed that, 

Keith did, that aspect of the social gospel; and Peter fitted naturally into those 

preoccupations, but without the faith dimension to them. 

 

JF  You mentioned that Keith was employed by Peter and you as … 
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STEPHENS Technically employed by me and he provided me with great support in those 

initial months following my election. I was elected in July ’82, but Keith would have joined my 

team probably in the first week of August ’82, and he stuck with me through until, I think, 

February ’83. But it was mentor, support, connecting and collaborating with the body of the 

work that was done by Millie Jowell, the electorate office work. Keith was a great connector. 

 

JF  Was he at that stage still actively involved as a religious minister? 

 

STEPHENS As a pastoral minister, yes; the Reverend Keith. I think he stayed as a 

reverend all the way to his death. He was probably buried as a reverend. He worked 

subsequently as sort of a fill-in pastor in churches in the north; so, yes, he was active in the 

Uniting Church before and afterwards. 

 

JF  When the Dowding years started, there would have been a slight change of 

personnel from the period we were talking about before (not very much change, perhaps), 

but were there any other associates of yours particularly who became important more under 

the Dowding era than in the Burke era? 

 

STEPHENS I guess this is the period when David Parker came in to a stronger leadership 

role. I think he was probably deputy. I’ve forgotten whether that was the case. I don’t believe 

there were any other really significant changes. Carmen was emerging through the ranks for 

having successfully carried the education portfolio, and she was doing well with that 

portfolio. She’d been championed into the Parliament at a by-election for Subiaco when 

Tom Dadour retired. Burke went and found her and got her to run, and she came into the 

Parliament and did well and got in. The education portfolio, she handled very well I believe. 

But, no, I don’t think there were any other specific additions to it. Ernie Bridge had become a 

minister in ’86 and stayed on as a minister, maybe with some portfolio changes, with Peter. I 

think the thing that I noticed most especially happening, because word and unhappiness 

started to resonate around the place very quickly that Peter, certainly after the 1989 election 

(he’d been Premier perhaps for 12 months) … He was very systematic and very determined 

that there would be some progress in the field of Aboriginal affairs. After assigning the 

various portfolios around to the various ministers, he brought them in one-by-one with their 

heads of department (I think starting with the health minister Keith Wilson) and really reading 

the riot act as only Peter could do, demanding that there be some focus and results on 

Aboriginal health and progress in this field. I know that immediately, the way Peter had done 

it, brought great annoyance on the part of the head of department (I think it was Bill Roberts 

at the time, Commissioner for Health) but more importantly with the health minister, who was 
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smouldering with rage and anger at the way he had been pulled in and hauled over the coals 

by Peter in a way that he didn’t see as collegial. That smouldering anger and rage, I think 

that was then repeated with other ministers finding themselves in a shared experience, with 

Peter really trying to drive some reform agenda here. His way of doing it was not well 

received by his colleagues. That’s my take on it. There’ll be others with a different view of it. 

Obviously, there were other issues emerging simultaneously with the collapse of Rothwells 

and then this crazy plan, that I have always understood was David Parker’s idea, to come 

forward with this initiative around the rescue of PICL, the petrochemical plant, the 

Dallas Dempster sort of debacle, from memory, the detail of which largely escapes me, but a 

complete and utter mess that was brought to the caucus room. The caucus was persuaded 

at the time, as was the cabinet as well. It’s always made me realise, in retrospect, how fast-

talking, intelligent, persuasive people are quite capable of misleading, unintentionally, but 

taking people down a wrong path. That was clearly … They didn’t deliberately embark upon 

wanting to take people down a wrong path; they were doing their best to protect the public 

interest and the interests of the government, but it became an unmitigated disaster. 

 

JF  Were there some memorable successes of the era that you would like to draw 

attention to? 

 

STEPHENS It was not a period for great success, Peter’s period of government, although 

there’s probably a document that lists whatever they were and there would have been some, 

and I’m not focused on them. Peter in his previous portfolios had really, I think, made his 

mark in the employment and training portfolio, really pushing reforms in the employment 

agenda, which I think were very significant. I think I previously mentioned, when he had 

responsibility for the mines portfolio, he showed that resources portfolio a way of dealing 

with Aboriginal aspirations in regard to the protection of sites and land. That portfolio 

acquired a new approach, a sensitive approach, a collaborative and cooperative approach 

that Peter championed and rolled out into the way the resource industry in the future dealt 

with Aboriginal people’s attitudes in reference to land issues over time. But I think that some 

of the lighter things that I would like to think about, they were things like Peter’s connection 

with the northern communities. His second wife, sorry, third wife, Barbro, the woman from 

Sweden, who was his new companion and first lady; she and Peter cut a very glamorous 

couple as they went into the role, as Premier, both as a candidate [interruption as someone 

opens the door]. Shall we pause there?   

 

[End of TGS–10T13]  [Checked against the recordings and amended.  Further amended 

from interviewee’s edits on 29 February 2016.] 
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[TGS–10T14  Duration 56m03s] 
 
STEPHENS It’s Tommy McNeil. [Someone had knocked and opened the door] 

 

JF  Right, okay. 

 

STEPHENS Peter and Barbro cut a wonderful picture of a glamorous couple. Peter in 

particular, I remember agreeing with me about our opportunity to campaign successfully in 

the seat of Northern Rivers. Peter threw himself into that state campaign against the advice 

of the state secretary, Stephen Smith and against the advice of Kim Beazley [jr], who were 

all of the view that Tom was nuts; he would never win these seats but we picked up Northern 

Rivers at the ’89 election. We hung onto Geraldton against the expectations of the party. 

Amazingly, the state secretary in Stephen Smith and the party were parading themselves 

with their chests pumped out for having retained government in ’89, despite the fact that it 

had been retained not by the successful deployment of their own strategy but by the strategy 

of others that delivered for them a number of seats that they’d written off. I always took great 

umbrage about people claiming the victory as theirs when in many ways it was because 

Peter knew as Labor leader and Premier what I knew in those northern seats, that it was 

possible for the Labor Party to retain those seats or, in the case of Northern Rivers, win it by 

just simply a focused and dedicated effort. So we retained the seats we had had and picked 

up another one. That was the basis upon which we reformed government in ’89. 

 

JF  Your seat had actually slightly changed, hadn’t it, at that stage?  

 

STEPHENS It had; it had moved from the seat of North Province at that election of ’89 to 

the seat of Mining and Pastoral. I effectively became the member for Mining and Pastoral 

with a term that started in May of ’89 after that election of that year.  

 

JF  Did that alter the boundaries to any extent?  

 

STEPHENS It did; the boundaries were dramatically changed so I now went from being a 

two-person seat with one member being elected every three years with a six-year term to a 

multi-member constituency of five members elected under proportional representation, and 

with a boundary that went from Kalumburu in the north of the state, which I am very familiar 

with, all the way through the Tropic of Capricorn, which was my southern boundary as the 

member for North Province. That boundary disappeared and our boundary now went all the 

way down to Salmon Gums, just north of Esperance. So I got to know the regional areas of 
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the state very well, focusing in not just on my northern patch now but places like Kalgoorlie 

and Norseman and the like, all the way through – Mt Magnet and Meekatharra, Carnarvon, 

Exmouth, Yalgoo; all these little places that now were part of my own patch and I served 

them and serviced them with the zeal that I’d delivered to the previous smaller area, and 

treated it as a real task and a great challenge and great opportunity. 

 

JF  How many offices were you allowed to have in that huge area?  

 

STEPHENS Each member only had one office but because the Labor team in ’89 was 

quite a significant team, we had the member for Kimberley, Labor; the member for Pilbara; I 

think the member for Burrup, Pam Buchanan and Larry Graham; Kevin Leahy, the member 

for Northern Rivers; the member for Kalgoorlie, Ian Taylor; the member for the area from 

Esperance north, Julian Grill, the member for Murchison–Eyre, or whatever it was called. 

Then we had three members of the upper house, so there were eight Labor members plus a 

federal Labor member in that area with a collaborative approach to offices, at least in ’89, 

rapidly changing with the factional preoccupations of the party that were growing at a great 

rate of knots by that stage. In fact, I’ve got stationery with my letterhead printed up at that 

time, which reveals a list of the five or six parliamentary offices that we would draw upon 

scattered around those towns with a base in places like Kalgoorlie, Carnarvon, Karratha, 

Port Hedland, Broome and Newman. So that was a very dramatic spread of parliamentary 

offices really covering the remote regional areas of Western Australia. Labor had arrived 

back on the front foot, in the bush at least, in Western Australia.  

 

JF  Is this the time to speak about the rise of factions?  

 

STEPHENS Well, the factions, I guess I have a little bit of an unusual insight because I 

was invited to and went to the formation of the left in South Perth town hall, the civic centre. I 

went along. Someone must have thought that I’d be an attractive recruit and it seemed like a 

place that might be a natural home when I went to it. I think it was towards the end of ’82. It 

was led there by Yvonne Henderson and Ian Taylor. But the manner of the discourse 

seemed to me people that were not particularly focused in on electoral success. They were 

interested in internecine warfare, which I really could not get a handle on and stood up and 

just said, “Look, sorry I’ve arrived at the wrong place; I’m looking to collaborate with people 

that were wanting to take the Labor team into government, and this doesn’t seem to be a 

group that’s focused in on that, so I’m going off to find a group of like-minded souls, but I 

don’t have a pitchfork or a tail or horns”, although I am sure many thought that that speech 

had just earned me those accoutrements. Anyway, I went off and found that the right had 
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pretty well formed themselves around Burke and the Shop Assistants’ Union. It held no 

attraction to me. Discipline factions didn’t, but a new group of independent people in the 

middle of the party came together; a group who were basically independents, people who 

refused to be disciplined around issues of, “You will vote in a particular way or for a 

particular person.” This was a group of people, and the people included Michael Beahan, 

Peter Cook, Peter Dowding, Peter Walsh, Graeme Campbell, in the early stages of it, 

Stephen Smith, Alannah MacTiernan, Bill Thomas, Eric Ripper. This large group of Labor 

parliamentarians (either were or soon to be) were of an independent frame of mind who 

formed an alliance that was eventually called the centre left, and it survived in a variety of 

forms and shapes; firstly, without much union support, although it gradually picked up the 

support of what was called the third-floor alliance, which was a mixture of the Transport 

Workers Union, amazingly the Builders Labourers Federation, and a small cluster of unions. 

At various times I think we even got the support of the Australian Workers Union. But it was 

an unusual cluster, not replicated around the country where there were not so very many 

people outside the big factions of left and right anywhere else around Australia. There were 

small breakouts of this third force, and it has, by and large, disappeared now, although there 

are a small number of independents, but most people are now parliamentarians that are 

factionalised either from the left or the right.  

 

I think there are only two members of the national Parliament that are independents within 

the Labor Party; the federal member for Canberra, Andrew Leigh, and Alannah MacTiernan. 

I guess over time it went from that desire for independence and flexibility and opportunity to 

have debate and discussion and to persuade one another, and to win the argument rather 

than just to win the numbers that was the hallmark of that grouping. We were able to use our 

numbers to try to produce those outcomes where people actually had to win the argument 

rather than just deliver their numbers. Increasingly, though, the left and the right started to 

work with each other to cut the independents out of the action and to try to absolutely force 

people to be either of the left or the right and that’s been largely achieved to the detriment of 

the Labor Party in my view. 

 

I finish off by saying I am still a Labor Party member and supporter, but I am with dismay at 

this process of factionalism and the numbers being deployed devoid of argument and 

discussion and debate. I think it has been to the detriment of the Labor Party, certainly at a 

national level, where people have lost the art of talking to each other and persuading each 

other of the value of their argument, so when stripped of that capacity to persuade each 

other at caucus level or even in the branches within the Labor movement, the Labor Party, 

widely, they lose the art of being able to persuade the wider community to a proposition that 
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they might want to put. So I do think it’s a great deficit and I see the changes of leadership, 

at the national level in particular, being just simply not based on discussion, but rather, who’s 

got the numbers, never having to debate it out but just simply deliver the numbers, and, 

“We’ve got the numbers, therefore, we’ll deliver this outcome”, without persuading people of 

the merits of the proposition they want to put. That’s been the case in many preselections 

and I marvel at the fact that the Labor Party survives as strongly as it does, despite this 

fundamental weakness and a real crying out for a very significant reform that is needed. I 

was part of the Labor reform team through to the end of my parliamentary term trying to 

bring about some of that end to factional control in particular; the control of the party by 

union secretaries, who could exercise their vote with block votes that didn’t necessarily 

represent their rank and file of their membership; the broad cross sectional and diversity of 

views that were in the union movement. It was not enfranchising or empowering unionists 

but rather empowering a small number of union secretaries.  

 

JF  It’s been true, has it not, that ordinary citizens used to be far more active in all 

parties probably than they are at the present? What’s the relationship between the rise of 

factions and the decline of the support or the action on the part of people who are ordinary 

citizens in the branches? 

 

STEPHENS [There is] most probably a direct correlation. It is not an attractive pathway for 

people to throw themselves into this alienating environment, but I don’t think it is simply 

explained by that. I think that there is something about the modern world where joining of 

things, participating in this way, it’s not the modern way. Parties and democracies are going 

to have to find new ways of engaging people because people don’t easily sign up to 

organisations like political parties or community organisations. It’s real work to find the 

modern way of engaging people in political discourse or any discourse, but that is the 

challenge for political parties to keep reinventing the way they stay connected to the 

communities on whose support they must depend. 

 

JF  Probably allied to this is the growth, I think, in the influence of the press and 

television services perhaps in promoting all sorts of political ideas and sometimes, you think, 

almost creating them.  

 

STEPHENS Yes. I think that the media has clearly moved in a very rapid cycle, which has 

a huge impact upon the way politics plays out and where governments have to operate with 

the huge appetite for the media cycle and the huge, strong sense of the press’s own 

importance in its own eyes and the ownership of the press that is clearly pursued for 
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delivering an agenda that reflects the views of the ownership. But I never want to 

underestimate the canny nature of the community. The community, I think, quite amazingly, 

is very discerning and understands the game that the media play and they will read with 

interest, but with a critical eye, what’s being pushed and pulled. There seems to be a level of 

sophistication that I don’t think the media gives the punters credit for, where the punters can 

read a newspaper and see the line that is being taken but will adopt their own viewpoints 

that are quite shaped by a whole range of different forces and factors. The community, the 

punters, the voters and their approach to politics is shaped by a whole range of things, not 

least of which is their own particular circumstances, their family circumstances, but it is often 

the accident of connection. When they connect with people who are practising politics, who 

have thrown themselves into a political life or a parliamentary life, when the community 

connects with those people, the community is open to the discussion in ways that they’ve 

never previously been, so the art of politics; the art of persuasion is still on offer to the 

hardworking parliamentarian that finds the creative way to engage with the community, 

because the community is ready to be engaged with and open to that discussion when there 

is a personal connection with them. 

 

JF  Returning then to the Dowding years, what committee work was involved for 

you in that period?  

 

STEPHENS I was doing a small job around the pearling industry; committee work that I 

did. Peter had a particular concern about the pearling industry and the fact that the pearling 

industry was not in his view sharing the benefits of this resource with the broad cross-section 

of the community. I spent some time looking at that. I don’t think [it was] a very successful 

contribution on my part. Peter had, I think, made up his mind as to what he wanted to do 

there and allocated some additional pearl shell quota to some new players to enter into the 

scene there and to endeavour to break up the monopoly. After the Dowding years passed, 

the monopoly soon found a way of re-aggregating and buying up the quota that had been 

allocated out to the smaller players – by and large [that is what] they did. So the big 

company Paspaley Pearls basically bolting it down into their own control for a whole range of 

reasons, a bit like the way the diamond industry viewed itself as needing to operate within 

almost a cartel-like structure to keep the price of the gems up by ensuring that the gems 

were rare. The pearling industry, I think, had a view of itself in the same way, that it needed 

to be a controlled market. There is some logic to it but it probably does not match with the 

competition policy. But, anyway, having said that, I did some work around that issue.  
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I think that the thing I want to particularly allude to in this period was the emergence of the 

Aboriginal music scene that was coming out of the Broome community with the support of 

myself and Peter Dowding in particular, and that was a vibrant scene that was really taking 

off in Broome. It had always been there but it was finding commercial expression, and the 

work of Jimmy Chi Jr, in putting together this cluster of music with his group, the Kuckles 

group, and the Pigram [brothers] that were there as part of his music friends, they put 

together a stunning collaboration with the Black Swan Theatre Company of a production 

called Bran Nue Dae, which was finally showcased, I think, nearly 25 years ago; I think it 

would be 1993, or ’92 perhaps. It could have been ’91, but ’91, ’92; a long time ago now. 

Bran Nue Dae was a stunning production that emerged out of Broome with talented 

Aboriginal performers, singers, musicians, composers. It was a wonderful performance that 

was put on at the Octagon Theatre at the university. [There was] the whole capturing of the 

humour as well as the extraordinary tragedy that was being described in amongst that 

humour that Jimmy Chi shared with the wider community. [It was a] fantastic result. The only 

problem for the night itself of the opening night was that it actually coincided with the caucus 

that had brought about the end of the Dowding Premiership; it was either the same day or 

the next day. I remember the complete kerfuffle on the night as the various VIPs could 

scarcely speak to one another, with Peter Dowding no longer able to talk to Carmen 

Lawrence or to David Parker, and having to be moved to various new positions around the 

theatre and the seats that had previously been assigned for them all to sit together. The 

[state Labor political] show was well and truly off the road, so otherwise what would have 

been a very happy night was made incredibly complicated by the politics of that, but the 

excitement of that period was of Aboriginal music emerging that Peter can take great pride 

in. Other work that I remember emerging at that period was the support for the Aboriginal 

languages. There were Aboriginal language centres that emerged that have their origins in 

that period of the Dowding years in government, as did the Aboriginal media.  

 

It coincided, of course, with ATSIC at a national level. But it delivered some great results. 

[There were] complex dynamics with ATSIC and the prominence of Rob Riley from 

Western Australia, who took quite a belligerent approach towards the Labor team here and 

a belligerent approach to[wards] Peter. It was interesting to adopt such a belligerent style; I 

couldn’t quite see the point of the belligerence. I don’t think it played out well in the interests 

of Aboriginal people to have adopted that particular way of trying to crash through or crash. I 

have some horrible particular memories. [One was] Peter putting on in the cabinet dining 

room a dinner to welcome the ATSIC commissioners to Western Australia and Rob Riley 

leading a boycott of that dinner. I think this was probably a bit earlier; I think it might have 

been before Peter was Premier, but Peter there waiting for the arrival of the guests with 
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his.Aboriginal wife, Jill Churnside, sitting in the cabinet dining room. [It was] a wonderful 

gesture on the part of the state government in dramatic contrast to its predecessors, the way 

it had dealt with Aboriginal people, and the gesture was thrown back in his face. Not wise. 

Rob had many strengths and I have a high regard for Rob Riley. His biography, I think, 

captures his strengths, but it doesn’t, I think, display that there were lost opportunities in this 

as well; the inability of people to find a way of working with the team and to be cognisant of 

each other’s challenging sets of circumstances that delivered confrontation that was, in my 

view, ultimately unproductive. I think if I hadn’t been in a parliamentary life and I had been in 

that world of working alongside the Aboriginal leaders, I would have perhaps, by personality, 

been convinced of the advantage of that type of belligerence, but having a view from this 

side of the fence, I can see how, ultimately, it was not the best way to work. Aboriginal 

communities have been best served by that capacity of Aboriginal people to find common 

ground, as difficult as that might be. Certainly, the bigger responsibility lies on the shoulder 

of government, but Aboriginal leaders have to find ways of working with governments, 

particularly governments of goodwill, even when they’ve got political constraints on how that 

goodwill might play itself out in reality.  

 

I don’t have a lot of other memories of the Dowding years. I do mention that it was the start 

of the visibility of the illegal fishermen coming in from Indonesia and that became a high-

profile issue in the north. I found that a source of annoyance to me because we’d always had 

the knowledge of the Roti Islanders and the others that were coming down towards Cape 

Leveque and drawing off the resource that was in our waters without any great dramas. But 

gradually government was sort of laying claim to our waters in a way that was challenging 

flexible borders, flexible maritime area and flexible arrangements that had been allowed. So 

these vessels coming down with the poor fishermen coming in for their trepang and trochus 

shell catches within our waters, not far off our coastline, were all now being challenged and 

boats being arrested and fishermen being thrown in jail and boats being burnt. That was an 

ugly part of that period that was just starting to have a profile in the late ’80s, early ’90s with 

the setting up of early detention centres at places like Willie Creek, full of Indonesian 

fishermen. 

 

JF  That was more under the aegis of the federal authorities, wasn’t it? 

 

STEPHENS Well, no, it was a combination of state and federal, because it was our state 

fisheries collaborating with the commonwealth over our borders, so accommodation of both 

customs and fisheries. But it was early days when nobody knew who was doing what. It was 

just a new response to the challenges of really, I think, the capacity of the national 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          176 
 
government and the state government to start having reach into areas where previously they 

really didn’t have reach. And that, I think, is in a whole range of ways. The laws of Western 

Australia are often the laws for Perth, and what went on in the rest the state, it just got on 

with getting on. People were born without birth registrations in the north, people died without 

death registrations, people were buried in unmarked graves in unregistered graveyards, so 

the reach of the law … It’s only become laws for the entire state in my time. It was just 

simply nobody cared much about the requirement of people to be buried in a registered 

cemetery. And these laws were honoured in the breach, in unusual ways. I mean like the 

liquor licensing laws, when they were adjusted to accommodate the needs of the America’s 

Cup here in Perth, and making laws to accommodate the tourists and the visitors for this 

yacht race having the most bizarre consequence in place like Fitzroy Crossing and Halls 

Creek and Kununurra, where suddenly peaceful weekends from the restricted flow of alcohol 

suddenly were completely up-ended by unfettered access to alcohol for people for whom 

alcohol was a major problem. So it was the arrival of the roll-out of legal impact that was on 

display. 

 

JF  Now there was dissatisfaction with Peter’s leadership, which led to the move 

to replace him. Would you like to address how that worked out? 

 

STEPHENS There was dissatisfaction, but it was also, I think, the fact that in public 

relations with the wider community we had a problem with the legacy of Rothwells and PICL 

and some of the decision-making that had been taken, so those things collided. Peter was 

very concerned about it and trying to manage it. He had been a very skilful leader of getting 

us through the ’89 campaign with great energy and vigour and use of television media and 

the like, and great energy that was on display and perhaps captured the imagination of the 

community, but this was not working for the wider community with the media attention on 

WA Inc and the disaster of some of these decisions becoming more clear. And as the federal 

Labor team were getting closer to an election, that federal Labor team was getting very 

nervous about the aroma of the Labor Party in Western Australia. Kim Beazley I think was 

leader at this stage (if not, anyway he was very significant in the federal Labor team) and he 

was persuaded that a change would be useful here at state level. Peter could sense that 

there was a bit of undermining going on, but he was scheduled to go to the Davos economic 

conference, that was a very high-profile event, and I know (he told me) that he checked with 

state secretary Stephen Smith would it be okay for him to go, and Stephen assured him that 

there was absolutely no problem about him going, there would be no difficulties and no-one 

would be up to any mischief while he was away. So Stephen lulled Peter into a false sense 

of security. Peter got on the plane to Davos and was no sooner on the plane and Stephen 
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had basically convened the meeting of people to then review the political fortunes of the 

government and had a meeting around, I remember, West Leederville, I think it was Marcelle 

Anderson’s place, she was a senior officer of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet … 

 

JF  So was it a cabinet meeting? 

 

STEPHENS No, not a cabinet meeting; it was people who were associated with both the 

cabinet and the party. But Marcelle Anderson was an officer, and they put together a group 

who were able to combine their forces to say, “Yes, we’ve got enough numbers to roll Peter 

and to replace him with Carmen Lawrence.” 

 

JF  So you weren’t in that number, no? 

 

STEPHENS I wasn’t. I was alerted to it and was horrified by it, disgusted by it, and had 

made it clear my view. I think I spoke to Peter while he was away, just to let Peter return, but 

he came into a caucus room here at the Parliament where he was … He knew before he 

walked in that he was going to be rolled. He carried himself with great dignity. I don’t 

remember whether it was actually put to a vote, but I presume that it was (caucus minutes 

will indicate whether it was) and Peter was replaced by Carmen Lawrence, Peter I recall at 

the time being [largely] concerned for the Labor Party and for the management of the issue, 

rather than being preoccupied with his own demise, to his great credit. He misread some of 

the play. I remember him getting stuck into Tom Helm, one of my colleagues. Neither Peter 

nor I got on with him very well (he was a northern bush MP) but we’d always assumed that 

Tom would be ready to cut Peter’s throat, and Tom started to ask a question and Peter just 

took him to be one of his political opponents. In the discussion Tom had in fact made it clear 

to everybody that he was not going to support the change. It was a horrible thing to unleash 

within a party in my view. I was of that [same] view [as I was] then and I’m still of the view 

now, as are the people on the other side of that discussion, [with] some of whom we still talk 

about that [experience] to this day. I was speaking with Stephen Smith, who went on, of 

course, to be the federal Minister for Defence [and foreign Minister], and I said to him, “I 

think you were wrong then”, and he was of the view, “I think I was right then.” It’s just a 

divergent viewpoint.  

 

JF  To what extent was Carmen Lawrence herself involved in that? 
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STEPHENS I think the beneficiary of it rather than the instigator of it, but when persuaded 

threw herself into it, and from my perspective she had more support once she had become 

leader. I had no grudges against Carmen but I think the beneficiary rather than instigator.  

 

JF  What do you think were Peter’s outstanding characters when he had the 

opportunity to lead? 

 

STEPHENS I think certainly intelligence, commitment, a real sense of social need. That’s 

what in my view he brought to it. Great capacity to take on a brief, wrap his head around 

complex issues, very good advocate, very compelling. He was in the chamber a real 

successful advocate for a cause, not by persuading people, but rather cajoling. He was a 

wonderfully powerful speaker, and a charming man (he was a real ladies man, Peter) but a 

difficult friend. He’s a person who would quite happily cause friction in the pursuit of the 

goals that he had set himself. 

 

JF  So that’s a matter of style rather than his attributes? 

 

STEPHENS Style, and there’s some character flaw, I guess you’d have to say, in that 

capacity, just as Burke had had that capacity to work with just about anybody, an amazing 

capacity to get people working together cohesively.  Peter didn’t have that same skill, a flaw, 

a tragic flaw.  

 

JF  And the move against him, to what extent do you think the move against him 

was fuelled by that initial calling in of the ministers that you referred to a while ago? Did that 

hang over and … 

 

STEPHENS That’s my assessment of it. I think that Peter’s impatience for social progress 

under his government … I do think that there were ministers that were more interested in 

retaining just steady-as-she-goes, simple management of whatever the agenda was that led 

for an easy management of government rather than a reforming government. Dowding 

wanted to have a reforming Labor government deliver in Western Australia.  

 

I think Carmen was also a reformer, but by this stage the tide was drifting out for Labor and I 

think that unfortunately that period of the Dowding and Lawrence years, I find it hard to pull 

up from those years great legacy or great achievement. The pressure was on and people 

were in defence mode and making decisions which were not producing lasting legacy for the 

state, in my view. It was hard work and the tide had turned and some shocking decisions 
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were being made in the playing out of politics in the state. The end of the Lawrence term 

coincided of course with the High Court judgement on native title, so that was an amazing 

new development that was presented to the government of the day, ’92 I guess, towards the 

very end of the Carmen Lawrence years, but that was going to require a very significant 

amount of work to digest that decision, to understand that decision and to find a way to 

respond to that, but the Lawrence Government’s term in office was coming rapidly to an end 

and didn’t get that opportunity to get its head around that decision, and it was a task we were 

left with in opposition.  

 

In the Lawrence-led Labor opposition of 1993, one of the first things we did (I was appointed 

as caucus secretary to the Labor opposition) was to organise a briefing session down at the 

University of Western Australia, in probably late February, early March, with Professor 

Richard Bartlett to brief us on the decision that had been taken by the High Court in 

reference to the Mabo judgement. So, I do not pull up from the Dowding and Lawrence years 

great achievement. There’s no doubt that someone else has a record of what those 

achievements were; I’m just hard pressed to recall them.  

 

I know, having said that, that despite that, I’ve not myself spent a lot of time looking at 

individual achievements and I have been pressed by one young man who came into my 

electorate towards the end of my parliamentary career, travelling around with this young 

lawyer from Tasmania (he was travelling around with a friend of Ben Wyatt’s). I call him 

“Tas”; “Tas Lawyer” is my nickname for him. Tas had the temerity when he got into my car 

and he said, “How long have you been in Parliament?” and I said, “Oh, nearly 30 years”, and 

he was a bit amazed and said, “What have you done?” [chuckles] and I said, “Well, that’s an 

interesting question, Tas; I’m not often asked that question and I certainly don’t spend a lot 

of time thinking about it.” But he said, “Have you achieved anything yet?” [chuckles] It was a 

long trip we were about to have and I went silent and let the others all chat, and Tas was … 

There was a lot of joking at my expense about the fact that I couldn’t come up with any great 

list of my achievements. And as the trip went on I then started to dig into the recesses of my 

mind about the various things I’d worked on over the 30 years, including in the period of the 

Burke–Dowding–Lawrence years and beyond and one could pull up for Tas as edification 

the[se various] projects. And as we were driving even up from Tom Price to Karratha along a 

very remote section of the road, I was able to pull up things around me in the landscape 

nearby and things over the hills in landscapes that were off in the distance and start to 

realise that my parliamentary term had coincided with collaborative effort with a whole range 

of teams of people on a vast arrangement of issues and projects that have delivered things 

all over the place. But it was not my preoccupation to be keeping a record of it. I never did, 
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never have. Somebody may have [chuckles]. I know some of my campaign teams 

occasionally use to put these things together about what I’d done.  

 

I say that because I know that even during the dark days of the Lawrence and previously the 

Dowding years, we were delivering in a variety of different ways useful work, and in my own 

particular case, towards the end of Lawrence years I had my first opportunity to be a cabinet 

minister and was elected when Keith Wilson resigned in anger with the Lawrence cabinet. 

That created an unusual opportunity for a new minister to be elected, and I slipped through 

the middle of the factional carve-up that was supposed to have delivered somebody else to 

the cabinet room and surprised everybody, including Carmen Lawrence, that I’d got myself 

elected into the cabinet room and they weren’t expecting it. 

 

JF  But that was still a caucus decision in those days. 

 

STEPHENS A caucus decision; it still is a caucus decision at state level, the election of the 

… But factionally controlled in the carve-up of these things, and I happened to just … In fact, 

the irony of it, I guess, was that it came at a time when I was … I’d previously so desperately 

wanted to be a minister and at that point had basically given up on the process of ever 

thinking that I’d be going to be able to get through this labyrinthine process and bizarrely 

came out the end of that. I remember I had a young staffer, a bloke called Rupert Posner, 

who went on to work with Greenpeace and a variety of other organisations; a wonderful guy, 

Rupert. He was on my team as a young sort of intern I had, a very fast thinking young lad. 

He looked at the lay of the land as this vacancy emerged and said, “Tom, you’re going to win 

that if you put your name forward” [chuckles] and I said, “What?” and he said, “Put your 

name forward; I promise you” and sure enough I put my name forward and he had worked 

out the way it was going to unfold and it unfolded exactly the way he predicted. A talented 

young practitioner of politics and no longer involved in politics and gone on to do some great 

work in the environmental movement, but he was [back then] on my team.  

 

I spent a lot of that period focused in on the works portfolio and the regional development 

portfolio for the remaining 10 weeks of the term of that government, rapid fire, and focused in 

on trying to bed down the parliamentary seats, the Labor seats, in the north of the state. 

Although Labor lost office at that election, I think I’m right in saying we didn’t lose any of our 

northern seats on which I was focused. We retained Northern Rivers. We retained Burrup 

with Fred Riebeling. We retained Pilbara with Larry Graham. We retained Kimberley with 

Ernie Bridge. That was in no small part because of the efforts that I put in in the lead-up to 
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that election and, ultimately, as Minister for Regional Development responsibility, I think I 

had, for Kimberley or Pilbara. 

 

JF  Was it called “Ministry for Services, Gascoyne, Midwest and Wheatbelt”? 

 

STEPHENS I think they’re the titles, yes; a good cluster of portfolios, yes. Minister for 

Services, that sounds right. 

 

JF  Because, other than that, you were listed as parliamentary secretary to 

various other ministries. 

 

STEPHENS Yes, well, I had primary responsibility for regional development. I was working 

very closely with Ian Taylor, the Deputy Premier in the Lawrence years (I am a good friend of 

Ian’s) but with a variety of roles. The Exmouth base, the Harold Holt Communication Station, 

a decision had been taken by the Australian and US Governments to remove the American 

personnel and I had responsibility at a state level for leading that transition; normalising that 

town as it went from, basically, an American town to being incorporated into the life of 

Western Australia. That happened in that period of the Lawrence years. There are other 

projects that I remember at that time. There was the wonderful Karijini National Park. We put 

a beautiful interpretive centre … Foundational work that was not opened by us but the 

foundational work was done by us. There were some good initiatives that were starting to roll 

themselves out for these strategies. 

 

JF  I notice “Wheatbelt” is included in that. That was a bit of departure for you. 

 

STEPHENS Well, it was part of the Mining and Pastoral Region, but what we had done 

here, we had made the decision to establish regional development commissions, so that was 

a stunning part of the weaponry for responding to the particular challenge of regional 

Western Australia to really empower regional communities. We were putting in place the six, 

I think it were, or seven regional development authorities. And that was a clear signal that 

each would be championed by a minister with responsibility for them. Those development 

commissions were put in place in my time and I was certainly the first minister with 

responsibility for those regional portfolios and collaborated with the other regional ministers, 

[like] Ernie Bridge. I think he might have had Kimberley and I had Wheatbelt and Gascoyne 

… 

 

JF  Yes, Gascoyne, Midwest and Wheatbelt. 
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STEPHENS And Ian Taylor had goldfields. So, an interesting cluster of portfolios that were 

a reflection of the carve-up of our regional focus: Ernie on the far north; Ian Taylor on the 

goldfields; and myself in that middle area now with responsibility for … I had been caught up 

in that world of the politics of campaigning around Carnarvon, Geraldton, Meekatharra, Mt 

Magnet. I knew this patch incredibly well and was able to deliver ministerial focus as well as 

political and parliamentary focus on those areas. It was interesting, enjoyable, rewarding, 

satisfying work in difficult circumstances with government … The tide going out. 

 

JF  Were there any newcomers in that Lawrence era who became important 

associates? 

 

STEPHENS Well, Fred Riebeling and Kevin Leahy were both clerks of court that came into 

the Parliament; Kevin in Carnarvon and Fred in Karratha. These were good mates to each 

other and to me, and great friends in their period of parliamentary service. The loss of 

connection to the Parliament … Now the three of us are no longer serving member,. we’ve 

all gone our separate ways and our links are stretched and tested, but they were lovely 

friendships of great laughter, great collaborative work. We were one-eyed regional players 

trying to deliver to the regional communities that we served. We had a lot in common, and 

we were in the caucus in pursuit of the interests of our communities. A great team; enjoyable 

working with those … 

 

JF  Now, just briefly before we finish, what about the performance of 

Carmen Lawrence as a leader? How do you assess her? 

 

STEPHENS Firstly, very articulate, very intelligent and a likeable woman. I think she was 

as bright as any of the leaders that I’ve worked with. We were blessed with very intelligent 

leaders; these were all bright people, articulate and very insightful people. I think there’s 

something like an unfortunate tragedy that hangs over Carmen, and that is just the awful 

playing out of that shocking decision of John Halden in the delivery of the Easton petition to 

the Parliament and the circumstances that surround that. They’re all recorded elsewhere and 

I’m not going to go into it. There’s clearly a range of divergent viewpoints, and I don’t have 

any insight of my own, other than hearing the competing insights of the practitioners. But 

there they all were and a decision was taken to deliver this awful petition on a family dispute 

between Brian Easton and his wife, Penny. This is Brian Easton, the former Exim CEO, and 

this bitter family dispute that apparently had the opportunity of entangling, so they thought, 

Richard Court. It instead dragged down anyone that got anywhere near the awful petition 
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that was concocted with the advice of the Clerk, Laurie Marquet, the Clerk of the Legislative 

Council. I’ve never seen of such a thing before, a petition of one being delivered. Laurie was 

certainly of the view that once a petition had been presented to a parliamentarian, you had 

no choice but to present it to the Parliament, but that petition was a construct of Laurie’s for 

meeting the political objectives that were hatched in discussions with Brian Easton; an 

unpleasant, awful, shocking error of judgement of all the players. However, having said that, 

I think, while there has not been judgement made of it, I think it is a shocking travesty what 

happened subsequently, where a royal commission, effectively, was put in place to inquire 

into the affairs of the Lawrence years and its handling of the Easton petition, for instance; 

and to subject that to a royal commission process, that is, in my view, the misuse of that 

process. The Lawrence Government, judgement was cast upon them and it by the 

community and they were defeated and thrown out of office, but to then hound Carmen with 

the risk of her being thrown into jail through the process because of this, it can kindly be 

described as a faulty memory but others constructed it as dishonesty before the royal 

commission. But it was an awful way to behave politically on the part of the Court 

Government of Richard Court to unleash, in my view, the royal commission process. It 

seems to me that the Liberal conservative side of politics have utilised the royal commission 

process, from about then on, in ways to really abuse the legal process and the royal 

commission process to come after a defeated Labor team and to hound them in their defeat 

into an objective of hounding them towards their demise or extinction. I just think that the 

Labor Party are often sort of seen as being the great vandals of the constitutional and 

parliamentary process, but instead I think the contrary is the case. The Labor Party is often 

quite conservative and protective of due process and proper form, and it seems to me the 

Liberal Party have embarked, [such as] with the example of that royal commission process, 

in ways that are completely outside what should be the heart and soul of a democratic 

process. The electors having spoken, the government’s gone, you don’t then go and hound 

them for what were essentially political judgements that have been taken, and to then bring 

about some sort of criminal penalty for what has been, effectively, political decision-making 

that was wrong and was judged as wrong by the electorate and they were got rid of. 

 

JF  I think probably that’s the place we should leave it for today. Thank you, very 

much. 

 

[End of TGS–10T14] 
 
[Checked against the recording and amended as necessary, 11 November 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee’s edits on 29 February 2016.] 
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[TGS–11T15  Duration 77m24s] 
 

JF  It’s the 21st of October 2015 and this file contains the eleventh in a series of 

interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

Western Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Now, Tom, I believe you want to recapitulate on the Labor years Burke to Lawrence, so fire 

away. 

 

STEPHENS We’re racing now into that period of opposition of ’93 onwards and it provides 

an opportunity to recap a little about the collective body of work that comes to mind since the 

last interview. We’ve got some references embedded in the transcript, or in the tapes 

[recordings] already, but as I look back over that period, the continuity of effort that was 

evident and given emphasis perhaps during the Dowding years, but it was the issues of 

metropolitan public transport, the work that started in those years of Dowding on the 

northern suburbs railway and the early planning that was put in place for the southern 

corridor that took much longer to deliver, but that was a very deliberate focus of Dowding 

that he brought on top of the efforts that had already been made by Burke and that were 

brought into some level of fruition with Lawrence, and then subsequently, of course, years 

later with Gallop and the southern corridor. But as well as that public transport effort, the 

other focus that comes to mind with Dowding’s years in particular were his focus on 

workforce participation and the efforts to try and secure targeted training for, in particular, 

older people, adults and people that were in that intractable area of long-term 

unemployment. That was a significant focus of Dowding both in his portfolio period before 

becoming Premier and in the period in which he became Premier. 

 

But the other specific thing that comes to mind and fits in is this concept of Aboriginal voice, 

which had not found expression prior to the arrival of the Burke Government. Aboriginal 

people increasingly found opportunities for voice in those Labor years both at a state and 

federal level. The Burke-Dowding-Lawrence years, coinciding with the Hawke and Keating 

years at a federal level, were a time where Aboriginal people really were brought in, as 

Pearson says, from the woodheap, at the federal level right into the cabinet room; even at 

the state level, an attempt in Dowding’s time to do exactly that. But with Dowding, he 

particularly delivered into the portfolio areas Aboriginal voice in the fields of health, 

education, justice, where Aboriginal representative structures and people were positioned 

within this apparatus of government to push, advocate, strengthen the voice of Aboriginal 
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people within government. That was something that was innovative on Dowding’s part that is 

memorable, worth documenting and noting that it’s still a struggle in the Australian debate to 

find the way to secure a permanent voice for Aboriginal people in the systems of government 

at national and state and local level. It was significant steps along the way that were taken 

during the Hawke–Keating years, with the arrival of the ATSIC [Aboriginal,Torres Strait 

Islander Commission] structures that were subsequently dismantled; but at state level, there 

were these varieties of structures that were put in place that have not been … And it has 

never been possible to put that voice away again. It’s been there, and it was so different 

from what was there prior to the arrival of a Labor government in office in 1983. So it’s that 

continuity of effort around those three things over that decade that really do stand out as 

being significant achievements in the governments that I [helped] form by and large … just 

simply in a backbencher’s role of support, but in the final years of being connected with the 

Executive Council as parliamentary secretary and then as a minister in very minor roles for a 

short period. But those governments, even though I was a backbencher for most of it, I am 

proud of their collective efforts, although very aware of their failings. 

 

JF  Yes, that’s good. That really started more under Dowding than it had under 

Brian Burke. 

 

STEPHENS That’s my recollection of it, and the emphasis that he gave to it (those 

structures). Sometimes we look at the landscape and think that the way things are is the way 

they always were, and it was not the case. Those Aboriginal educational structures, the 

Aboriginal representative bodies … They came into existence in that period as a deliberate 

focus of Dowding trying to get Aboriginal people into the tent of government and to have 

effective voice to really shape the policy and to shape the program so that they had more 

benefit and value in the Aboriginal community. 

 

JF  You had a few words to say last time about Rob Riley. Would you like to 

spend a few minutes talking about Rob and people like him who took up the challenge of 

making Aboriginal voice heard? 

 

STEPHENS Extraordinary achievements on their part and wonderfully documented in the 

case of Rob with the Beresford book about Rob, [Dr Quentin Beresford:  Rob Riley, An 

Aboriginal Leader’s Quest for Justice] which is an extraordinary piece of history that I think 

does the job remarkably well, of focusing on one person and through the filter of that one 

person throwing light upon a whole period. Rob was one of a number of very significant 

Aboriginal players that were finding the way to give voice to Aboriginal aspiration, Aboriginal 
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hopes, Aboriginal goals, Aboriginal rights. Brian Wyatt is another of them. Brian, a very 

significant voice involved in the black action movement of the 1970s and ran for Parliament 

in 1983 unsuccessfully for the Labor Party in the Lower North Province, very close to getting 

elected, beaten by Norman Moore; [Brian stood in a Labor] partnership with Frank Donovan 

in the Murchison–Eyre contest of that year. Frank nearly got elected as well. It’s surprising 

the little things you remember. Just the ’83 contest … Goodness that throws me into the 

memory of the fact that immediately after that ’83 ballot we ended up with Frank Donovan 

and Phil Vincent actually hanging around the caucus room because their results were not 

clear. I think Frank still thought he was going to be in the Parliament and wasn’t allowed in to 

vote; subsequently proved that he had just narrowly missed out on Murchison–Eyre. 

Phil Vincent did get in to vote [following] the 1983 elections as the new Labor-‘elected’ 

member for Dale, beating Cyril Rushton, only subsequently to be told that he’d missed out. 

So, goodness, that’s just a little memory that comes back. There was a guy in the caucus 

room who went on, in Phil Vincent’s case, to have a significant contribution in the support of 

Ernie Bridge in the office, assisting Ernie with his portfolios when Ernie became a minister in 

the ’86 Burke Government and then through to the end of the Lawrence Government. A 

wonderful contribution in Phil’s case … A guy that had come through that whole process of 

the Aboriginal Legal Service, working with the land council and then into a very useful role in 

government. 

 

But that distracted me from thinking about the Aboriginal voices that were there. As well as 

Brian, his other relative, of course, was Cedric. These are cousins. Cedric Wyatt, the father 

of Ben, and another cousin in Ken Wyatt, now the federal Assistant Minister for Health in the 

Turnbull Government and the federal member for Hasluck, first Aboriginal person to be 

appointed to the federal Executive Council. Great achievement … Ernie Bridge being the 

first of any Executive Council in the country; but in the case of Ken, the first Aboriginal at a 

national level. Now, Ken was one of those people that came into this structure of voice inside 

the Dowding years, always with conservative politics in Ken’s case, in contrast to some of 

his cousins. But Cedric Wyatt, in his case, a long-term Labor activist in Cedric’s case, who 

went on with disgust at the Labor Party’s failure, as Cedric told me, to deal with Graeme 

Campbell, the federal member for Kalgoorlie, and ran as the endorsed Liberal candidate 

against Graeme Campbell in whatever year that was. I’ve forgotten the year now; but it’ll be 

in the history books. Cedric ran a very vigorous campaign as the Liberal-endorsed 

candidate. He tells me he never actually joined the Liberal Party, but was their candidate. 

Cedric died not so very long ago; and I was away but eulogised him from a distance, and 

then the eulogy was by and large taken up [and published] in The West Australian. But he 

was a very colourful character, Cedric, significant within government in those years of Burke 
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and Dowding and Lawrence, taking on senior roles in collaboration with the ministers of the 

time at a state and federal level.  

 

The other Aboriginal voice that found their way into the government (in fact on my 

recommendation) was Sue Lundberg (Sue Gordon) whose period in the public sector 

working to Ernie Bridge was not a happy period for Ernie or for Sue, I think, and she was 

elevated to the magistracy as a way of leaving Ernie free of the conflicts that seemed to 

have been part of this relationship between the minister and head of department. She was 

the last person ever appointed to the bench without a legal qualification, but she went on to 

conduct an inquiry that became known as the Gordon inquiry, which was significant for the 

Gallop Government in delivering for us a report and a focus in on the issues of child abuse in 

the Aboriginal community. But these voices were finding [these expressive] ways, amongst 

many.  

 

The other big voices of the north were people like Peter Yu that emerged; Patrick Dodson, 

the father of reconciliation in the nation but a very significant voice who I had a previous 

association with from Redfern and from the [Northern] Territory and Port Keats when he was 

a priest. My wife had been at his ordination in ‘74 in Broome when he was ordained as a 

priest;  he went on to have a very significant role as an advocate of the Aboriginal cause and 

Aboriginal rights and around the issues of reconciliation. These were the voices that were 

finding their way onto the platform in ways that had not previously happened in the 

Australian experience, and certainly in the Western Australian experience. There were 

others; John Watson is another significant one from the Kimberley Land Council. Voices that 

were perhaps not quite as loud, but nonetheless very effective, were people like Frank 

Chulung, who I have mentioned before (Wungaloo), who was one of the earliest chairmen of 

the land council. Jimmy Bieundurry is another early chairman of the land council. These 

were significant wise heads that were focusing in on the issues and brought them, at times, 

into loggerhead with government (conflict with government; the governments of which I was 

a part) as they tried to find their way to get delivered for Aboriginal people the parousia … 

Sort of the kingdom of God on earth is what they really wanted. It became increasingly clear 

to me, and to them, that this was something that was … There was a big backlog to catch up 

on.  

 

JF  Yes. That’s a very comprehensive list. Thank you for that. Now, at this stage 

then can we move into the opposition years? 

 
STEPHENS Yes.  
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JF  The years of Richard Court and his government. First of all, how did you 

enjoy being in opposition? 

 
STEPHENS In the way I look back over these years I see that every period was so 

different, so going into this period of opposition was immediately being thrown into a new 

phase. It was like a completely new job. That brought with it fresh opportunities and fresh 

challenges, and I threw myself into it with energy. But I think that many of the people who 

had been in the cabinet for those 10 years were tired and exhausted, and some of them 

moved on. But people like myself who had been languishing on the back bench perhaps 

were energised by the new challenges. I was frustrated by, I think, the shift from government 

to opposition, that the body of intellectual property had not moved smoothly into opposition, 

so there was the task of building up the lists of connections back into the community again. It 

was almost like having to reinvent the wheel; stuff that should have naturally been the 

property of the Labor team from government should have moved smoothly into opposition, 

but somehow or other just simply lost in transition. I found that somewhat frustrating. I’d had 

that role of being the caucus secretary, and I threw myself very enthusiastically, as is my 

nature, into that with a lot of confidence and, perhaps, energy that was maybe I thought 

missing from the leadership in some ways, and got people very quickly to try to get their 

heads around some of the big issues like Mabo and the native title issue that I’ve mentioned. 

But helping Carmen put some basic structures around the opposition team, around a voice, 

taking on the role of being both secretary to the shadow cabinet and secretary to the caucus, 

probably more by just simply asserting that that’s what I was going to do; rather than being 

invited or elected to it, I just took on that role and got away with it. I didn’t really want a 

shadow role; I wanted the resource. That gave me the opportunity of working through the 

caucus office here in the Parliament with a support team; with wonderful support that I was 

able to recruit people like Shelley Eaton. She came out of a family of people who had 

worked in exactly the same role; her mother had worked as that caucus secretary’s 

secretary. So Shelley joined me and has been a long-term friend and support ever since. 

She stayed with me throughout those years in a variety of roles, and went on eventually to 

have a role in the Parliament herself when she stepped briefly into an upper house seat 

when Vince Catania resigned to contest the lower house. Shelley still works with me, as it 

turns out, in the Good to Great Schools initiative (where I’m on the board with Noel Pearson 

of an educational reform agenda) and it’s a wonderful association that starts from those 

years. But it also brought back opportunities to connect with people like Margaret Vincent. 

Margaret was [then] Phil’s wife, who I first knew from the Kimberley. They were now down in 
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Perth, and Margaret took up the role of working with me in the caucus office. They were 

great opportunities of partnerships, energy around the efforts of opposition.  

 

Carmen didn’t last very long. She very soon (I think only a year or so after being in 

opposition) took the opportunity to go to the federal Parliament for the federal seat of 

Fremantle that became vacant with the departure of Dawkins, I guess. So, yes, when Joh … 

It seems extraordinary, but I guess that’s right. It must have been going from Joh Dawkins to 

…  

 

JF  John Dawkins? 

 
STEPHENS Yes; his family and friends call him “Joh”; I think J-O-H.  

 

But when Joh retired, then Carmen, of course, goes to the federal Parliament in ‘94. That 

created then the need for a new leader, so we got Ian Taylor (a great friend). Ian was a 

wonderfully energetic leader who I’d had a close association with, and I was appreciative of 

the opportunity to continue to work with him. He was somewhat a reluctant leader. He knew 

the lay of the land, and I think his condition of being leader was that if there was any sense 

of dissent or anyone coming after him, don’t worry pursuing him too hard because the 

moment anyone was after him he’d be gone and out the door. That is exactly what 

happened. The very first thing that happened was an article appeared in The Bulletin, written 

by, if memory serves me correctly, Vickie Laurie, (but it could have been another journalist) 

that had an unsourced, off-the-record quote from a Labor Party person at a senior level here 

in Western Australia. Ian saw within those words critique of him as leader. I think he always 

believed that it was Jim McGinty’s critique. Within days he just said, “Right, if you want the 

job you can have it”, and resigned and left it for a new ballot, or the election of Jim McGinty 

as leader. For Jim, I think it was his finest period in Parliament, in my experience, as Leader 

of the Opposition of that period. In terms of his collaboration with people from all parts of the 

community and from the party, he was so lacking in his previous warrior-like factional ways 

that he was famous for and became famous for again. But in that period of opposition 

leadership he was inclusive and embracive of all input, including mine, but it didn’t wash with 

the community. For whatever reason they didn’t warm to him, and it became clear to him 

(the date doesn’t come to mind, but I guess it was ‘95) that the polls were not going his way. 

The community was not warming to him, and as the election was looming closer he tossed in 

the towel and gave the opportunity then for the election of Geoff Gallop. So this was a period 

of four leaders over that first term in opposition of four years of the Court years, and Gallop 

brought in new vigour. That particular election of the leadership team was an unusual ballot 
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because Geoff accepted the invitation to become leader, and the encouragement, so he was 

given the opportunity of keeping Eric Ripper as his deputy, and that caused some disquiet 

amongst the left who felt that there hadn’t been a proper balance in that process and so they 

didn’t contest the upper house leadership role. I did and was elected as leader [of the 

opposition in the upper house], with Nick Griffiths becoming my deputy, so there was no left 

member of the leadership team, which was unusual and unexpected. It was described at the 

time as a very unstable team. People were expecting it to fall over at any point. Remarkably 

that team stayed in place all the way through the next five years in exactly that configuration 

that took us through to government in 2001, with myself having been elected as leader, 

staying on as leader in that period until 2001 when Gallop was successfully elected to 

government. If I look back at the most significant thing that I did in that period, seeing it’s my 

history that we’re talking about [chuckles] and it’s not my preoccupation about my own 

achievements but, seeing that’s I guess what an oral history is.  

 

JF  Exactly [chuckles].  

 

STEPHENS I could see in particular the native title issue and how significant this issue 

was going to be and was, and could see the mess that the Court Government was making of 

it that was playing out with their various ill-fated legislative attempts to try and extinguish 

native title at state level. It was the most bizarre period. It was a sort of a repetition of the 

madness of Sir Charles Court, with the madness now of the son, aided and abetted by 

George Cash and Norman Moore. They rolled in legislation into the Parliament aimed at 

rushing through efforts to extinguish native title in bizarre, ill-advised attempts and it led to 

the most extraordinary things, including their efforts to meet a particular time line that they 

thought that they had to match in order to achieve this device. They could see that I had the 

capacity under the standing orders in the upper house to speak at length and to frustrate 

them, and they utilised the device of … I mean, I guess I stepped into it. I did accuse the 

Presiding Officer of being biased in his handling of the particular procedural issues that were 

before us, and that immediately set the cat amongst the pigeons and gave the Presiding 

Officer the opportunity to, when he saw that that was reported in The West Australian … It 

was reported in very diplomatic language, language that was more diplomatic than that 

which I’d used, but it was sufficient for the Presiding Officer to take offence and for the issue 

to be referred to the floor of the house. They did it with such (how do you say it?) with such 

theatrical poise, Cash and Moore and the others, demanding an apology which I gave, 

hundreds of apologies, but not sufficient for them to stop them throwing me out of the house. 

So I was thrown out of the house during the native title … During their efforts to get this bill 

through the house with my speech notes, which were vast, and had to sit out in the tellers’ 
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corridor passing my speech notes into my colleagues because I wasn’t allowed onto the floor 

of the house, and my colleagues delivering my speeches on my behalf. I remember Tom 

Helm just reading word for word some of what he mistook to be my speech notes, which 

were in fact the Hansard record of the debate that had gone on on the same issues in the 

lower house. And so he read it word for word and handed over the Hansard as though it 

were his speech notes. I think someone could go to the record, but at the time I think that the 

Hansard even made the mistake of incorporating into the upper house Hansard the lower 

house Hansard, including the interjections from people who were members of the lower 

house. It was just the bizarre and turbulent pressure that everyone was operating under in 

these circumstances. It was a madness that had unfolded around this particular debate.  

 

I’d brought in Father Frank Brennan (the Jesuit priest who is a friend of mine again from 

Redfern days) to be available to advise the house. He sat with us in the, at one stage … 

Whenever I was in the house, I remember him sitting in the President’s gallery to be 

available to talk to anyone that wanted to hear his considerable insight into the native title 

law that was coming into being as a result of the High Court judgement and to guide people 

to avoid making the mistakes. But no-one much wanted to hear from him; they were deadset 

certain they were going to roll this bill into the house, get it through and make it a statute. It 

was whacked up to the High Court, and I think it was struck down seven–nil. I mean, it was a 

ridiculously futile and expensive waste of time.  

 

One of the things that was on at this time was that in 1996 the extraordinary thing had 

happened that the Liberals, for the first time in history, had lost the numbers on the floor of 

the house in the Legislative Council. They no longer had numerical supremacy in the 

Liberal–National conservative coalition. It was the numbers made up of Labor, the Greens 

and the Democrats. I was Leader of the Opposition in this extraordinarily fortuitous time (I 

thought it was fortuitous) and trying to rein in the government, that was a superhuman effort 

involved in that. It was made especially difficult by the Democrats who seemed to … The 

expression, I think, goes “hunting with the foxes and the hounds”. They were terribly difficult 

people to deal with, the two Democrats, Helen somebody or other [Hodgson] and Norm 

Kelly. I just worked so hard to bring them together with us and the Greens. The Greens were 

so much easier to work with: Giz Watson, a woman of her word, of extraordinary ethical 

standing. I disagreed with her on so many issues, but she was a wonderful parliamentarian 

and representative of her political party in the upper house. I worked very closely [with her] in 

that period. Whatever she said she would do, she always did, which was remarkably 

different from my experience of the Democrats, and certainly of the Liberal–National 

opponents in government and oftentimes of my own Labor colleagues. I found her a 
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remarkably good ally in that period. It was difficult stuff, not least of all because we had some 

Labor Party members that were unhappy with the fact that I was leader. John Halden 

specifically, who had been tainted by the Easton petition, and was clearly unhappy that I was 

the leader.  

 
JF He’d been leader previously, hadn’t he?  

 

STEPHENS He had, and he had to step aside, and that created then this situation where 

I became the leader, and he was unhappy. There was some big issues on … The other 

issue that was on, particularly in the lead-up to that ‘96 change of the numbers in the upper 

house, which you’ll recall the Court Government was re-elected. The numbers in the upper 

house were not going to change to a loss of Liberal-National control until May 22 – they 

described it as being Queen Victoria’s birthday – which was the day when the numbers 

change in the upper house. I think that’s only half true, but it’s a good story. They do say you 

never want to let the facts get in the way of a good story because they rarely can; a good 

story always trumps. But, anyway, May 22, the changeover date for the upper house 

numbers going from Liberal-National control to Labor, Democrat, Green, leaving the 

government at considerable risk of not being able to get its third-wave industrial relations 

legislation through, particularly with me as Leader of the Opposition, notorious for being able 

to speak under wet cement. I could speak at length, and I had unlimited time and I was intent 

on using all of it. That was the way that I was going to stop the passage of the legislation 

through the upper house; it was my endeavours. 

 

It was a period of enormous intensity because I wanted to stop the bill being dealt with until 

we had the numbers on May 22 to block it and the government, of course, wanted to get it 

through before May 22nd. Enormous activity around this place with the union movement, the 

industrial movement, the wider community involved in opposing Graham Kierath’s third-wave 

legislation around industrial relations. Amazing period of great difficulty to be a 

parliamentarian at that time: to know that your duties were parliamentary duties, not the role 

of protester. You had to understand the protest. The industrial wing of the Labor movement 

had its right to be around this place, taking all of their industrial protest to the nth degree, 

and our job was to be a parliamentarian and to be on the floor of the house arguing it out, 

using every strategy at your disposal. There were competing aspirations and assessments of 

how to do that. I remember Tom Helm, my colleague from the Mining and Pastoral Region, 

with a strong sense of … He’s a Liverpudlian and with a Liverpudlian accent and just came 

into the house with a real sort of industrial flavour to him, and wanting to find ways to do the 

protest stuff within the chamber. There was sometimes a role for stunts, but mostly you don’t 
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do stunts in the Parliament, you do parliamentary tactics and processes as a way of 

expressing your opposition.  

 

JF  Especially the upper house.  

 

STEPHENS In the upper house stunts are … I am not averse to stunts, but inside the 

constraints of the tradition of the place. However, Tony Cook (an extraordinary skill, leading 

the Trades and Labour Council at that time, enormous energy, wonderful guy, who I have 

enormous respect for) approached me and explained their tactics that they would be 

deploying. I’d said, well, “Look, thank you.” I mean, we collaborated discreetly in ways that 

he might one day record (I won’t now record; but at some stage perhaps even a curious 

person might want to look even further at the level of collaboration). But only he and I, as far 

as I am aware, know exactly how closely we collaborated to try to frustrate the passage of 

that legislation. He did everything he could, using all of his industrial skills, and I did 

everything that I could, plus a bit more, to see what we could do inside the Parliament. It led 

to a situation where the house was in complete chaos. The chamber was occupied by the 

workforce. It was bedlam. I remember there were attempts by Peter Foss, who I think was 

the leader handling this particular bill in the upper house, I think I’ve got that right, but he 

certainly took a prominent role in the tactics of the place. There were people on that side of 

the house that were trying to move gags and censure motions (not censure motions, gags; 

there’s another word for it, but the word to bring to an end a member’s contribution to the 

debate) the gag and guillotine, procedures that had never been previously deployed in the 

upper house. President Griffiths had always thought that that would be completely anathema 

in the upper house of review to have gags and guillotines deployed or time management 

strategies deployed. People should be entitled to speak and utilise the customs and 

traditions of the place to voice opposition, and it was up to the government to find ways to 

get their agenda through without breaking new ground of shutting down debate.  

 

JF  At this stage Griffiths had gone, had he? No, he was still the Chair. 

 

STEPHENS No; Griffiths was still in the Chair. I remember it. We were very vigorous. He 

was sitting there in this house with great skill in my view. This is a man (he was a political 

opponent) I don’t have many other criticisms of him. He’d given me a hard time in a range of 

situations, which we’ve just described, including throwing me out. I was the first … No, I 

wasn’t the first ever that he threw out; he threw out Norm Baxter. Anyway, he seems to have 

forgotten that he threw Norm Baxter out, because he says I was his first, but he had thrown 

Norm Baxter out during my maiden speech. So he threw me out during the native title 
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debate. I remember him saying, “Now that I’ve thrown somebody out, I might make a habit of 

it”, but anyway … And he did, not so often me. The place was in chaos during the industrial 

relations debate. I remember Clive sitting in the chair. He had the wig (he used to wear the 

wig) and the noise was so loud he couldn’t hear a thing that was going on. I think I was 

speaking. He was trying to hear me and then on the other side of him someone from the 

government was calling a point of order on me, and he spun his head to the right, and then I 

called back and he spun his head to the left. I remember the wig spinning around on his 

head so that as he turned he was looking at the inside of his wig rather than … The wig 

hadn’t come around at the same pace as his head, and so he was looking at me [chuckles], 

endeavouring to look at me, but all I could see was the back of his wig that was now 

covering his face. It was chaos and it was clear that not much work was going to happen in 

this. I could see that the guy from the opposition, Foss, had gone up to the Chair to try and 

move the gag motion against me; so to yell in the President’s ear to get attention. So I went 

up to the other ear and was yelling in that to continue with my speech. Clive had the good 

sense to rise and leave the chamber and take the Black Rod with him as a symbol of the 

house no longer sitting and left. Subsequently I was invited to his room. He said, “Look, 

we’ve got a problem. I’m doing my best”, and he was. He’d been rough-handled on his way 

into the house by protesters, but anyway. I don’t approve of that because basically 

parliamentarians have the task of being parliamentarians. There’s no role for people to take 

… It’s up to parliamentarians to be the champions, the advocates, the combatants in the 

house, and protesters have no right, no role in manhandling physically or trying to impede 

the movement of a parliamentarian in and out of the building as they did in reference to 

Clive. In my view it’s a serious issue, and it was dealt with seriously by the courts I think 

eventually. But Clive said to me, “Look. I intend to move from my chambers, with the Black 

Rod, and to walk up into the parliamentary area” (that is now the parliamentary library; at 

that stage it was a sort of a common room facility). It was set up in a way that he was 

proposing to move the house from the floor of the Legislative Council to the second floor of 

the building. I said, “The Leader of the Opposition and the opposition will go wherever the 

house is convened, and it’s your decision.” I made that call and had to go back then and talk 

to my colleagues and say, “We are parliamentarians. We go wherever the Black Rod goes”. 

It was tough stuff. Tough for the team that wanted to defeat this legislation, frustrated …  

 

JF  So the protesters would not have been allowed into that temporary chamber 

at all?  

 

STEPHENS Correct. We were able to seclude that area, not we; but the parliamentary 

team staff were able to secure that area and to make it possible for the parliamentarians to 
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go through but no-one else to get through to that area. The chamber had become a place 

where there were firecrackers going off. It was a remarkable thing; very spectacular 

[chuckles]. The firecrackers were those party streamer things. It was one helluva public 

display of opposition to this legislation. I think it really had been taken about as far …They’d 

shut down the power on the building. The place was in darkness at one stage. It was a 

significant effort on the part of the industrial movement of Western Australia, the labour 

movement, the industrial wing, to try and stop the passage of legislation that was to thwart 

the aspirations of working men and women to be involved in collective efforts to advance 

their rights as workers. In my particular case, one of the tactics that I used was to equip 

myself with a whole body of material to make a bloody long speech because that was one of 

the strategies that I knew I could as Leader of the Opposition. I stood to speak as the first 

Labor speaker in that chamber on this third-wave legislation (this is now in the early months 

of 1996) and spoke at length; I suppose some people would say ad nauseam. I drew on 

everything that I could possibly draw upon: my knowledge of the origins of the union 

movement, of its expression in British Labour history, its emergence in Australia through the 

industrial movement of the 1880s, the birth of the Labor Party, the birth of the trade union 

movement, the depressions of the 1890s.  

 

I was able to refer backwards and forwards to the Luddites of England and the Tolpuddle 

Martyrs. This was a long speech. I was able to draw upon the encyclicals of Leo XIII and 

Rerum Novarum and his defence of the rights of working men and women of the planet. And 

I was cutting into this debate, which was driving the government nuts. They were absolutely 

sick of it. And Tony Cooke tells me that he got called by the Premier into the Premier’s office 

here (Richard Court) into the office here and he said, “Look, can we cut a deal? Can we 

compromise? We’re just sick to death of the Labor opposition. They’ve got Stephens up 

there in the upper house prattling on about the Tolpuddle Martyrs, whoever they were.” I 

mean, Court was not knowledgeable about history perhaps, so he was getting a history 

lesson that he didn’t particularly want, and not many of them did. 

 

JF  And he’d be getting it second-hand because he was in the lower house 

[chuckles]. 

 

STEPHENS  That’s right, yes. They knew they had a problem because the standing 

orders gave me unlimited time and I was using it, and I was enjoying myself, although it was 

a tough thing to do. I spoke all of that night, long into the early hours; I mean, the Hansard 

record will be there. People say that I have the record for the longest speech ever delivered 

in the house. I’m told that it was around about 11 or 12 hours. I don’t exactly know, and I’m 
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not sure that the claims that people make in reference to this long speech are accurate, not 

least of which because Norman Moore got very tired that night and at about two o’clock in 

the morning I think he said, “Can we just go home now and you’re back on your feet in the 

morning?” So I went home and was back on my feet in the morning, still speaking. So it’s the 

body of that speech, interrupted by a short sleep in the night (I don’t quite remember the 

time) but that is in the Hansard as the longest speech ever delivered in the Legislative 

Council. They’ve now brought in gags and guillotines and time management in the 

Legislative Council so that it’s no longer possible and there’s no opportunity, I don’t think, 

any longer, for a speech without time limit, but that was available to me at that time and I 

used it then to great effect, unsuccessfully, as it turned out, and then when the native title 

legislation came on, I was trying to use it again but unsuccessfully.  

 

The other huge highlight of this period was the work that I did around native title, which was 

forming a select committee on native title, unusual thing to have done successfully; that is, 

Leader of the Opposition to have moved a motion and to have got the government to agree, 

even though they didn’t have the numbers by this stage, we had the numbers, but they could 

still frustrate us. But they agreed nonetheless to form a select committee. We had a select 

committee that I chaired. We had three members of government on it: Barry House from the 

Liberal Party, Murray Nixon, Murray Criddle from the Nationals, and we had a Green in Giz 

Watson and a Democrat in Helen… Her name escapes me. [Hodgson] 

 

JF  Helen, is it? Helen Young, perhaps? 

 

STEPHENS  No, it’s not Helen Young. But her name’s gone; it’ll come back to me. 

[Helen Hodgson]  She was a source of some annoyance. Anyway, this work of that select 

committee on native title was some of the best work that I had the opportunity of doing, in my 

view, aided and abetted by a wonderful research officer in Marcus Priest, who has gone on 

to have a good career in journalism and at the federal level in various federal Labor 

ministerial offices, I think, with federal Ministers for Justice. [He was] a wonderful contributor 

to the work of that select committee. We did have the opportunity, quite deliberately, of 

taking the committee to Canada, to British Columbia in the first instance, and up into the 

Northwest Territories, this is in about 1998, to see what was going on there. It was actually 

seeing the future and seeing in British Columbia how they had gone through that same 

period of court-determined native title, governments that had tried to thwart the rights of 

Indigenous peoples and then eventually left with a statutory obligation, like a judicially-

delivered obligation, to have to wrestle with this issue, and then they had to wrestle with it 

and were advancing these global agreements between the Indigenous peoples of British 
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Columbia. Wonderful experience to have been part of this with my colleagues from the 

Parliament and to sort of see how we could deliver a report recommending ways to advance 

resolution of these difficult issues. It’s a great report that stands there on the parliamentary 

record.  

 

It was not the only significant parliamentary committee work that I did, nor the only significant 

travel that I did. That particular travel was made more complex because my daughter, 

Emma, had had her tenth birthday that year and I’d gone ice skating with her and I’d broken 

my leg and I had crutches. I was Leader of the Opposition on crutches in the upper house in 

difficult circumstances, having to operate as Leader of the Opposition with crutches and a 

broken leg, and a very painful leg too, I remember, and having to pop it up on my desk in the 

chamber. The Presiding Officer who had not long before having to put up with me bringing 

my laptop into the place now with my leg in a cast up on the desk sticking up in front of his 

eye. I think perhaps I had fun reducing the sense of decorum in the place; he knew it 

[chuckles]. My wife accompanied us on the trip, as we paid for her to come with me, to be 

my valet [chuckles], because there was no other way I could have done the trip, and she 

escorted me around and helped to carry my bags through Canada as we did that wonderful 

investigation of native title and that report, which was a great trip. 

 

But other trips that we did in that period of my … Up until this period with commonwealth 

parliamentary work. In ’89 I’d done the great trip out to Barbados for the Commonwealth 

Parliamentary Conference out there in Barbados, a wonderful experience of the 

parliamentary world, a trip that I was supposed to do with my wife, Anne, but it wasn’t 

possible; my daughter Amelia was in utero at that time so I did that trip alone.  

 

On my way home, that was marked by breaking a commitment that I’d made to myself that I 

would never, ever go to San Francisco. As a youngster I’d watched the film of the great 

earthquake of San Francisco and I thought what an awful place to go anywhere near, a fire 

and all that, but unfortunately the plane [trip] necessitated me having to going into San 

Francisco, and I kept it down to a bare minimum. I think it was going to be six hours I’d get in 

and out of San Francisco, and I went into town.  Well blow me down if I’m not in San 

Francisco up the Regency Hyatt hotel on the eleventh floor when the great earthquake of 

San Francisco 1989 strikes, and [it was] extraordinary to be there, just this human tragedy 

that was all around me, watching the awful circumstances of this skyscraper shaking in the 

air, running to the lift and realising that the lift was terribly unsafe to get into, running down 

the fire escape, escorting a person from the next room screaming her lungs out and probably 

screaming at me because I was in a shaving coat that was really nothing more than a little 
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bit below my waist, but only just, and nothing else, a shaving coat, and running into the 

square up from the hotel as bits of building were dropping around us into the square. So it 

was a terrifying time to be in San Francisco, and then in the square eventually finding some 

lad that was walking past with his suitcase and he looked about my size and I said, “Would 

you have anything in your suitcase that I could put on?” and he opened his suitcase and 

gave me a pair of jeans, which I put on in the square, and the [people in the] square were all 

clapping as they watched me dress. It was a friendly sort of event [chuckles]. And after 

having put these jeans on, then I was a bit more comfortable and spent the night out there 

as the after-shocks proceeded.  

 

I think at some stage in the early hours we were allowed into the basement of the hotel 

again. I tried to ring home. I wandered down to … Before I even got my jeans on, I wandered 

down in my shaving coat down to a … I could see a phone box in the darkness, to ring 

home, and as I got to the phone box a chap jumped out of the bushes with a big knife, a 

gigantic knife, a pie-eyed sort of a character, and said, “Hand over your money” and I said, 

“You’ve got to be kidding me; I mean, look at me, I’ve got a shaving coat and I don’t have 

any money.” [chuckles] His knife was a huge size, and a chap who was in a bus jumped out 

of the bus and he pulled out his knife, which was even larger, and he made this other guy, 

the pie-eyed guy … “Back up, buddy,” he said to him, “Back up.”  And I went back to the 

square to the company of the horrors of [this experience ] of life in America and in San 

Francisco, the city that I’d resolved I would never go to [chuckles].  

 

There I was in the middle of this awful earthquake and the tragedy of loss of life, eventually 

getting through by phone to my family to tell them that I was safe. They had hearts in their 

mouths waiting for word, ringing through to the Parliament, getting through to the 

switchboard and speaking to Cathy Harris on the switchboard and asking her would she 

mind getting a message through to Anne and did she have any advice as to how I might get 

out of San Francisco, and she was able to relay advice. The great skill of the reception here 

was able to tell me about the news that there was some talk about evacuation of Australians 

out of the airport. It was not the case, but nonetheless it was a very comforting piece of news 

that wasn’t much in reality.  

 

The parliamentary opportunities that came with the commonwealth parliamentary 

conferences ...  I had that one a little earlier, I think. That would have been about ’89. So, a 

wonderful opportunity through parliamentary work to experience the challenges of 

government and the challenges of issues that were not just our issues at a state level, or 

even a national level, but were global issues that necessitated people in this country, 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          199 
 
parliamentarians and others, getting out from the country to sort of see that we didn’t have to 

reinvent the wheel in our own jurisdiction. We could draw off-the-shelf solutions that were on 

offer in other places.  The native title template from Canada was one such thing that could 

be adjusted, the Government Agencies’ committee work that I’d done some years before 

with Norman Moore and George Cash, where we had an attempt to try to work out how to 

keep government agencies accountable to the Parliament and to the people of 

Western Australia while giving them the independence to operate in … Wonderful 

parliamentary work of the six-person committee. 

 

That became a very controversial committee because we travelled at a rather large number, 

and as soon as we got on the plane we were attacked by Phil Lockyer, who was really angry 

with his Liberal colleagues … A front-page story accusing us of being junketeers, wasting 

taxpayers’ funds, a hugely annoying thing to have happened, The West Australian attacking 

us in that way, the colleagues being absolutely infuriated by it, particularly the Liberals, when 

we got back. John Halden was on that trip, Doug Wenn, George Cash, Barry House (I think 

Barry), and Norman Moore. The six of us got back and they took advice from (they 

approached) a local lawyer of great renown, Julie Bishop, who advised them, “Oh, you’ve 

got a lay-down misère here if you take The West Australian to court for defamation. They’ve 

defamed you as wasting taxpayers’ funds.” So we sat and listened to the advice from Julie, 

and she got advice in from, I think, Stephen Archer [QC]. We took the case into the courts 

and The West Australian took it all the way to the High Court, and the High Court changed 

around this time and the judges brought down a decision in a case called Stephens and 

Others. I was left as the bunny on the front of the case, which basically increased the 

opportunity for people to say what you like about a public official. It opened up the 

defamation situation so that a newspaper was not going to get done-in for calling us 

junketeers. It was a long, drawn-out and potentially very expensive process, except that it 

was finally negotiated. Even though perhaps The West had sort of won that round, there 

were other opportunities for us to keep going, but they negotiated that The West covered all 

the costs of everybody and we called it quits, thank God. That was the Stephens and Others 

case that was a great lesson to me about the use of defamation laws and the reliance upon 

legal advice, even from eminent people like Julie Bishop, who was cutting her teeth in this 

area of defamation. The laws have been changed. There were other cases, the 

Theophanous case and the Lange case and others that have I think reined it in again so that 

the freedoms that were created briefly to say what you like are not quite as free as they were 

in that judgement of the Stephens and Others case.  
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But it’s quite an interesting case, not least of which was because there was contained within 

that judgement a wonderful provision against us, but which I looked at with enormous 

excitement because I could see that it had within it a High Court decision that opened up an 

opportunity for us at state level to challenge the electoral laws of Western Australia because 

of their failure to deliver equality of voting opportunity for West Australians. I rushed to show 

this to Jim McGinty and shared it with Gough Whitlam, who was someone that I’d been in 

regular contact with, and they shared my own excitement and enthusiasm for it, and that led 

eventually to McGinty taking up the case into the High Court. But in the interim, the judges 

that had delivered the Stephens and Others case, including Justice Deane, Bill Deane, my 

cousin [chuckles], who had found against me … I mean, I don’t think he was completely 

aware that he was finding … Anyway, it was just had he known he was my cousin at this 

time he mightn’t have been involved in the case, but I think he only subsequently realised 

that it was actually dealing with his cousin that he found against me. I’m not sure that it 

would have influenced his decision. However, he was taken off the High Court by Keating, 

who was sick of these meddling judges, and Deane was put into Yarralumla, and the judicial 

bench changed somewhat and the window of opportunity shut down and the application for 

utilising the High Court and it didn’t work to the advantage of delivering an obligation for one 

vote, one value to be applied at the state level.  

 

In passing, that connection with Bill Deane grew after he became Governor-General during 

this period, when I was Leader of the Opposition, introducing myself to him as a cousin and 

explaining the connection, and we became good friends. It was a lovely connection that 

carried him all the way through to his … In fact, he asked me to organise for him [a trip which 

became] his final farewell to the people of Australia. He did [this] by coming to my part of the 

world where I’d taken him before, to Turkey Creek, the Warmun community, where he had 

an interview with Kerry O’Brien that was beamed … film footage taken in the landscape 

there at Turkey Creek and at Mistake Creek at a massacre site, and that was his farewell 

spot, which I’d organised that farewell for him, or that opportunity with him, at the end of his 

term as Governor-General.  

 

His was not the only connection I had with Governors-General. I had other visitors, as you 

do in the north. One memorable occasion [was] when Governor-General Sir Ninian Stephen 

and Lady Stephen came through in ’82 to Halls Creek, I accompanied them and took them 

around (it might have been ’83, perhaps). I took them to the Halls Creek Agricultural Show 

and to Fitzroy Crossing. It was a wonderful trip. I told them that I had met a girl and was 

hoping to persuade her to marry me, and they said, “Well, if you do, and you’re over in 

Canberra any time, drop into Yarralumla.” I did eventually persuade Anne to marry me, we 
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did go to Canberra to visit my family, and they did take me to Yarralumla, where Sir Ninian 

Stephen and Lady Stephen were generous hosts, just the two of them and the two of us 

having lunch at Government House to coincide with our wedding, or our honeymoon, as we 

were off to the snowfields in 1984. That would have been late September, early October. But 

these are the unusual things that happen in a parliamentary life, quite unexpected, to be 

caught up with connections that were vice regal in that case.  

 

The other thing that I cannot help but think about now as we approach another regal visit to 

Western Australia, soon to see the return visit of Prince Charles and his wife, Camilla, [is] 

over the years of a parliamentary life of having the opportunity of these garden parties and to 

be invited and then to have the opportunity to invite others to Government House and to the 

garden parties at Government House for the visits of Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip (twice I 

think we’ve had that opportunity, Anne and I) and to have had others from the electorate and 

people to join us for those garden parties at our nomination, and Prince Charles and Lady 

Diana in their earliest visit to Western Australia, and then subsequent opportunities with 

other regal personalities. I think Princess Anne comes to mind with a visit through the 

Kimberley, and Prince Charles’ visit into the Pilbara, just a passing memory of the fact that 

he popped into Port Hedland and called into Pundulmurra. One poor Aboriginal lad got 

distracted while he was there and ended up cutting off his finger while Charles was walking 

through Pundulmurra, the Aboriginal training college – one of the Ahwons, Gregory Ahwon, I 

think it was. He went around with a hand minus a couple of fingers as a result of the visit of 

Prince Charles. I remember they used to say to us about Burkie, “If you ever shake his hand, 

count your fingers afterwards.” Well, it was a way of sort of saying there’s something 

naughty about Brian. In the case of poor old Gregory Ahwon, he lost a couple of fingers 

during the visit of Prince Charles. I think I’ve got off the track [chuckles].  

 

JF  [Laughs] But very fascinating stuff. Can we get back onto the track for about 

another five minutes or so and come back to the business of Presiding Officers of the upper 

house, because you had you a few words about Clive and how he handled the situation of 

the industrial challenge. What about some of the other Speakers as Speakers, like George 

Cash and John Cowdell? Did you have experience of those that you can talk about? 

 

STEPHENS I experienced the others. Clive Griffiths is memorable and, frankly, it’s hard for 

the others, in the case of Cash or Cowdell, to jump large as personalities in view of the years 

that I had with President Clive Griffiths. He shaped the place for such a long period of time 

and we had had a robust relationship that was based on testing it to the limits. He knew my 

game and I knew his, and I was a great student of him and how he would react and tested it 
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absolutely. There is sort of a warmth that I have for Clive that comes from a warmth of old 

combatants. He knew what he had to do and I knew what I had to do and we got on with the 

task and fought it out, toe to toe, fighting the Presiding Officer to get what I needed to do; not 

always easy.  

 

I don’t have any particular things that I want to the say about either George or John. They 

don’t loom large in my recollection of the landscape. George was not someone that I got 

close to, and nor was John, although, in John’s case, we had mutual friendship with Gough. I 

just didn’t have the same … I was so busy in that period when I became minister in 2001 

that John’s role as Presiding Officer, it was all so fast, so pressured. Almost the only thing I 

can remember having dealings with John were when I decided to resign from the upper 

house, but that’s down the track. 

 

JF  Just as a swan song, shall we say, what about the role of Laurie Marquet as 

the Clerk? He obviously was a very significant force in the upper house and what went on 

there. Did you have any encounters with Laurie? I imagine you would have as Leader of the 

Opposition. 

 

STEPHENS  We certainly did. Right from the very beginning, complex dealings with him. I 

was very young when I arrived here. He was clearly a very unusual guy for the staid 

environment into which I’d walked. It was clear when I walked into the place in 1982 that he 

was an unusual character with an unusual little den that he occupied there with extraordinary 

patronage from Clive Griffiths, whose personality and whole demeanour was completely at 

odds with Laurie’s. Laurie was sort of a … Well, gay, and a person who had a sense around 

him of being unconventional, and working with a very conventional, very straight Presiding 

Officer, who had selected him and chosen him, presumably fully aware of what Laurie was 

like with his personal life and his reformist approach to the world. I didn’t get particularly 

close to Laurie. I found him a difficult character. I’d formed the view, particularly when I was 

Leader of the Opposition, that that situation between ’96 to 2001 when I had the complexity 

of dealing with the Greens, the Democrats, the Nationals and the Liberals, and the 

complexity of my own side, the Labor Party team, that was fractious (not entirely; just some 

difficult people within it), I also had another party, the Clerk’s party, led by Laurie Marquet, to 

have to deal with. I did not enjoy it. I used to think of the Clerk’s party as being people that 

should butt out, but I could see that they really had an agenda of their own, which was often 

times at odds with everyone else’s agenda in the place. That’s my own perhaps quixotic 

view of the way things were operating in the upper house.  
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Strange little memory; one little thing I have a memory of, when I got elected, I was given a 

gold pass, a beautifully ornate gold pass that had been given back to the chamber by Bill 

Withers. It was the gold pass that you would use in public transport. It was [for] the member 

for North Province, which I had become. Withers had put it in, given it to Laurie. Laurie gave 

it to me and I looked at it and said, “Laurie that’s got a very fragile loop at the top. I don’t 

think that will survive on my key chain”, and he looked at it and he agreed with me and he 

took it and said he would get it repaired. I never saw it again; never got it. I asked for it many 

times and he said, “Oh, I gave it back to you.” Very odd; I never saw it. [It was] a beautiful 

piece of gold equipment that was traditionally used in the days when the upper house was 

sort of a gentleman’s club, and it would be used to show the bus driver or the train 

conductors that it entitled you to free travel. I never used buses or trains, but an odd little … 

And I often wonder whatever happened to the gold pass that had been given to me and I’d 

returned to the Clerk, the property of the people of Western Australia. God knows where it is, 

and God knows where those things are, but it was a beautiful little thing.  

 

Laurie introduced himself to me as having connections from New Zealand to a cardinal, a 

family blood line, who was working in the curia in Rome. He used to have an orthodox icon 

hanging in his room. Tough life the way Laurie’s life finished. But he was a challenging 

combatant. Sometimes he was helpful to me. As you could see, I had the occasional 

difficulty along the way combating Presiding Officers, but I never felt entirely comfortable 

with Laurie’s advice. I used to sneak down to the lower house and get advice from the other 

Clerks because I could never be entirely comfortable with the advice that was coming to me 

from Laurie, nor the discretion that he would exercise in reference to that advice. I felt 

sometimes the conflict between the two houses had meant that the Clerks in the lower 

house were oftentimes able to give you fresh insight into the way things would work, and I 

was able to draw upon that to advantage. 

  

JF  Does anyone spring to mind? Which of the Clerks are you talking about?  

 

STEPHENS  It’s Peter McHugh’s predecessor, whose name now escapes me. He was the 

long-time Clerk in the Legislative Assembly. He was the man who had a long career in 

barbershop quartets. He’s a singer. Barry Okely, or Bruce Okely?  

 

JF  Bruce Okely.  

 

STEPHENS  Bruce Okely; wonderful, discreet source of additional advice that could round 

out the experience that I was having in the upper house, drawn on it discreetly and usefully, 
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and very appreciatively of that advice that was on offer. Because there were some complex 

issue that emerged from time to time. Members of the house can make mistakes, and I 

made a few, sometimes with difficult situations that you are dealing with, parliamentary 

privilege issues, very complicated issues of parliamentary privilege, where the rules were not 

always clear as to how you could handle issues, and you’d sometimes in the pursuit of your 

understanding of the best interests of Western Australia, you’d be looking on the edge of 

parliamentary privilege as to how to proceed. I got in some tricky situations. I was once 

struck on the jaw by Phil Lockyer as I was leaving the member’s bar, I think that was in 

about 1982, thumped on the jaw, with a bleeding lip, and Lockyer was charged. I remember 

then trying to get advice as to how to handle that from the Clerk. They were players in the 

process, unfortunately. One of them was a witness to the scene and scurrying away from 

(Ian Allnutt) wanting to say too much about it because they didn’t want to get caught up in 

the court case that was going to emerge.  

 

But there were other times when parliamentary privilege issues emerged. There was one 

particular occasion where … It was actually during the native title discussions and the draft 

report or the workings of Marcus Priest had emerged and were presented to me. I had to 

work through the issue of when did parliamentary privilege apply to that draft. I knew in my 

view that it only applied at the moment that I took the workings of that Clerk and gave it to 

the committee. That became an issue that played out with different views of that, not in the 

public eye, thankfully, but I did get some useful advice from Laurie at that time that I drew 

upon with confidence that I think would have been a difference of interpretation from what, 

say, Marcus might have had at that time. I knew that the document that was being prepared 

for me as the chairman was my document. It didn’t become the committee’s document until I 

presented it to the committee, and that became a little complicated issue that led to some 

unhappiness and different interpretations, but Laurie backed me in my understanding of the 

way that parliamentary process worked at that time.  

 

JF  Well I think at that stage it’s time to call a halt. Thank you very much. 

 

[End of TGS–11T15] 
[Checked against the recording and amended as necessary, 28 November 2015.  Further 

amended from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.] 

 

 
 
 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          205 
 
[TGS–12T16  Duration 62m57s] 
JF  Today is the 28th of October 2015. This file contains the twelfth in a series of 

interviews with the Honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

Western Australian Parliament. We are meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Tom, taking up the story from where we left off last week, we’d just got to the end of the 

Richard Court era, I think, essentially, and we went off on a couple of tangents, but can I pick 

up today the Gallop years and the government that you were in in 2001 onwards. Having 

talked about that for a bit, we’ll then talk about your resignation and contesting of the federal 

seat and then your comeback to the Western Australian Parliament. That will probably take 

us all of today, I would guess. In the Gallop years you had ministerial experience. Would you 

like to start off by telling me about each of your ministerial roles and what you feel you were 

able to bring to them and what you achieved in them?  

 
STEPHENS With the election of the Gallop Government, I had the opportunity of speaking 

to Geoff and saying to him that I saw no need to stay on as leader in the upper house and to 

step down to the deputy leadership in the upper house, deputy leader in the government, to 

allow Kim Chance to come through to the leadership role; that creating a factional balance 

opportunity. I think Geoff was relieved to get that offer from me. It was probably something 

he was going to do even if I hadn’t offered it, but there you go. The portfolios that I’d carried 

through in opposition were not the ones that I took up in government. I had been carrying 

Indigenous Affairs and the Arts but immediately picked up Housing and Regional 

Development, as the first couple of portfolios that come to mind. I had Works as well.  

 

I guess the swearing-in ceremony is what comes first to mind when you form government. 

On that occasion there was all the flurry of activity aimed at getting the ministers down to 

Government House. I remember being very keen to travel down with my family and our 

family of three kids, my wife. I jumped in our van and drove down from Parliament House to 

Government House with my wife and kids. That caused quite a kerfuffle, the fact that I hadn’t 

arrived in a ministerial limousine. It grabbed the electronic TV news that night and I could 

sense that there was some disquiet amongst my colleagues that I had somehow managed to 

upstage them by that rather natural instinct on my part to travel down with my family in the 

family van. The swearing-in saw me in the housing portfolio with the others, up into the office 

fairly soon afterwards and meeting the departmental heads. I think on the particular day we 

were sworn in I remember there was a big chemical fire around Perth. [The toxic impact of 

that fire] was one of the big issues that loomed for many months and years afterwards. Into 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          206 
 
the ministerial office and meeting the head of the Department of Housing, Greg Joyce; the 

head of the Supply Commission, Cheryl Gwilliam; the Regional Development portfolio having 

to be wrestled out from under State Development as part of the reshuffle. My instinct was to 

rely upon the teams that were already in place rather than to be rushing to cut off heads or 

change the personnel with which the departments were already equipped. In the ministerial 

office that I took up, I was delighted to take over the office of the previous Minister for 

Agriculture, Monty House. I didn’t have his portfolio but I took over his team which included 

Andy Munro and John Dedman and Julie Cobb and other very experienced ministerial staff 

that had been working with the Liberal–National government. That was considered an 

unusual thing to do; to have what I consider to be the confidence to be able to work with a 

team that had worked with the previous government and didn’t go unnoticed or unchallenged 

by the Labor colleagues. As we formed government, there was a real ambition on the part of 

many of them to just dispense with the staff of the past and put your own teams in place. I 

saw Western Australia as a different sort of place to that and didn’t like that approach to 

things. I think there are arguments for and against. Andy was someone I knew who had 

been in the north west working (married a Carnarvon girl and lived in Kununurra). I knew him 

from his work with Ernie Bridge and he’d worked with successive governments and I was 

very happy to get him. He was an experienced departmental officer, very skilled at running a 

ministerial office, that was able to present the departmental heads to me and to have the 

opportunity of talking with each one of them.  

 

Inevitably you come across people from your time leading up to government where you’ve 

formed associations and links and learnt the skills of many people and seen the weaknesses 

of others. So some of those people I wanted to have working with me, Shelley Eaton being 

one of them, that had come through from my parliamentary work and she found space in the 

ministerial office. The departmental heads then had the task of trying to work through what 

was our agenda in government. The housing portfolio, having not been mine in opposition, 

now they were able to position in front of me a document that was largely unfamiliar to me; 

that is, our pre-election pledges and policy commitments to take us through the challenges 

that were there. They presented a book with all the difficulties the portfolio was facing and all 

the opportunities that would come with these portfolios, and the platform of election pledges. 

It was a real frenzy of activity. I threw myself into it with enormous energy and endless hours 

of work and found those years exciting in the housing portfolio. There was immediately put in 

place a review of the apparatus of government to be done by (I thought I’d quickly recall his 

name; his name has just momentarily escaped me) an officer from the east who worked with 

the Keating and Hawke Governments who conducted the review into the machinery of 

government. I didn’t have much enthusiasm for that review. It was considered to be 
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necessary by government because there were some savings necessary for us to be able to 

deliver our programs and pre-election pledges, and so they were hoping to really find, so 

they said, savings within the machinery of government. Inevitably you’re caught with that 

task and so soon we found ourselves with Housing being jammed into the same department 

as Works, so the two departments being combined; that causing pressure upon the heads of 

both departments to have to find which one you’re going to accept to be the head of the new 

department and making decisions that didn’t exactly thrill one or the other. That left me with 

the opportunity for appointing Greg Joyce as the head of the Department of Housing and 

Works. That combined portfolio that I got, I guess, from about June of that year, from 

memory, was the biggest part of my portfolio load and one that I was very pleased to have. 

It’s a great Labor portfolio, Housing, a great Labor portfolio to have in Works, and to be able 

to take up the challenges of government to deal with people in housing need. Traditionally, 

historically, housing had been providing housing for the working poor. Increasingly, the 

housing portfolio was providing housing for people on welfare, people who were either 

pensioners or people with disabilities, people who were out of the workforce and very 

unlikely to ever [easily] find their way back into the workforce, and also a very large 

Aboriginal population inside that public housing spread across the state. There are many 

challenges within that portfolio and I was very keen to take them up and to really embed 

within the policy of the agency strategies aimed at providing pathways for people through 

training into employment while they were with the support of the housing stock from 

government, often times just simply managing the house itself to try not just to adopt the 

strategies of the past, which was to build a house (as I used to call it, plunk it and run) but 

rather to build a house and to be working in partnership with the tenants of that house to 

maintain the housing stock and look after the housing stock, but also to be working in 

partnership with them on pathways beyond welfare and beyond the need for public housing 

to try to take up initiatives around equity schemes to get people buying their houses where 

possible. Those sorts of initiatives were very dear to my heart. And I embedded in that 

portfolio a real focus on trying to advance the interests of the Aboriginal population, and not 

simply with welfare responses but by alternative policies aimed at bolstering the capacity of 

the Aboriginal community especially.  

 

I was able to deliver other parts of the portfolio agenda. I delighted in appointing a 

Government Architect, which had been missing from the apparatus of government for some 

time, and re-establishing that role of Government Achitect influential within the aesthetic, the 

built environment of Western Australia, and that was well received in that stakeholder 

community, in particular amongst architects, of course, who had a real sense of grievance 
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that there was not a guiding hand for the built environment in Western Australia from 

government. The other … 

 

JF  Who did you appoint as an architect? Was that … 

 

STEPHENS It became an opportunity to appoint an officer from the University of 

Western Australia, who continued with some … It was a part-time position, so he continued 

with his studies. Isn’t it interesting that you’d love the name to quickly bounce out onto the 

lips and onto the tape, but his name will be on the records as the officer who … Geoffrey 

(goodness, his wife’s done the history books of Perth; It’s not coming to me momentarily) 

London. There it is. [Geoffrey London]  And the position is still in place and it’s changed in 

various ways. That created opportunities for me to work in partnerships with the university to 

in particular get the young students of the university to think about some of our architectural 

challenges, which included still the challenge of the old Treasury building as to how to 

imagine the old Treasury and Valuer-General’s and Titles Office to be [re-]imagined … To 

[explore] how its future [could] be imagined, and one of the great pleasures of that period 

was seeing the students throw their minds at it. I remember saying to them as we met inside 

the old postal hall which was there in the Lands Department, the old Treasury Building, that 

this building which had predated Federation, which was where the old Western Australian 

colony’s postal services were centred, would eventually have to find a future and 

architectural students were going to have the opportunity of being part of that so they might 

as well, even though we didn’t have the funds or then the opportunity to advance a future for 

that building, be part of the imagining of how it could be put [right] and the wonderful projects 

that the students put on the table and I hope that some of them subsequently have been 

engaged now in that building that was just reopened in the last couple of weeks with some of 

the attributes that were on display from this particular challenge that I threw down to the 

students at that time. It’s now got a hotel attached and a lot of public use of the space once 

more, a building that was at considerable risk of being lost to the state even though it’s of 

enormous heritage and historical significance, and the building has now been reinvented.  

 

It had no money attached to it when I had the portfolio and I had to actually find ways to get 

money to protect the building even from the ravages of time. It had been unoccupied and I 

had found one of the great tricks was to put … You could never get money in the current 

budget, but if you put things in the out years, eventually the out years would get to you, and 

so in the out years I whacked in some ambitious figures for the protection of that building, 

and the out years eventually turn up and the funds were available to protect that building and 

leave it in a state that it could be redeveloped in the way that currently has [come to pass]. 
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One of the great failings of governments is they often can walk away from very significant 

buildings as they move on to other sites for contemporary needs, without dealing with the 

sites they’ve left. And I in the Works portfolio had these sites all over town and all over the 

state that was my responsibility, Sunset Homes down at Dalkeith, Pyrton over in Swan, the 

old Graylands Montgomery Hall, buildings over there at Heathcote, nurses’ accommodation, 

trying to find ways to protect them and use them and to reinvent them for contemporary use, 

often at considerable … With battles galore with local communities that had grown 

accustomed to the way things had come and liked the current environmental values of 

silence where once there’d been a noisy hospital and now they loved the silence and the 

opportunity for the neighbours to be able to occupy these sites un-impinged by others using 

the sites, which did belong to the public. And that was the task of the Works Minister (the 

Housing and Works Minister in my case) to bring forward these projects and to try and find 

creative and alternative uses for them. Battles galore as you tried to do that, and it became a 

real lesson to me that people pursuing their self-interests are oftentimes up against the 

government and the minister who has got the task of protecting the public interest, and that 

regularly brings on battles to protect the wider public interest rather than the narrow, specific 

interests of a set of people who have a particular agenda that doesn’t necessarily coincide 

with the agenda of the wider community.  

 

But the Housing portfolio, in the exchange with other ministers around the commonwealth, 

and the national Minister for Housing, who had responsibility for the housing, Senator 

Vanstone, and ministers like Jay Weatherill, who’s now the South Australian Labor Premier, 

and Andrew Refshauge who had the portfolio in New South Wales, we had a lot of solid 

work to do with other ministers and we were trying to work through how to tackle the flow of 

funds into the Housing portfolio and to respond to the housing challenges around the 

commonwealth … Difficult situation where the Feds had the money. The commonwealth 

housing agreements were critical for public housing’s mode of operation, and they were 

determined to reduce their allocation and the state was determined not to actually have any 

funds flow in place of the federal funds that were being pulled away. So, a very big battle. It 

required a lot of energy and focus. I remember the meeting with Senator Vanstone at one of 

the ministerial conferences, in Adelaide I think it was, and it led to very stern words on my 

part with her, quite a confrontation which was … And she was no wilting flower. She was a 

person who stridently pursued her position and it came to a sharp exchange of language on 

her part in response to my efforts to secure commonwealth funding. Memorable.  

 

I remember in that portfolio striking the challenge of what to do in the community with the 

increasing flow of asylum seekers and refugees that were out (people who were on 
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temporary permits within the community) and making the policy decision that we would have 

to provide housing for them, Phillip Ruddock coming up and shirt-fronting me, I suppose it 

would be called, to say that I was personally responsible for having put a flag up in the 

Middle East to attract in hundreds of thousands of people that were going to be coming to 

our shores as a result of my public housing initiative, which struck me as a bit of over-reach 

on his part. He was warning me about what he predicted would be ocean liners of refugees 

coming up the Swan, meaning to swamp into our public housing. Odd recollections of 

strange conversations that … But nonetheless the start of it, the challenge for the Australian 

community in how to move and respond to the needs of this mass movement of refugees, 

and it became a challenge for me in the Housing portfolio. 

 

In the Regional Development portfolio, where my electorate interests were, and I was not 

particularly preoccupied with being a minister based in a ministerial office in Perth; I really 

threw myself into ongoing presence in the regional communities and the small towns and the 

bigger towns and the remote communities of the state. But what became immediately 

evident to me in 2001 was the resource activity that was starting to really ramp up, and it 

was not being talked about much but it was happening and it was self-evident, and it was so 

self-evident to someone that was very familiar with the region to see this rapid acceleration 

of activity and ramping up of activity to respond to the challenge that China was. And I 

remember trying to describe that to the cabinet room in informal discussions in 2001 and not 

finding that I’d been able to persuasively articulate the case that the government was going 

to have to quickly get its head around this dramatic change that was going on. And I didn’t 

have at my disposal, and I don’t think anyone did within government or within the resource 

industry, an appreciation of exactly what had been unleashed in China with their change of 

policy. I don’t think even China understood what they were doing with their changed policies. 

They’d create huge demand, which was evident to me, and it did require immediate 

response from government.  

 

I found the government sluggish and unresponsive, and I wrote sternly to every minister, 

describing to them what I was seeing and articulating the case that every portfolio would 

need to be responding to this new rapid growth that we were seeing in regional WA. I had 

some success with the Premier, Geoff Gallop, in recognising that, but it was a battle initially. 

Soon it became more evident to the others exactly how rapid this change was that was going 

on in Western Australia, and it produced a happy side benefit, and that is that the 

preoccupation that had been on for trying to rein in our expenditure was no longer critical 

because the coffers were rapidly being filled by a dramatic increase in the revenues from the 

royalties from resource projects. But simultaneously, the demand on our services was huge, 
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particularly in regional WA, but also in Perth. But that was of great concern and 

preoccupation on my part.  

 

I guess there will be other things that are all on the official record from the housing and 

works portfolio. But one of the challenges, and eventually it became the challenge that 

brought an end to my period as housing and works minister, was where there was a 

concentration of our construction portfolio falling into the hands of one company, the 

Buckeridge Group, and the department was particularly preoccupied with the risk attached to 

that. They came to me and said, “Look, we would like to just simply do what we do in the 

housing portfolio and ring Mr Buckeridge (ring Len as they said) and just tell him to basically 

bugger off”. I said, “Look, I’m sorry, Director General, that’s not the way we’ll do things in the 

Gallop Government. We’re a transparent government. It’ll be necessary … Gallop would 

want us to think about and bring forward a policy document that would shape the policy that 

we’d need to operate in the future as to how to shape” … He didn’t want to do that, and I 

insisted that we do that; that we create a policy document that would be the framework 

inside which [meant] any one builder couldn’t dominate the build for government to create a 

risk for government and taxpayers and there would be a spread of contracts around the 

major companies of Perth rather than just simply it all landing on one company. The 

department I believe (I have no absolute proof of this) leaked this to Mr Buckeridge and to 

the media what I was up to, of trying to create a policy with that intent, without having any 

regard to the fact that that’s exactly what they wanted to do themselves, but they wanted to 

do it informally; whereas I was going to do it in a transparent manner in consultation with 

industry. So it was leaked and it became a front-page battle. I now know that Perth’s a small 

community, but Buckeridge put together a real war strategy game (war game) how to beat 

Stephens and this policy agenda. He put together some of my old opponents from politics 

that happily hired themselves to him, and he embarked upon a front-page slog-it-out [battle] 

with me over a period of about three or four days.  

 

That saw the Premier call me in and say, “Look, Tom, I want you to step out of the housing 

portfolio, because I’m going to have to move Kucera out of health because he’s not going so 

well and I don’t want all the attention to be on him, so I’m going to move both of you at the 

same time.” Well, I was not happy losing the housing portfolio in those circumstances, and I 

still think what a travesty. But it illustrates for me the ups and downs of politics and public 

administration and how sometimes there are players like Buckeridge who pursue so 

ruthlessly their own self-interest and it is the task of government, ministers, to pursue the 

wider public interest. Those conflicts have to be well thought out. Regrettably on that 

particular occasion, I did make a couple of mistakes. I should have actually gone to cabinet 
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with the whole issue early and made sure that the cabinet were aware and had endorsed the 

approach that I was adopting, rather than just simply trying to apply the cabinet policy setting 

as I understood it, which was to require a transparent approach to such policy initiatives by 

negotiation rather than by blunderbuss. I made the mistake of not going to cabinet and 

getting my strategy understood by my colleagues before it became leaked in that way to the 

papers. It did illustrate to me, I think, why some ministers would probably, when they’re first 

appointed, choose their departmental head themselves as someone that was entirely loyal to 

them and working with them and dependent on them. So that was another lesson, but a 

good decision on my part, I thought it was at the time, to draw on the expertise of the 

departmental head that was in place. I think it came back to bite me on the backside later 

and I’m of the view to this day that it was just simply a misfortune. 

 

I was very, very lucky, however, in the services portfolio with people like Cheryl Gwilliam, 

who went on to become my head of the Department of Local Government and Regional 

Development, to really understand an agenda where I kept seeing how regional communities 

were desperately in need of the support of an infrastructure fund. We got the start of an 

infrastructure fund being rolled out pursuant to our pre-election policies, a precursor to the 

‘royalties for regions’ scheme but a pale version of that royalties to regions scheme, without 

the consistent support of government to get it to the quantum that was necessary to respond 

to the regional challenge that was there. I was also very conscious that many of the smaller 

regional communities were difficult places in which to live, largely because, in my view, of 

the difficulties that the Aboriginal community were facing and that the challenge of regional 

development in Western Australia in many towns required the wellbeing of the Aboriginal 

community to be able to find within themselves their leaders that could have skills developed 

to work at strategies aimed at the engagement of that community in the opportunities of 

education, training and employment, economic prosperity, that would secure them as good 

community members in those towns and good partners with the wider community to make 

the towns attractive for all players. That became my agenda. I embedded it in the KPIs of the 

Department of Local Government and Regional Development and of the director general. 

And she embraced that strategy with support around Aboriginal leadership schemes that I 

think were wonderful initiatives that I was able to champion and secure.  

 

I did spend a lot of time as minister going out into those remote communities, the tiny 

communities, even as minister getting my head right across the impact of these portfolios on 

those small communities, and put to good use the opportunities that came from ministerial 

support with the government aircraft, the King Air, and they had at their disposal a jet, which 

would get us into these places and take the departmental heads and try to get them to look 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          213 
 
and see the challenges that Western Australia was faced with and to really ramp up the 

government response to these challenges. Four years of that, nearly, across those various 

portfolios, added in a couple of other things of local government and the heritage portfolio, 

lost the housing and works portfolio. But they were an exciting period, a demanding period 

and an exhausting period, well supported. Andy moved on fairly quickly to go and take up a 

job, which he’s still got, with Rio Tinto as a very senior external affairs officer with Rio Tinto. 

But I was able to recruit in Dr John Phillimore, a Rhodes scholar, who had previously worked 

with Mal Bryce when we had been previously in government and now works over at Curtin 

University. John was a wonderful team leader there with people like Simon Dawkins in the 

office, Joh’s brother, and Bill Bowker.  

 

I remember, strangely, being approached in the early, early years by Brian Burke trying to 

tell me that it would be in my interest to position within my office Shelley Archer, and I 

remember thinking it was extraordinary that he should have the temerity to be positioning 

that proposition, but I just noted it and dealt with it with a [long] spoon, I suppose, with a 

[long] spoon, and didn’t accept his proposition. Down the track it was clear that Shelley 

Archer was after preselection for the Parliament and in fact was seeking preselection for my 

seat to replace me in the Parliament and she had the advantage of union backing from her 

union secretary husband in Kevin Reynolds. So towards the end of my period as minister, it 

was becoming clear to me that I was not going to be able to retain my seat in the Mining and 

Pastoral region because it would need to go to a woman, and it also simultaneously became 

clear that the seat of Pilbara, or Central- Pilbara-Kimberley I think it was by that stage called 

(Central-Kimberley-Pilbara) was no longer going to be contested by Larry Graham; he was 

going to retire. So I made it clear that I would be happy enough with a transfer from the 

upper house to the lower house to a seat that encompassed much of the Kimberley and the 

Pilbara and would seek preselection for that, sought it, obtained it, and freed up the spot in 

the upper house, thereby avoiding the necessity of getting knocked off in the upper house by 

Shelley Archer. She got preselected and there’s a whole story attached to that of her own 

that no doubt she’ll be able to tell.  

 

Towards 2004, we’ve now got the situation where the Labor Party is heading towards a 

federal election against John Howard with Mark Latham as leader, the polling looking 

reasonable at the early stages of it, and our [Kalgoorlie] candidate, the shire president from 

Roebourne, Kevin Richards, a good friend of mine, colleague, a good personality, had been 

endorsed to run for federal Kalgoorlie and went out during the course of the campaign, a few 

days before the nominations were to close, to the Kalgoorlie races. He worked the racetrack 

well and hard, meeting the punters, meeting the voters, but died that night of a heart attack, 
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two or three days before the nominations were to close. This put the Labor Party in a 

complete spin, as they were trying to work out how on earth they responded to that, and I 

was approached by all and sundry saying, look, Tom, would I consider it, and I said, “It’s a 

tall ask, guys, to step out of the cabinet room, to step out of the state Parliament to run for a 

seat that was pretty difficult to win.”  

 

The pressure was on, but it was matched by opposition from Geoff Gallop, who didn’t want 

me to do it, and I heard what he had to say and listened to it, overnight thought about it and 

then rang him the next day and said, “Geoff, somebody’s got to do it. I think it has to be me. I 

can’t see how anyone else can do it”. It’s just the party was going to need somebody. 

There’s no-one else who could step into the process. So having announced to him what I 

would do, I could see that it would be virtually impossible to win, but there was a slight 

chance, and also, as well as doing a favour for the Labor Party and the electors of [federal] 

Kalgoorlie to have someone running for the Labor Party in that contest, it would do me no 

harm as I then would subsequently have the battle to win the lower house seat in the state 

Parliament for which I had already been preselected for Central-Kimberley-Pilbara following 

the federal election.  

 

So I threw myself out of [chuckles] … Resigned and walked out of the ministerial office 

without a job, without resources, without a car, without the support systems that come from 

being a member of Parliament and had been for so long, and got on my bicycle, basically, 

literally got on my bike, and went across to call on various people, old friends, to see how we 

could put together a replacement campaign team for federal Kal. Peter Cook, I went to his 

house. He was by this time battling with cancer. Peter and Barbara welcomed me warmly 

and we mapped out a strategy for it. He waved me off from his balcony saying, “It’s like 

waving off Don Quixote going off to tilt at windmills,” [chuckles] as I headed off on my bicycle 

to contest the vast federal Kalgoorlie seat. I got good support from people like Alannah 

MacTiernan in particular, and Ian Taylor, but the battle was a difficult battle. Graeme 

Campbell was in the contest and he threw his … As an independent candidate threw his 

preferences against me, against Labor. Ultimately, those preferences had been given to his 

old sparring partner, the Liberal candidate Barry Haas, and seeing Barry get re-elected on 

the back of Campbell’s preferences [was] a disappointing result. [I] was well supported in my 

case by family, who didn’t agree with my decision. My son [Ben] thought it was the most 

ridiculous proposition that he’d heard, but the moment I’d taken the decision, he immediately 

came up with me to Kalgoorlie and threw himself into the campaign and we all were there for 

the weeks of the campaigning in Kalgoorlie. It was not a part of the electorate that I knew as 

well as the rest of the electorate, being the City of Kalgoorlie itself, but I got around in a short 
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period, I think probably about a six-week campaign, as much of that vast electorate as I 

possibly could and I guess I did a credible job but against huge odds.  

 

I slumped back out after the federal campaign, defeated, I think probably exhausted, but 

then with a new task of having to get ready now for the state campaign and get myself back 

up to Port Hedland. Again, going up, it was tough terrain, tough to do it all over again, 

starting from scratch in the sense of having to build your own campaign support around you. 

I was fortunately very blessed with the support of people like Shelley Eaton; another guy, 

Daniel Smith, a wonderful supporter; Mary Jane Coates and Steve Coates, locals; and a 

huge number of local people who threw themselves into this campaign to get me elected, 

against great odds. The previous Labor member had decided to support an independent 

candidate to run against me. All the other candidates, Green, National, independent Labor, 

were all sending their preferences to the Liberal candidate [chuckles], so it was a tough gig. I 

was construed as being not the local [chuckles]. Everyone else was [being presented as] 

local but not me, most of whom were people that’d turned up long after I first clapped eyes 

on the place or lived in Port Hedland. They were all people that had come rather lately, the 

Johnnys-come-lately, who were now [re]constructing themselves with a good story of they 

were the locals and I was the outsider. Fascinating, but they did it. They constructed that 

campaign, but not sufficiently to block the very significant electoral result and win that I got at 

that campaign.  

 

It was a huge disappointment at the end of that campaign to find myself in the state 

Parliament but with no opportunity to get back into the cabinet room. This was probably the 

biggest blow that I’d experienced in my parliamentary career to see that the way things 

worked had become increasingly factionalised and that that act of heroic generosity that I 

saw it as of going off to the federal contest and then throwing myself into a state contest, 

despite what I considered to be doing the right thing by the team, it was not to be 

reciprocated with an opportunity to return to the cabinet room.  

 

A huge disappointment, that required the mustering of massive effort and huge support from 

my wife and family to get myself through what seemed to me to be an insuperable slap 

across the face and odd in retrospect to look back and think how huge a blow it seemed at 

the time. It was just simply a blow [chuckles] and one came through it and found ways of … I 

came through it and I found ways of operating in the Parliament for another eight years. 

 

JF  That’s an incredible story. What about now we change our focus a little bit to 

go to some of the things that were current in the Gallop era in terms of memorable bills and 
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issues that the Parliament dealt with that were not necessarily in your portfolios; for example, 

what about the social legislation, the amendment of the lesbian–gay et cetera, which 

happened in 2002? Was that something that resonated for you? 

 

STEPHENS I found myself very keen to have removed from the statute books any 

discrimination that impacted upon people on the basis of their sexual preference, could see 

no justification for discriminatory legislation, was very comfortable with delivering support in 

the cabinet room and in the Parliament to those initiatives of the Attorney General which I 

thought were entirely appropriately brought by McGinty to the Parliament. I was concerned 

about how that might play itself out in the adoption law area and was reassured that a child’s 

interests would always be paramount in the handling of adoption issues, were then, still are 

now. That, however, does not stop occasions when a homosexual couple can secure 

adoption for good reason. I was not unfamiliar with homosexual couples who were fantastic 

parents, but nonetheless I think it was a legitimate issue to be thought through. The interests 

of the child always has to be paramount, and that didn’t create the necessity to do anything 

to restrict the flow of the passage of that legislation; it just meant being alert to the issue, and 

I was comfortable with the way it was flowing and the preoccupation with the interests of 

children who might be up for adoption not falling into a circumstance where their interests 

were not paramount. I now know that there are many gay couples around Western Australia 

that are the parents of adopted children from this circumstance, and I’m confident that 

there’s some great decision-making that’s happened that allocated them to those 

environments. 

 

JF  To what extent was the Catholic Church position on gays a matter of conflict 

for you at that time? 

 

STEPHENS The church position, I think, was put publicly. It may have been put to me in 

correspondence as well. I think there was probably a variety of viewpoints expressed. I don’t 

remember being particularly preoccupied by the church argumentation because it was a 

multi-voice; there were many talking heads from a variety of perspectives on that issue. 

 

JF  And it was supported either side of the divide in Parliament, was it? 

 

STEPHENS My memory is that we would’ve had some support on the other side. But it 

was not an issue that I got myself caught up in. I was busy enough. The Attorney General 

was more than capable enough and this was his policy pursuit. He had no opposition from 

me. 
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JF  What about things like the logging in old-growth forests, which became a big 

issue for that government? 

 

STEPHENS Again, no particular involvement with me. Forests were not something with 

which I was hugely familiar. But it was a source of great delight to be able to see the effort, 

the focus, the debate within the cabinet room, the attention to detail that Geoff and Eric and 

Judy Edwards and Kim Chance, the forest minister … They applied themselves to that issue 

to really deliver upon an old-growth forest policy that protected those forests, a great 

challenge for the workforce that saw themselves at risk, but real efforts to find ways of 

supporting those communities and finding pathways to a sustainable industry, as well as 

alternative industries. 

 

JF  Yes. Now, another thing that came up at that stage in the Gallop era was the 

closure of the Nyungah camp in the Swan Valley. That would’ve been an issue that would’ve 

had some resonance for you, I guess, although your interests with Aboriginal people were 

more concentrated in the north. 

 

STEPHENS I think that, in the end, those issues were being pursued by the Indigenous 

Affairs minister, Alan Carpenter, in collaboration with the Premier, Geoff Gallop. They were 

horrified by what they could see about the personalities, specifically Bropho. My own view of 

it is they should’ve dealt really with the full force of law with the individuals and that should’ve 

been enough. You know, you resource the agencies to tackle the individuals rather than the 

innocent bystanders or the wider community from which they’re part without having to really 

slander a whole community. However, the decision was taken. It was a collective decision. I 

didn’t have any particular enthusiasm for the decision but shared responsibility for it and had 

some responsibility as housing minister to effect it. But I’m not sure … I mean, quite frankly I 

think Bropho’s an awful person. He’s passed away now. I always thought he was an awful 

person, and I think the record reveals that. But that doesn’t mean that you can just simply go 

in and lay waste to a whole community. I think it’s a tragedy what’s happened to the loss of 

opportunity for Aboriginal people in that Swan River area, an area with which I’m connected 

through my wife’s family. [Their home property was] on the other side of that river just across 

from where Bropho’s camp was. They were around at the old … Their family benefited from 

the Aboriginal peoples [who] used to be their gardeners and housekeepers. The community 

of Western Australia’s done very well from taking the lands and taking the labour when they 

wanted it and could get it from Aboriginal people, and just simply shutting down a community 
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and clearing that land of Aboriginal peoples [was] an inappropriate response [from] my 

[perspective]. 

 

By and large, however, I want to say that I think that the first four years of that Gallop 

Government, it was a very good government, probably the finest of the Labor governments, I 

think a much better government than the second Gallop Government. I would say that; I 

wasn’t in the second one [chuckles]. But I do think it was a stable, quality, focused … A lot of 

quality effort went on. It needed just, in my view, to be bedded down and given a longer life 

span.  

 

JF  What about the personal input of Geoff himself? How do you assess his 

leadership style and achievements and so on? 

 

STEPHENS He was a great Premier, a great leader of the cabinet room. He was a great 

sort of ‘chairman of the board’, if you like—a good opportunity for everybody to put their 

contribution to the table. And he would, at times, having heard the advice, take a different 

position and explain why he was doing it and require the support of the team for that—very 

rarely; occasionally did it—and that’s the prerogative of the premiership. But, no, a top 

quality leader. Perhaps there are clear weaknesses around the issues of being seen to be 

listening. He had attributes which couldn’t always be on display. He could be listening to 

many things at once but not showing that he was listening and he needed to let people know 

that he was listening to stuff. He had multi-tracks and [he was] hyperactive. A bright fellow, 

taking a lot of input but not always giving back a sense that he had heard what people were 

saying. 

 

JF  And coming to the situation where he resigned, tell me your story of learning 

about his resignation and so on. 

 

STEPHENS No, it caught me by surprise, by this stage on the back bench, completely 

shocked by the decision, by it all. You can then read back with the advantage of the 

knowledge and think, “Oh, yeah, maybe.” A hugely pressured job and you could see how 

that could really cause pressure on a person to blow out into mental health issues, 

depression, clinical depression. But a surprise for all of us, I think for absolutely all of us, and 

I think probably a surprise to Geoff to find that he was facing a diagnosis of clinical 

depression. And his decision was very much I think his own, supported by his wife, and we 

all just had to cop it. 
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JF  Just before we start talking about the successor and so on, who in that period 

were close to you in the Parliament that may not have been on the radar earlier? 

 

STEPHENS Certainly the great friendship in the cabinet room was with Alannah 

MacTiernan; that was the strong support. She was also a rival for resources and she was no 

slouch when it came to pursuing her own policy pursuits, sometimes at conflict or at odds 

with mine. She wouldn’t, I don’t think, ever own up to that. I don’t hold that against her. I 

think she was just a very strong person in pursuing her own policy agenda and would lend 

support where she could where it didn’t impact upon hers. I think between Alannah and 

Geoff was probably my support base. I thought that initially that I had support from Eric. 

These are old factional linkages, but as time went on, those links were tenuous and more 

and more tenuous probably. I was a spending minister, he [Eric Ripper] was the Treasurer 

and had the task of trying to reign us in and those disputes would just be exacerbated. You 

often felt that you’d got funds from the Treasurer, but by the time you’d knocked everybody 

down and dragged the money out of the recesses of their pockets and by the time the 

community got to see the benefits of any of that, it was so begrudgingly given that it just felt 

such awful political battles to get to that point, and exhausting in the relationships with 

cabinet colleagues. I guess that’s a fairly short list, but that’s really the close friendships 

within the cabinet room. Many of my friends had already left from the Parliament like Ian 

Taylor. I was able to draw upon his support in other ways by positioning him, inviting him to 

come and chair the State Housing Commission and being involved in a variety of my 

portfolio areas, and was able to draw upon his skills in that way. The old colleagues had 

drifted off and the new set of friends I think were in short supply. 

 

JF  That’s, I suppose, one of the disadvantages of being there so long. 

 

STEPHENS Perhaps, yes, or others moving on too quickly. 

 

JF  Yes. Now, just while we’re talking about associates and friends and people 

within the Parliament, what about interparty? Just reflect back over your whole period. To 

what extent is there cross-party, or have you experienced cross-party friendships or support 

in significant situations? 

 

STEPHENS There’s cross-party understanding; people understand each other’s 

circumstances and situations. We are a professional group where we can look across the 

room and see the pressures that each other are under and there’s some collegiality, 

camaraderie, that’s built by that shared profession, by shared proximity, the shared working 
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space of the Parliament. Then there are other intersects that can happen through committee 

work where you build up particular links and a track record of working with people and 

getting to know them a bit better by travelling with them. But by and large there is set up, at 

least in my experience, tribal boundaries between the political parties where people would 

socialise separately, eat separately, typically drink separately, have afternoon tea 

separately, their own little quarters and corners of the members’ bar, the dining room. It was 

a major faux pas for people to go and sit on the wrong table in the dining room. I remember 

on one occasion a new National coming and sitting down on the Labor Party table. Murray 

Montgomery it was. I made him welcome and feel welcome and made sure that nobody 

embarrassed him. He would have been horrified to see how strange it was considered to be. 

He would have subsequently been able to realise what an extraordinary mistake he had 

made, but a new member walking into the dining room, taking the first available seat, but 

finding himself with Labor colleagues and not realising, in the view of the parliamentary 

colleagues, we had horns and tails and you don’t go and sit with them in the Parliament. It 

was just the way the place had divided up. It wasn’t always this way. I think it became 

increasingly that way from about the early ’80s. It’s about a team, building a team, and 

making sure that the team is psychologically intact and at war with your opponents and not 

to be fraternising in ways that reduces your own effort or sabotages your own effort, where 

there’s a flow of information from one about tactics and information that can damage your 

own agenda. I understand the whole process. Having said that, links that happen through 

those bills that were the conscience bills built links across the Parliament from people having 

to work together that normally cannot work together, and the bioethical debates, whether it 

was capital punishment, subsequently the abortion bill, the Davenport bill, led to me working 

with people like Phil Pendal that had been a great political opponent and someone who I’d 

spent a lot of time ridiculing from my side of the chamber and suddenly then finding myself 

working closely with him in reference to a shared agenda around minimising any of the 

damage that I could foresee being wreaked upon the good order of society by the passage 

of that legislation, so we worked on trying to modify that bill and to amend the bill in ways 

that we thought would reduce the opportunity for harm. That was a good period of 

collaboration and good friendships developed with Phil, and friendships that included his wife 

Maxine and gradually getting knowledge of their children, so when Phil died unexpectedly, a 

great loss of a great friend, someone who my first exchanges with him in the Parliament 

were robust exchanges where I remember interjecting and saying to him in one of his early 

months in the chamber as Pendal was in full throat, “Mr Pendal, have you ever thought of 

taking up bungee jumping?” He said, “What?” I said, “You should take up bungee jumping—

without the rope!” And I meant it [laughs]. He reminded me of that from time to time, but that 

was an enmity that came to an end and affection developed. There were other people like 
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Norman Moore. I wouldn’t call it affection so much as just that we, I think I have previously 

said, I got to sort of know him and know his circumstances and have great fun at his 

expense, but I had some regard for his gentlemanly behaviour, the good manners that he 

had, but it’s not something that would see me ever on the golf course with him or to be 

seeking out his company in retirement, it was just that we shared a working environment and 

he was formidable, but there you go. 

 

JF  Thank you for that. I think at this stage we have exceeded our hour so we’ll 

call it a day for now. Thank you very much. 

 

[End of TGS–12] 
[Checked against the recording and amended and annotated as necessary, 29th November 

2015.  Further amended from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.]] 
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[TGS–13T17  Duration 38m57s] 
 

JF  It’s the 11th of November 2015 and this file contains the thirteenth in a series 

of interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former member of the 

Western Australian Parliament. We’re meeting at Parliament House, Perth, and Tom is 

speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Now, today, Tom, turning our attention to the Alan Carpenter years, I would like you first of 

all to tell me the context in which you first met Alan and what dealings you had with him 

before he was leader. 

 

STEPHENS Well, Alan was a presence in the press gallery through his employment with 

the ABC (not a permanent presence here, just an occasional visitor) and I’d meet him in that 

context. It was the particular occasion when I was first thrown out of the … I think it was the 

second time I was thrown out of the Legislative Council by President Clive Griffiths that led 

to an interview with Alan on the 7.30 Report that evening or the next evening, and that’s 

probably the first decent contact that I had with him through that interview. It was a 

memorable interview. It was an interview where Alan was pressing me on the question of 

why was I not complaining more about having been thrown out of the Legislative Council. I 

look back on that interview as just the extraordinary pressure that one is under in the 

parliamentary life, the pressure of, firstly, the process of this place (the Parliament itself and 

the unusual protocols that apply to it) and then Alan’s clever, inquisitive questioning live on 

air with that interview and how fortuitous replies can sometimes be that you might prepare 

yourself for interview and be thinking what you want to say and then some words will land 

that landed rather well on that occasion from me. It was really words that fell down to [my 

lips] from a television series that had been playing around about the same time [Yes Prime 

Minister] that many people had started to quote, and he said on air, “You know the President 

is biased; why don’t you just come out and say that he was biased?” which had got me into 

all the strife. I said, “Well, Alan, I might think that, I might know it, I might believe it, but I 

couldn’t possibly say it.” That was the line that I used which saved me from further problem, 

but it was a fortuitous, memorable quote that I was able to pull down off a television series 

that resonated in the wider community. It made me somewhat of a sort of a celebrity 

amongst my colleagues for the ensuing days. Celebrity in politics, as in life, was a fleeting 

thing, but it was nice to have got that interview going well. That was my first really enjoyable 

occasion.  
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Alan was always known to have strong interests in Indigenous affairs and empathy for the 

Indigenous community, and when he found his way into the Parliament it seemed to be a 

natural connection for himself to land in the Parliament and very quickly find his way into, I 

think, the shadow cabinet and then into the cabinet, from memory, the way it flowed. He 

picked up the Indigenous affairs portfolio, which I had been the shadow minister for. He took 

me to task on various issues for having crafted policy that he didn’t particularly like 

delivering. They were minor tiffs and tussles over just simply oftentimes nomenclature. I had 

found that it was time to explore changing the portfolio’s name; to explore the possibility of 

changing the name from Aboriginal Affairs to Indigenous Affairs. Name changes in this 

space are oftentimes a helpful way of just simply moving on from the baggage that comes 

around a particular word. I consulted widely in the Aboriginal community around the state 

about would it be worthwhile to advance this change. In the north of the state, there were 

many Torres Strait Islanders that had come across for work in the Pilbara, stayed there, 

large families of Torres Strait Islanders, as well as in Broome. I was sensitive to the fact that 

we wanted to have a policy on Indigenous affairs that was both responding to Aboriginal 

Australians as well as the Torres Strait Islanders, so I put through that policy change, a very 

small nomenclature issue, but it annoyed the hell out of Alan that this name change was 

going to be necessary while he was the minister for it. He had a gruff way of making his 

annoyance on issues felt. 

 

I do think that the change from Gallop to Carpenter is another reminder in politics of how 

extraordinary changes can be, completely unexpected as it was in this case, and then when 

changes of this sort happen, leaders of parties can sometimes look like, and certainly 

Premiers can look like, the equivalent of Ayers Rock; immovable objects that if you try to 

move, you’d expect the whole continent to shift. That’s the way sometimes political 

leadership can feel. The move from Burke to Dowding nonetheless happened and suddenly 

Dowding is left with all of the opportunity to be leader. Then to be taken away and replaced 

by someone who steps into the role in Carmen’s case; likewise now the move from Gallop to 

Carpenter. Unthinkable, but then gradually, thought started to emerge around the team 

where people, including myself, were more comfortable with the opportunity of going with 

Carpenter than anyone else. I think the real alternative clearly was Eric Ripper, who’d 

become unpopular in the community around the Treasury fiscal disciplines that he was 

driving during the life of the government. So Carpenter, I think from memory, secured the 

leadership without a ballot. I don’t recall a ballot for that occasion, but a consensus emerged 

and he was leader. 
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JF  It seems rather meteoric, his rise, in that he didn’t come in until nearly the end 

of the Court era, didn’t he? 

 

STEPHENS Meteoric or comet-like. Alan’s a mate, but, you know, it’s sort of a meteor that 

crashed or something. But it was a sudden arrival into the job and he left rather … 

 

JF  The same way [chuckles]! 

 

STEPHENS Rather quickly.  

 

JF  I wondered whether his arrival and particularly his rather swift move into 

ministerial status reflected the machinations of factions. 

 

STEPHENS No, from recollection, it didn’t. I mean, Alan was a significant personality in 

the Western Australian community because of his media profile. He was an articulate, 

compassionate guy. He presented well. He was popular. There might have been people. I 

don’t recall; oftentimes when you’re in the other house, you know, you don’t … I was in the 

upper house so I’m not aware of all of the competing ambitions of lower house members for 

whatever the vacancy was at that time. But, no, it wasn’t a factional play out. Alan wasn’t 

associated with factions, although he was probably supported by the left, [he was] not part of 

the left. Sometimes I can be a bit naïve in these things, but I don’t believe that was a 

factional play out there. 

 

JF  I wondered if his perception of Indigenous affairs reflects his contact with 

Aboriginal people in the Great Southern rather than the north, and you, of course, came from 

a very deep knowledge of the north.  

 

STEPHENS I think that’s true. But Alan in his role as a journalist certainly had covered 

Indigenous affairs and become familiar with the Indigenous leaders from the north of the 

state, as well as his connections that he would have had from the south. But it certainly was 

a different feel that he brought to the portfolio to that which I had. In some ways, people like 

me that have those northern connections can sometimes be viewed by others as being 

backward in their approach to Indigenous affairs. My defence of that would be we just have a 

much broader experience of the complex world that Indigenous affairs is and represents. I 

found the dealings with Alan, particularly when he was Premier, on Indigenous affairs issues 

very annoying, but stuff that hasn’t fractured my regard for him. It’s just simply that he for 

whatever reason wasn’t able to take on board my strong representations around Indigenous 
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issues that were incessant, determined and rooted in a profound knowledge of the 

Indigenous community. So I don’t know that there’s much on the public record that reveals 

the pressure that I would apply to Premiers like Alan and colleagues like Alan, but I gave him 

the full effect of my strong opinions on these issues and the need for the government to lift 

its game in dealing and responding to the challenges of Aboriginal people, and Alan I think 

just found that pressure quite hard and I could sense him turning off and turning away from 

the important advice. So the government developed an increasingly poor reputation for its 

failures to respond adequately and generously to the needs of the Aboriginal community.  

 

I think if I had to do an analysis (I’d sit and have that conversation with Alan if he was in the 

room) basically it would go I think Alan did not have a confidence that government could 

significantly impact upon Indigenous affairs. He had the view that the Indigenous community 

ultimately would be the beneficiaries of the private sector responding to the Indigenous 

community’s needs. I understand the viewpoint, but I think that it is a naïve analysis that 

suggests that the private sector is going to walk into that space and respond and create 

opportunities for Indigenous communities without a clear policy framework that makes that 

compulsory, mandatory. I believe in government. I believe in Parliaments. I believe that 

governments can do things effectively and successfully, drawing upon the skills and insights 

of the private sector but not abandoning government as a real player in the piece. So I was 

at odds with Alan over some of … I think he just simply didn’t have a confidence about 

government’s capacity in this field of Indigenous affairs. I’m not saying that the competence 

lay within the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, not completely, but a very inadequate 

apparatus within government was that department, and the personalities within it were, I 

think, uneven. But that’s not the only apparatus of government; you’ve got all of the main 

agencies of government that need to be driven, often centrally and often from the leadership 

head of government, to really get the outcomes that you’re seeking in these general areas of 

Indigenous advancement. So, there were conflicts.  

 

There were other conflicts with Alan. By this stage, no longer being in the cabinet room, the 

other issue that had exploded was the issue of outcomes-based education, which wasn’t of 

his making. Unfortunately, it was a thing that had been created really by Colin Barnett’s 

period of education ministry that we’d just simply flowed on into our term in government. The 

outcomes-based education was clearly a complicated approach to fine-grained assessment 

of students as they were moving through the education system into the higher years; 

something that made sense perhaps in the primary years and made sense in some subject 

areas, but then it was being pushed all the way through into the upper years of education 

and being used as an assessment tool. It exploded and [it was] very unpopular and targeted 
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by some people who were quite good in the public debate. They might not have been the 

nicest of personalities to have to deal with, but they were winning the debate publicly. I got 

involved in my role on the education committee of the Parliament reviewing outcomes-based 

education and could see what a mess the government was getting itself into and providing a 

pathway for the government to get itself out of that mess. Alan found that damnably 

annoying, and eventually on that particular occasion after [chuckles] I remember being 

upstairs in this building (the Parliament) in Alan’s office going in and trying to help him out, 

with Martin Whitely and Dianne Guise, and saying, “Look, this is just absurd.” There was a 

bit of a screaming match, and at the end of it we were saying, “Well, that’s all very 

entertaining, but you know at the end of it, when the screaming’s all over and done, we’ve 

still got a problem and we think we’ve got a solution for you.” Eventually the government, I 

think, was pleased to embrace the solution we had on offer, but it was a painful process. I 

mean, I’m an obstinate bugger at times and Alan’s an obstinate bugger, and I think there 

was often better rationale behind my obstinate nature than Alan’s [chuckles] and we see 

each other (just bump into each other currently at airports) and there is the occasional 

telephone call. I think kindly of him and clearly he thinks kindly of me. He would, no doubt, if 

pressed to do a review of my parliamentary life would have a range of pluses and minuses 

attached to my performance and he’s got a range of pluses and minuses attached to his; 

overall, plus.  

 

JF  The thing that he created some press over early in his time in Parliament was 

the revision of the parliamentary super scheme. What did you think of that?  

 

STEPHENS I think sometimes it was just sort of distractions from the main obligation of 

having a parliamentary system that works, just cheap politics, really. It’s come to pass both 

at a state and federal level and it’s been painful to watch the impact that that has upon the 

parliamentarians currently and I don’t think that the change is in the interests of the wider 

community. It hasn’t impacted upon me. It did impact upon others, people like Alan, but he 

created it. It left him with huge obligations to then go on and find serious employment after 

Parliament, but he was in the fortunate position of having been Premier and was able to 

secure from that position a very well paid, well-remunerated post-parliamentary employment. 

I think that what happens in parliamentary life is that we sometimes look like giants to people 

outside the parliamentary … We look like either giants or pygmies, and we’re not judged as 

being just like the rest of humanity. The stereotypes set in. Sometimes when people are 

looking for someone to be taken on in a role, a former parliamentarian coming to them with 

an application can be too easily dismissed for having been a significant, large-profile person 

on the state or national stage, so that their stature and status and image is one that they 
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cannot imagine fitting into the world of mortals and can be bypassed for people with less 

experience and less skills that have not had a such high profile. And sometimes, because 

politics is played in a very robust way, it’s assumed that the public, robust, disputative nature 

of parliamentary life is the nature of the parliamentarian, when in fact it’s the role that you 

take on in the task. It doesn’t mean that you’re not then equipped with the skills to go into 

a different setting and use different aspects of your personality and your professional skills 

that are less high profile (the committee work, the parliamentary teamwork; all of the skills 

that are your daily bread and butter) but they’re not the ones that you’ve built your name on; 

you’re known for the big dust-ups and conflicts that are seen on the television and in the 

media.  

 

So that can make the task for some former parliamentarians of finding employment beyond 

politics a bit of a challenge, or there can be people that can too easily dismiss the 

parliamentary skills as though they’re just simply pygmies and that you’ve come in; “What 

would they know about anything?” Well, interestingly enough, parliamentarians (good ones 

and even the not-so-good ones) can pick up an amazing range of skills and expertise and 

knowledge about the workings of all the elements of the life of a community, of a state, of a 

nation that are very useful skills indeed. But to have them deployed post-parliamentary life is 

not guaranteed, and I have seen people stripped of the opportunity of benefiting from 

parliamentary superannuation schemes or the parliamentary pension scheme and having to 

struggle to find ongoing employment for those reasons; being viewed as either a giant or 

pygmy. The parliamentary superannuation scheme, I think, did provide opportunities for 

parliamentarians to have a bit more security around their post-parliamentary years, and also, 

as has happened in my case and in the case of many of my colleagues of my vintage, the 

opportunity to continue to be available to serve the community without having to pursue in a 

focused way remuneration for that service; in my own case, with the opportunity to be on 

community organisations, on their boards, and to deliver back into the community the 

benefits that come from years of parliamentary life without seeking additional remuneration.  

 

That’s my take on the issue. I think [it was] unnecessary, cheap politics. I don’t think it 

particularly advantaged Alan. Maybe he made a bit of a name for himself. I haven’t pressed 

him too hard as to what his view of it is now in retrospect. It certainly landed on him hard. He 

lost the opportunity to be well remunerated himself from the parliamentary superannuation 

scheme, but he has found other ways to be employed. There are other people that have 

done much more poorly as a result. I think sometimes these things are driven by spin 

doctors that work too closely with people like Alan that just really go hard on an issue that 

doesn’t … In the end, the future and the wellbeing of the community of Western Australia 
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was not advanced by the pursuit of that policy objective, despite what people in the wider 

community might think.   

 

JF  I don’t know whether this is the time to mention it, but I think you later on had 

responsibility for superannuation, didn’t you, under … Was that in the first Barnett years? 

 
STEPHENS No, not ministerial responsibility, but I did sit on the Parliamentary 

Superannuation Board. That really is just not a major appointment by any means; a 

parliamentary superannuation scheme that was managed by the Government Employees 

Superannuation Board, but with an opportunity for parliamentary input to try and finesse the 

way it worked and deal with some of the problematic issues that would emerge from time to 

time, oftentimes dealing with the widows of deceased members of Parliament and people 

that had fallen into difficult circumstances and trying to find the ways to make sure that the 

policy met the particular needs that had arisen in particular cases. I mean, the parliamentary 

institutions, it’s a long ancient institution here in this state, going right back into the 

Legislative Council days of the sort of early colony all the way through to the current age, 

and so there are a whole range of people connected to the place, including the widows of 

long-term parliamentarians. I knew some of these people, including old Mrs Coverley. I used 

to take phone calls from her. She was a blind lady. Her husband probably had died 40 years 

before her, Bob Coverley. Enormous service Bob had to the community of outback 

Western Australia, and Mrs Coverley, she was a centenarian and she’d be regularly in 

contact by telephone. She was a wonderful contributor and a person whose contribution was 

made possible in part because she was able to draw upon the support of the parliamentary 

superannuation scheme that was available. I think two-thirds of the [superannuation] that 

was on offer for a former member was on offer to the widow following the demise of the 

parliamentarian. That’s all finishing up now and there’s only a small number of … I think 

there’s only a … I think Colin Barnett’s one of the last of the superannuated people under the 

old scheme. There’s very few left in the Parliament now; they’re mostly all gone.   

 

JF  And, essentially, the new scheme really puts them under similar 

circumstances to professional people in state employ, does it? 

 
STEPHENS No. I think that people try to suggest that it’s similar. It is no way similar. It’s a 

basket case in comparison to the industry standards that I’m familiar with. I mean, the truck 

drivers and the train drivers of the Pilbara and the school principals of the Pilbara, the 

maritime workers … I mean, this is not an industry standard, even though people might say 

it’s an industry standard. It is a basket case that’s been created. I can tell you this because 
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as I was coming towards the end of my parliamentary life, as I was trying to find people to 

step into the task of taking up the preselection for Labor to stand for Pilbara, there were 

some good candidates that would be on offer that were long associated with the Labor 

movement, the Labor Party, credible people, train drivers, people involved in the maritime 

industry, school principals, none of them could, or would, ultimately take the step, in large 

measure [chuckles] because they could not afford the step back from the income streams 

that were theirs and are still theirs in those various roles; the drop in remuneration for them 

would have been ridiculous, and in the absence of any add-ons, and particularly in the 

absence of a superannuation scheme that matched the ones that were industry standard, 

Buckley’s. So you end up really with missionary people who really see the parliamentary life 

as an absolute vocation and have got other reasons for doing it. [phrase deleted] That’s not 

ever a position that you can persuade the wider community of, but people that really try to 

look at it closely will see that is the case. It doesn’t mean that people don’t come through that 

are still good quality, but often it can be driven by idealism and a real sense of service and a 

real preparedness to take the cost associated with public life but it’s … 

 

JF  So would you feel that remuneration for politicians at the moment is still short 

of what it ought to be? 

 

STEPHENS I think it is; just fallen into a mess, you know; and I think Alan has helped 

contribute to that mess [chuckles].  

 

JF  What other things were happening in the time of Alan’s premiership which you 

would like to bring forth, things that were memorable, bills or issues that … 

 

STEPHENS For me, again, this was the time when I had not been able to get back into the 

cabinet room, so there was that strong sense of disappointment attached to that for me. This 

was having wrestled with that, both for the second Gallop Government and then the 

transition through to Carpenter. I mean, there were the complexities of the people that were 

coming to cabinet room that I felt (and I think by any objective standards) had not done as 

well as the first team, of which I was part, a proud member and very proud to have been 

part. So this is now the arrival in that cabinet team of D’Orazio, of Marlborough, of John 

Bowler, Tony McRae, Ljiljanna Ravlich.  

A variety of these players ended up in a dreadful mess and dreadful circumstances, and 

these were the people for whom I was overlooked in order for them to have opportunities to 
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be in the cabinet room. So there is some sense of disappointment that people with 

weaknesses, and worse, or who made significant mistakes … So that is part of the feeling 

that I have in reference to having lost the opportunity of being back in the cabinet room and 

being replaced with people who were really stuffing things up badly. And one could have 

always, in my view, have known that they were going to stuff it up badly, just looking at the 

nature of some of the personalities, D’Orazio in particular. John Bowler’s links with people 

like Julian [Grill] and Brian Burke were just inevitably going to lead to problems, and those 

problems played themselves out. Despite some of the warm feelings that I might have for 

John and even for Julian, I know them well enough to know that the way they operate was 

going to just simply lead to unnecessary and unwanted complexity in the way government 

needed to operate. 

I think that the best memory that I have about that period, really, is the knowledge that again 

I was back in contact directly with the remote communities of my electorate and immersed in 

the challenges and opportunities that were theirs, with the personalities in particular of the 

Indigenous community. This was now a long period of parliamentary life, of public life, and 

although there was the difficulty that it was, if you like, groundhog day, of some repetition of 

the earliest phases of my parliamentary life, I was left with plenty of opportunity to go to the 

far-flung parts of my electorate, to Kiwirrkurra and Kunawarritji and Punmu and Pangurr, 

Wirrimanu and Mindibungu, these places that would have rarely ever have had visits from 

sitting MPs, parliamentarians or ministers. But while terrific to have the contact with the 

Aboriginal community, it was very difficult to not have your hands on the levers to be able to 

effectively deliver significant outcomes for the communities with whom I was well connected 

and trying to get others in government who had their hands on the policy levers that were not 

using those policy levers as effectively as might have come from someone that really knew 

what needed to be done, having lived and breathed these issues. So there was the 

attraction of having been re-immersed in the community, but the frustration of not being as 

… So that was built up over the Carpenter years and it was really quite a tough period. 

It was to get even tougher, of course, not only did I not have my own hands on the levers, at 

least some of my friends or colleagues in the Labor Party had their hands on the levers, but 

very quickly in the next four years even your friends did not have their hands on the levers, 

so it was your political opponents, and sometimes there were some pluses and minuses in 

that, but it was clearly getting time to get out [chuckles]. It was groundhog day written large 

came in the last four years.  

 

But some good parliamentary committee work. The Health and Education Committee, a 

wonderful opportunity that I had there in chairing that. To recap a bit of that, this is the work 
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that was done as a result of the encouragement of my wife, Anne. She had spent so much of 

our married life in supporting my pursuits of where I wanted to go on issues, and she 

identified that there was a real need in the area of the teaching of English and the literacy 

acquisition in this state, the failure of the education system in this space. So we took up this 

task of conducting a parliamentary inquiry and that parliamentary inquiry did some wonderful 

work in a parliamentary report that flowed into some work that Alannah MacTiernan did 

when she became chair of the committee when we went into opposition, and that report and 

the insights that came during that inquiry really have helped shape the way not only that I 

have approached public policy in this area of the teaching of literacy in Western Australia, 

but increasingly has spread those insights to other influential figures within government, both 

with Alannah, and Paul Papalia has taken it up; he was involved in the studies. We have 

seen the advantage that comes from explicit, direct instruction in the teaching of literacy that 

no longer relies upon the haphazard language immersion programs that were popular in the 

late ’70s, early ’80s through the ’90s, that were failing people that were vulnerable. That 

work on that committee was really very educative for me and very helpful in shaping the way 

I have been able to operate in my post-parliamentary life. It led to the opportunity of being 

connected to the SPELD organisation and it also led subsequently to my involvement with 

Noel Pearson in my post-parliamentary life, working with him on his education reform 

agendas, and they have been great parts of my post-parliamentary life.  

 

I know we are now looking at the clock and it’s coming up to another important time in the 

life of the Australian community, and that is the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the 

eleventh month, so we have to pause to listen for the bells and to pause in remembrance of 

those that fought in protection of the democratic traditions that we hold dear. 

 

JF  Thanks, Tom. 

 

[End of TGS–13T17] 

[Checked against the recording and amended or annotated as necessary, 8th January 2016.  

Further amended from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.] 
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[TGS–13T18  Duration 24m25s] 
 

JF  Thank you, Tom. Now we’ve observed our silence and thought of our 

grandparents or whatever … 

 

STEPHENS Indeed. 

 

JF  Would you like to continue on what was happening for you in the Carpenter 

era? 

 

STEPHENS Sure. The re-immersion in communities was matched also by the re-

immersion in committee work. Just passing quickly past the Remembrance Day issue, it is a 

reminder not only of the specific issue of service men and women, but the opportunity as a 

parliamentarian to be immersed in communities, where commemorating the role of the 

defence personnel from one end of the state to the other became part of the calendar that 

you get caught up in but might not have been the calendar that I would’ve pursued outside of 

parliamentary life. But, again, just the unique opportunities that came from being a 

parliamentarian and being in unusual locations in various parts of the state at various times 

to match either the 11th of November or, more typically, Anzac Day itself.  

 

That brings back for me the realisation that places like Roebourne, Kununurra, Broome, 

Port Hedland were places where I would from time to time be with the communities as they 

marked these important dates in the calendar with community members participating in 

them. So although personally unaffected by war, with father and uncles and extended 

members of the community and family that were involved in the defence of the country, you 

get inevitably, particularly as a parliamentarian, caught up in that aspect of life as well. 

 

Back to the task of the interview.   Committee life also gave me the opportunity of a 

wonderful collaboration with some of my own colleagues and opposite numbers (my own 

colleagues Paul Papalia and Martin Whitely, Di Guise, on the other side of the house Kim 

Hames and Tuck Waldron) on the Health and Education Committee, where we decided to 

focus in on successful initiatives in Indigenous communities with a wonderful research officer 

whose name, goodness, has escaped me. [Later recalled it was Dr Jeanine Purdy]  She was 

a tremendous research resource. That particular work had us focused in on what was 

working inside the Indigenous communities that needed to be bottled and replicated, and 

failure was so evident, but where was success that might be not so self-evident that we 

could really go and hunt down and try and find the way to see what were the elements that 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          233 
 
had caused success to be so useful in particular circumstances. So we did some good work 

around that. I mean, Kim Hames, he was able to throw himself in that task. I mean, I would 

say about Kim that he’s a good guy, you know. I often say this, that my mother would have 

given me the advice that if you can’t find something nasty to say about a Liberal, don’t say 

anything at all [chuckles]. She would never have said that, but I would have a bit of fun by 

saying that she’d given me that advice. But I’d break that rule, which was not from my 

mother, to say nice things about Kim; I’d say them about Tuck as well. I mean, I can find 

tough things to say about them as well, but about Kim, he had an interest in Indigenous 

affairs, which made him sometimes quite special at that time in the coalition. He was over-

endowed with ego; he had a bloody big head. But, anyway, he had come up with a good 

initiative in the field of Indigenous affairs, which was his ‘no school, no pool’ policies and 

putting pools into remote communities, which had a great benefit. We were able to focus in 

on an analysis of the benefits of that program that he’d put in as housing minister, which I’d 

maintained when I was housing minister and tried to expand with limited resources but did 

some limited expansion of it. It was a good initiative of Kim’s, and we focused in on that and 

found other initiatives of value as well. 

 

It led us to look at Cape York and the Torres Strait, which was a wonderful adventure, as a 

team of parliamentarians travelling into Cape York, meeting with Noel Pearson, seeing the 

initiatives that he was putting in around welfare reform. I found myself quite apprehensive, 

but nonetheless we brought down some reports where we were finding signs of positive 

outcomes that were recorded and documented in those parliamentary reports that provided 

good pointers for the future. I was cautious. Kim and Tuck [were] a bit more wildly 

enthusiastic about Noel than I was. I didn’t like the bashing up of other Aboriginal leaders 

that Noel seemed to indulge in, and I found myself a bit uncomfortable with that, very 

uncomfortable with it. But the research officer in particular was able to detail the success that 

was embryonic in Cape York at that time. I think Pearson has extraordinary insights that 

were being well supported by government and were worth looking at, and that was 

documented in that committee work and, as I’ve mentioned, has led to an extraordinary 

opportunity for me in my post-parliamentary life of Noel, surprisingly, issuing me an invitation 

to join him on his ‘Good to Great Schools’ education reform agenda. I’m still collaborating 

with him as a board member on that organisation as we deliver educational reform and 

literacy strategies to remote communities around northern Australia, from Carnarvon all the 

way through to Cairns, a wonderful initiative. 

 

But that’s the sort of thing that was happening in these twilight years of my parliamentary life, 

which were making it the opposite to unbearable. It was challenging. It was difficult. I was not 
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going to stay in it for much [longer]. It was counting down now to time to move on. I nearly 

did move on in the 2008 election, or whatever election that was, the early Carpenter election. 

It must’ve been 2007, I guess; the election called early. In fact, I went and saw Alan (I think 

he’d called the election) and I said, “I can’t see myself recontesting. I’m happy to hand it over 

and provide support for … In fact, I was wanting to support Barry Taylor, an Aboriginal guy 

that had run against me in the previous election as an independent candidate; a friend, 

Barry, giving his preferences away from me. He gave his preferences to the Liberal and it 

nearly did me in. But I recognised him as a good prospect. Anyway, Alan, despite no doubt 

his many reservations about my skills that I brought to the task, they didn’t want to surrender 

me at the 2007–2008 election and so I was asked to run again. I wasn’t quite sure, but when 

they encouraged me to go again, I did, and so I went around for another four years. 

 

JF  Just coming back for a moment, was it simply your longevity that was working 

against you in Alan giving you a ministerial post or was it some other thing? 

 

STEPHENS Well, it was not his to give ultimately. Ultimately, it’s the gift of caucus, and the 

caucus is a complex beast of factional decision-making, left and right, and me being part of 

neither and being in this independent, smaller group in the middle where there was, in my 

view, a lot of talent and not a lot of troops behind it, so the talent was, once it went through to 

the front bench, there was, numerically, the other group seemed to have claim on the 

possies. It was just a bizarre way of carving up the cabinet, but that was the way it was and 

still is done, not in the end, but that’s the way it’s done. It’s not the way that it’s done in the 

coalition team, but other factors come into play that … And I don’t believe they have as 

many of the quality human resources that are sometimes there in the Labor team to play 

with. The only way that a Premier in a Labor team can have his way is to really stand on his 

digs (is that the expression?) and to really dig in and demand that he gets who he wants in 

his team. There is a limit to how many demands a Labor leader as Premier or as opposition 

leader can make, and so once you’ve got a couple through, you’ve got to then just cut a deal 

with the big factional groups and say, “Oh well, if you give me one, two and three, I’ll put up 

with …” So, I got cut out in that deal-making process and was expendable because I didn’t 

have the numbers behind me in a factional system, and people can construct any amount of 

mythology around that, but that’s the long and short of it. People can create a story to justify 

the set of circumstances, but it is just a story and it is just a construct if it is not reflected by 

the reality. 

 

The other thing I got caught up in in this period was party reform, and I was very frustrated 

by the factional dominance of the Labor Party and formed this group that was the Labor 
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Reform Group, which Alannah MacTiernan, Martin Whitely and others were associated with, 

aimed at trying to democratise the party and trying to break the stranglehold that the union 

secretaries were exercising as their own personal gift rather than as the gift of their 

democratic union membership in the selection of the Labor team. We decided to run a 

candidate for the presidency of the Labor Party. We were going to run Alannah; she decided 

at the last minute that she wasn’t going to run, so suddenly I’m running [for] president of the 

Labor Party up against a union choice from the left, and that was an unpleasant experience 

of watching how that played itself out. I got involved in contesting the outcome, because I 

believe that it had been an undemocratic process, going before the internal processes of the 

party to challenge that result. The internal processes of the party were made up factionally, 

and the decisions came down against me, unsurprisingly. This is a work in progress for the 

Labor Party still to resolve these tensions that are there of how to make sure that the Labor 

movement, its industrial wing and its political wing, can serve the Australian community and 

the Western Australian community well with regard to its origins and its union links, but 

without being a plaything of a small number of personalities. 

 

JF  Alan was something of a victim, I suppose, of the hangover from the Burke 

era, you could say that, through some of those names you mentioned like D’Orazio and so 

on that had links to Burke and Grill and that sort of person. To what extent do you think he 

fell over because of that history? 

 

STEPHENS Well, I think it played itself out. I mean, he made the decision himself to 

reverse some of the policy settings that Gallop had put in place that might have better 

protected the government from those personalities and forces at play. Having changed the 

policy settings and decisions of Gallop, Alan can’t really accept the role of victim, as [they 

were] self-inflicted wounds on himself and unfortunately his whole team. But I’d add to that 

that I think the bigger problem for the Carpenter Government is just a natural tendency that 

happens, and I think it got worse in Alan’s period. There is a real need for the leadership 

team to bolt itself down into a functioning office, a functioning leadership apparatus, but in 

order to function if you bunker down and cut yourself off from your team, your cabinet, your 

caucus, and by extension to the wider community, that bunkering down of that apparatus, 

stripped of good input, is I think a fatal flaw, and I think that is more what happened for Alan 

in my analysis. Just as he was resisting input from people like me on Indigenous affairs, 

which I can understand … I wasn’t dealing with retail politics when it came to Indigenous 

affairs; I was dealing with issues of major social and moral consequence, not the issues of 

retail politics, of the success or otherwise of the government in terms of its survival. But if 
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you’ve cut yourself off from people, you don’t get the early warning signals coming in or the 

advice, and I think that’s what happened.  

 

He was not alone in that regard; that is a real tendency that happens in any political 

apparatus anywhere in the world I suspect, but the best apparatus is the one that finds the 

way to harness that input and to use it to the advantage of the government in its service of 

the community. There are personalities who can come in around a parliamentary leader and 

a Premier and get into that parliamentary office, and they get themselves (this is true of any 

human organisation) into sort of fight mode and fight off input and competing sources of 

advice, and as they block out that advice, block out the input, they damage the government. 

I think that that was what happened for Alan. At the very end of Alan’s period as Premier, I 

happened just by chance to stumble into the party office. I guess it was August; maybe it 

was September 2007. I was down to pick up something or other, and I happened to spot the 

chief of staff from Alan’s team and the head of the communications unit in with the state 

secretary, and I suddenly realised, bloody hell, they’re going to go for an early election. I 

remember instinctively getting that feeling and saying to them, “Guys, don’t do it; you’re 

wrong. It won’t work. It’ll be so transparent.” It must’ve been August or September; I’ve 

forgotten the exact date. And they put [on] the look of ‘butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths’, 

“What are you talking about, Tom; as if we’d be possibly thinking about an early election?” 

Sure enough, within the next couple of days or so, the early election had been called without 

reference to the input of others. Me, I can understand; I was just a nobody. I mean, I was a 

nobody that had been in the job for 30 years, but I wasn’t an important person like a press 

secretary or others that had … 

 

JF  Or others in the cabinet, for example, didn’t know. 

 

STEPHENS No, or the deputy, like Eric Ripper. I think he was up travelling in the north of 

the state and he heard on the radio that we were going for an early election. They’re the sort 

of fundamental weaknesses that had crept in. Carps [Alan Carpenter] was not an orphan in 

this regard. There was a similar level of captain’s picks as they are called, captain’s choices, 

and we’ve seen some of those play out in contemporary federal politics with Tony Abbott. 

There were some bad calls that were being taken at that particular point, which had 

inevitable consequence. Again, this is all set against a backdrop of me being candid. For me, 

I still think highly of Alan and can see that he is a good man with many, many strengths and 

he also had some weaknesses that had him bunkering down and getting himself into some 

situations that were not so much him being a victim, but a situation of his own call. He 

created these set of circumstances for himself. It need not have been the case. You can’t 
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play the role of victim in those circumstances and I don’t know whether he tries to, but in 

public life people bring their strengths and their weaknesses to the job and you do the best 

you can with what you’ve got. He was a good communicator. He was able to paint a story to 

the community, paint a narrative, which is very, very important. Ultimately, a convincing 

narrative has to have plenty of dialogue that is heard back from the community as you paint 

that narrative, and that’s perhaps the weakness. I don’t have any comparable skills that he 

had. I’d never pretended for a minute that I could be parliamentary leader. But I can sense 

what skills are necessary in a leader; someone that’s going to lead a party, lead a 

government or lead an opposition. You have to have exceptional skills that are filled with an 

enormous range of magic around emotional intelligence as well as great intellectual 

strengths. Alan had a lot of intellectual strength but emotional strengths have to include not 

being threatened by input and advice and critique, just being able to hear it, let it land, sift it 

and benefit from it rather than become defensive. Again, no orphan, and as I look back over 

that parliamentary life that I’ve had, through all those personalities, I can see, whether it was 

Brian Burke, I could say, “If only he had listened to the advice that I had accidentally thrust 

upon me to give to him that he said he was able to dispense with”; or if only Peter Dowding 

had had the capacity to be more gentle with colleagues in his reforming zeal; or if only 

Carmen had had the courage to say to John Halden, “No, we’re not going to do that tabling 

of the petition.” The “if onlys”: if only Geoff hadn’t been weighed down by the pressures of 

the job that produced, presumably helped contribute towards, his own depression. If only 

Alan had been less defensive [chuckles]. The “if onlys” in life. I am sure that people look in 

and think, “I could do it better.” Well, if they could, they’d be in there doing it. Parliamentary 

life is … Remarkable skills and talents are required to meet the many challenges that come. 

 

[End of TGS–13T18] 
[Checked against the recordings and suitably amended or annotated, 8th January 2016.  

Further amended from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.]] 
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[TGS–13T19  Duration 30m59s] 
 

JF  Tom, now turning our attention to the various things that happened over the 

long term of your parliamentary era up to the end of the Carpenter Government, you gave 

me a list of things that you wanted to speak about and I’m going to give you the opportunity 

now to canvass some of those, if you wouldn’t mind. 

 

STEPHENS I see on the list the reference to the Argyle diamond story. This is a story that 

played itself out in my pre-parliamentary life of the late ’70s and flowed into my parliamentary 

period in office and our term in government. It is a long story that I won’t complete in its 

entirety here but just simply to say that I was in that extraordinary situation of being there in 

the East Kimberley as the place was exploding with exploration around the pursuit of 

diamonds, as people got a sense that there were[ in this region kimberlites] – diamond-

bearing pipes. The hunt was on. It was everywhere. It was quite extraordinary to watch it, 

find it, [in] full expression, until they alighted upon an area adjacent to where I was working 

on the Dunham River pastoral property, which is the property that had previously belonged 

to the family that subsequently became my wife’s family. I married a member of that family, 

the Davidson family. On that property diamonds were eventually found by the daughter of 

Malcolm Muggeridge, I think Maureen Muggeridge [later corrected, not Sarah] and her 

husband as they found the Argyle diamond deposit and we suddenly saw on our station at 

the bottom end of Glen Hill where we were working with the Aboriginal community, these 

trucks all moving and making scrapings and [we were] thinking, “What the hell’s going on out 

that end?” We were thinking for a minute that we were having cattle thieves rustling, so we 

chartered an aircraft and took the Aboriginal guys that were councillors and Jimmy Smith, an 

Aboriginal bloke [who was the station manager], up there and looked down and thought, 

“They’re not making a portable yard to steal our cattle. They’re up to something else.” 

Eventually, we found that they had found this deposit. It hadn’t been announced. That was 

the start of a major realisation with Michael Dillon, my colleague there, that we were facing a 

rush into the resource activity. I remember Michael trying to explain to me, “Tom, this is 

going to be a mine.” I had seen mines before, little tin mines up the road, and he could see 

that I had a wrong idea of what it was going to be. He said, “No, Tom, this is not like a little 

turkey’s nest”, as we used to call them, “This is going to be a BLOODY BIG mine [chuckles].” 

We didn’t really know what a bloody big mine was at that point.  

 

As we tried to communicate to the Aboriginal people where this was going to be, the women 

were saying, “But that’s our Ngarranggarni, our dreaming site. That’s our Barramundi site. 

We can’t have them digging up our Barramundi Dreaming.” The Aboriginal community threw 
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themselves into trying to resist that happening of course. A site was then registered. The 

boundaries of it were then subject to challenge, and the Devil-Devil Creek area is where the 

kimberlite pipe was spewing diamonds down through this creek system all the way down into 

Lake Argyle. It was a massive battle where Rio Tinto threw its resources and its legal 

expertise into flying in these lawyers and negotiators to bypass the likes of Dillon and 

Stephens who were the people working [with] and employed by the Aboriginal corporations, 

whose land this site was on or adjacent to and[they] found their way of fracturing the 

community, gathering up a group of elders, whisking them off down to Perth in the [not late 

’70s], early ’80s, signing a sideways agreement; fracturing the opposition to the mining. 

This was a massive thing that happened and an awful tragedy that split the community. 

The Court Government and the O’Connor Government were complicit in it and [then] we got 

ourselves into government and we had to deal with the legacy. It got revisited a bit with 

David Parker as the minister responsible for renegotiating it. There was some skill on the 

part of Brian Burke being brought into the equation and we ended up with a good-neighbour 

agreement that had the basic foundations for bringing the thing back together again and 

producing some wider benefit for the Aboriginal people, the Gidja people, whose country this 

site was on. By this stage, and of course subsequently, the Argyle diamond mine has now 

completely destroyed the Barramundi Gap and the Barramundi Dreaming that was there.  

 

A very big issue, it played itself out with the government taking an equity position in the 

Argyle diamonds project itself; a five per cent position that gave us a window into the 

operations of the diamond industry. I got the chance to sort of understand the diamond 

industry to some extent through my work as a parliamentarian for that region, visiting the 

headquarters of De Beers in London and seeing what an extraordinary thing a cartel is and 

to understand how necessary it was to have a cartel to make sure that diamonds had a 

market value … A fascinating world. To meet the Oppenheimers and, as a boy from the 

bush, not to have your head turned by this process … I mean, to turn up in London. What 

was his name? Nicky Oppenheimer, I suppose, the young Oppenheimer, taking you around 

floor after floor watching table loads of diamonds of various sizes and shapes. One diamond 

was a gigantic big thing in the shape of a Mercedes–Benz emblem, and then at the end of 

this Nicky Oppenheimer saying, “Would you like to come racing with us on the weekend?” I 

was thinking, “I’ve never been racing. I don’t know what racing is.” I said, “Look, thank you, 

but I won’t.” He said, “I can lend you the togs.” I thought, “Togs? Racing?” Then I realised 

later that they were going to Ascot and the togs were going to be the top hat and tails. I 

didn’t take them up on it, but for a boy from the bush, which I had become, to be immersed 

into these policy issues with these giants of the world in the diamond industry, unique 

insights, an extraordinary obligation and an extraordinary opportunity to try and shape public 
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policy in response to these issues and to try to keep pressure up on the companies to 

operate in a way in Western Australia that was for the benefit of the entire community, 

including and especially the local community from where those diamonds were coming. Not 

an easy task.  

 

Corporate memory that was within government is all gone now from that period of knowing 

how that issue played itself out and the permissions that they got, but that became an 

example of another similar discussion, this time not with the Rio Tinto crowd, but with the 

BHP Billiton crowd as they were trying to get variations in their agreements around ore 

bodies adjacent to the township of Newman where the state agreements that were in place 

at that time required them to, once a mine got to a particular size, put a permanent town 

attached to that ore body. They sought from us and obtained variations to their state 

agreements whereby they were discharged of that obligation of having to put that town in 

because they said it was just not possible and it was not possible. So they surrendered the 

obligation to put in a town for some of these little places of Jimblebar and Area C, which is 

within driving distance, I guess (a long drive to Area C from Newman). But the corporations 

coming after the little minnow government of Western Australia to pressure to get the 

variations of their agreements, and they got them from ministers of good instinct and good 

ethics, like Joe Berinson [who] was the minister that had direct responsibility for 

renegotiating that agreement. I remember contesting it at the time, but he, nonetheless, 

accepted the proposals from the company. 

 

Now those issues for me play themselves out right to today where the paper is filled with the 

internal pressures that are on a government of a different political persuasion; the Liberal–

National Government of Barnett and Terry Redman, with the likes of Brendon Grylls, still 

fighting it out with these major resource players that are butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-their-mouth 

corporations as they come with their latest [il]logical request for, “Please, sir, can we just 

have some more lenience and tolerance from the government of Western Australia as we 

allow some other God-awful prospect to be cemented on to the landscape of Western 

Australia”, in this case, contemporarily, a fly in, fly out camp that is to be attached to the town 

of Newman, [of] vast size, for [the] indefinite future, as though the state agreement was a 

stone tablet delivered to Moses on Mt Sinai. These state agreements were negotiated at a 

time, and governments did their best; resource companies forever after coming back and 

having more of a chip away at the stone tablets to advance their interests and fracture the 

capacity of the government to deliver good benefit to the community of Western Australia, 

the regional communities from where these projects are based, and the Indigenous 

communities that were there as well.  
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I got caught up in these issues. You do your best you can and you deliver the length of 

corporate perspective that you have as being a long-term parliamentarian, but you’re up 

against some massive players that have at their disposal record systems that understand the 

history of these issues and they’re playing with personalities that have got shorter time lines, 

electoral cycles, the prospect of winning and losing in elections. It’s a mug’s game for the 

punters that are the community of Western Australia sometimes if you’re not fully cognisant 

that you’re dealing with companies and industries that need to pull their weight in delivering 

benefit to the local communities, [includimg] the Indigenous communities. So in amongst my 

list of things that I’ve cited for you here before we did this series of interviews, I’ve talked 

about the significance of not only the Argyle diamond issue, but the emergence of the fly-in, 

fly-out phenomenon that has happened in my parliamentary life that has been a real abscess 

or boil upon the body politic of Western Australia and really diminished the prospects of this 

state having an appropriate natural regional development flow that would have produced 

towns and regional centres of sufficient size to be attractive places for workforces and 

families to live and work and play, as well as deliver benefit for themselves to the wider 

community. Likewise, my lessons that I extract from this is for governments of the future, as 

well as the present, to not surrender in the face of these big, plausible corporations too 

easily to the pressures that they bring upon the moment because they bring extraordinary 

pressure and can look so innocent and so persuasive and yet they are clearly so 

determined. [They have] pleasant personalities and are people that you can like, but your 

task is not to be getting on with these personalities but rather advancing the interests of the 

community of Western Australia.  

 

When I look back and think of what some of these companies used to articulate that they 

were going to do in return for winning our support and permissive approach to their 

ambitions, I feel almost now being taken as a mug by BHP, as it was then, by good 

personalities who would tell us what they were going to do in terms of the training of 

Aboriginal people around Newman and Jigalong and delivering involvement of the Martu 

people there in the repair of their machinery and their equipment at Jigalong as part of the 

feed in. It was just stuff that looked so wonderful but, in fact, never happened; and 35 years 

later, these companies still haven’t done enough in terms of engaging the communities that 

were there forever, [and] that [the company] indicated was their intention to adequately 

engage. You can’t help but at this point in my life have a real different insight into the way 

these companies operated.  
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The same was the case with Woodside on the Burrup, which got our support and permission 

to operate on the Burrup in return for their stated intention and their stated commitments. 

Well, they were honoured in the breach and left instead with towns and communities that 

became backwaters. Places like Roebourne, which were once the major regional centre, 

then became a complete social catastrophe where the Aboriginal people were left 

unemployed, unengaged, untrained and uneducated. The catastrophe that Roebourne 

became while all around it sprung up Wickham and Karratha and Dampier and the iron ore 

projects or the salt project or the gas projects with vast quantities of wealth coming out of the 

area and the [minimal] engagement of industry and regrettably of government in responding 

to the challenges of the permanent population. For Aboriginal and longer term non-

Aboriginal communities of that area, minimal efforts were made and a disappointing total 

response there that still begs better outcomes than have been achieved. Some progress, but 

not enough by any standards and some shocking things that are still playing themselves out 

in the case of BHP’s blue over the FIFO camp in Newman and in the case of Aboriginal 

people around Roebourne. I mean, today’s media reports of the ongoing efforts to thwart 

now the native title rights of the Aboriginal people of the Injibandi and the adjacent countries 

by the resource companies that are endeavouring to operate in that space (shocking 

misbehaviour) and the task of governments to stand strong and tall with good integrity and 

honesty and transparency in dealing with these corporations that are marching to the beat of 

a different drum to that which is the obligation of government to march.  

 

And that is the case in reference to the other issue that I listed for talking about, which is the 

task of the housing issue or the construction issue where I got caught up with Len 

Buckeridge and the BGC group that really is, I think that … Anyone comes across this 

transcript and my oral history, if they wanted to really look at that, “Well, what’s he referring 

to there?”, it is just simply this dispute with Len Buckeridge that brought me down and 

protected his policy agenda that I had at the point at which I’d lost the housing portfolio, I 

think in about July 2004. I think I was able to put on the public record my side of that without 

acrimony, despite the intensity of my feeling at the time, but to point out that there was a 

public policy position and objective that needed to be protected that was anathema to the 

late Len Buckeridge and he took great delight in knocking me over and knocking me down 

and me being taken out while the corporation was able to get on with and do that which it 

wanted to do. In the end it wasn’t disastrous for the public of Western Australia for 

Buckeridge to have won that round, but it might have been. I had the task as housing and 

works minister to protect the community from what might have been, as well as what was. If 

you hadn’t have taken that viewpoint and things had gone badly for Buckeridge (and we had 

all of our construction being done by one corporation led by this rather unusual personality 
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that Buckeridge represented) you would have then been considered to be a real mug if the 

public interest had been so badly … I think it’s Mark Twain that said (I won’t be able to get 

the Mark Twain quote exactly right, but it goes along the lines) of all the things that might 

have gone wrong, you can just worry about those things that were going wrong rather than 

be constantly worrying about what might go wrong. But that is part of the task of public life, 

to be cognisant of the risks associated to the community. 

 

JF  Do you find any more joy in contemplating the role of somebody like Andrew 

Forrest and Fortescue Metals? You’ve been nominating, apart from Buckeridge, of course, 

he’s a local player … I was wondering whether the local player (the local boy, so to speak) is 

less working against the community than some of the international ones? 

 

STEPHENS I wish. I think that you will appreciate in this oral interview that I know that I’m 

dealing here with an interview that runs the opportunity at any point of being heard or read 

by players who currently loom very large in Western Australia. So, I’m not left with the 

opportunity to respond to you at length in that regard, other than just simply to say that the 

arrival of the new player, the third force in the resource industry, is something that people 

like me and Alannah worked hard to make it possible for Fortescue Metals Group to be able 

to operate in Western Australia because we could see the persuasive argument and 

narrative that they were putting, and that there were many reasons for them to be supported 

by the government of the day. Again, I think the lesson in this is that no matter how 

persistent corporations are, you have to lock them down and tie them up with legally 

enforceable agreements to deliver benefit to the entire community. Fortescue earnt our 

support on the basis that they were going to have a locally based workforce; they were going 

to not have fly-in, fly-out. They were going to engage the Aboriginal community and have 

them participate. All of the things that were part of what they … They were heading for 

canonisation, but unfortunately it’s a repeat performance and even with all the skills and 

intellect of someone like Alannah MacTiernan, you ended up with Forrest fatigue and it was 

a real exhaustion that would come from the endless pursuit, the story that would come in 

that was not matched by the reality as it played itself out. So, no, there is nothing there from 

the Fortescue story or the Andrew Forrest story that is anything different from the lessons 

with the other big players. In fact, if anything, there’s something even more regrettable about 

the Forrest story because it’s constructed a myth for itself. Behind that myth is playing out an 

interaction, for instance, with the Yindjibarndi people over their native title claim at the 

Solomon mine site. That is the most horrible story that at some stage in the future will 

become clear. When the Yindjibarndi people finally get their native title determination for the 

Solomon project, when they have secured what I believe they will get (that is, their rights to 
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exclusive possession for that site), then Fortescue will have to deal with them in ways that 

they’ve currently avoided doing.  

 

When you’ve constructed a public perception that a corporation is saintly or led by saints, 

this is a hard narrative to compete with. There are people that are increasingly aware of how 

flawed that narrative is, but it takes time for people to sift through that narrative and to realise 

there are good intentions (good things to have). It is good to have good intentions, but there 

is a saying (I think I get it repeated, from memory, by my father-in-law) ‘the pathway to hell is 

littered with good intentions’. I think you need more than good intentions and in government 

and in public policy in dealing with corporations and personalities, whether it’s Bond or 

Connell or Holmes à Court or Rio Tinto or BHP Billiton or Fortescue or Woodside, whether 

it’s Michael Chaney or Alan Carpenter in his new role with Woodside, these are corporations 

and entities and people whose good intentions need to be noted, but their legal obligations, 

contractual obligations, need to be bolted down firmly and securely so that the public good is 

protected as well as the interests of the shareholders of these entities that are operating in 

Western Australia. Getting the balance right plays itself out constantly in this state in a 

variety of different ways right through to the current moments. You can see whether it’s 

Chevron and its behaviour on Elizabeth Quay, where it’s now put off its obligations, with the 

complicit agreement of the government, to having land allocated to it for developing a project 

there and then suddenly it’s no longer happening. These are complex issues that play 

themselves out and, unfortunately, governments and communities don’t always have the 

wisdom available to play them out wisely and well to protect the interests of 

Western Australia. The specific one that comes to mind again is just a small one; Barnett 

when he was Minister for State Development surrendered the obligation of the BHP Billiton 

company to do downstream processing on the iron ore project in return for setting up the 

smelter, the HBI plant at Port Hedland. So, once they had started it up, they were then freed 

of any downstream processing obligations into the future. Who was to ever have imagined 

that within a very short period of time there was going to be an explosion that caused 

fatalities that then became the basis of shutting it down? Because once it was shut down, 

the downstream processing obligations had been discharged anyway because they had 

once started it up.  

 

So, these are corporations that have a wisdom that has been acquired from their dealings 

with governments, and we’re just one of the little players. I have been in the company of 

these people and you know that they are warm and charming and persuasive and debonair, 

but you’ve got to remember that the softest part about them is their teeth. When they get 

their teeth into the body politic of Western Australia, they’re not going to let go. And the 
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charming: they can have images of themselves as being saints and they can do a lot of good 

things, but that doesn’t mean just because they do some good things that everything that 

they do is good [chuckles], and yet that can be their [self-]definition, because they see 

themselves as good people, good companies, doing good things; therefore, everything that 

they do is good. Well, no, there is a logical fallacy in that: sometimes some of the things 

they’re doing are bad and they need to be called out by the government on behalf of the 

community when they are doing bad things. The skill for doing that is an exceptional skill in 

public life that is rarely available to the community. Every now and then you see it; the 

strength and the cleverness of a parliamentarian that comes through to be able to tackle the 

big issues. People like Keating had that strength. People like MacTiernan, Dowding and 

many others could take on the big issues and win some of the big battles, but it’s a constant 

challenge to get the balance right in defence of the public interest, the good order of Western 

Australia, that is not the same thing as the good order of the shareholders’ profits for these 

big corporations. 

 

JF  Thanks very much, Tom; we’ll call it a day. 

 

[End of TGS–13T19] 
[Checked against the recording, amended and or annotated, 10 Jan 2016.  Further amended 

from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.] 

  



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          246 
 
[TGS–14T20  Duration 65m47s] 
 

JF  Today is the 18th of November 2015 and this file contains the fourteenth and 

final in a series of interviews with the honourable Thomas Gregory Stephens, OAM, former 

member of the Western Australian Parliament. We are meeting at Parliament House in Perth 

and Tom is speaking with John Ferrell.  

 

Today, Tom, we’ll take up the story from the first Barnett years and I’d ask you, first of all, 

how were you able to motivate yourself during the period of opposition that that brought in?  

 
STEPHENS A considerable effort [was] involved in this final phase of my parliamentary 

career. It was really a very clear sense of right back to where I’d started on the back bench 

in opposition. That was the experience of my first few months in office back in 1982 being 

repeated again. In some ways, some of it even harder. The Barnett Government presented 

very well in the community; Barnett a much more moderate figure than his predecessors as 

Liberal leaders. That made the point of distinction between the Barnett Liberal–led 

government and the Labor team hard to differentiate, to distinguish. As well, the arrival of the 

National Party in a strong regional position in the regional areas where they were really 

making a strong presence felt. They had committed themselves to the ‘royalties for regions’ 

program that had been developed by Labor but never articulated or committed to as a policy 

position. It was something that Ben Wyatt had brought forward but didn’t find favour with the 

Labor team, Eric Ripper and Geoff Gallop didn’t give it the run and Alan Carpenter didn’t 

give it the run that it [needed]… It was Ben Wyatt to Eric and to Alan, not to Geoff. Geoff had 

done a regional investment fund and Ripper was of the view that that was enough. It wasn’t 

and the regional communities knew it.  So these were difficult years now of trying to find the 

way of articulating a Labor presence in Western Australia. I just simply threw myself into the 

task of responding in particular to the electorate, continuing that round of connection with the 

regional and remote communities and articulating, pressing, the case of Aboriginal people 

around the state in particular and throwing myself into committee work, but it wasn’t easy.  

 

JF  I note you’re a little bit reluctant to talk about achievements, but what can you 

point to perhaps as things that you influenced in any way in that era, that last swan song?  

 
STEPHENS In that final phase it was really the focus on the parliamentary committee work 

of the Health and Education Committee. This time I surrendered the role of chairmanship to 

Alannah MacTiernan, who’d fallen from the ministry and wanted a significant role. I’ve 

always been able to take my hat off to Alannah and recognise her particular talents. I 
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stepped back; she took the [committee] leadership. I provided a support role and that 

committee really did focus in on the education issues or the failure in education, the 

difficulties. She was particularly interested in special needs, the failure of kids to thrive in the 

low socioeconomic areas of Perth, in particular out in that east Perth area around Armadale. 

I was preoccupied, similarly, with the failure to see significant literacy levels in the Aboriginal 

community. That became a happy coalition of interests on my part, supported by people like 

Paul Papalia and Martin Whitely. We really got our teeth stuck into those issues, saw some 

quality work being done at a school out at Armadale called the Challis school and brought 

together this massive event here in the state Parliament under the title of “The Literacy 

Wars”, which was very well done. We saw the intractable opposition of the university 

establishment (the teacher-training people) to the evidence that was there in the school 

community and in the wider community of the failure of literacy and really pushed and 

nudged that along.  

 

I really think that’s the more lasting legacy of those years than any of the other work that I’ve 

done. It has created that opportunity for my ongoing connection with DSF-SPELD, the 

literacy organisation here in Western Australia that does provide literacy services and a 

focus in on an appropriate pedagogical approach to the teaching of English literacy. Also, it 

led to the very firm and wonderful connection with Noel Pearson and the Good to Great 

Schools initiative that, right until today (and beyond today, hopefully) is rolling out around 

Western Australia.  

 

JF  Last time, you were unable to recall the name of a researcher whom I think 

you said worked with that committee.  

 
STEPHENS Purdy. 

 

JF  Right. 

 
STEPHENS Her last name was Purdy; Jeannine Purdy.  

 

JF  Jeannine Purdy.  

 
STEPHENS  Dr Jeannine Purdy.  

 

JF  Right, so we’ve got that on record now; fine. What particular contribution did 

she make that you can nominate?  
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STEPHENS It was her earlier work, particularly in reference to the Indigenous 

communities, that was particularly significant work. Jeannine Purdy was one of the 

exceptional research officers. She went on to work with the Chief Justice. I think she[‘d also] 

previously worked with him. She went back [to work] with him. She’s a wonderful quality 

mind and had those great skills to marshal an enormous amount of information and then to 

present that to a parliamentary committee team and to find a way of getting some consensus 

from the divergent viewpoints in that committee work. A great contributor to the 

parliamentary committee processes in this place; not always popular with the house Clerks. 

She worked incredibly hard, very productively, very skilfully.  

 

JF  The committee work you’ve just spoken of is your main contribution, you feel, 

in that era?  

 
STEPHENS In that final period, yes.  

 

JF  So, what finally led you to the decision to resign?  

 
STEPHENS I think that even as I approached [the previous] election, I knew that that was 

the final term. I had, as I mentioned, been ready to go, even at that election, into retirement if 

the opportunity could have been available for the party to have found someone else, so the 

last four years were undertaken knowing right from the start, privately, that they were my last 

four years and I was able to confidently and comfortably articulate that as the time went on. 

It was no specific sort of lightning-bolt but just the realisation that my contribution in 

parliamentary life was behind me.  

 

JF  Yes, and you wouldn’t have had the opportunity or the time to get back into 

a ministerial post without staying too long, I suppose?  

 
STEPHENS Neither the opportunity now, because as you can see they’ve gone into 

another extended period of opposition. But, no, the opportunity is well and truly behind me. I 

mean, the extraordinary thing about politics is that it is so much, not only aptitude and skill 

and talent; it’s also luck. Much of one’s own career you can really attribute to luck; fortuitous 

sets of circumstances that create opportunities. I think it’s imperative that people recognise 

that in politics as in life, luck plays an important part and it has, in my career, created 

opportunities. Luck also, I think, robbed me of opportunities. It is not simply talent, skill, 

aptitude that gets people through the process; there is oftentimes luck. You can well 
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appreciate why the ancients paid great tribute to Fortuna and the concepts of the goddesses 

of luck and fortune. It was, in my case, luck that created many of the opportunities and a lack 

of good fortune that perhaps didn’t create more. 

 

JF  It’s interesting to hear a person of your theological training saying that. Would 

you rephrase it if you were talking to a church group?  

 
STEPHENS Perhaps. Perhaps it’s same thing. I am particularly conscious of the role of 

luck at the moment because I am reading a book by Andrew Leigh called The Luck of 

Politics and it resonates with truthfulness. 

 

JF  Did you feel comfortable once you’d made the final decision?  

 
STEPHENS Yes, very comfortable. In fact, the whole process through to retirement for me 

was exceptional. I mean, let’s be frank, politics is normally a profession into which one goes 

as a parliamentarian, full of energy and oftentimes it ends in tears where people leave 

having lost preselection or lost an election. I was one of the rare colleagues in this place that 

could come into the place, have a very long parliamentary career and then go out at the time 

of my own choosing. That enabled me to do my farewell my way. It included breaking new 

territory in that regard because I said, “Look, I wanted to say thank you to as many people as 

I possibly could by hosting a party at this Parliament, which seemed to be the appropriate 

place where I’d spent so much of my time.” It was unprecedented and the house resisted it. 

The staff of the house said, “Look, parliamentarians don’t do this sort of thing.” Very odd. I 

forced the issue, hosted the event myself and was contained, having no more than 150 

guests, which was a difficult constraint. Very odd that a place like this puts a long-term 

parliamentarian under that constraint and lack of support for being able to say farewell to so 

many people, parliamentary staff that I wanted to particularly say thanks to, as well as 

people from the wider community, friends, electorate, Aboriginal leaders; a whole raft of 

people. And I was pleased that I had people from all sections of the community, but not by 

any means all of the people that I would have loved to have had here for that celebration. It 

was a happy night. My wife and my son spoke. I was joined by my two daughters. All of our 

family were wanting to say thank you for the opportunities that had been mine and theirs in 

that parliamentary career. [Bells audible in the distance]  None of it seemed, from the 

vantage point of this farewell party, as a hardship that was too hard to bear. In fact, it was 

viewed by all of us as an extraordinary opportunity; a great blessing for all of us; a great 

opportunity to serve the community of Western Australia in this parliamentary role. My wife 

and my children participated in that service in a whole raft of different ways, from the 
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simplest things of taking messages at home from constituents and colleagues, to fielding 

issues, to being with me in the electorate, to talking and walking through the electorate and 

sharing the task of listening to people and relaying people’s concerns and suggestions and 

issues to me and finding ways of making sure that the democratic process and the 

parliamentary process were well served by the unit of which I was a part. My family came 

into it. I met my wife after I was elected. Our married life, our children, were all integrated 

into this parliamentary life. Every Tuesday night the children were here for evening meal 

when the Parliament was sitting. They played around this Parliament as youngsters. One of 

their young friends was in the little flat down the end, the Pacecca family, Damien Pacecca. 

The kids played in and out of this place and knew the place really well; knew every little nook 

and cranny. It was an intimate family farewell that was able to say farewell to a large number 

of people at that party. But I have never seen one like it before, although I’ve noticed that 

some of the very people that were opposing me doing the party have now found ways of 

having farewells of their own but at parliamentary expense. Very interesting.  

 

JF  I know you’ve got so many dozens of people that have influenced you or been 

significant to you. Is there anybody that you want to nominate particularly on this record as 

being a particular mentor or adviser or confidant?  

 

STEPHENS I’ll start it this way; that is, what I’ve taken with me into retirement are some 

wonderful friendships from the current parliamentary configuration. I’m very lucky to have 

close friendships with quite a number of the current members of Parliament. A particularly 

good mate is the young Ben Wyatt, the member for Vic Park, the shadow Treasurer, whose 

friendship is a wonderful friendship for my wife and my children. I was a friend of his dad, a 

friend of many of his extended network. His cousin Brian was buried last Friday. I gave the 

eulogies at Cedric, his father’s, funeral, which was only 12 months ago. Ken Wyatt, the 

federal member, is another close connection. “Friend” is probably a bit of an extension 

because we are political opponents. But Ken and Anna, his wife, we’re friends. That link with 

Brian, Cedric, Ken and now with Ben and Viv and his children [is a] wonderful connection. 

There are other ongoing connections with people like Tony Buti, Paul Papalia. These are 

wonderful links with the existing parliamentarians, people who I hold in high regard. We’ve 

had the opportunity of some mutual influence on each other, and long may that continue.  

 

In the federal Parliament currently, one of my great friends is Alannah MacTiernan, a great 

friend and colleague all of the period through which she served in the Parliament. I watched 

her arrive in the upper house when Kay Hallahan retired from the upper house, which I 

guess must have been about 1989, around that time. I watched Alannah do wonderful things 
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in the Parliament. A very good friendship and very good influence upon me, recognising skill, 

talent, hard work and the legacy that that could deliver. There are others over the years that 

have been connected with me through the Parliament but, clearly, Peter Dowding’s ongoing 

link and friendship right from the earliest years with Ernie Bridge, they are important links. 

The links back into the bush of people like Josie Farrer and Carol Martin, these are the 

Aboriginal regional representatives that were important to me and the tasks that we were 

pursuing. Josie, the current member for Kimberley, is an old friend from the Kimberley and 

someone I knew very well from Halls Creek and from her connection with the same people. 

She has the same skin as I do. She is Nagarra and I’m Jagarra, which makes us brother and 

sister in that Gidja language group that we are both connected to, she more firmly than I. 

There have, of course, been many other links historically that one can pay tribute to; people 

like Michael Beahan; Peter Cooke, at federal level; John Dawkins, a lesser connection but 

important in my early years, as was the connection with Peter Walsh and subsequently now, 

of course, with Gary Gray, his son-in-law. This is a rolling, sprawling, brawling family that 

one is connected to, but they are some of the names that are important that come out to me. 

I guess having done that roll-call, there’ll be many names that I’ve missed and no offence 

meant, just at this moment, at this time, they’re the names that roll off the tongue as being 

important to me. There are others that over the years I owe a debt of gratitude to, Susan 

Ryan, John Kerin, Gough Whitlam, for a whole range and variety of different reasons, links 

and friendships that were opportunistic. Opportunities arose that created friendships which 

were across different contexts and for different reasons.  

 

JF  Thank you. Now, you’ve already said quite frequently that you’ve been 

involved with the SPELD Foundation. I’ve looked and I cannot find a definition for SPELD. Is 

it an acronym?  

 

STEPHENS Well, that’s a very good question. I guess it is. I haven’t looked at it either. 

DSF-SPELD, with its focus in on literacy services, takes its name … It’ll have some 

reference to special education needs and learning difficulties, so it’ll be educational learning 

difficulties at the end. The “SP” momentarily escapes me. It is essentially around the 

challenges of learning, learning difficulties especially, and the full range of conditions that 

make that difficult, sometimes with that overarching label of dyslexia, but current scholarship 

would find other ways of describing the conditions of the literacy and numeracy challenges 

that people can often face in a learning environment. 

 

JF  You are involved, I think, on the board? 
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STEPHENS I’m on the board with Tony Simpson, the current Minister for Local 

Government.  He is on that board with me.  We are served by a wonderful CEO in Mandy 

Nayton.  

 

JF  What is the nature of your board work? Are you hands-on with any literacy 

stuff or are you planning strategy, or what are you doing?  

 
STEPHENS All of those things; the normal governance issues of a board, essentially, to 

make sure the thing is functioning. It is certainly functioning. The chief responsibility of any 

board is to recruit and support a good CEO; and, fortunately, that board has successfully 

recruited a stunning CEO. The task of the board is to make sure that that CEO is supported 

and protected and nurtured so that the organisation can continue [as well] to have future 

strategic planning, obviously, and [secure] financial foundations being well and truly 

scrutinised, looked at and worked on to make sure that the organisation is functioning. It is 

functioning very well.  

 

JF  It’s endowed from somewhere, is it?  

 
STEPHENS It has a partnership with the state government, which is our principal 

partnership, to deliver literacy services to schools. That principal partnership nowhere goes 

near meeting the needs of the community of Western Australia, but it is punching well and 

truly above its weight.  

 

JF  Is there any point in mentioning here your wife’s involvement with it?  

 
STEPHENS Anne led me into that work. She works as a school psychologist and she has 

through, firstly, her own experience with recognising the challenges that our son, Ben, was 

faced with, with his own efforts to secure a pathway to confident literacy, she found 

strategies around the structured synthetic phonics that were best articulated by SPELD and 

that link that Anne has developed professionally for the schools in which she works as well 

as our home context . . . The literature that Anne relied on is similar to the literature that 

SPELD relies on. . . That has been a linkage that makes a lot of sense. It is an environment 

at home where my wife; my daughter, the young psych student (she’s a PhD student in 

psychology); my other daughter, who’s a speech pathologist; and my son, with his 

knowledge of the challenges that people can face with learning difficulties, create a very 

cohesive family unit in support of this work that SPELD is doing. We are quite a dedicated 

little family unit behind the ambitions of those that are prepared to deliver structured 
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synthetic phonics [or direct instruction] or explicit instruction around the teaching of literacy 

and numeracy; in fact, the other educational challenges, including the very basics of 

school behaviour.  

 

JF  You mentioned the recruitment of a CEO but you didn’t mention his or her 

name.  

 
STEPHENS Mandy Nayton.  

 

JF  Oh, Mandy; you probably did, yes.  

 
STEPHENS  Mandy Nayton is the CEO of SPELD and a wonderful leader of that 

establishment.  

 

JF  Yes. Coming to ‘Good to Great Schools’, can you tell me how that project 

works?  

 
STEPHENS  Yes. ‘Good to Great Schools’ is entirely an initiative of Noel Pearson. It’s his 

own creation out of a range of initiatives he’s got coming out of Cape York. I saw it in its 

embryonic stage with that committee work. Noel has three Cape York schools that are 

committed to the principles of direct instruction. He went in and secured, nearly 18 months 

ago now, federal funding from Christopher Pyne, the then federal education minister, for a 

major literacy initiative across the remote schools of Australia. It gave him the opportunity of 

expanding his program out to 44 schools, but he needed a vehicle to do that and he set up 

this ‘Good to Great Schools’ substructure within his Cape York umbrella and that has now 

got a board on which I serve. Noel invited me to join him on that board. I was a bit reluctant 

until I saw him giving the Whitlam oration, and when I saw the wonderful oration and tribute 

to Gough, who could say no to a man who had positioned, and is positioned, in Australia as 

one of the leading intellectuals within the community, a real contributor in the field of 

Aboriginal affairs, a great leader of the Aboriginal community, with a robust way of dealing 

with issues that are not always to my taste? But he’s an achiever and, as he says, “Exhibit A; 

I give you achievement”, and I think achievement is something to be admired, particularly in 

the field of Indigenous affairs.  

 

JF  Yes. The nature of your involvement with this project would be similar, would 

it, to the SPELD involvement?  
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STEPHENS  It is essentially the governance role; however, because they were expanding 

so rapidly into Western Australia, I guess I’ve played a more hands-on role of guide for the 

organisation and for Noel and the CEO there, Bernadine Denigan, and their team to guide 

them through the minefields of rolling out a very significant program in the outback of 

Western Australia, so all of the schools they are operating in (some 24 I think in Western 

Australia). I knew all of the school environments and communities and players across the 

systems. I guess my whole parliamentary life has been put to good use in supporting this 

initiative and it’s an issue that continues. They’ve just had the state Minister for Education, 

Peter Collier, and one of the other ministers, up in Cape York looking at the Cape York 

schools and trying to get for him a better understanding of what we are doing. He was there 

last Monday with Helen Morton, the Minister for Community Services. The two of them, we 

are hoping, will build upon the knowledge base that is within the state government, the 

current government, with people like now Kim Hames, Tuck Waldron and Terry Redman. 

There is a whole raft of them now that are very familiar with the initiative. One of our senior 

public servants, Grahame Searle, the previous head of the Department of Housing and 

Works, has taken up the challenge of responding to the needs of remote communities. He’s 

now based in Kununurra and he is exploring how we can try to get the Kimberley schools the 

opportunity of this much more structured and systematic approach to the teaching of literacy 

and numeracy and other learning areas. It’s not easy to get systems to change and to be 

open to change. There’s an emotional attachment to the way things were; the way things 

are. People can be so irrationally wedded to failure and so threatened by change and the 

opportunity of bolting down on a more secure evidenced-based approach that both Noel and 

Good to Great and the SPELD Foundation are articulating a pathway through the current 

educational failure that is self-evident within the three systems (government, Catholic and 

independent school systems) that are delivering educational services in these communities. 

We’ve got some great success happening in the schools that are operating in places like 

Carnarvon, Mt Magnet, Meekatharra, Jigalong out in the Martu country, and Nullagine. 

We’ve got a wonderful success going on in Derby, up on the Dampier Peninsula at places 

like One Arm Point especially. They are struggling there at Beagle Bay and Lombadina, but 

Derby is a wonderful success, and Noonkanbah, Mulan, Yakanarra. These are a good 

variety of schools that have taken up the opportunity that Good to Great has offered and 

great success in our schools in these first 12 months that we’ve been operating.  

 

JF  Does the turnover of staff inhibit this project?  

 
STEPHENS It does in a sense because it means that we no sooner train people than they 

are heading off but, hopefully, they are taking these skills to other educational environments. 
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It leaves us with the task in the places where we are operating to train and train and train the 

newcomers. But Noel Pearson articulates this great ambition to do two things; one is how to 

bed this down as a sort of a sandstone institution, both in the delivery of the educational 

programs within the schools but also in the training of the teachers that are able to deliver it. 

That is the ongoing challenge that does require governments to be persuaded and to take 

the task to all the players: departments, school systems and the providers of teacher 

education. 

 

JF  There are a number of other things that I’d like to pick up out of your non-

parliamentary life, but before we go into that, what about your ongoing involvement with the 

ALP? What is the nature of that involvement outside Parliament? 

 

STEPHENS It’s a personal connection with the Labor Party team, whose efforts and 

ambitions I continue to support. It’s just, settle back, not try to be intrusive, but to be on offer 

and available as a resource in the background. 

 

JF  How would you hope to see the party evolve? 

 

STEPHENS Reform is an important thing for the party, it is an important thing for the body 

politic and it is an important thing for Australia for the Labor Party to continue and more 

rapidly find a reform pathway that is secure, towards inclusive participation, real, meaningful 

participation of members, and not to allow it to stay a plaything for a small number of people. 

So, that requires changing the rules, essentially, to really give clout to the decision-making 

right of members, both in the policy and platform formulations as well as in the personalities 

that take up the roles of elected representatives, either into the parliaments or into the 

various roles that are elected by the party. These are too easily currently the gift of a small 

number of factional warlords. 

 

JF  Is there light at the end of the tunnel? 

 

STEPHENS There is a big task ahead. These things are never guaranteed. 

 

JF  Leaving that aside, then, let’s look at some of the other things that have 

interested you. I recently discovered that you are concerned about the plight of refugee 

people. You and your wife were involved in that function a few weeks ago in relation to that. 

Tell me about your role with the refugee problem. 
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STEPHENS To some extent it has been borne out of a real sense of embarrassment and 

apology on my part for having watched the emergence of the refugee and particularly the 

asylum seeker population approaching Australia. I had been so preoccupied with the vast 

needs of my constituency, in particular the Aboriginal community, that I watched facilities get 

established like at Port Hedland, the detention facility in Curtin at the RAAF base, and found 

the issue one that was beyond my physical capacity to get involved in understanding what 

on earth is driving this. In hindsight, I guess with personal connections that have emerged, a 

young Hazara boy who ended up coming to the same school where my son was (John 

XXIII), a young Hazara boy from Pakistan (well, he came via Pakistan; originally, of course, 

from Afghanistan). But he was a boat person who ended up in detention in Port Hedland and 

then fortuitously found his way into John XXIII school with support of the Catholic 

community. He did his education there and, again, was supported through Notre Dame 

University. That has opened me to what a tragedy that it was that he was thrown into 

detention upon arrival on a boat. He was in a family that had the whole horror of murder 

being inflicted on uncles and extended members of his family that propelled the family to get 

him out of the country. And I have learned more about the circumstances of such people as 

the Hazaras, but also many other asylum seekers and refugees from various parts of the 

world. The issue is clearly taking off around the world globally as we speak, as we do these 

recordings. My wife, in her own work at school in an intensive language centre, has become 

very familiar with the waves of refugees that come from a variety of different trouble spots 

around the world and that we take in small numbers. We’ve got policy settings that have 

been established by both sides of politics that in my view are abominable, the worst of 

which, of course, is the policy of child detention. Extraordinary abuse. We’re the only 

signatories to the UN conventions on refugees that do mandatory detention, and not only is it 

mandatory detention, but detention of children. It is a scandalous horrific human abuse that 

Australia is caught up in. I spend a lot of time these days working on these issues with my 

wife. We’ve just finished one major event, which was an event around memorialising those 

that have lost life in the pursuit of asylum. Now there is a talk coming up this weekend with 

Father Frank Brennan, the Jesuit priest and friend, who’s focused in on the issues of 

acceptable, ethical and legal responses on the part of Australia to the needs of asylum 

seekers and refugees. There is a big problem with our facilities at Manus Island and PNG 

and in Nauru. These are problems that only Australia can fix. We have to fix them. We’ve got 

people who have now been put in these facilities that have very legitimate grievances 

against Australia. We have a perception of ourselves as being generous people but we’ve 

got policies in place in dealing with this that are just the absolute contrary to that. Caught up 

in those issues I guess it becomes another natural extension to a belated arrival on this 

issue that the people most in need have first call upon your time, and in my retirement it 
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seems that the needs of the asylum seeker, of which there are so many in the world, have a 

call upon the time and on the goodwill of us all.  

 

JF  A number of, perhaps, lesser things. Cycling has been a big thing for you. 

Talk about your interest in cycling and how it plays out nowadays. 

 

STEPHENS It is a wonderful added emphasis to my life. I’ve always had a bike all the way 

through my parliamentary life but put to various uses at various times. It was not a very flash 

bike in the past. When I was Leader of the Opposition I used to ride my bike through Kings 

Park and up to the Parliament. Even then, there was one major catastrophe even in Kings 

Park at that time, but I survived it. I went on in the later stage of my parliamentary life to get 

a very good bike (in the last four years of the Parliament I think it was) and that good road 

bike created the opportunity for joining a pod, a cycling group, and they’re called the 

Crossing Crew and operate [out from] around the King Edward Memorial Hospital area and I 

cycle all around Perth with them. I am on a little bit of a vacation from them because of ill 

health at the moment. It led as well to links into Europe with cycling with a mate, John 

Staude, who is a judge in the District Court. He and his wife and my wife, we did [some] 

cycling down the Danube, which was a wonderful, enjoyable cycle last year. Next year it 

looks like John and I will get a cycle in from Canterbury. He’s heading to Rome; I might only 

get as far as the Pyrenees. We’ll see how we go. But it is a wonderful addition to life.[ I’ve 

been] doing a bit of cycling with Ben Wyatt, Chris Tallentire and Roger Cook, but it has been 

interrupted a bit by ill health. 

 

JF  Another thing I know that takes some precedence in your life is an interest in 

music, and particularly choral music. Would you like to reflect on that for a bit? 

 

STEPHENS Again, I suppose this is perhaps repeating a theme here, I guess, the 

opportunity of staying connected and close to my wife. She has always had an interest in 

choirs, all the time that I’ve known her. When I first met her, she was involved in the 

university choir. As the opportunity arose, she had rejoined the university choir, this time the 

University Choral Society. I watched with envy as she did that. Then I heard that they were 

going to do Verdi’s Requiem and that was a prospect that I was too envious to allow her to 

do it alone, so I joined the choir in that last parliamentary term. That’s been a wonderful 

experience as well. The Verdi Requiem was particularly important to me. It was a piece that I 

first learnt about when I was at university that had been performed by a Jewish choir in 

Terezin and used as a great protest song, with the Libera Me being sung vociferously 

towards the Nazi prison guards by the Jewish inmates of the Terezin concentration camp, a 
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place that I’ve subsequently been to visit. But that was a wonderful piece of music that I 

performed, then it led to linkages with a choir that’s wonderfully led by 

Christopher van Tuinen, who’s a skilful musical presence in the Western Australian 

community, that has led to concert after concert, with opportunities to perform with Ennio 

Morricone. When he came to town, we put on a piece of his work. We’ve had some 

wonderful collaborations with other choirs and with orchestras around the town. Most 

recently we’ve just done the Nelson Mass down in the basilica in Fremantle, and we’re now 

preparing for another performance of Handel’s Messiah coming up just before Christmas.  

 

This is a wonderful part of my life. It’s not the only musical part of my life. Christopher van 

Tuinen asked me to join the board of his little opera company that he wanted to establish, 

and I very happily did that in return, in a sense, of delivering back to him some support for 

the support that he gives to Anne and I and the choir. That collaboration with the opera 

company has seen some wonderful introductions to an art form that I’m not as familiar with 

and have really developed a newfound appreciation of it. I haven’t got the same perhaps 

love of opera as I do for choral work, but I am finding it a wonderful intellectual as well as 

aesthetic education. The performances of the little Lost and Found Opera company in 

unusual places, with unusual work, a great thing, with a piece that was performed in the 

synagogue that had also been written in Terezin by a couple of Jewish guys that were pulled 

out of Prague and thrown into Terezin. They wrote a piece called The Emperor of Atlantis, 

and they were [then] killed in Auschwitz, but the piece survived and we were able to perform 

that in a synagogue here in town. It’s what led me to go and visit Terezin when I was over 

there last year. We’ve also had another wonderful performance at The Human Voice, which 

is a piece by Poulenc, in a little motel room, a wonderful sad, tragic opera of a thwarted love, 

a suicide, in a hotel room, with a small audience of wonderful … We had a full night every 

night [chuckles]; 14 people every night [laughter]. Some other wonderful pieces: At the 

Statue of Venus was a beautiful piece; Menotti The Telephone was a lovely little opera. So 

we’re having a wonderful fun with this and we’ve got a packed program, a three-year 

schedule that we’ve got in front of us, seeking only the partnership with the state 

government, which we’re hoping will be announced in our favour in the next couple of 

weeks. 

 

JF  Great. And from the timbre of your voice, I imagine you sing bass [chuckles]? 

 
STEPHENS I do; I’m a bass singer, yes.  

 

JF  And your wife? 
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STEPHENS She’s an alto. 

 

JF  An alto, yes.  

 
STEPHENS So we’re matched. 

 

JF  Yes. Now the church has always played a significant role in your life. To what 

extent are you involved with church or parish activities at the moment? 

 
STEPHENS We are self-described Catholic people, my wife and I, probably reinforced 

each other’s interest and connection to the Catholic faith. It’s not always an easy connection, 

and we’re lucky to have had a link with St Thomas More chapel at the university over a long 

period of our lives now. We were married there. We met through that chapel. The Christian 

Life Community that Father Bill Uren was instrumental in putting together led to linkages that 

led to us meeting. We went through the link of Father Bill Uren to Father Tim Quinlan and 

now to a presence there at the chapel in a Benedictine priest, Michael Leek. Great priests, 

great friends, and they have ensured a way of us staying connected to the Catholic 

community, the Catholic liturgy, that still finds ways of nourishing us and our lives. We, I 

guess, are particularly fortunate with the leadership of the church at the moment, with Pope 

Francis. To have someone in a leadership role in the church whose whole tone and 

demeanour and approach to the service of the world and the service of the church 

community seems to fit with what we would think is most fitting for the role of leadership, “the 

servant of the servants” as the old title is supposed to be. However, we recognise that such 

leadership is entirely fortuitous and one’s connections with an organisation that is ancient, 

with its leaders over the years that have not always been as blessed and so clearly charmed 

and extraordinary as this particular man is. But we are linked to that organisation, with the 

Catholic community, in a very real way, and with all of its warts and with all of its attributes, 

both those that are positive and those that are negative, and enjoy the links through that 

community with other faith communities, other sections of the Christian movement, enjoy the 

linkages with priests and pastors and leaders of other Christian communities. Over the years 

now, I’ve found my way into links with other faiths as well, not just the Christian movement, 

and had linkages with the Muslim community in the north, and in recent times even through 

family connections or a friend’s connection, to the Buddhist community. So, an interesting 

opening of a range of opportunities that come with life. 
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JF  You mentioned a little while ago that you’d been reading a particular book. 

Is reading a significant pastime?    

 
STEPHENS I’m not a dedicated reader. I’m a reader who is captured by a book, and when 

I find a book that is on my particular area of interest, pity help anyone else [chuckles] trying 

to get access. I’m a person that’s a bit uneven in my reading habit, but when I find 

something, it can be a bolting down and galloping my way through it. So there’s a variety of 

different books. I often love biographies. I like a good historical novel and sometimes can 

find my way into social theory or economic theory, public policy writings. So, it’s not an even 

taste in literature. My wife can rapidly describe her interests of being in a particular area of 

literature. I don’t share those preoccupations. Occasionally a novel will grab me, but not 

often.  

 

I think if I had to summarise my artistic interest, literary or art or music, it’s often best 

supported by some other way into that world. So if there’s a link in for me to a painting, a 

piece of music or a novel, that link, particularly if it’s a personal link, will just drag me on and 

pull me through. My sense of open appreciation to art and literature, music, is exponentially 

increased by a personal link, which I guess says something about me, means that I’m not a 

great artistic connoisseur. I am someone, both in my aesthetic interests as well in my 

personal interests, I am interested in the personal and I’m led and linked by links with 

people. Those linkages are what carry me through, have carried me through my 

parliamentary life and have carried me through my artistic and aesthetic interests.  

 

JF  You’ve had a lot to do with Indigenous people. Do you understand Indigenous 

art?  

 

STEPHENS Well, the challenge of all art is to recognise that its meaning is itself; 

understanding it is just simply being immersed into it and finding the meaning that you take 

from art, which can sometimes be bewilderment or bafflement, sometimes can be completely 

self-evident. Again, I know that in my appreciation of Aboriginal art I have no great 

enthusiasm for the X-ray art of Arnhem Land because Arnhem Land is not part of the world 

that I have personal links in too much, nor do I like, especially, the Torres Strait Island art. 

Again, I think it’s the same reason. But if you give me a piece of Kimberley art, any part of 

the Kimberley, with all of its amazing range of diversity, there’s not a piece of Kimberley art 

that I don’t immediately find meaning and resonance [in]. For me, it’s a completely explicable 

range of canvases despite their diverse and completely unusual contrast. That would also, I 
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have to say, be the case for the growing art movement out of the Pilbara. I understand the 

Pilbara art movement.  That contemporary Aboriginal art world of the Kimberley and the 

Pilbara, is stuff that I know very well and I am comfortable with it and understand it. I have a 

response to it that makes it all intelligible to me. 

 

JF  Do you have favourite places in the Kimberley in particular or the north of the 

state to which you would retreat probably ahead of almost any other place? 

 

STEPHENS I’d have to say that the north-east Kimberley is particularly important to me 

and it is the place where I do spend a lot of my time in my thought. It’s not often that I get the 

chance to go there but it’s a place to which I aspire to going and I think about, I dream about. 

I am often in conversation about it and often connected with people who are in and out of 

there, and I try to get there as often as I can. I think I have been there a couple of times this 

year. I would imagine that the pattern of my life will always see me going in and out of the 

Kimberley, the north east Kimberley in particular. There are other parts of the Kimberley that 

I love very much. The Dampier land peninsula, how could you not love it? I love Broome for 

a whole range of reasons. I also love the area of the Mitchell Plateau and the extraordinary 

world that’s there. The complexity of the Aboriginal art world that’s a mystery that awaits 

resolution, and if ever can be resolved, to understand the Bradshaws and the Wandjinas and 

their interplay on the rock arts that is currently the subject of great study by the work of the 

Kimberley Foundation, which is one organisation that I am a supporter of and a member of. 

There are parts of the Pilbara that I enjoy, but it is the Kimberley that is the place that really 

captivates me. I guess, realistically, it is going to be a place that I would regularly visit rather 

than find any other way to stay connected to, and I have an extended family that is similarly 

caught with this great affection and affinity with the region, but the practicalities of modern 

day life where they are caught betwixt and between and moving up and down between the 

two.  

 

JF  Is there still something to achieve in the future? Have you got future plans?  

 

STEPHENS I think there always is a lot to be achieved. I must say, as you get to this 

particular point, it’s that way of harnessing those experiences and skills that you’ve acquired 

and drawn upon to deliver your professional life and now to make those available in less 

demanding ways that don’t eat up your more limited physical capacities. I mean I was 

prodigious in my energy for an extended period of time. I don’t have the same level of 
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physical energy that carried me through 30-plus years of parliamentary life, but I’ve got now 

simply these skills and insights, knowledge, connection and networks that I am quite happy 

to deploy and make available for shaping some of the work. I would be thinking of an 

ongoing connection around the education reform agenda through these networks. These are 

not new challenges; they’re simply ongoing work with stuff that I started. The education 

reform agenda is, I think, probably the most useful thing that I’ll be able to do and it’s a 

natural extension of my parliamentary work through the collaboration with Noel Pearson and 

the ongoing connection with the DSF-SPELD Foundation. I think that the opportunity of 

doing some work in this asylum space of just agitating and fundraising is stuff that I’ll 

continue to do, God willing, and also the world of music. The world of Aboriginal 

organisations, of their governance; that interests me. I’m on the board of IBN, which is a 

large multimillion-dollar corporation that, as a director of that charitable foundation, a large 

amount of governance work is required. So there’s a number of board commitments that I’ve 

got that keep me connected to Aboriginal people, governance issues. Now you can sort of 

see a pattern and a range of things that more than keep me occupied. 

 

JF  If you were speaking to a young person that was contemplating a career in 

politics, what would be some of the key advice you would give? 

 

STEPHENS I think that the recognition that you need to know why you’re doing the pursuit 

of politics, what it is you want to deliver, to actually have altruistic objectives. I think as well 

the self-knowledge that politics is tough, it is often based on fortune, good or otherwise, that 

determines your success or otherwise, and so to have a sense of detachment about politics 

where you’re able to pursue it vigorously but let it ride lightly on your shoulders. The mantle 

of the parliamentarian is a gift of the community, and it is taken away not just by the 

community but by a whole range of other players that can be completely beyond your own 

control as to how long that mantle of parliamentary service can be on your … But it is an 

incredibly rewarding pathway for people to embark upon. It’s an enormous privilege and it is 

enormously important to have people who are good people, capable people, dedicated 

people delivering to parliamentary service the pursuit of the common good. So I would 

encourage young people, people of all ages in fact not just the young, to make themselves 

available for participation in the political process, including, should the opportunity arise, 

taking the mantle of elected parliamentary office, but not being destroyed by the mantle 

being withdrawn. 
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JF  Are there any things that come to mind that I haven’t asked you about that 

you would like to record on this occasion? 

 

STEPHENS I think we have had a really good run, John, through this parliamentary life, 

perhaps a longer run than we anticipated when we were setting out. I think that is for me a 

profound sense of gratitude for a long parliamentary life that has been very rewarding and 

very well supported by the circumstances that led me into politics and the circumstances that 

nourished me in politics, and now that provide me the opportunity to move on comfortably 

beyond politics. We’ve described those circumstances, I think, quite adequately in the 

narrative here: a family that created a confident young man who was able to find objectives 

worth pursuing and connection with people whose cause needed to be pursued that led me 

into political life. It led me to linkages with my wife and the creation of a family that has 

continued to have a network of links to each of our families from which we come. It’s 

broadened out into a whole network of linkages across the state and then as it came to the 

end of my parliamentary life, I have been able to look back, not by rattling off a litany of 

achievements that are mine exclusively, but in the confident knowledge that as I go around 

Western Australia and as I operate now in Australia, I can see the things that I have been 

part of in collaboration with so many others in securing the way we operate as a state, as 

a community, as a nation, and I can be pleased with so many aspects of it and the challenge 

of continuing to improve it is still before those involved in parliamentary service.  

 

I am a very fortunate person to have been able to have had a parliamentary term that has 

come together and completed while I am still relatively young. Having just turned 64, I have 

that strong sense of still being needed by family, which is using the words of the Beatles 

song, still fed by family, still with some opportunities to be supported by and to be in mutual 

support with a family that has good values and good opportunities. We’ve got some fun 

ahead, as well as ongoing community service plans for catching up with family: daughter in 

London, son in Harvard, plans to travel about to catch up with them over the coming 

Christmas period. Presumably the pattern of our lives will be a pattern that links us to family, 

to people with needs and opportunities associated with education, with music, but this is built 

on having completed a parliamentary term. I’m proud of the work I was able to do, pleased 

with the work I was able to do, and that is the overwhelming response that I have to this as I 

look back on those years of service. I think we’re an extraordinary state, and to have come in 

as young person and to have developed those links that I have now and to be able to walk 

around pretty well anywhere in Western Australia and find the links and threads of the 

strands of my life and working life and family life that played themselves out in this great 



WA PARLIAMENT ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH HON THOMAS GREGORY STEPHENS, OAM          264 
 
tapestry that is Western Australia and beyond, it is a wonderfully comfortable experience at 

this point in my life to see those threads come together and to be held together with good 

memories and good opportunities. 

 

JF  Tom, that brings us to the end of this series, and I’d like to thank you for your 

frankness, for your speaking at length, for the initiative you’ve shown in the way you’ve gone 

into this project; thank you very much. 

 

STEPHENS Thanks, John. I’ve never been thanked before for speaking at length! I think 

it’s one of my failings, but there you go [laughter]! Thanks very much for your own 

contribution.  

 

[End of TGS–14T20][End of interview series] 
[Checked against the recording, amended and annotated as necessary, 12 January 2016. 

Further amended from interviewee’s edits, 1 March 2016.] 
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