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VERBATIM TRANSCRIPT

TAPE ONE SIDE ONE

This is an interview with Richard Charles Old for
the Parliamentary History Project in the Battye Library Oral
History Unit.
Born in Katanning in 1922, Richard Old grew up in the town.
He left school at 15 and was employed with Goldsborough Mort.
In 1944 he married Patricia Hansen, and after discharge from
the Air Force rejoined Goldsborough Mort, returning to
Katanning in 1955 to manage the family business.
With his entry into local government in 1960 and his election
to president of the Katanning Shire in 1966, Mr Old gained
valuable political experience. He was elected as a Country
Party member to the Legislative Assembly seat of Katanning at
the 1974 election.
Very quickly he became Leader of the
Country Party and was appointed Minister for Agriculture in
In 1982 he was appointed Minister for Primary
June 1975.
Industries, Agriculture, Fisheries and Wildlife.
Following a redistribution, Mr Old was elected as the member
for Katanning-Roe in 1983. In the 1986 election he stood as
a Liberal Party
candidate for the electorate and was
defeated.
The period of Dick Old's leadership was a most turbulent time
for the Country Party.
Problems encountered were
controversial and, as he points out, it was through
differences in ideology and party divisions that he was so
quickly after entering Parliament elected as leader and given
ministerial responsibility.
The interview covered the significant events in the Country
Party between 1974 and 1986, including the alliance with the
DLP for the 1974 election, the walk out from coalition in
1975, the split of the party in 1978 into the National Party
and National Country Party., and the decision by some
Ministers to join the Liberal Party in 1986 when the party
united under the National Party.
Mr Old discussed these changes, their causes, and the people
involved. He also examined the relationship between the lay
party and the parliamentary party, and his role as leader of
the Country Party.
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The interviews were conducted at South Perth in May and June
1991 by Erica Harvey; there are five tapes.
OLD
My name is Richard Charles Old.
I was born in
Katanning on 3 December 1922. My father was James William
Old and my mother was Vera Ann Old, nee Cornish.
EH
And your immediate family, how many brothers and
sisters do you have?
OLD
I have one brother and one sister, an elder brother
and a younger sister.
EH
Mr Old, could you tell me a little about your
father's occupation?
OLD
My father had a transport and carrying business in
Katanning for many years, and an agency business.
Later,
when I came back into the business, I sold the carrying side
of it and carried on developing the agencies in Katanning.
EH
And do you know whether your mother was employed
before her marriage?
OLD
No. I think she worked with her family, who were
hoteliers.
EH
sister.

I did not ask you the names of your brother and

OLD
My brother's name is Sydney James Old, and he is a
retired dentist and lives in Albany. My sister is Shirley
Frances Macquarie, also living in Albany, her husband having
had a business in Katanning and retired to Albany.
EH
You said that you grew up in Katanning. Was there
an interest in politics at all in the family when you were
growing up?
OLD
Yes, I guess there was. My uncle, Cyril Richard
Cornish, was a member of the Legislative Council.
He
represented what I think was then known as the North West
Province. He lived in Carnarvon and ran the
or owned the
Gascoyne Hotel.
-

EH

Were politics discussed then in any depth?
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I don't think any more than any other family. My
father was very interested in the political scene so, yes.
ER

Where did your schooling take place?

OLD
In Katanning.
I was educated at the Katanning
Primary School, which went up to what was known in those days
as junior level.
That was the junior university entrance
examination, I think they called it. I passed the junior and
my father wanted me to go on to school in Perth. My brother
previously had gone to Albany High School and then back to
Perth to dental college, but I had no desire to continue at
school so I told him that I was going to apply for a job,
which I did, and I subsequently found out that it was quite a
bit through his influence that I got the job because he was
friendly with the manager of the company that I went to work
for.
It was at a period when jobs were not easy to get,
because we were just virtually coming out of the Depression.
It was in 1938, end of '37, I think, so I needed some
assistance, I got the job, and went from there.
ER
up?

What were your main interests when you were growing

OLD
Sport, I suppose, to a very large degree.
later on girls, I guess, the same as everybody else!

And

ER
What was it like growing up in a country town
during the Depression years?
OLD
We were very fortunate, I suppose. We were well
housed, we had a nice home, we were never short of anything.
I suppose when you look at the way kids live today we were
very short of things but we didn't consider ourselves to be
because we would go to the matinee once a week or something
like that, and all in all we led a very good life actually.
EH
Did the Depression impinge on the Katanning
community?
OLD
Oh yes, very much so. I recall as a very small boy
my father buying a motor car, and up to that stage we hadn't
had one because we couldn't afford one. But that would have
been, I suppose, about 1929, or thereabouts, or 1930, and he
bought a second-hand car, so from there on we were never
without a motor car, but up to that time the only
transportation we had, I suppose, were motor trucks but we
were lucky to have those in that period.
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EH
What was the effect on you of the outbreak of World
War II in 1939?
OLD
Frustration, because I wasn't old enough to join
up, and I suggested to my father that he aid me by falsifying
my age, but he wouldn't! [Laughs]
EH
Had there been earlier political events that you
can remember that stick in your mind?
OLD
Not really, no. My father was fairly friendly with
Harold Piesse who was a member of Parliament in the
Legislative Council and lived in Katanning, and Arthur Watts
who was the Leader of the Country Party.
But apart from
that, although I guess he was politically aware and active, I
never took much interest as a young fry.
EH

When, then, were you able to join up?

OLD
In 1940, when I was 18.
[laughter].
EH

I was then allowed to

What section of the forces did you join?

OLD
I went into the airforce, actually. At that time
there was a waiting period of some nine months to go into
aircrew. I came up to the recruiting depot and they said,
"You'd have a nine month wait", and I said that I didn't want
to wait nine months. They had a mustering out which they
called "Wireless Operator Air", and that was designed on an
RAF course where aircraft like Sunderlands and the early type
bombers were using wireless operators rather than wireless
operator/gunners. So we went into that. You had to do a
technical course which entailed a six month course in
Melbourne at the AWA School of Wireless and then a three
month practical course at Point Cook which entailed some
flying and some groundwork.
EH
And what was your wartime experience following on
from this initial training?
OLD
Very mundane, actually. I spent a fair bit of time
in the north of Australia in the latter part of the war,
working with Americans.
I think it was the 12th Bomber
Group
no, 45th Bomber Group
some bomber group; I forget
the name of it now. That was based at a place called Corunna
Downs. Correction, it wasn't based there; they were based at
Batchelor in the Northern Territory and they used to come over
to Corunna Downs which was situated slightly south of Marble
-

-
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Bar and was geographically one of the closest places in
Western Australia to the Indonesian Islands. So they worked
from there for a start on full moon and after that period, as
the war was getting closer to Australia, they came and set up
semi-permanently at that base.
When I first went there, there were only about fourteen of us
on the base and when I left there were probably about 200 or
300 permanent, I suppose. It wasn't what you would call a
glamorous job.
EH

What followed on from, that period?

OLD

married
EH

-

Well, I was discharged after the war and I had
in 1944, I think it was.
Who did you marry?

OLD
Patricia Hansen, who was a Busselton girl. I had
met her when I was stationed in Busselton for a short period.
EH

And did you go on to have a family?

OLD
Yes. Our daughter is the elder one; she is married
and lives in Perth, and I have a son who is the youngest of
the family, and he is in the travel industry in Perth.
EH

And your children's names, Mr Old?

OLD
Janet Patricia, who is now Janet Patricia Casellas,
and Terry Richard Old.
EH
up?

After your discharge what work did you then take

OLD
I worked for Goldsborough Mort and Company Limited,
which was a stock and station agency company, and I went back
there as soon as I was discharged, spent some time in Perth
learning the ropes out at Midland Junction etc, at the stock
sales.
Then I was transferred back to Katanning, and I
stayed there until, I suppose, about 1950 when I was
transferred to Corrigin as the staff representative there. I
only spent twelve months in Corrigin and I was transferred as
branch manager to Moora. I stayed there, again, about twelve
or eighteen months with fairly itchy feet, when I got the
opportunity to go into a business which was owned by a chap
who married a cousin of mine in Mingenew which was an agency

I.

business with a hardware store and that sort of thing. So I
went up there and I stayed there for about three or four
years. Then my father became very ill, so he asked me if I
would go back and take the family business at Katanning,
which I did.
EH
About what year was that that you established
yourself back in Katanning?
OLD

That would have been about 1953 or 1954, I suppose.

EH
I notice that you contributed to local government
in Katanning.
When did you become interested in local
politics?
OLD
I was always fairly interested in what they were
doing and I decided that I would endeavour to get into it,
and I missed out, I wasn't elected. So I left it for a while
and I tried again some three years later and was elected;
that was to the Katanning Road Board. That later
not much
later
became the Katanning Shire Council, they changed the
name of all local authorities. And eventually I took over as
the shire president. I was shire president for about seven
years.
So I went into politics in 1974, so I guess I
resigned from the council when I nominated for politics, that
would have been some time in 1973.
-

-

EH
What were your major achievements for local
government?
OLD
I don't know that one can really have major
achievements in local government, it's a bit of a team
effort. We had a very good shire clerk, we had a very good
council and we ran a pretty tight sort of ship.
When I
became shire president we had a committee system going which
we streamlined a bit more and we had all our members involved
in at least one or two committees and it worked very
effectively. The regular council meetings virtually became
report meetings and then discussion as required on the
recommendations of the committees, and that seemed to work
very well. So all in all I was very satisfied with it.

EH
Did your work in local government lead on or
influence you to run for State Parliament?
OLD
I suppose to a degree it did.
I became very
interested in local politics and I was interested certainly
in State politics; I had a lot of connections with the local
members through my local government position. Yes, I guess
that influenced me, and it was mentioned to me on two or
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three occasions that perhaps I should gird the loins and have
a go for State politics, and I waited until the opportunity
presented itself and I was approached by a couple of
influential people in the district to see if I would stand,
and I discussed it with my wife and decided I would.
EH

How did your family react? Was your wife pleased?

OLD
I don't know [Laughs] really.
I think she was
quite happy about it. She enjoyed living in Katanning, and
of course at that stage there was no thought that we wouldn't
continue to live in Katanning, because I was only going in to
represent an electorate and therefore the only times that I
would normally be in Perth would be when the House was
sitting. Of course our family then were off our hands so she
naturally accompanied me to Perth and we had a very enjoyable
12 months or so just commuting between Perth and Katanning.

EH

What attracted you to the Country Party?

OLD
I am by nature a conservative, always have been,
and I was interested in the political scene whilst in
Mingenew.
My local member was the late David Brand, and
whilst I wasn't a member of the Liberal Party there, I was
definitely a supporter of the Liberal Party.
To my mind
there was little difference between the Liberal Party and the
Country Party, except that the Country Party claimed they
specialised in looking after country people. But I always
found that Dave Brand as a Liberal looked after country
people pretty well too. So I had been approached, prior to
standing for Katanning, to stand federally for the Liberal
Party, which I declined
I really had no desire to go into
Federal politics, being a home boy, I suppose
-

EH
Party

-

At this time what problems faced the Country
this early seventies period?

I didn't realise at the time just what problems did
LP.
face them. I was simply involved at branch level.
I had
joined the Country Party two or three years prior to being
endorsed for politics, and the meetings were the usual bush
type meeting, but I didn't know the undercurrents that were
within the party at that time; I soon found out. I agreed to
stand for preselection. There was a field of some seven or
eight, I think, from memory, one of whom was Winifred Piesse
from Wagin who became a very close friend of ours. Winifred
was a widow and she stood for preselection, and later we
encouraged her to stand for the Legislative Council and she
won a seat there and spent six years in the Legislative
Council, and a very, very good member as well.

8

OLD

Did you see yourself being able to achieve
EH
particular aims at this time?
Yes, I suppose all budding politicians see
OLD
themselves as knights in shining armour and going to turn the
world upside down and do something, but really my only aim
was to serve the electorate of Katanning. I really had no
great ambitions outside that. I went into politics on the
basis that I was then fifty years of age, that I would not in
fairness stay there terribly long
probably twelve or
and it was my desire to serve the electorate
fifteen years
more than anything else.
-

-

EH
You spoke of the preselection process.
Did you
receive any assistance from Sir Crawford Nalder who you
followed in the Katanning seat?
OLD
No, Crawford and I were very good friends. As a
matter of fact our two families were quite friendly. But
Crawford very deliberately did not assist anybody, which I
thought was eminently fair. He may have had his own choice
but he certainly didn't make it public.
EH
In the 1974 election how was your campaign
organised?
OLD
I had some very good helpers, the young members in
Katanning and members of the Country Party gave me a lot of
assistance, but in the long term it was up to me to do it-.
My wife and I did a lot of campaigning, she driving the motor
car and getting material ready for me and me walking up and
down streets in towns, and that sort of thing. I set out to
call on every house in every town in the electorate of
Katanning, which I did.
They weren't all at home,
fortunately, otherwise I would never have got through. And I
would call on most of the farms, too. I would take a day and
go up to Wagin and belt around and see twenty farmers
probably in a day, and I determined that I would go onto
every farm in the area. Obviously I would have missed some,
but I went onto a very representative number of farms as well
as having meetings in the towns organised by the various
branches.
So all in all it wasn't a hard campaign but it was a very
intense one. I was quite confident that I was going to win
the seat. The Liberal Party had a candidate and the Labor
Party had a candidate.
The Labor Party's strength in the
electorate at the time was not very great. The Liberal Party
had quite reasonable support, I think, and I had a lot of
support, not only through the Country Party but the fact that
I was well known in most of the areas that were in the
electorate through my shire activities, to a large degree,

-

OLD
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and through my business activities, because in a lot of the
electorate we were selling fuel, so that helped it a lot.

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE
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TAPE ONE SIDE TWO

EH

What were the key issues of the 1974 campaign?

OLD
I don't think there were any great issues at the
time.
It was a period of reasonable prosperity in the
farming industry, everyone was pretty happy.
But farmers
generally are people who look for issues, and I don't say
that in any derogatory manner, but farmers are very keen
assessors of marketing situations and that sort of thing, and
they were mainly interested in marketing their produce, I
guess, and the continuation of prosperity in the farming
industry. Naturally the townspeople were of the same opinion
in the main because all those country towns in that
electorate relied almost entirely upon the agricultural
industry to keep them going.
So it was a matter of a
cooperative thing, I guess. As I said, there were three
candidates and not everybody was supporting me, but I was
never evicted from a farm. I was always welcomed and talked
to, and that sort of thing, and that's all I really wanted.
ER
Were you aware of the background to the alliance
with the DLP for this election?
OLD
Yes, I was.
I was fairly naive about that; I
didn't know very much about it. It seemed to me that it
could have been a reasonable thing because it could have
brought some reasonably influential city-based people into
the party, but when I became further involved I realised that
it wasn't on. I recall having a meeting during the campaign;
there was Bert Crane, who was standing for Moore, and myself,
and I think Peter Jones was amongst us. We met with some of
the executive of the DLP to talk to them, and they were very
enthusiastic about the whole deal.
But in the event it
didn't quite work out the way that it could have because
there was a conflict of interests, virtually. Most of the
people in that particular meeting I went to didn't have a
great deal of knowledge about the farming situation etc, so
in the event it didn't go ahead, although there were several
combined dinners and that sort of thing to try and get the
thing off the ground.
They had all sorts of fancy names
floating and whatnot, and Doug Anthony came over to a big
combined meeting which we held. I forget where it was held
now, somewhere here in the metropolitan area. But it looked
as if it would go, but it did not; it failed eventually.
EH

What effect did this have on the election?

OLD

i_i

OLD
I don't think it had any effect, certainly not in
the country because country people weren't all that involved
in this DLP, but I don't think in Katanning we had anyone
that belonged to the DLP. We might have...
ER
Was there a reaction from the Labor Party to the
DLP involvement?
OLD
Yes, but we didn't take much notice of that. The
Labor Party didn't have much say down in our neck of the
woods. It would have been different if you were in Collie,
perhaps.
EH
Aborigines voted for the first time in a State
election in 1974. Was there any response to this in your
electorate?
OLD
Yes. I don't know that a lot of them voted, but I
knew a lot of Aborigines in Katanning, and some of them were
very good people
excellent people, in fact.
Strangely
enough, my wife had a phone call last night from a lady who
now lives in Perth who is an Aborigine. We didn't set out to
be
how should I put it? We are not "do-gooders", but my
wife got very interested in two little girls in the town, and
they used to come round to our home and cook and sew and that
sort of thing. They have turned out to be marvellous people,
not that they wouldn't have in the normal course of events,
but I do think that my wife helped them to a very large
degree and now we are seeing the benefit of it.
So if
Aborigines voted
and I'm not too sure that any of them
did
I would probably have got a percentage of their vote, I
would think.
-

-

-

-

ER

How did you spend election day 1974?

OLD
Very apprehensively [laughs]. I drove around the
electorate, actually, and just called in to polling booths
and thanked people who were helping us and that sort of
thing, and that was about all you could do.
There was
nothing else; the die was cast.
ER
You won the seat with a record majority, but you
were not a farmer.
Is this surprising in a seat such as
Katanning?
OLD
I didn't think so. Although I wasn't a farmer I
had always been involved in the farming industry and I think
a lot of people saw that as a plus rather than a minus,
because I think that I probably had a broader outlook on the
farming industry than someone who's totally involved in it.
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You can understand that, because if you are a farmer and your
livelihood is dependent upon that industry that is the one
you are going to protect. I was first approached by farmers
to stand, so I had a fair bit of confidence to go in with on
that basis.
Eli
And election night, what was the feeling? Did you
celebrate?
OLD
[Laughter] Yes. We had a victory party. It was
either going to be a victory party or a wake, and it turned
out to be a victory party. I was the last there because I
wouldn't leave the count until I was certain, and then I went
home.
Eli

And who organised the party?

OLD
My wife and some of the locals
you know, they all
came along and.. .1 suppose it was self-organised.
-

.

EH
What was the background to the adoption of the
National Country Party title, after the 1974 election?
OLD
That's when the trouble started to brew. For some
reason Anthony, who was then the Leader of the Country Party,
decided that the Country Party should widen their base. And
whether he thought that by saying they were the National
Country Party or the National Party was going to make any
difference, I don't know. But the Country Party got some
very grandiose ideas about becoming the major power in a
coalition Government, and this sort of thing, and practically
it was never on, unless they moved into the cities, and
that's what they intended to do.
When the Federal people wanted to go national, the party here
wouldn't go all the way but they embraced the word "National"
and called themselves the National Country Party, which to my
mind was eminently sensible. There was a National Party, and
that's oversimplifying the whole thing, but that's the way it
was going. I wasn't terribly interested in what they called
themselves as long as it was a conservative party and as long
as we went along with the principles that had been espoused
and practised by past politicians of the ilk of Crawford
Nalder and old Syd Thompson and people like that, that was
fine. I wasn't terribly interested in it, I just went to the
meetings, that was all.
EH
Were you aware of the divisions in the party after
this election?

OLD
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No! No, I was quite naive.
OLD
I thought everybody
was buddy-buddies, and we were all in together and having a
"jump into the same pool and having a lot of fun", but it
didn't work out that way. And this is when that started to
appear, when this National Party/Country Party thing started.
EH
There was a decline for support of the Country
Party in the 1970s...
OLD

Yes.

ER

Was this an added pressure?

OLD
Yes.
I never felt under any pressure because I
felt that I had the support of the majority of people in the
Katanning electorate, whichever way we went, because I set
out to be a local member and as such I organised a timetable
whereby I would spend non-sitting times in various towns and
centres. I used to publicise the fact that I would be there
and if anyone wanted to see me they could come in, and
through the good offices of some business people or the
shires in the various towns they'd let me have a room. It
was like being an expanded shire council member really,
nothing more or less.
ER
office?

Your electoral office then, did you have a central

OLD
We never had electoral offices.
That was an
innovation that came in later on. Wait a minute, did we have
electoral offices? Yes, we were allowed to but I didn't set
one up. I made my electoral office my office in Perth in
Parliament House where I had a secretary, rather than set one
up in one of the towns because there were about seven or
eight towns involved, and naturally if I had set it up I'd
have set it up in Katanning, which was not in the centre of
the electorate. So I figured that it was better to have my
secretarial work done in Perth, and I used to have a tape
recorder and whatnot and just put everything on tape and then
the girl would take it off and take whatever action was
necessary.
EH

How did you fulfil your duties to the electorate?

OLD
I suppose if I was egotistical I would say very
well [laughs], but that was the method I used, as I have just
described and I think that covers the way that I operated.
Of course, it was only for a short period, it was only for
about twelve months that that went on.

OLD
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What sorts of things did people approach you - with?

A lot of it was welfare. You know, you soon get to
OLD
know when you become a local member that there are a lot of
people who suffer a lot of hardship, and they come and want a
bit of assistance. So you give them some assistance. Then I
had some old friends who used to use me up a bit. [Laughs]
One of them was an Aborigine who used to work for me once; he
used to demand to get in at the front of the line when he
He was quite a character!
came to see me (laughter]
.

Was there ever any confusion between State and
EM
Federal matters?
Yes, there was, but I had a good relationship with
OLD
Jack Hallett who was the Federal member, and I could pass
anything on to him that was Federal and he would attend to it
to the best of his ability, which was always very good. So
we never had any problems that way.
EM

What do you recall of your first party meeting,
once you were elected?

I suppose it created a bit of excitement, really.
OLD
We were a small depleted party, and this comes back to what
we were talking about a while ago, about this National
Country Party. They got grandiose ideas about winning seats
in the city and taking over all the country seats, because
the Liberal Party and the Labor Party had no idea how to run
So we were virtually going to become a
a country seat.
monopoly party, and in the event of course we lost seats. We
didn't gain seats, we lost seats! So when Ray McPharlin who
was the then leader of the party rang me one day and said he
thought it was time we had a party meeting, I said, "Okay,
you call the shots." So he told me when it was and we all
gathered up here in Parliament House and sat round and talked
about going into coalition, and of course that was something
quite new to me. Then we had to elect members to take up
posts in the coalition, and I recall that Bill Young was one
of the favoured sons. But Bill Young's seat had not at that
stage been determined, and when it was determined he had lost
it, not by a very big margin but he was a great loss to the
party because Bill Young was a balancing influence within the
party. So he attended our early party meetings because he
was still not a member, but he was a potential member. Even
then, in 1974, Norman Baxter was what you might kindly call a
fairly mature fellow. He was getting on in years. But [he
was] a very, very experienced politician. I recall they were
trvinu to act sorreone for the 4pper }use representative in Cabinet, and
Norman wasn't all that keen. He said he was going to America
for a holiday and he couldn't take it on. Eventually they

prevailed upon him not to go to America, and his wife went on
her own and Norman stayed here and took on the job
fortunately, because he then became one of our Ministers.
-

OLD

15

The Ministers whom we put forward were Ray McPharlin, Norm
Baxter and Stephens. They were about the only experienced
fellows there, you see.
The others were rookies, just
arrived. Oh, Mick Gayfer, he'd been there for some time, but
Mick Gayfer was far too interested in his extracurricular
activities, for example Cooperative Bulk Handling
though we
had elected him to be a Minister in the ipper House
and
that's when we had to ask Norman Baxter to take it on because
Mick would only take it on if he didn't have to do any work,
virtually. He was too involved with CBH. That's probably
not a fair thing to say, but he felt that he didn't have the
time to put into it and that was where it finished.
So
that' s how we ended up with the members that we had at that
time.
-

-

EH

How soon then did the coalition meet?

OLD
We had a joint party meeting within a few weeks.
Once the parties had individually met and nominated their
ministerial material then Sir Charles Court got to work and
sorted out the various portfolios in discussion with the
gentlemen involved, and when that was all sorted out we had a
joint party meeting and that was where it started off. Then
from there on we had joint party meetings every week whilst
the House was sitting and as required when it wasn't sitting.
Similarly, we had a Country Party meeting, or a National
Country Party, NCP, meeting every week when the House was
sitting and at odd intervals during the recess periods. On
top of that I think we had far more party responsibility than
the Liberal Party. The Liberal Party fellows never had any
call to go to a State Council. In fact they were not allowed
to go to a State Council, virtually only delegates attended
State Council.
But in the Country Party every
parliamentarian had to turn up and be quizzed and either
applauded or abused, as the case may be, as to how you went.
So it was a fairly regimented sort of a thing and I had no
concept of what it was going to be like, so it didn't concern
me greatly at the time.
EH

How often did you report to the State Council?

OLD
The State Council used to meet monthly and we were
expected to be at State Council, and especially when we were
Ministers it was almost a command performance. But we soon
got the message and worked out what to do, and that was to
say, "Look, I'm sorry, I can't stay long.
I've got an
appointment and I've got to go," which we normally did have,
too.
That was always accepted, and we would just go and
report to the State Council the state of play, etc and then
shoot through, virtually.
EH

What was the structure of the State Council then?

11)
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OLD
I've got to sort of recall this a bit, but branches
had delegates to State Council.
There was a general
president, who at the time was Fletcher.
There was the
staff, Ron... .oh, my memory, terrible. I'll think of it in a
minute.
Anyway, he was the secretary, and then we had a
small staff in the office, which was an old house opposite
the public works. And, as I say, once a month there would be
a State Council meeting, which was usually held at the CWA
building in Hay Street, up in their big meeting room, which
was a good venue, but they were pretty dreary things.
EH
Going back to the coalition, who were the key
people in the decision making process?
OLD

Within Cabinet, or...

Eli

Within the coalition.

OLD
There would be discussion at State Council.
If
they had anything they wanted to discuss with the
parliamentary party they did so, and then the parliamentary
party took a decision as to what action should be taken, and
then that was given to the Ministers concerned who then did
their best to either have it accepted or rejected, as the
case might be. But knowing what I know now, the Ministers,
or some of them anyhow, were very busy people. Some of them
seemed to take more interest in the lay party than in the
Cabinet, quite frankly, and they obviously relied heavily on
their ministerial staff to do it. But a fellow like Norm
Baxter, for instance, was a very conscientious Minister for
Health and one who was highly respected. Norman wasn't a
well man at the time.
It was almost a matter of a joke
within the party that Norm was the Minister for Health
because he was the unhealthiest one of the lot of us, but he
did a tremendously good job and got a very good name within
the medical profession as a good Minister.
EH
Were there issues raised at State Council that
brought Country Party Ministers in conflict with the Liberal
Party in the coalition?
OLD
Oh, quite often! They could have their whinge and
go on, but it was up to the Minister concerned what they did,
and we soon got to know when we went into Cabinet that
Cabinet was a collective decision.
If you disagreed you
voiced your disagreement or your apprehension, or whatever it
might be, but there was never any votes taken in Cabinet.
That wasn't the way it was run; it was run on a consensus
basis, and if you felt strongly enough about something you
could bring it up again, but the majority rule[d]; it was, as
I say, consensus and we never had any problem with it at all,
none.
END OF TAPE ONE SIDE TWO
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TAPE TWO SIDE ONE

EM
This is Erica Harvey interviewing Mr Richard
Old, tape two of five tapes.
-

Please describe the formal opening of Parliament and your
swearing in.
OLD
Oh, yes, that was most interesting. Actually,
prior to that, one of the rules in the Parliament, and I
guess it is still there, is that a member may pick out the
seat on which he wants to sit. That sounds all very well but
it is quite restricted, of course, because you can't go and
sit on the front bench [laughs] and we had a big influx of
new members in 1975, I think it was probably a record, the
number of new members that came. Sir Charles Court, who was
the Premier-elect, decided that he would assist the new
members in choosing their seats.
He gave the job to Des
O'Neil who became the deputy leader of the Liberal Party. I
had known, as I said before, I'd known Dave Brand for many
years and we were very friendly.
Dave had transposed himself
,
to the back bench and Des O'Neil very thoughtfully, knowing
that.... probably heard from Dave that he knew me well, sat me
next to Dave Brand. That was a very, very happy thing that
happened tome, because not. only did I enjoy Dave Brand's
company but he would quietly tell me what was goinc on all the
time. You know, "The Speaker will do so and so now", or "Charlie
will get up and reply now", or something is going to.happen,
you know.
-

So I had a very quick schooling and I've counted myself very
fortunate to have such an experienced guy to school me along.
The opening of Parlixnent of. course ,
the
first
Parliament you attend is quite an exciting thing, you know.
You invite some guests along and have a cup of tea and a bun
afterwards and that sort of thing and it's all very exciting.
It loses its glitter as you get more blase and you see so
many openings of Parliament but it is, how would you put it,
I suppose it's something that one would never forget, the
opening of the first Parliament you attend but, as I say, I
was very fortunate in the fact that I had David Brand to
steer me along.
Eli
Parliament?

And your swearing in, did that take place in

OLD
Yes, on that day we were sworn in as members.
That's a fairly quick thing and, of course, with so many new

OLD
members [laughs] as I recall it was done in batches
virtually. It was like a mass wedding. [laughs]
EH
Were the procedures difficult to learn,
even though you had help from Sir David Brand?
OLD
No, not terribly.
It is not
unlike
I suppose anyone who's had the mild
discipline of local government fits in fairly quickly
into a State scene, anyhow. The difference, of course,
is that you have a Speaker instead of a chairman, and
you soon learn to respect the Speaker because he's got a
tremendous amount of power, certainly while the House is
sitting, and those are the things that I was able to
pick up very quickly through the assistance I had with
David.
....

EH
What were your first impressions of the
Legislative Assembly?
OLD
Well, they were pretty well behaved for a
start because most of them were new [laughs) and most of
the old hands were taking it fairly quietly because of
all the new boys about, so it started off in a fairly
dignified way.
John Tonkin was the Leader of the
Opposition and Charles Court was the Premier and they
respected each other, and it was a different scene to
what it was when I left Parliament, let me put it that
way. There wasn't the backbiting. There was a lot of
chiacking across the room and if you don't have that
then I don't think it's a Parliament.
EH
You mentioned two key figures. Can you
tell us a little bit more about Sir Charles Court and
John Tonkin?
OLD
I didn't know much about Charles Court
when I went into Parliament but I soon got to know him
very well. So I sort of treated him with a little bit
of awe for a start, having heard so many tales about
Charlie's activities and his tactics and whatnot.
Of
course I soon found out that a lot of those things were
the figment of someone's imagination who thought they
should've been something that they weren't, and I found
Charles Court to be not only a very, very polished
politician but a very humane fellow.
John Tonkin, I got to know John very well. He was a
great fellow, I think. A good type of man, nice bloke,
and also a very able politician. He'd been there a long
time, of course. God, I forget how many years John was
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OLD
there but it was a pretty fair stint and he was held in
very high regard by people, which was good.
EH
Were there any other personalities that
stood out at that time?
OLD
Des O'Neil. Des had been there a long
time. He was an ex school teacher, came from Roebourne.
[He] was teaching in Roebourne, came down here and went
into politics, and he was a very good politician, a
quick thinker, good sense of humour and a good speaker,
and I know he'd forgive me if I said a lazy politician.
Des could take all the short cuts in the world but he
was always on the ball, well on the ball. I suppose I
could go through and find a dozen characters but they
are the ones that spring to mind.
EH
Your maiden speech, what do you recollect
of making that?
OLD
That was quite an event and a bit of
nervousness. I was really robbed of my maiden speech to
a degree, inasmuch as the Speaker who was Sir Ross
Hutchinson, then Ross Hutchinson, and he and I are still
very good friends.
In fact I'm meeting him for lunch
tomorrow. They find, for opening day they nominate one
person to speak on the Address-in-Reply which is your
maiden speech, that's the first [speech] and I got the
guernsey for some reason or another. So my very well
prepared three quarters of an hour speech was
ten minutes [laughs], but it was plenty.
I was quite
happy to sit down after ten minutes, but normally it was
three quarters of an hour and most new members make sure
they use that three quarters of an hour, you know, right
up to the last bell.
But I did get in most of the
things I wanted to say. The rest of it would've been
padding, anyhow. But that was a bit of an unexpected
thing, to be asked to open the Address-in-Reply, for a
new member. It is always done by the new members so
there was nothing new about it, but it was just to me a
bit awesome, that was all.
EH
What were the main issues that you wanted
to describe at that time?
OLD
Well.. .one of my activities during my
term as shire president was to get a meatworks started
down there, which we did and it wasn't only through my
efforts.
There was a very good team of people in
Katanning, including the editor of the local paper, Bill
Synnott
who was very much involved in it and my
deputy, Ross Anderson. We had this guy blow into town
.
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OLD
and said he wanted to start a meatworks, so we had a
good look at him and went on. You could write a book
about that because Dudley Rowland was the fellow and
Dudley's very enthusiasm and effervescence goes straight
through, no going around corners or anything. Then he
comes to a full stop and says, H1 wonder where the
money's going to come from," you know.
That's overexaggerating it, but I have great respect for Dudley
Rowland because he is the man who put the meatworks
there. He never actually ran it. Well, he did for a
very short time and then Metro Meats took it over,
because he got into financial difficulties on the way
through and Metro Meats, which is an Adelaide-based
company, was virtually represented in Western Australia
by Raymond Rigg who had his own business. He used to be
a lamb exporter and sheep buyer and whatnot, he was exElders. He got Metros interested in it and they came
over and took a fifty per cent interest in it or a
forty-nine per cent interest or something like that on
the basis that they got so much of the kill. Of course
it wasn't long before they took the whole thing over and
it's been an unqualified success ever since.
So what I was trying to get then was the Government to
get in and pull their weight, with an industry which had
been set up with virtually no Government input except
for a guarantee, which was given by the Labor Government
under Herbie Graham who was then the Minister for
Industrial Development. I asked that the Government of
the day accelerate the housing, the public housing input
in Katanning, which they did to their credit, because we
had all these Muslim people from Christmas Island came
in to work in the meatworks. That was a very shrewd
move on the part of the management of Metro, because
they were only getting really itinerant labour going
through the town, slaughtermen and whatnot, and some of
them were totally unreliable and some of them were
totally undesirable.
They got this bright idea, the
phosphate works on Christmas Island was closing down,
they were getting into the Asian market. To get into
the Asian market you had to have what they call a halal
kill, which is killing according to the rites of the
Muslim religion. All these people were Muslims and they
figured if they staffed the place with Muslim
slaughtermen that they'd be that far in front they'd be
lonely and of course they were right. You go down there
now and half the... .1 would venture to say, I haven't
been down there for a few years now, but I'd venture to
say that half the staff on the killing floor would be
Christmas Island Muslims.
So as I recall, the Iranians who were big importers of
our meat... .1 went to Iran during my period as Minister
for Agriculture and made some contacts over there.
Metros were supplying a lot of meat to Iran, still do,
and I sort of paid courtesy calls on some of them and
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reassured them that things were right. When the Shah
was kicked out of Iran
I suppose you could use that
term because that's what happened
the new order, which
were known as the Mad Mullahs because they were radical
Muslims, sent a team out to Australia to inspect the
abattoirs and make sure that they were getting Muslim
killed meat.
Well, of course, we loved showing them
Katanning and they loved seeing it, all these Muslims,
you know, and I think it probably spoiled them for the
rest of Australia [laughs]. But that was, and still is,
a linchpin industry in Katanning. That's really what's
kept Katanning going as a town to the extent that it
has.
-

-

I strayed a bit, didn't I? We were talking about my
maiden speech. [laughs]
EH
issue?

Was decentralisation then an important

OLD
Oh yes, yes, from both the previous Labor
Government and of course Charlie Court was always a
great decentralist as the Minister for Industrial
Development. He instigated the country representation
of industrial development and we used to get frequent
visits from people, and that's how I got to know a
fellow called Mick Jordan very well. Mick was working
for the Department of Industrial Development and he was
a very active bloke.
He helped us immensely in our
moves to get some industry into Katanning. We got quite
a bit in, actually, in the end. It was quite good to
see. A lot of it was local industry upgraded and the
shire helped by buying land and making industrial lots
on the outskirts of the town, so everything worked out
very nicely.
EH
Just going back to the Muslim people that
came from Christmas Island, how did they fit into the
town?
OLD

That was an exercise in itself. When we

received the request I brought it up in the council

because I had to get their acquiescence for a start, and
the editor of the local paper, who was as I said an old
friend of mine, used to report the council proceedings
himself quite often and he was there that night.
I
said, "Look, Bill, we would go into committee if there
was another reporter here, but seeing you're here I will
leave it to your discretion what you do and what you
report, but", I said, "I'm going to discuss something
now which is going to be pretty important." So I told

the shire that we'd had this request from Metros and I

said, "Look, if we publicise the fact that we're going

OLD
to allow Christmas Islanders to come into Katanning,
people will get the idea that they're cannibals and God
knows whatnot." You know, nobody knew what a Christmas
Islander looked like. They were only Asians when all's
said and done and mostly from Singapore.
"So I would
suggest that we should keep it quietly amongst
ourselves, without being too secretive about it, until
these people arrive here."
So the paper never printed anything about that part of
the proceedings. We already had two or three Christmas
Islanders there; one was running an earthmoving business
and he became the chief of the Christmas Islanders in
Katanning, the head man, I think they call them, and
then they started to dribble in, you know, a dozen at a
time. All of a sudden people started to notice in the
local supermarket that there were people there in saris
and this sort of thing.
"Where do they come from?
What's going on?" and it just integrated; oh, it was
tremendous.
EH
The religious observances, were they able
to observe their religion?
OLD
Yes. We gave them a block of land on the
outskirts of the town out up near where they were
living; it wasn't their settlement, it was the new
housing settlement. There was a lovely old home on it.
It was one of the old Piesse homes, one of the original
Piesse homes, just on the outskirts of the town. It was
suffering from a bit of rising damp and that sort of
thing but it was good and they were going to refurbish
that for their mosque. In the event the vandals got in
and just about ruined it, so they built a new mosque and
we did get some Government help for that towards their
mosque, so they've got their own mosque there now. But
they are very much an integrated part of the town.
An interesting feature is that there has been
intermarriage now between the Muslim community and the
Australian community.
In quite a lot of cases the
Australian side of the contract has embraced the Muslim
religion, so it is pretty much an integrated system now,
everybody seems to be pretty happy.
EH
Were there any other features of your
maiden speech, any other themes that you took up?
OLD

No. In the main, as I say, time was very
restricted because I think I was limited to ten or
twelve minutes or something. I just talked about the
electorate that I represented, the problems that some of

22

OLD
them had, the industry that was there, the rural
industry, and virtually the normal thing that a
politician does
take them on a conducted tour of their
electorate. Of course, you hear so many of them after
you've been there a few years that they get a bit of a
sameness about them.
-

EH

Was your family there to see your speech?

OLD
No.
I think my wife was the only one
there.
My daughter may have been there.
No, I
think
No, they were still up north, they were
living in Karratha at that time and my son was busy
running the business. [laughs]
....

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE ONE
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EH
6 June 1991.

Second of five interviews with Mr Old,

Mr Old, there were a couple of questions I missed in our
last interview.
The first one was concerning your
education. You indicated that you were glad to leave
school. How did you feel about school?
OLD
I suppose I rather enjoyed school but I
think the ambition of every child is to leave school as
early as possible and start to do something they think
is productive.
But no, I enjoyed school probably as
much as everybody else. I had friends and enemies and
the usual thing that goes on.
EH

What sort of student were you?

OLD
Pretty average, I think. I don't really
know.
The reports were always reasonable but not
brilliant.
EH
The other question I meant to ask was,
did religion play a part in your upbringing? Were you
influenced at all by religion?
OLD
Yes.
I guess everybody's influenced to
some degree by religion. We were not what you would
call a very religious family. My father and mother had
both been church goers. Then I went to Sunday school
and sang in the choir as a youth etc, but I wasn't a
regular church goer.
My mother and father were, in
their later years, but I suppose we were a sort of
average family as far as religion goes.
EH
To get back now to the 1974 election, you
were elected chairman of the State parliamentary Country
Party. What did this entail?
OLD
It was purely chairing the party meetings
which we held once a week during the period that
Parliament was sitting, and infrequently during nonsitting times. But unlike the Liberal Party where the
leader of the party chairs all party meetings, the
philosophy or the habit of the Country Party was to
elect a chairman from the body of the party to run those
meetings. So I was elected chairman and Peter Jones was
elected secretary.
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EH
position?

Was there any competition for this

OLD
I doubt it very much. I don't think it
was very much sought after. [Laughs]
EH
In May 1975 you were elected leader of
the National Country Party. Could you tell us something
of the background to this election?
Yes. As I said previously when we talked
OLD
about the make-up of the parliamentary party, we had
elected our members, the leader being Ray McPharlin,
deputy leader was Matt Stephens and Norman Baxter was a
member of the Cabinet from the Legislative Council.
They had been having some problems regarding I think it
was the Dairy Industry Authority that Ray McPharlin as
Minister for Agriculture was trying to sort out. There
was a fairly militant group who wanted certain things
done and he took them to Cabinet and there was
discussion on it.
It was not generally agreed in
Cabinet that it was a desirable thing to do, so he was
sent back to have another look at it. They presented it
again, and this was during a period when Parliament was
not sitting, and McPharlin took a Cabinet minute into
Cabinet on the subject.
I am not sure whether the
actual subject that caused the split from memory was
from the Dairy Industry Authority or the Lamb Marketing
Board but it was one of the two anyhow, and I know that
the Dairy Industry Authority was being quite militant
about something at the time.
Anyhow, in the event Cabinet sought more information and
it was then that McPharlin and Stephens walked out of
Cabinet. I don't know whether this was premeditated or
whether it was spontaneous, but I know that Norman
Baxter was quite reluctant to follow them but had to as
a matter of loyalty. So that caused a split within the
Cabinet and they publicly said that they were not going
back until this thing was sorted out to their
satisfaction. So the party then had to meet and decide
what action to take.
Bjelke Petersen came over from
Queensland. He was a close associate of Charles Court
and he came over to try and act as mediator between the
NCP and the Premier. He stayed here for about four days
and was unable to reach any settlement to the dispute.
So he said, "It seems pointless, I'm going back to
Queensland." In the meantime we met again and common
sense prevailed within the party and it was decided by a
majority of the members that we should go back into
Government. Mr McPharlin and Mr Stephens indicated that
they would not be prepared to and so positions were
declared vacant and Peter Jones and myself and Norman
Baxter were nominated to renegotiate a coalition. So we
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OLD
went back to Sir Charles Court and, as far as I am
concerned and as far as my colleagues were concerned, a
satisfactory compromise was reached on the problem and
the Government of the day was re-formed, the coalition
Government.
You said that it was a possibility that
Eli
the walkout may have been premeditated. If that was the
case, what would have been the reason behind it?
OLD
I don't know and I was voicing, I
suppose, an opinion then which was backed up by a lot of
my colleagues.
But we rather felt that there was
something more than the particular point upon which our
people, or the NCP members of Cabinet, disagreed with
the Cabinet generally. I don't know why such a thing
would happen. I know that Ray McPharlin in later years
was very sad that he had taken part in this walkout of
Cabinet, and it was sad for Ray McPharlin because he had
done a lot of work to get himself where he was within
the party and I feel that he was unduly influenced on a
matter which was able to be resolved.
There is no
matter you can't resolve. You might not resolve it to
your full satisfaction but that's what coalitions are
all about. It's a bit like a marriage, I suppose. It's
a matter of give and take and if one wants to take all
the time and the other's not prepared to give all the
time, then it ends in a divorce and I think that's what
happened in this particular case.

Eli

Mr Stephens, was his position a very

strong one?
OLD
Well, he seemed to wield an inordinate
amount of influence on some members of the parliamentary
party. Not all; he certainly didn't with me. He didn't
with Norman Baxter and I'm quite sure he didn't with
Peter Jones or
who else was there at the time? Bert
Crane. But he certainly, he was the sort of fellow who
was always moving around, lobbying to get something
done. He certainly did wield some influence with some
members of the party.
-

Eli
How were you able to communicate these
issues with the electorate?
OLD
It was very difficult. I should say with
some difficulty. [Laughs] It wasn't easy. It was all
right in my own electorate where people knew me and I
was able to explain it to them satisfactorily, in
90 per cent of the cases of my own electors, I suppose.
But to go out into the wheatbelt, where there were some
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areas that were fairly militant and who thought that the
right thing to do within a coalition Government was to
peel off your coat and show your muscle every now and
then, they felt that we had probably let the party down.
Now that wasn't a view that was shared by the majority
of the members of the National Country Party because
politics is not a stand off situation, it's a matter of
negotiation.
Unless you can negotiate something then
you might as well stay at home, because there is no
place in politics for dictatorship and that's what it's
all about.
Eli
On reflection, then, do you feel it was
not so much the issue that was involved but a background
of uncertainty and unrest?

OLD
Well, yes, yes.
I guess it was a
difference in philosophy as much as anything else.
I
have always been a very conservatively minded person, so
conservative politics really is what I am interested in.
Peter Jones was the same, Bert Crane was the same,
Norman Baxter was the same, so maybe that split was
there at all times, you know, and I'm sure Ray McPharlin
was the same. At heart Ray McPharlin was very much a
conservative and I guess still is, but somewhere along
the line he was influenced to a more radical attitude
towards Cabinet. Now, Cabinet Government is a peculiar
animal really, because there are no votes taken as you
see taken in a party meeting, for instance, where you
can have votes and count heads and so [on], because
unless you can get a Cabinet decision through which is
acceptable to Cabinet as a whole, then you're wasting
your time. You've only got to have one man trying to
white-ant the darn thing and you are in trouble, so once
a Cabinet decision is taken, then every Cabinet member
is expected to support it and know what he's talking
about it when he's asked at a party meeting, that sort
of thing.
Sometimes that's very difficult, trying to
know everyone else's business, but that's what it's all
about really.
Eli
After the two members walked out, where
did they sit in the Parliament then?
OLD
They sat in the back benches and never
caused any problem, you know, as far as we're concerned.
They were certainly difficult in the party room at times
but one would rather expect that because, you know, I
believe I was right and Stephens probably believes that
he was right but we had a job to do and as far as Jones
and I and Baxter were concerned, as members of Cabinet
we had that job to do and that was what we had to do, so
we set about doing it.
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Was there any occasion where they were
EH
likely to vote with the Opposition?
No, no, not whilst they were members of
OLD
the NCP. No, they didn't do that. Later on when the
split came within the party and we were two separate
parties, then they went their own way and we really
didn't care very much what they did.
Mr Bjelke Petersen, did he maintain
EH
contact with the Western Australian party after this
period?
No, no. I think, in fact I'm quite sure,
OLD
he maintained contact with Mr Stephens because Joh
himself is a fairly militant sort of a fellow. I talked
with him on several occasions and I could never really
get through to Bjelke Petersen. He either had a mental
block about me or half the people in Australia, I don't
know which it was.
Have you any other comments to make on
EH
Joh Bjelke Petersen?
OLD

No, no, none that I'd like to record.

What were the negotiations then that led
EH
you back into the coalition?
Well, the three of us talked with
OLD
Sir Charles Court. He assured us that any problems we
had would receive sympathetic hearing from the Liberal
Party. He said that as a coalition, you know, we should
be not Liberals and Country Party, but we should be a
coalition Government and that's what we set out to do,
and we were able to do it without much trouble. I had
the odd problem and Peter Jones had the odd problem, but
we could always work them out. Norman Baxter was a very
experienced politician and if Norman lost one way he
came in another door and did it another way, but always
got somewhere along the line within a bull's eye where
he should be sort of thing and that's what it was all
about.
We never had any serious problems.
I don't
think, you know, I don't think we'd have had any
more.. • .we probably had less problems than some of
Charles Court's own party Ministers, and I always felt
that we were rather in a privileged position, quite
frankly, within the coalition. We set out to be part of
the coalition, at the same time having regard for the
policy on which we were elected, and our policy and the
Liberal Party policy were very easily put together. You
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EH
Was there any occasion where they were
likely to vote with the Opposition?
OLD
No, no, not whilst they were members of
the NCP. No, they didn't do that. Later on when the
split came within the party and we were two separate
parties, then they went their own way and we really
didn't care very much what they did.
EH
Mr Bjelke Petersen, did he maintain
contact with the Western Australian party after this
period?
OLD
No, no. I think, in fact I'm quite sure,
he maintained contact with Mr Stephens because Joh
himself is a fairly militant sort of a fellow. I talked
with him on several occasions and I could never really
get through to Bjelke Petersen. He either had a mental
block about me or half the people in Australia, I don't
know which it was.
EH
Have you any other comments to make on
Joh Bjelke Petersen?
1.
OLD

No, no, none that I'd like to record.

EH
What were the negotiations then that led
you back into the coalition?

Well, the three of us talked with
Sir Charles Court. He assured us that any problems we
had would receive sympathetic hearing from the Liberal
Party. He said that as a coalition, you know, we should
be not Liberals and Country Party, but we should be a
coalition Government and that's what we set out to do,
and we were able to do it without much trouble. I had
the odd problem and Peter Jones had the odd problem, but
we could always work them out. Norman Baxter was a very
experienced politician and if Norman lost one way he
came in another door and did it another way, but always
got somewhere along the line within a bull's eye where
he should be sort of thing and that's what it was all
about.
We never had any serious problems.
I don't
think, you know, I don't think we'd have had any
more.. • .we probably had less problems than some of
Charles Court's own party Ministers, and I always felt
that we were rather in a privileged position, quite
frankly, within the coalition. We set out to be part of
the coalition, at the same time having regard for the
policy on which we were elected, and our policy and the
Liberal Party policy were very easily put together. You
OLD

OLD
know, there were some little differences about marketing
and that sort of thing, but I've got to say that I never
had any problems with any marketing amendments or
suggestions that I took to Cabinet.
They were always
viewed sympathetically because the Cabinet knew that
there was a section of the farming community that wanted
what they loosely termed orderly marketing, and there
was a section of the farming community who wanted free
enterprise to be the dictator of what they should get
for their produce. I think in the long term, if you'd
run the two things parallel, that they'd probably end up
at the end of a decade about equal with whatever the
other. .you know, the two would turn out somewhere
about the same but you'd have more dips and troughs than
they have now.
. .

EH
There's been an interpretation that this
gave the Liberals the upper hand and that there had been
terms for the re-entry into the coalition. You wouldn't
agree with this?
OLD
There were no terms of re-entry, none
whatsoever. We went back on the basis of a coalition
Government. There was no restriction whatsoever on what
myself, Jones or Baxter brought to Cabinet or what we
discussed in Cabinet, or any of our views within the
Cabinet. It was a great sorrow to me that Norman Baxter
had to be dropped from the Cabinet purely on numbe
and that's another story that we'll probably come rs,
to
later on, but Baxter took that as a seasoned politician
would; you know, it's all in the game and, "I've had a
run, thanks very much", and went to the back bench, but
never, ever lost his interest or his inclination to
assist in any way he could.
Eli
period?

Did the divisions persist after this

OLD
Oh yes, yes, yes, they went on and on.
That was where the National Party was born as such.
They felt that we should change our name to the Natio
Party; we said we had no intention of doing so and, nal
of
course, all the time there were divisions not only
within the parliamentary party but they were within the
lay party too. Some people wanted to become part of the
National Party, some people wanted to continue as the
NCP. In the end the people who wanted to be Nationals
decided they.... Well, it's another story, really. What
happened was that the NCP, as such, caved in to the
wishes of the Federal party led by Anthony who came over
here, unbeknown to me, to address not only our
conference but to address the so-called National Party
conference on the same day. When I discovered that, I
just said. .1 made my address to conference and
said,
.

.

OLD
"Well, I'll be leaving now and I doubt if I'll be back."
So I just wandered off and thought if that's the
attitude of the Federal body that they are going to
interfere to the extent of fostering both the parties,
then so be it, let them go.
EH
What was your evaluation then of
Mr Anthony's role?
OLD
As I say, I was very disappointed in the
way in which he did this. The least he could have done
was to have advised me that he was coming over to
address the National Country Party and then go on and
address the annual conference of the National Party
which by pure coincidence, in inverted commas, was being
held on the same day.
So I felt it was a fairly
inconsiderate act, to put it in the most moderate terms
that I can think of at this stage. I could use another
term but I won't.
EH
1975 was a very eventful year in
politics. Did the dismissal of the Whitlam Government
at the end of 1975 accentuate divisions in the
Parliament?
OLD
No, no, I don't think so.
I recall we
were in a party meeting when that actually happened, you
know, and there was great jubilation at the fact that we
were now going to have a conservative Government in
Canberra and of course that went on for some years. I
suppose for some the jubilation faded quietly as the
years went on, as it does with all Governments. But,
no, that was a pretty good era for us during that period
when we had a coalition Government in Western Australia

and in Canberra, and of course that carried on until we
went out of Government and they went out of Government
about the same time.
EH
And the effect within the Parliament
between the parties, do you recall reactions in the

State Parliament?
OLD
No.
There was a lot of chiacking, of
course, in the House between the conservatives and the
Labor Party. It was a fairly hectic time, let's put it
that way, but really it didn't impact greatly on the
State Parliament. You know, it impacted from the point
of view that there was going to be a change of
Government in
well, there was a change of Government
under most unusual circumstances, which caused a
tremendous amount of bitterness within the ranks of the
Labor Party.
I suppose that if it had been our
-

-

OLD
organisation that had been dismissed under the same
circumstances there probably would have been the same
divisions. But there is no doubt that Sir John Kerr was
a very brave man to do what he did, because the easy
thing for him to do would have been to take no action
whatsoever.
The fact that he was virtually a Labor
Party appointed Governor General would indicate that
that's the path he would have taken.
So history, I
think, is recognising that Kerr, who was recognised as
an outstanding brain within the legal system, did do
this after a tremendous amount of research and
negotiation, or consultation, and came to the conclusion
that that was the only way to go. I met Sir John Kerr
in later times and found him to be a most interesting
person in the time that I met him, and I would say a
very brave person to take the decision, because if you
sat down in the drawing room and thought about it, the
easy thing to do is say, "Go away, Malcolm. There's the
elected Prime Minister and the elected Government. The
people put them there and when they've had their time
the people will kick them out if they want to", and it's
something that will never, ever be forgotten in
politics, I don't think.
But time mellows and it's
getting less and less important. But it was a pity that
when Sir John Kerr died, you know, that there was still
controversy going on.

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE TWO
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Sir Charles Court opening new wing of
Department of Agriculture, South Perth,
28.11.1980.

OLD
TAPE THREE SIDE ONE

EH
Erica Harvey interviewing Mr Old. Tape 3
of five tapes.
In June 1975 you were appointed to Cabinet and were made
Minister for Agriculture.
Did you find that your
workload was dramatically increased?
OLD
Yes, and I think probably in fairness the
workload of the Department of Agriculture was
dramatically increased, too.
I say that in a jocular
manner but I do say very seriously that I felt when I
was appointed as Minister for Agriculture that there was
a barrier between myself and the department and I
realised afterwards what that barrier was. I was told
by the under secretary that my office would be at Jarrah
Road and I rang him back and said, "Look, I have no
desire to go to Jarrah Road because I don't want to be
thrust into a department which has just lost its
Minister; it could be not only embarrassing but it could
be a great handicap to me as far as I am concerned. So
I want an office somewhere in the town." I said, "1
realise that the Premier's in Cabinet at present and you
won't be able to make any decision today." He said,
"We'll make a decision right away." He said, "I'll ring
you back in half an hour."
He came back and said,
"We're going to put you in an office at 220 St George's
Terrace," so that's where I started off.

There was certainly animosity. Maybe that's not a fair
word. There was not a feeling of welcome, let me say,
on the part of the Director of Agriculture.
EH

Who was the director?

OLD
Noel Fitzpatrick.
Subsequently Noel
Fitzpatrick and I have become very firm friends and we
share a very happy relationship, both Noel and his wife
and my wife and I, so we overcame all that. But I could
understand the feelings that Fitzpatrick must have had
when I know he worked very hard to get Ray McPharlin
into a situation where he 'was a Minister in knowledge as
well as in name and he could see all that having to be
done again and it would be a most frustrating thing. So
there was I, the Minister for Agriculture, having to
create some sort of relationship between myself and the
director.
We did this over a period of nights.
He
said, "Look, you're just going to have to come here late
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OLD
afternoons and we're going to work into the night to
give you some idea of what problems we've got and what
we've got to do, you know, how we're going to overcome
them." So I used to go and sit one side of a table and
Noel Fitzpatrick would sit the other side of the table
and we would go through files. He had in retrospect one
hell of a job educating a greenhorn into the position of
Minister for Agriculture. Anyhow, after a period of a
couple of months our relationship started to mellow a
little and from that time on I enjoyed a very close
relationship with Noel Fitzpatrick. I regard him as one
of the top men in agriculture in Australia, on the
administrative side, I'm talking, even though he ran his
own farm. I would say that he was an outstanding man in
the agricultural field and it always surprised me that
he wasn't given the position of Director General of
Primary Industry in Canberra.
He actually went over
there as assistant director general but I don't think
that his talents were ever utilised to the utmost in
that field.
So that is a thumbnail sketch of my
association with him.
I got on very well with the assistant directors, the
deputy director and the assistant directors; there were
four of them in all. There was Tom Smith who was the
deputy director and he was a wonderful fellow, very
kindly man and a very knowledgeable man, most
unassuming. There was assistant director in John Craig
who's still about the place. John is now at this minute
the Chairman of the Egg Marketing Board in his
retirement. And there was the late Tom McDowell who was
another wonderful fellow who died tragically two, three
years ago, I suppose. So there was a very, very good
team. And then there was the up and coming team of
Michael Carroll and Graham Robertson who are now
director and deputy director in their own right so, you
know, it was a big team of excellent people in that
department who helped me no end.
We started off
[laughs] I suppose you could say in an abrasive way and
that worried me, and I suppose it worried Fitzpatrick,
too.
But once we overcame that it was a very good
relationship and a lot of very hard work because I had
to sort of start from scratch although I'd never been a
farmer. I had always been associated with the farming
industry, so I had a concept of one side of farming and
then had to find out the other side as I went along.
EH

What was the structure of the department?

OLD
Well, the structure was that it was
headed by a director, and then they had the deputy
director and then the two assistant directors.
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OLD
EM
And were those two assistants responsible
for certain areas?
OLD
They were responsible for certain areas
within the [department].
It was a pretty good
structure, I think. It's been changed since then but it
was one that. .then there were the departmental heads
throughout the various departments.
. .

EH
What were the main areas of
responsibility then?
OLD
Well, you had animal husbandry, plant
breeding, horticulture and Agriculture Protection Board,
and all these things were very important parts of the
Department of Agriculture.
Then there were all our
research farms, you know, scattered throughout the
State.
It was, I suppose
well, it was the biggest
department because it was Statewide. It stretched from
Kununurra to Esperance. No other department, I suppose,
apart from education and health would cover that area
but we covered every part of the State. Irrespective of
whether it was out at Moola Bulla or wherever it was we
had some interest in it.
-

EH
QW

Did you travel extensively?

Yes. I spent a lot of time
when I say
a lot of time, I spent a fair bit of time in the
Kimberley because the Ord River was something that we
were trying very hard to get off the ground. It was off
the ground as far as production went. We had to get it
off the ground as far as marketing that produce went,
and that involved a lot of time up there. I negotiated
to get entry into the sugar industry which was very
difficult because the sugar industry was covered by a
Commonwealth Act which was administered by the
Queensland Government. Now, you can understand how easy
it was to get into the sugar industry with the
Queensland Government virtually running a Commonwealth
Act, and I spent a lot of time in Queensland making
myself familiar with the Queensland industry and they
were very helpful, I've got to say that the Queensland
sugar industry were more than helpful to me. And when I
did get some sort of a grasp of it I then invited a team
of sugar growers to come to the west and have a look at
what we were doing in Kununurra. I've got a photograph
outside I must show you one day, when we're next
talking, of the cane we were growing up there, I'll go
and get it in a minute. What we did, we were growing
sugar experimentally in the Ord, then we negotiated with
a grower from Queensland to come over and run a farm, a
sugar farm under sugar farming conditions, not as a
-
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OLD
Department of Agriculture project, but he was there to
run a sugar farm. He had to plant the sugar, grow the
sugar, harvest the sugar, then we assessed the tonnage.
Now, we had no mill so we couldn't mill it but we knew
what the sugar content was through various tests. We
invited a plane-load of sugar farmers who very happily
paid their own fare and came over to have a look at this
great sugar crop, and they were absolutely amazed -at
what we could grow.
So that rather changed their attitude and they said,
"Look, you know, in fairness you've got to be able to
grow sugar here because you're really part of the
industry or can be," and so we set about then trying to
set up a sugar mill and that probably we'll talk about

next time we meet. I'll go and get that photo and show
you because you'll find it very...

EH
A continuation of the interview with
Mr Old, 13 June 1991.
Mr Old, could I ask you your impressions of the Ord
River scheme at that stage of its development?
OLD

Yes. What, my impressions?

EH

Yes.

OLD
The potential of the Ord River scheme is
mind blowing, really.
It's got so much potential and
there's so much land there that can be opened up, arable
land in the middle of a pastoral area virtually, that
it's a very exciting project, and I can understand the
enthusiasm of the people who pioneered that.
I can
understand the enthusiasm of the Menzies Government in
completing that dam and getting it off the ground. But
then what beat it was lines of communication as much as
anything else, and that we were endeavouring to overcome
by upgrading Wyndham as a port and concentrating to a
large degree on trying to market in South East Asia,
which I think will be the ultimate market outlet for
produce from the Ord River.
They can grow anything
there
vegetables, fruit, rock melons, you name it.
-

As a matter of fact, that was an interesting thing
because one chap decided or a couple of fellows decided
they'd grow rock melons, and then they found they could
grow rock melons all the year virtually there, so what
they're doing now is supplying markets throughout
Australia at a period when they can't grow rock melons
locally.
You'll find that you can walk into a
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greengrocer shop in Perth nowadays and buy rock melon
any time of the year, and the Ord River sort of fills in
for the off season right throughout Australia which is
quite fantastic.
EH
Was there a section of the Agricultural
Department devoted to the scheme?
OLD
No. It was run by the department per se
and we had a big branch in Kununurra. Noel Fitzpatrick,
who was the director of agriculture here at that time,
and his fellow directors, deputy directors etc, were
very keen on the project and spent a lot of time and a
lot of energy in promoting and trying to get the thing
off the ground.
ER
You said earlier you were appointed to
the ministry in 1975. In organising your role then as
Minister and managing your electorate, how did you go
about this? Did you maintain a base in Katanning?
OLD
Yes.
tip to that time I had not taken
advantage of the possibility or the reality of being
able to open an office in my electorate.
I had a
large
not a large but a diverse electorate and
naturally I would've put an office in Katanning, but I
decided to work for a while and just assess the
electorate, so I arranged with various shires throughout
the electorate to allocate me a room which I could use
once or twice a month. And so I used to just travel
round and use this room and put a notice in the paper
that I'd be there etc, and was virtually working the
electorate that way. When I was appointed a Minister it
then became necessary to have an office and they were
something new and that's why I hadn't gone into it. I
thought it was probably a bit of an extravagance to be
employing a full time secretary to sit in an electorate
office, but I had to do it when I became Minister. So I
opened an office in Katanning and employed a lady whom I
knew fairly well. I had a couple of them in succession,
they were both friends of mine and they both did a very
good job. But I still think that it was more or less an
inquiry office rather than anything else, and whilst it
was important somehow there must be a better system, I
think. But that lass used to ring through inquiries to
my office in Perth and then we'd handle them from there,
so I guess she never had a tremendous amount of work to
do but she was most important in the scheme of things.
And I suppose if I wasn't a Minister I would've got a
lot more work because I'd been there and people would
have come in.
-
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EH
all?

Did you feel the electorate suffered at

OLD
No, no, not at all.
The electorate if
anything gained because I was there when the action was
on and could always put in a word for what was going -on
[laughs] in the electorate as we all did. No, I think
it was a great advantage to Katanning generally, or the
Katanning electorate generally, that I was in the
ministry and able to wield some influence which you
don't have as a backbencher.
EH
At about the same time you became leader
of the Country Party. In organising party meetings did
you have joint party meetings with the Liberals?
OLD
Oh, yes, yes. We used to have our party
meeting usually in the morning prior to the joint party
meeting and we'd go along to that.
EH
And did the Liberals have a separate
party meeting also?
OLD
No, no, I don't think they ever did. Oh,
they did occasionally but it was pretty occasional.
Their business was transacted virtually at the joint
party meetings.
EH
And the Legislative Council members, what
was their role?
OLD
Well, the old hackneyed expression of a
"House of Review", the original concept of the
Legislative Council was a council made up mostly of part
time politicians.
Those guys were there to review
legislation and they were supposed to be non-partisan,
as everyone is, I suppose, but they have now really
become another Legislative Assembly.
Quite frankly,
there is very little difference in the activities now of
the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council.
They are initiating legislation in the Legislative
Council, they debate Legislative Assembly legislation at
length and send back amendments, etc, etc, and sometimes
I think there's a lot to be said for the unicameral
system as utilised in Queensland, for instance, where
they've combined the two Houses.
It's a debatable
point, of course, but I do think that the Legislative
Council has lost the character that it had when it was
there purely as a House of Review.

,

OLD
EH
Did you feel that the Council was
changing around this period?
OLD
Oh, I think it's still changing and I
think probably there's more aggression or aggressive
debate on legislation in the Legislative Council now
than there was even five or six years ago.
EH
In the ministry what style did the
Premier adopt?
OLD
Well, the Premier is often portrayed as a
very autocratic person and maybe he is. Maybe I didn't
assess him properly, but I don't think he is. In fact,
in my opinion he'll go down in history as one of the
great Premiers of Western Australia. Charles Court, I
suppose you could say, is a man who didn't suffer fools
gladly. Provided you did your homework and provided you
could put up cogent argument about something he would
take note, and I've got to say that he was very, very
fair as far as I was concerned, myself and my
colleagues, Peter Jones in particular, because we were
the new boys on the block and we had a lot of catching
up to do. He was most cooperative and very helpful to
both of us, so I've got a great soft spot for Charles.
A lot of people see him in a dictatorial role which
doesn't portray him truly. He listens to argument and
he was certainly very sympathetic to the country,
provided the country was pushed and that was our job.
Eli
When did you prepare the first budget for
the Ag Department? Was that when you'd first...
OLD
Well, I suppose I've got to be honest and
say I never really prepared a budget, you know, I don't
think any Minister did.
The department would... .we
would get an allocation or the department would prepare
a budget, present it through me, they'd present to me
for perusal and then I would ask questions of the
department and they were always very cooperative.
I
just can't think of the name of the fellow who was the
budgeting officer now, but he was very efficient and
also very cooperative. We would then present our budget
to the Premier and it would go through Treasury,
virtually, and then Treasury would come back with
suggestions
always negative as far as money goes,
[laughs] naturally, because they had to make this money
go around so many corners.
-

But I don't think we ever really suffered badly from any
budget that I can recall. We had cuts the same as any
other department, but the importance of the Department
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of Agriculture was recognised by the Premier. In fact
we built a new wing, or we built several, but there was
a very big one built during my period and they were
arranging an opening at which I was to officiate.
I
said, "1 think it might be a good idea if we ask the
Premier to do it." So we did. I got him over there for
the day and got him round the department and he was very
interested. I think the fact that he came over and had
a look around did us some good, as well as probably
broadened his very great vision.
Eli
Was there debate in the Cabinet at budget
time as to allocation of expenditure?
OLD
Yes, there was always a fair bit of
argument because everyone was of the opinion that they
were more hardly done by than their neighbour, so there
was always great bidding.
I don't remember any
acrimony. You know, we all realised that we had made
bids which were about 150 per cent of the amount of
money available, so there had to be some toning down.
It was where it was toned down that was important and,
of course, I'd be in constant touch, as would other
Ministers with their department, to see where we could
cut down.
They would say, "You can't cut anything
down", naturally, as I would have but find those places
where we could say, "Well, we can cut here and build a
bit up there", or something like that. So it was like
building a row of houses, you had to work on it a bit.
Eli

Were these long sessions?

OLD
Yes, we used to have some pretty long
sessions within the department, burn a bit of the
midnight oil but not for long because, as I say, the
budgets were well framed or our bids were well framed
and so I think they were realists and they knew they
were going to get cut and they knew where they could
take cuts, but they didn't like to tell you. [Laughs]
EH
Were there any other ministries that
missed out? You said yours did very well.
OLD
No, I say we did very well and I mean in
comparison to everyone else.
I think it was fairly
evenly distributed. The Treasurer of the day was Les
McCarrey, who was a very. .Well, prior to Les McCarrey
there was... .his name now escapes me and that's
terrible, because I know him so well
. .

Eli

Don't worry, we can check later.
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Yes, he is now Sir. I'll think of it in
a moment. But Les McCarrey took over from him and he
proved to be a very, very good Treasurer and a very
cooperative man, especially to people such as myself who
were inexperienced in the situation. I'd ring Les and
say, "Look, can I come down to see you?"
"Sure," and
I'd go down to Treasury and have a talk to him and that
way I was able to get a better grasp on what was going
on. It's pretty frightening when you pick up a budget
for a department as big as the Department of Agriculture
and realise that you've got to get in there with boots
and all and get as much as you can for the department.
So it's a hard way to learn but a good one, I think.
EH

Question time in Parliament

OLD

That was good fun. [laughter]

EH
used?

What was your impression of how it was

OLD
There were two sections of question time,
of course, there was questions on notice and then
questions without notice, and the questions on notice
were mostly answered, well, they were answered with bits
of paper, you know. You'd read out the question, put it
on the table and the fellow would take it away. But
questions without notice, there was time made available
for that and that was the interesting one, because you'd
get things bowled at you from your enemy on the other
side of the House and naturally when you're a new boy
they're out to trick you as much as possible. [Laughs]
But I've got to say that my opposite number at that time
was David Evans and he and I got on very well. If David
really wanted to know something he'd come and talk to me
privately.
He might ask a question about it, but I
never had any problems with my opposite number in the
House.

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE ONE
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EH
What did
questions were?

you

feel the standard of

OLD
In the main they were fairly mundane,
people seeking statistics and that sort of thing in the
questions on notice.
But the standard of questions
without notice was usually pretty good; somebody seeking
something that you didn't really know what they were
seeking at the time but the older and more experienced
politicians were pretty shrewd at asking questions, and
they'd eventually get what they wanted to know without
directly asking you, sort of thing. But it was very
good exercise and I think a very important part of the
parliamentary system.

EH

Why is that?

OLD
Well, I think it gets the Minister up on
his feet without the benefit of him being able to send a
question over to his departments and have them answer
it, and he has to answer it himself. He either has to
stand up and say, "Look, I'm sorry, I cannot answer that
question and I would ask the member to put it on
notice," or he's got to try and answer it.
If every
time you got up you said, "Look, I can't answer that off
the cuff, put it on notice and I'll get you an answer,"
you'd soon get a name for not knowing what you're doing.
So sometimes you take a punt; sometimes you're right and
sometimes you're wrong, but you soon learn that you can,
if you have some knowledge of the question, that you can
answer it to a fairly satisfactory degree.
EH

Did it get easier as time went on?

OLD
Oh, yes. The more you get to know about
the department for which you are working, and I always
considered I was working for the Department of
Agriculture, not running it, the more you get to know
about the department the easier it becomes to answer.the
questions.
EH
Legislation, the drafting of legislation,
what was the process for that in the Department of
Agriculture?
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Well, a concept would be put forward, if
it was a new Bill, in general terms that we wanted to
legislate to do so and so, or it was necessary to
legislate to do something.
You would circulate a
Cabinet minute saying it was your intention to bring
this matter up at the next Cabinet meeting and give a
rough outline of what you wanted to do. Now, that would
then be discussed in Cabinet and if somebody had a
contribution to make to it, either constructive or
critical, that contribution was made and we would then
take it back and fiddle around with it until we got down
to what was considered acceptable legislation.
Sometimes Ministers had to fight a bit hard to get their
legislation through, but if you were convinced in your
own mind that it was good and it was good for the
industry, and the industry thought it was good, they
were backing it, then you'd get stuck into it and get it
through, maybe amended in some way. But I never had any
trouble with legislation.
It was usually.. .Cabinet
would approve the drafting of legislation, we would then
take, or the officers of the department would then take
the draft of what they wanted in legislation in to the
drafting people, they would put it then into the legal
terms as used within the Bill. Then the Bill would be
presented to Cabinet in its raw form and invariably that
would be passed because they had approved the concept
and as long as there was no variation or great variation
from the original concept, then the Bill was approved
and it would be introduced into Parliament.
.

ER

Who actually did the drafting?

OLD
Well, there was a team of draftsmen. I'm
just trying to think who was in charge of that part, but
it was a legal officer who was in charge of drafting.
They were very cooperative and would make suggestions
etc as we went along.
ER
Is there any legislation that you feel
was particularly important?
OLD
Well, yes, there was quite a lot that was
particularly important and, you know, off the top of my
head it's hard to recall, but one was the restructuring
virtually of the dairy industry and the Dairy Industry
Authority and that started off a new 'ball game there.
The reorganisation of the Agriculture Protection Board,
which was a very big organisation, that was a major
drafting triumph, I suppose you could say, because it
was a whacking big Bill, but that I think was probably
one of the bigger pieces of legislation put through
during my period. But then we used to meet two or three
times a year as an agricultural council, which was the
Ministers from each State plus the directors from each
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State, and we would meet in various States and discuss
the needs for legislation throughout Australia and the
Commonwealth Government. From that, we would then come
back and adapt that particular decision on legislation
to our own State and introduce our individual pieces of
legislation.
There were no two State Acts the same;
they were very similar but they weren't the same.
However, where you had any type of interstate barrier
then you had to marry the two together if you wanted
interstate trade, or if you were trying to stop it it
was a different thing; you would put all the obstacles
you could in the way.
EH
of trade?

Are there any examples of this stopping

OLD
Well, I suppose a couple of the bigger
ones would be the Potato Marketing Board and the Lamb
Marketing Board. Now, these boards were both there, I
inherited them, but the thing is that they were always
controversial because you have two distinct
philosophies.
Even within the farming community you
have two distinct philosophies.
You have those who
pursue what they like to call the orderly marketing
theme, and the free marketers. And you could almost
divide, and it would be presumptuous of me to say you
can divide, but you'd almost divide the two rural
organisations, that was what was then known as the
Farmers Union and the Pastoralists and Graziers
Association. On the Farmers Union you had the orderly
marketing or more socialistic marketing attitude, and on
the side of the Pastoralists and Graziers they, in the
main, were very keen on private enterprise and markets
finding their own levels, etc. You could argue all day
and all night about who was right and who was wrong, but
my personal opinion is that they were both right in some
regards.
That's sitting on the fence a bit, but I've
got to say that the Marketing of Lamb Act which was
introduced prior to me going into Parliament so I had
nothing to do with it, but I had to administer it and
amend it and play about with it, and I really feel that
that has done more harm than good in the industry. Now,
people listening to this tape, if anyone ever does, will
say, "Oh, the silly old devil didn't know what he was
talking about," but the thing is that we pay much more
for lamb in Western Australia than is paid for in other
States and that's because there's a colossal amount of
money put on for administration. When you are running
an organisation as big as the Lamb Marketing Board
you've got to pay for all these people and so on, pay
for inspections and so on
well, you've got to do that
whether you're an organisation or not
and that gap has
got to be added to the price to the retailer.
Of
course, then the retailer puts his bit on top of that
and so it goes up, to the extent now where a lot of the
lamb that is sold in Western Australia is imported from
-

-

OLD
the Eastern States, and it's good lamb. So I think that
our producers really are missing out, that they would be
probably just as well off if they didn't have a Lamb
Marketing Board, because they wouldn't be paying those
high processing rates, and sell them on the hoof and
allow them to be sorted and sold to the public as is
done in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia.
But that's only my opinion but it grieves me to see the
majority of our lamb being sold to export while we are
eating fat lamb from the Eastern States. There are not
a lot of traditional fat lamb breeders in Western
Australia, so most of the lambs we get are merino lambs,
which are not really the type of lamb that people, the
specialists, set out to breed.
So that when you get
something from the Eastern States, usually you get a
cross bred lamb and it is rather superior in my book to
the merino lamb
not that I don't like merino lamb.
-

EH
The Potato Marketing Board, you mentioned
that the potato industry was one where there was
conflict with the Eastern States.
OLD
Yes.
Well, again, if you go into a
supermarket tomorrow I think you could almost bet that
at fifty per cent of the supermarkets you are buying
Eastern States potatoes. You see, there is no way that
you can stop the passage of goods between States under
our Constitution, so there's every trick in the book

tried to stop it.

For instance, with lamb our local

legislation says that each carcass must be roller
branded with "Lamb" all the way down, "Lamb, lamb, lamb,
lamb", see. They don't do that in the Eastern States.
So to import lamb from the Eastern States it's got to be
roller branded, it's got to be identified as lamb and
roller branded and that's the way that you can inhibit
the importation of stuff, but it certainly hasn't
inhibited it. The lamb is rolling in because it's so
much cheaper from there that you can add the cost of
branding and the cost of transport and still land it
here and sell it cheaper than the local lamb, which is a
pity.
Potatoes are much the same. We have a very restricted
amount of land allocated to each grower and he's allowed
to produce X number of hectares of potatoes over a
period during the year and then they tell them when they
can dig them and when they can send them in and so on,
whereas in the Eastern States it is pretty much open
slather. So the potatoes which are not branded [laughs]
come straight into Western Australia and into the
supermarkets, so it's very difficult to know whether
you're buying local potatoes or Eastern States potatoes.
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Eli
Could we develop just a little more what
you were saying about the Farmers Union and the
Pastoralists and Graziers? You have described a more
socialist view of marketing.
How did you define the
differences between these groups?
OLD
I suppose I used the word in a very broad
sense.
Perhaps it would be better to say that the
Farmers Union seemed to be in all instances more
favourably disposed towards acquisition of product and
marketing, which really is not much different to
socialising marketing, where on the other hand the
Pastoralists and Graziers preferred to see the stock
sold at auction or by private treaty at the best price
available in the open market, and then processed and
sold to the public or exporter or whatever it might be
and I think if you. .and I've heard arguments for and
against both systems, but I think if you sat down and
worked it all out you would find in the long term that
whilst market fluctuations would be advantageous or
disadvantageous, if you take a line right through it
you'd be better off by not having marketing boards. I
couldn't say that about every marketing board but I'm
just talking about those couple of things we've
discussed up to date.
. .

EH
Was there conflict between these two
organisations?
OLD
Oh, yes.
It wasn't bitter conflict by
any means and certainly they did agree on some things,
but their philosophies were quite a deal apart, put it
that way.

Eli
How did this affect the Country Party and
your role in Government?
OLD
Well, we were sort of a bit on the tight
wire. We had to try to satisfy the requests of both
organisations.
It was a matter of compromise and
usually you were able. .and here again officers of the
department were very helpful. They used to negotiate
and then come along with suggestions, then maybe I'd
meet with them later on, but mostly it was fait accompli
by the time they had come to some sort of agreement.
. .

Eli
In dealing with recommendations from your
department, what was your involvement in the final
decisions? Did you offer direction?
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Once again Cabinet as a body would
look at it and you'd get the suggestions, the objections
and this sort of thing, and then try and satisfy
everybody to a degree. Here again, you see, in Cabinet
you had very much free marketing and then again some who
were convinced that the so-called orderly marketing was
the way to go, so it was a matter of negotiation most of
the time. Somewhere we used to get through and usually
there would be some grizzles and grumps, but all in all
we used to get down to a level whilst you mightn't have
satisfied both rural bodies, at least they said, "Well,
I suppose that's the best we can get and that's it",
sort of thing.
EH
Did you ever find yourself going against
recommendations from the department?
OLD
Only on rare occasions, because we used
to sit down and talk about it a lot, you know, with the
various departmental heads and the hierarchy within the
department, but there were times when I had to go
against the department.
It wasn't very often.
Sometimes it created a bit of ill feeling but as the
Minister concerned I was on a bit of a tightrope as
well, because I had to try and appease both sides. One
side was not always right or always wrong so, as I say,
there were times when we had a bit of embarrassment
within the department that I might have done something
they didn't like. I won't enumerate any! [Laughs]
EH
The workload must have been very heavy
for you as leader of the Country Party and as a
Minister. How demanding was it?
OLD
Yes, I could have done without being
leader of the Country Party because invariably, you
know, you were asked or almost told to go to a meeting
somewhere up in the bush and talk to people. There was
a fair bit of hostility still within the party, in the
lay section of the party, because they didn't really
understand all the kerfuffle that went on.
And
irrespective of how well you explained what went on
you'd find at the end of the night that you'd have some
people saying, "Well, that was great. Thanks very much
for lettingus know", and other people saying, "Oh, that
was a lot of drivel", so it was quite difficult. That
really was probably the most unhappy side [laughs] of
being in the ministry, but all in all, looking back on
it, it wasn't quite so bad as I probably thought it was
at the time.

EH
What was your routine like once
Parliament was sitting?

OLD
OLD
Well, here again it was Cabinet on
Monday, Parliament sat Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and
we rose Thursday evening and then I'd beetle off to the
country either Thursday night or Friday morning. Unless
I had something else on I'd go down to my electorate but
quite often, four times out of five, I'd probably have
to go somewhere else in the State.
I remember one
Liberal Minister, who will remain unnamed, said to me
one night, "Oh, you Country Party blokes, you get it
all."
I said, "How come?"
He said, "You've got a
portfolio that takes you to any part of the State."
I
said, "That's right."
So he said, "You can go to
anyone's electorate", and I said, "That's right", but I
said, "I always let them know I'm going. I never go in
without telling them." I said, "What's wrong with that?
Education is the same, there's a school in every part of
the State.
The Minister for Health's got the same
liberties."
I said, "If you want to develop that
argument I would say that I'm being disadvantaged by the
fact that you've got two or three Ministers who are able
to go into every part of the State that I can go into,"
but that was pretty rare. It happened in a moment of
pique, I suppose. But it was very good.
I later got the portfolio of Fisheries, in the last year
of our ministry, and they combined the two to call it
the Ministry of Primary Industry, which was in accord
with what happened in most of the other States and
within the Commonwealth, so there was some justification
to do it. I found that very interesting. It's not what
you'd call a big and worrying portfolio, fisheries. One
of my predecessors described it as a key to a good
holiday and I thought [laughing], "Well, that's what I
could do with."
EH

Did you have a good holiday at any stage?

OLD
Not really [laughs].
I had some good
experiences in Fisheries, the opportunity to go to
brolhos Islands and things like that to look at the
crayfishing industry. The crayfishermen in some parts,
strangely enough, were as militant as the Farmers Union.
[Laughs] It was rather interesting, because you'd go to
one place and talk to crayfishermen and their biggest
aim was to get the meeting over and go and have a beer
with you, you see, and that was always very good. Then
you'd go to another one and you couldn't get away from
them because you had these hecklers there that were
going on. But it's like any other industry, there is
always friction somewhere along the line. Where you've
got a regulated industry and, of course, the crayfishing
industry, in particular, and the wetlining industry are
regulated quite heavily, but the crayfishing industry is
very much a regulated industry inasmuch as you can only
fish during a certain period, you can only fish for a
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certain size crayfish. There are extreme penalties if
you bust that at all and I must say that it's one of the
best policed industries I've ever had anything to do
with.
Most of it is self-regulation by the
crayfishermen themselves who realise that if they mess
it up this year they won't be there next year probably,
or the year after and so on. I think it's probably one
of the most efficient primary industries that you could
see, because they have a forecasting system which can
tell them three years from now, or two years from now at
least, and I think it was three, what the crayfish take
will be in that particular year coming up. They have
spot collections right along the coast well out to sea,
and they know about the percentage of eggs that have
been laid, you see, and then they plot them coming in,
so it's a fascinating thing. Watermans Bay, which is
where the fisheries research is done, is a fascinating
place to go.
If you ever get the opportunity, don't
miss it.
They've got crayfish there as big as
crocodiles, just about. [Laughs] I don't know how old
they are, probably fifty years old.
EH
You mentioned that each weekend you would
go back to your electorate or back to the country.
Where did you stay in Perth during the sessions?
OLD
I bought a unit. Well, when I first went
into Parliament my daughter and son-in-law had a house
at one of the new northern suburbs, near where the radio
station is, the mast, you know. One of the nice, newer
suburbs, anyway, round Warwick way, somewhere out there.
They were living in the north of the State at Karratha
where my son-in-law was engaged as an engineer working
for one of the rubber companies that were supplying the
belting for the iron ore mines. So they were up there
for about three or four years and they had leased their
house and, coincidental with me being elected, they had
elected to come back to Perth, sever their connections
up there and the lessee had vacated the house, so we
utilised that until they came back. Then I bought a
unit at Mt Yokine which wasn't far from them, which we
used two or three days a week when the house was
sitting, probably a day a week or two days when it
wasn't, you know. Then when I went into the ministry
and I had to virtually live in Perth, that became home
base because you could only visit the electorate,
really, I bought a townhouse in Como where we lived
until [pause] the last year I was in the ministry, I
think it was. When we got this place here I decided I
wasn't going to live in the country after I retired
anyhow, so we got this place and started getting it
ready for retirement, which came earlier than I
expected. [Laughs]
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Eli
Was it difficult for your family to
manage two homes, two bases?
OLD
No, my wife is pretty efficient.
[Laughs]
I suppose we had the best of two worlds
because we had a home in Katanning which we'd lived -in
for some time and that wasn't getting much use after I
went into the ministry. So our son and daughter-in-law
had built a home in Katanning, he'd taken over our
business and he was very keen on horses, horse riding
and showing and that sort of thing. So he decided he'd
buy a small property and he bought thirty or forty acres
on the edge of Katanning, just outside the town
boundary, on the other side to the town boundary, so it
was virtually in the town but it was out of it. He sold
his house and put the money into building a new one, and
he was fortunate because he could live in our house
while he was building another one so it all worked in
very nicely.
My wife and I decided that we didn't
really want to keep a house going in Katanning because
we weren't there, and when the son and daughter-in-law
moved out of it there would be nobody in it during the
week and it was, you know, a bit of a worry, so we
decided to build onto a house that he built. He had
built a house or there were plans for a house and a
carport on the side, so we went further out and you can
do that, of course, on a rural property because you've
got no boundary and we built another one, a smaller
place, on the other side of the carport, which virtually
became his on the title.
So it was advantageous for
everybody and there was always somebody there, so it was
great. We could nip down and live in our little unit
down there and then come back to Perth without any
worries.

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE TWO
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Eli
This is Erica Harvey interviewing Mr Old,
tape four of five tapes, 13 June 1991.
Long sessions in Parliament, there have been some
notorious ones over the years. How did you cope with
those?
OLD
We always had an idea when we were going
to have a long night because Charles Court used to
invariably go home for dinner.
We used to dine at
Parliament House, but he had such little time at home, I
suppose [laughs] he thought he'd better go home for
dinner but that's what he did, that was his habit. And
if he changed his suit while he was away we knew we were
in for a big night, because he had his sitting suit on,
he used to call it his sitting suit, which was fairly
shiny and you'd say, "Oh, you've got the sitting suit
on." He'd say, "Yes, I think it's going to be a long
night."
I think the longest one I recall we sat all night. We
started at quarter to two on a Tuesday or a Wednesday,
we sat all night, we had breakfast at Parliament House
and then went back into the Chamber to finish off the
Bill.
Then the Premier decided to adjourn the House
until the next day and I saw him outside in the corridor
later and he said, "oh, these young blokes, they can't
take it."
[Laughs]
I said, "Some of the old blokes
can't, either!"
We didn't have a lot of those. The point is that when
you wanted to get legislation through and when your
program was lagging behind, and we always had a date
that we aimed to get out of a session on, you'd try and
trim your legislation to that date, with some
legislation introduced and left until the next session,
some of the less important legislation.
So when the
Opposition played up and decided they were going to
delay a Bill, that put more pressure on, so the Premier
would quietly just put the pressure back on them by not
saying anything, just letting it drift on and then when
they'd say, "It's about time we went home", he'd say,
"No, we haven't finished the Bill yet," you know, and
they'd go on. Then the next phase would be when they'd
get very stroppy and decide we're going to stop there
all night, so we'd stop there all night, you see.
Eventually they would wear away and it was a pointless
exercise. It was quite childish, really, for grown men
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to go on like that, but it happens all the time. You
know that the Government have got the numbers to get the
legislation through, you know they're going to get it
through and we always had the option that you could have
gagged debate, and sometimes we had to do just that and
you put a time limit on each section of the Bill. When
that time is up, it goes to a vote irrespective of
what's happened, but it was a very unusual thing to do
it. The Government generally during my period were very
keen to escape any future criticism of shortcomings in
an Act which might be attributed to the fact that there
was not open discussion on it.
If there is virtually
unlimited discussion on a Bill, as there is in certain
passages, nobody can say that they didn't have the
opportunity to speak to it, to amend it or to try and
amend it, or do something else. You had to be pretty
careful in that regard.
Eli:

What was the role of the Whip?

OLD
Well, the Whip was there to ensure that
we had the numbers. We usually had a pretty comfortable
majority so it wasn't as important, but the Whip's job
was important inasmuch as he had to ensure that when a
division was called that we had the numbers to win that
division.
If you didn't, he'd be an ex-Whip pretty
quickly. Ray Young was the Whip when I first went into
Government, then Mick Nanovich from Wanneroo took over
from Ray and then Tony Williams, one of the city based
Liberal Party members took over as Whip from him and
they all did very good jobs. Tony Williams was always a
good Whip, he had a good sense of humour and was usually
able to accommodate people who had a legitimate reason
for not being in Parliament and you can do that by
arranging pairs with the Opposition. In other words, if
a Minister, for instance, has to go to a function during
the evening the Whip will arrange with the Opposition
Whip to pair one of their members, either for the whole
of the evening or during that period that the Minister
has got to be out or whoever it might beI- as got to be
out, and when it comes to a vote that person probably
votes just with his party, but for a division he is
excluded from the division and stands behind the screen
outside the division because he's paired.
So the system works very well. Now, occasionally if you
get a very stroppy Opposition, as we have had at times,
they'll call off pairs.
That then necessitates
everybody being in the House and it doesn't matter what
you've got on, you can't leave. Certainly if you've got
a majority of six, say, you can have two or three go out
and still have a clear majority, but you couldn't go
beyond that and the Whip's got a very important task
within the House.
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EH
Opposition?

How did you handle abuse from the

OLD
I used to be able to return it fairly
well, actually. There wasn't a lot of abuse. I've got
to say it got a little bit loutish towards the latter
part of my time in Parliament but prior to that, in the
days of John Tonkin, Ron Davies and people like that,
there was a bit of cut and thrust which you would
expect. If you didn't get that in Parliament you might
just as well just have a meeting every now and then and
decide what you are going to do, so there was always
that cut and thrust.
A fair bit of good humour at
times. But then during the era of the Burke time it
started to get a little bit less disciplined, should I
say, and a little bit more personal abuse than we'd had
before. That's my opinion anyhow.
EH
Did being a member of Parliament and
leader and Minister take all your time? Was there time
for a personal life outside the Parliament?
OLD
No, no, there wasn't
well, personal
life, yes, but very little of it, very little indeed.
We never had a great deal of social life during the time
I was Minister. I suppose we had a tremendous amount of
social life because we were out most nights, but it
wasn't the sort of social life that you would choose,
you know, to go out to dinner every night or something.
But some weekends we could entertain friends or be
entertained usually, but we were usually down at the
block having a bit of a rest at that stage of the game,
if possible.
....

No, it doesn't do much for social life and I think the
wives suffer a lot. My wife, for instance, was very
interested in arts and crafts and that sort of thing.
She was painting in Katanning and that fell by the
wayside virtually and she's only been back into it since
we retired and she's been able to get back into that
painting, because invariably if you were going somewhere
you were required, or it was desirable, that you take
your wife along too, even going up into the country and
that sort of thing.
EH

Did your wife play an important role?

OLD
Oh yes, very much so, yes.
She was a
pretty good politician in her own right, not politically
but as someone who could mix with people she was Al, you
know, and it didn't matter whether we were overseas or
in Australia, or if they were important people or not

OLD
important people. She had that ability to be able to
communicate and was very well liked by most of the
people we met.
Eli
It would be interesting to ask her her
impressions. Can you speak for her?
OLD
No, no.
If you'd like to ask her
impressions, [laughs] I don't know that she'd probably
give them but she might, she might. As I say, she was
pretty uncomplaining. We would leave here sometimes on
a Friday night and have to go to some place up in the
wheatbelt to a function or a meeting or something and
then probably stay at the hotel overnight and drift back
to Katanning the next day, or go somewhere else. Pretty
uncomplaining, but under the same rule I think some of
it was interesting for her, too, quite a lot of it. You
know, I took her up to Kununurra and places like that
and she was most impressed.
I remember on one
particular weekend I had to attend the Pastoralists and
Graziers' annual meeting of the Murchison area up at
Meekatharra and it was the Meekatharra long weekend when
they used to have the Meekatharra Cup. I think I was
there at the first one that was called the "End of the
Earth Cup", when Tammy Fraser was landed at Meekatharra
when her plane was diverted and she said she was at the
end of the earth and they took umbrage!
[Laughs] So
they decided to capitalise on it and they decided to run
the End of the Earth Cup and they asked her to come and
present the first one, which she did to her credit and I
thought that was very good.
We were up there, this was not a typical weekend but we
flew from Perth in a chartered aircraft.
There was
myself and my wife, and Noel Fitzpatrick came along too
as the Chairman of the Agriculture Protection Board as
well as the Director, and his wife. We flew direct to
Meekatharra on the Friday and attended the P & G
(Pastoralists and Graziers) conference on Friday, a
meeting with the P & G executive on Friday night, and
then next day was the race meeting so there were no
meetings that day. We went to the races and then went
to the race ball that night, that was on the Sunday
night. Monday was a holiday, in inverted commas. We
jumped in the aeroplane and went down to Lake King,
where they had a big.. .1 forget what sort of a function
it was, it was some sort of a gala day and they had
asked us to go down there, so we went to Lake King and
then eventually flew home in the afternoon. That was
not typical but that was the sort of thing that
happened, so it was pretty wearing on the wives as well
as the males, I think.
.
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OLD
EH
You mentioned you went overseas, too.
Are there any outstanding trips that you recollect?
OLD
Well, I only ever took my wife on one
official overseas tour and that was to Korea, and she
was very helpful there. She met the President's wife
and the President's sister-in-law and they sort of
looked after her but it was a very important part of our
visit, quite frankly. We have friends, I haven't seen
them for some time but we met them through our visit to
Korea. They were working in the embassy there and they
are now living in Perth and they were a great help to
us, too. We went to Japan first, and then from Japan
across to Korea. We stayed in Japan a few days then
went over to Korea. We spent seven or eight days there,
then I had to go back to a conference in Singapore for a
couple of days.
I finished up with some sort of
infection in the back of my throat or something, and I
had to come home a day earlier than I was going to. But
all in all, it was a fairly fascinating sort of a trip.
To see Korea as the guest of the President was
something, you know. It pushed us into another world,
virtually.
EH

What year was this, Mr Old?

OLD
That was when I was trying to get the
sugar mill going so it would have been about, let me
see, about '81, I suppose, somewhere thereabouts.
It
was interesting, we had met Lee Kuan Yew on a couple of
occasions when he used to come down here reasonably
regularly and we used to have a Cabinet function for him
as a rule, a dinner or something like that, so we'd met
Lee Kuan Yew. It was a lesson to me, when I used to see
Malcolm Fraser running around in a Boeing 707 or an Air
Force plane, and if he travelled overseas, and certainly
the incumbent Prime Minister, Mr Hawke, seems to travel
overseas at the drop of a hat at our expense in a 707
aircraft
which Fraser bought, they bought them for the
VIP aircraft. On the way up to Japan we were flying
from Singapore to Japan via Taipei, Taiwan.
When we
were about half an hour out of Taiwan one of the
stewards came down and said, "Mr Old, when we land at
Taipei would you mind remaining seated until the Prime
Minister disembarks?" and I said, "Who?"
He said,
"Mr Lee". I said, "Is he on the plane?" He said, "Yes,
do you know him?" and I said, "Yes." He said, "Oh, I'll
tell him you're here."
[I said] I'd like to talk to
him, so I went up.
He travelled on a commercial
airliner and the only, shall I say, privilege he allowed
himself was that he had a seat to himself and his wife
had a seat to herself on the other side, so he could
work while he was going, so that was the difference
[laughs].
I don't know that there was anything much
else I could tell you about that.
-
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EH
Mr Old, I was going to ask you earlier
about June Craig. She was the only female member of the
Cabinet.
What are your perceptions of how she was
treated?
OLD
In Cabinet she was treated just the same
as any other Cabinet Minister.
There were no
concessions, she accepted a Cabinet post and she handled
it very well, very well indeed.
I don't think June
would ever have sought any concessions, to be perfectly
honest. She is a very efficient person and was able to
cope with all the rigours of the Cabinet life.
Just as an aside, and it was rather funny and Frank
wouldn't mind me saying this, we used to have a couple
of times a year, but certainly at Christmas time we
always had a Cabinet dinner somewhere in one of the
hotels at which we used to entertain our wives, and of
course June used to entertain her husband, but Frank
used to respond on behalf of the girls, you see,
[laughs] and he was a real humorist.
He was a
character, old Frank, and he'd always say,"we girls",
you know, and he'd go on with all this rot but he was
really very good.

An

interesting thing that I must say, our Cabinet
functions were paid for by us, every Cabinet function.
I was quite surprised when I first went into the
Ministry that I was asked for $100 or something like
that, which I handed over, and that went into the
Cabinet fund.
Then when the Cabinet fund was a bit
depleted you threw in another $100, but I'm pretty sure
now no such thing exists, that all the functions are run
at taxpayers' expense. In fact, I know they are. I'm
very, very proud of the fact that we did not impose on
the taxpayers of Western Australia for Cabinet
functions.
Now, if we had to... .1 suppose if the
Premier had to entertain some statesman that was here,
which often occurred, then that probably was a State
matter, but certainly normal Cabinet functions, Cabinet
luncheons at which we entertained people and that sort
of thing were all paid for by the Cabinet Ministers.
EH
Did you use the parliamentary dining room
at all for entertainment?
OLD
Yes, we used that quite a lot for Cabinet
luncheons and then later we had a Cabinet dining room up
in what's now known as the May Holman centre, I think,
that building where the Premier's office used to be but,
no, we used the Cabinet dining room quite a lot.
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OLD
EH

Can we get on to the 1977 election now?

OLD

Yes.

92

EH
As you approached the period of your
second election, what were your feelings about your
first term in Parliament?
OLD
It's fairly hard to recall but by that
time I had well and truly settled in to the Ministry and
therefore it was more or less a matter of course. As far
as the '77 election went, we didn't really have much
time to campaign.
Quite frankly there wasn't much
necessity to campaign anyhow. Cabinet Ministers being
defeated was fairly rare but under the same rule I
certainly campaigned within the towns and that sort of
thing.
I think I mentioned before when I was first
elected I made it a point of knocking on every door in
every town in the electorate. Well, I didn't do that
again, I didn't think that was necessary and it turned
out that it wasn't on those occasions anyhow.
EH
Was this election different at all from
the 1 74 election?
OLD
No, no, very similar, and the point is
that there'd been no change in the boundaries of the
electorate and I endeavoured to visit all those towns as
often as possible during my period as a Minister even, I
used to do that on the weekends and go out and see
people and so on.
Eli
Lenore Layman mentions in her article
that the Country Party was disadvantaged by
redistributions from this period onwards
OLD
The 19... .was it 1980, no, it was 1983
was the first redistribution that actually hit me
properly, you know. I ended up, and that was my last
year in the ministry of course as it turned out because
we were defeated that year, but _I ended up with a most
cumbersome electorate which I appealed against.
Originally the electorate was made up of the shires of
Tambellup, Broomehill, Katanning, Woodanilling, Wagin,
West Arthur and Kojonup.
A lot of shires, seven or
eight, but they were quite compact, you know, and I used
to visit them.
That's something I used to do on
Saturdays. I had an office in Kojonup and I used to
vist there once a month and I used to visit Wagin once a
month.
I used to visit... .1 think Kojonup, Wagin and
Katanning were the three I concentrated on and then I'd
Lenore. 1979, 'The Country Party: Rise and Decline,' in Essays in
West Australian Politics, es ralith Pervan & Campbell Sharman, LHA Press
p. 176.
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visit others just going around the shires to visit them,
but I had regular times at those others.
Then, just prior to the 1983 election Peter Jones rang
me in Katanning one weekend. I was down there on the
Friday doing something and the redistribution had just
come out and I said, "What's it like, Peter?" He said,
"Absolutely horrendous for you," and I said, "Oh, yes,
yes," knowing that he was pulling my leg, you know. I
said, "What's happened?" and he said, "Well, you've lost
West Arthur," and I said, "Oh, that's a pity." He said,
"You've gained Gnowangerup, Cranbrook, Jerramungup and
Ravensthorpe," and I said, "Oh, yes."
I said, "Now,
tell me properly," and he said, "No, I'm dinkum," and I
didn't believe him.
I just could not believe that I
had... .oh, I'd lost Kojonup too, that's right.
Peter
Jones inherited Kojonup and West Arthur and I had.
oh,
and apart from that, another addition was Lake King, so
I had about one third of the agricultural area in that
electorate and I just said, "Oh, it can't be right," and
I had a look and sure enough, it was right. I objected
strongly to the commissioners and the only concession
they made to me, they called it the electorate of Roe
and I said, "Look, hang on a minute."
I said, "Ever
since there's been a State Parliament there has been an
electorate of Katanning.
Now," I said, "you've just
wiped Katanning off the map." They said, "Oh, well, you
can't call it the electorate of Katanning."
I said,
"Well, you better call it the electorate of KatanningRoe", which they did, but they have now wiped Katanning
off the map completely. It is now, believe it or not,
part of the electorate of Wagin and I find it incredible
that there was no objection to that. Katanning, which
had probably the longest history in the Parliament of
Western Australia going back to the days of Arnold
Piesse and so on, now doesn't even rate a mention.
. . .

Well, we lost that election, the 1 83 election, and that
was probably the most difficult three years I had in
Parliament because I had virtually back to no staff. I
closed my office in Katanning. It was useless having an
office in Katanning when you were working down to... .1
used to go to Munglinup which is half way between
Ravensthorpe and Esperance, it was in my electorate, and
then down to Cranbrook which went down to the
Porongurups and round through there, and so I just spent
time like being on a merry-go-round trying to get round
this absolutely horrendous electorate.
So I based
myself in Parliament House in Perth and fortunately was
able to keep the secretary I had when I was... .right
through the ministry and she, of course, knew more about
the electorate than I did, so I could ring up and she'd
give me information off the top of her head, no trouble
at all.
But that was, I think it was one of the
injustices that was done to the central great southern,
quite frankly, when they did that. That was corrected

OLD
later on but there never since then has been an
electorate of Katanning, because once I was out of the
picture nobody fought for the retention of the name
Katanning and so I believe that a bit of history was
lost there, quite frankly, because it was a fairly
notable centre. The Piesses, as I say, who were known
partly as the founders of Katanning because they set up
the Katanning flour mill down there and they were there
long before the railway line met up. Then they had the
general store there and so on and so it went on.
Nowadays there's hardly any sign of the Piesses in
Katanning except for a statue in the main street, which
is a pity because they were always involved politically
somewhere along the line and they were great citizens.
They built some beautiful places in Katanning and so on
but that's history, and that's the way it goes. Almost
like the fall of the Roman empire [laughs].

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE ONE
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Mr Old, were other Country Party seats
Eli
equally as affected by the redistribution?
OLD
None of us came out terribly well, I
don't think. Peter Jones didn't fare too badly but he
got that other piece tacked onto him, but they were
pretty loyal parts of the State so he handled that
fairly well. I think Bert Crane got a bit more country
thrust upon him.
You see, what the original Country
Party did was to try and ensure that electorates were of
a reasonable size. If you take population as the only
criteria, or as the main criteria, and you got out into
the wilds of Ravensthorpe and round there, some of it's
sparsely populated and you can travel for miles and see
four people.
Campaigning out there was a terrible
business.
You'd drive for miles to see one person.
Eventually I tossed it in and what the hell.
But
someone's got to do it, agreed, but I think that the
imbalance between the city and the country hasn't been
addressed properly.
It's all right for places like
Katanning, Narrogin, Geraldton, Moora, places like that,
where you've got reasonably large towns around the
place, but then you go further out east of those places
and those people deserve representation as much, if not
more, than people in the city who can pick up a
telephone and get their politician or his office or
Parliament House within minutes.
These people are
virtually left isolated and there's got to be a better
system devised somehow to cater for those people.

EH
Going back now to the 1977 election, was
there any Federal pressure on the Western Australian
Country Party at this election?
OLD
Yes, we were under pressure from the
Federal people on this National Party bit.
Our
relationships were not all that good. I had very good
relationships with Ian Sinclair who was the deputy leader
at the time and the Minister for Primary Industry.
Prior to him, Peter Nixon, who was a very good fellow, I
had a lot of time for Peter Nixon. But no, the pressure
was starting to come on, for sure, about that time,
pressure which we were resisting both as a parliamentary
party and as a lay party, and this was the disappointing
part, when the lay party virtually deserted us and
decided they were going to join up with the National
Party. That's when we said, 'Well, you can have your
National Party and do what you like with it, we're not
becoming part of it."
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ER
election?

1.111

Did Mr Anthony come over for the '77

OLD
No, I never asked him ever to come over.
We fought our own elections over here. We didn't want
any Federal interference, quite frankly.
ER
In 1978 there was a split of the National
Country Party and the National Party with four out of
ten members left to form the National Party. Can you
describe some of the background to this?
OLD

How many members did you say?

ER

Four out of ten members.

OLD

That's right, yes, yes.

EH

Is that correct?

OLD
Yes, that's correct, yes. The background
is this, that the Federal party decided that the name
Country Party wasn't really for them. They were going
to invade the cities and they were going to rule the
world, you know, and this has been the dreamy philosophy
of a lot of people in Western Australia
that the
country can rule the city and we can be the major party.
We could never be the major party. The Country Party at
one stage had a lot of seats because there was a lot
more population in the country in those days than there
is now, and they were a great force; they were a big
force in the Parliament but they were never able to
govern in their own right. They always had to rely on
the Liberal Party and then the Liberal Party had to
rely, or the old Nationalists, as they were, had to rely
on the Country Party and so it was always a coalition
situation. Sometimes happier than others and I suppose
in any coalition there's got to be some abrasiveness
somewhere along the line and if it's not there someone
will certainly supply it. Now, the Federal people
thought that by changing their names to the National
Party they would overcome all this country hick business
and be able to invade the cities and take over the
cities and really run the whole concern. It was just
another dream under another name, and these guys, quite
frankly, I don't think knew what they were talking
about.
-

We resisted changing our name and eventually consented
to call ourselves the National Country Party and that

OLD
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fitted in quite well, that was fine, the NCP, but it
wasn't good enough for the Federal body. We had this
breakaway group, or we got to the stage where there was
a split in the National Country Party.
It came to a
head through disagreements over philosophy, and Matt
Stephens was the leader of the push who eventually,
having walked out of Government, then pressurised some
of his mates to walk away from the Country Party and
start this National Party. The Federal National Party
would not affiliate with them because I think they were
still at the time under the banner of National Country
Party as well, so we had this enigma of this National
Party here. There was a lot of underground work done by
this breakaway National group and they were always
sniping at us and going on. It didn't worry me, quite
frankly, and it didn't worry us any of us, we were quite
capable of handling them. But come the National Country
Party conference in 19... .where are we?
'78, when Mr
Anthony and there was, I think
did I mention this
before
that coincidentally the National Party had
their...
-

-

EH

It did come., up.

OLD
Yes, well, they put their conference on
the same day which smelt a bit of conspiracy.
Our
president, who was a fellow called Patterson, who was a
friend of mine, in inverted commas because he turned out
to be no friend at all, had, you know, he was always
here and talking to me and going on. Anthony was coming
over to open our conference. He opened our conference
and then said he had.. .he came over with the national
president who was a woman called McKerrow, and he said
he had another appointment and had to leave. So when he
left I said, "What's the other appointment'?" and no-one
seemed to know what the other appointment was.
Eventually it came out that he went to open the National
Party conference, so I said, "Well, now, I'm finished."
I put my papers down and said, "I'm off," and they said,
"Where are you going?" I said, "I'm going home." "Oh,
you'll be back tonight, won't you?"
I said, "No, I'm
going home and that's it," so I walked out, Peter Jones
walked out, Mick Gayfer walked out, Norm Baxter walked
out and we just wandered off and said, "Well, that's the
end of that." So that was the finish of the National
Country Party as we knew it and we just continued as NCP
for a while and then said, "Well, this is no good." So
we had a meeting and decided we would join the Liberal
Party. It was up to each bloke what he wanted to do.
Mick Gayfer didn't want to join the Liberal Party. He
wanted to remain as the National Country Party. I said,
"There's no such thing any more, Mick.
You realise
there's no such thing." He said, well, he wanted to
remain so I said, "Okay." "Well," he said, "I won't be
able to come to the joint party meetings any more." I
said, "We'll soon see about that," and as it happened
.

62
there was a Liberal Party meeting on that day. I went
round and knocked on the door and went in and addressed
them, told them what we were doing and said, "Now, I
want to accommodate Mick Gayfer," and they said, "That's
fine. He can come to our meetings," and he did for a
while, then gave it away and he sort of drifted away
too, so I'll say no more about that. But it was a dirty
campaign and that followed on into the 1989 election,
so... .'86 election at least, so we'll talk about that
next time. I'm just getting heated up! [Laughs.]

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO
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TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE

EH
Erica Harvey interviewing Mr Richard Old, tape
five of five tapes, 27 June 1991.
Last session, Mr Old!
Opposition, Mr Old?

How did you work as an

OLD
It was something new to most of us.
Ray
O'Connor, of course, was experienced in being in
Opposition.
He'd been in Government before and
Opposition before, and now in Government and Opposition
again, so he was able to tutor we greenhorns a bit. But
Ray, of course, was then challenged and deposed by Bill
Hassell and Ray retired from politics. Bill Hassell was
a fairly new member, had been in the Cabinet the last
three years we were there, or thereabouts.
He was a
very intelligent and capable bloke and he ran a fairly
tight ship. We had our shadow Cabinet and we met as a
shadow Cabinet every week while the House was sitting,
apart from our party meeting. In general you were the
spokesman for the portfolios that you covered in the
shadow Cabinet, so if anything came up in agriculture,
fisheries or primary industry, I was always on the
lookout, as the other guys were, to find a weakness in
the arguments and publicise it and say how they couldn't
handle it, and all that sort of thing. But they did
[laughter] just the same
the same as they used to do
to us, and it was a completely different and unrewarding
period, actually [laughs], to be in the shadow Cabinet
rather than in the Cabinet. But it is a fact of life
and a reality, and you soon pick it up and run with it.
-

EH

Did you meet regularly?

OLD
While the House was sitting we met every week,
and when the House wasn't sitting we met probably
fortnightly, or something like that, just to review
things and see what was going on. But, as I say, Bill
Hassell ran a pretty tight ship and did it very well.

EH
What was then the lead up to the 1986
election? What were the events in the Country Party
I
suppose I'm leading to
that put you in the situation
where you chose to go over to the Liberal Party?
-

-

OLD
That was when the NCP became the NP, the
National Party.
That's going back to that conference
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when Anthony came over and opened both conferences
and we
said, "Right, we're finished with the NCP," and virtually the
NCP was finished anyhow, they were going to join the National
Party. Some people didn't, some did. But I called a meeting
of the party, small as we were, and said, "Well, here's the
situation. Each member's got to make up his own mind what he
wants to do, and if you want to join the National Party, go
ahead and join the National Party. But I'm not going to, I'm
going to apply for membership of the Liberal Party because
that's the party that's certainly nearest my philosophies,
and we've worked well with them in coalition." There was
Peter Jones, Bert Crane and I in the Legislative Assembly and
we all decided to join the Liberal Party, which we did. Norm
[Baxter] had gone by then. Mick Gayfer in the upper House
didn't wish to, so he said he was going to remain NCP, and I
said, "Well, there isn't any such thing, but you can have a
go [laughs] at it."
I forget how they classified him,
probably as an Independent.
-

EH

Mm.

And it didn't last long, because up came the
OLD
election when Peter and I lost our seats, Bert Crane
returned, to his credit
he worked very hard in
electorate. And so that really was the end of the story,
end of our political careers [laughter]
-

'86
was
his
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EH
You mentioned the differences in philosophy, and
you were closer to the Liberal Party: What would you say
that the philosophy of the National Party was?
OLD
Well, locally, they really became more left wing
than we were, and I don't say that with any acrimony, but
they were more militant by a long way: Where we were more
trying to negotiate things, they were going about it in a
more militant manner. They may well be right, I don't know,
but I don't think so.
Marketing philosophy was another thing.
We were pretty
flexible in marketing in the Country Party. Our policy was
that if the farming community decided they wanted a certain
type of marketing then we would go along with it, which we
did. But that would be after a lot of discussion, and there
was a tendency in the majority of farmers to get into the
habit of always wanting a controlled marketing system, and
with these controlled acquisition-type marketing systems
there has to be winners and losers, there has to be some that
put in and some that take out. Someone has to pay for it,
that's the bottom line. And some of them work
there's no
doubt about that.
A lot of them work at a cost to the
farmer, and that cost increases. I was horrified the other
day when I heard what it cost to process and sell a lamb
nowadays. I suppose it becomes a habit, you have the Lamb
-
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Marketing Board, for example, or the Meat Marketing
Authority
or whatever you might have
and they virtually
don't get audited enough by the people who are providing the
goods to them. If they did have these regular audits
and I
have to say that the people who mainly do the auditing are
the Pastoralists and Graziers Association, and I could almost
say that the difference between the NCP Liberal Party and the
National Party is about the difference between the
Pastoralists and Graziers Association and, as they now call
themselves, the Farmers Federation. And that's about where
the difference in philosophy comes in
and they've both got
good things going for them. But the old Farmers Union was,
in the main, a pretty militant mob, the hierarchy of it, the
members probably not.
-

-

-

-

I remember in the days when Boucher was the president, and he
got into the habit of having about a quarterly meeting with
me, but it wasn't he meeting with me, it was his hierarchy
meeting with me, and there were probably twenty people
sitting on a raised sort of platform with me down here at a
table and them throwing questions at me. And eventually I
said, "Well, look, Wilf,"
this was Boucher
"if we are
going to have this sort of thing, we'll pick up sides. I'll
bring my team and we'll play your team. But if you think I'm
going to sit here and take what amounts at times to verbal
abuse, you've got another think coming. It's not on." So
our meetings quietened down a bit after that, but that was
really the difference. But then it depended a lot on the
president. When Don Eckersley was the president of what was
then the Farmers Union he was a more conservative type of
fellow and he was an excellent president, Don Eckersley.
Winston Crane had more that conservative attitude, not quite
as much as Eckersley had, but Wilf Boucher was very much the
militant, almost military precision with Wilf, so it was
quite interesting in that way.
-

EH
time?

-

What was your opinion of Hendy Cowan's role at this

OLD
Not very high [laughs] if you're asking on scales
of 1:10. Hendy Cowan was certainly never any friend of mine.
Well, I suppose he was in his earlier days but he was no
friend of the National Country Party and he was no friend of
the Liberal Party.
I think even he might admit that.
I
really feel that Hendy was influenced to a very large degree
by Matt Stephens, in fact I know he was.
EH
The Country Party today, what do you think are its
prospects?
OLD

Well, there's no Country Party...
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I should say the National Party

-

OLD
I don't know, they come and go. I was looking at a
program last night on the era of Bob Menzies, and I was again
reminded of the inordinate amount of authority and clout that
the Leader of the Country Party had
Black Jack McEwen
that program last night showed him up in a different light to
what we normally saw him in.
Menzies really became the
passive side of the coalition, if you can believe what that
program told you, and McEwen was the aggressive side.
I
don't frankly believe that that portrayal was quite right
because I don't think Menzies was the sort of guy to lay down
and take anything that he didn't want. If he thought it was
going all right he'd let it go, but I remember arguing
strenuously when I was in business with a very loyal Country
Party man who came to me and complained about something that
I was selling him, and I said, "Well, you can blame your
tariffs for this, this is an imported product and there is a
very high tariff on it," and he said, "Oh, we've got to do
away with them." I said, "Well, you'd better write to your
leader, because he's the man that's putting all the tariffs
on."
And McEwen had an inordinate amount of authority,
there's no doubt about that. And, of course, we went through
an era of great prosperity at that time, but it was a false
sort of prosperity that we were making expensive goods and
buying them ourselves, virtually.
-

-

EH
You have spoken several times, and described
yourself as being a conservative. How would you define a
conservative?
OLD
I suppose when I say I am a conservative, I feel
that by nature I am more conservative than gregarious, let's
put it that way. Probably the tag "conservative" doesn't fit
politically, although I guess if I was in England I'd be a
conservative, let me put it that way. I certainly wouldn't
be a Liberal in the UK, but then things are quite different
here. But I always tag a conservative as somebody who is not
radical, who has their own ideas of how to do things but
doesn't push it too far.
EH
When you joined the Liberal Party what was the
reaction?
OLD
Shock and horror in some
having worked with them for so long,
it was purely and simply a change
getting married, almost [laughs]
a
changing her name.
-

areas.
But, you see,
there was no transition,
of name.
It was like
lady getting married and

We didn't do anything differently as Liberals to what we'd
done as Country Party, but of course the white ants got in
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and said, "Well, now you're going to lose all the things you
had because these guys have gone to the Liberal Party, and so
on." And that was quite untrue and was a downright lie,
because we did nothing different. We exerted the same amount
of clout within the Cabinet as we did when we were Country
Party members, so there was no diminution of services to the
country, and that to me demonstrates the fallacious argument
about philosophies and whatnot, it's what you are yourself
that counts. If I brought ten Liberal Party people in here,
you'd have five different philosophies, they are all aiming
in the same direction but they do it in a different way, and
I think that is where we get wrong. People brand people as
something. If you're a Methodist you're a wowser, if you're
a Church of England bloke like
a good fellow like me
then
you're a moderate sort of a bloke, that does a bit of this
and a bit of that, and if you're a Catholic you could be a
boozer or you could be a Callithumpian, you know. And that's
probably not the right analogy, but people do tend to
categorise people by either religion or political beliefs or
what else is there
business type approaches and so on. And
when you work it all out in politics really there's a left
and a right, and I guess some people try to be in between,
and that's where they fail.
-

-

-

EH
In retrospect, could things have happened
differently?
OLD
Oh, quite differently, yes, I could have been the
backbencher all the time I was in Parliament, you know
if
the Country Party people had not been so stupid as to walk
out of Cabinet. I don't think we would have stayed on the
back bench all our lives, but yes, certainly the situation as
it evolved politically worked in the favour of Jones and I,
for instance, and to the detriment of Stephens and McPharlin,
and I think, having talked to Ray McPharlin in later years,
he very much rued the day that he allowed Stephens to talk
him into that sort of thing.
-

EH
Going into the 1986 election then as a Liberal, how
much of a problem was that in a country seat like Katanning?
OLD
Very much a problem, yes.
They were ingrained
Country Party people from way back, you know, from the days
I think they used to call themselves Nationalists at one
time, but way back in the days of the Piesses, and people
like •that.
Katanning was always described as a very
conservative town, and, again, how do you define
conservatism? People who virtually walk in the middle of the
track.
And in Katanning's brighter days we had a large
population of railway people, so it was never a one-sided
town, it was always a very egalitarian society, to put it in
that manner, and we all had good friends in the railways, and
good friends among the schoolteachers, and so on
and then
you had some bad ones as well!
It was a mixed town, but

-

-
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usually a pretty level-headed sort of a place, nobody really
got out of line very much.
EH

How do you think the public viewed politicians?

OLD
Well, if you believed what they said, not very
well, but I think that's fashionable as much as anything
else. If you asked people to categorise professions, they'd
probably put sanitary workers ahead of politicians, and I
think part of it's habit, part of it's envy.
You see
somebody that one day, like me, is an agent in the town, and
two years later he's a Minister being driven round in a black
car, and that sort of thing, and they say, "Look at that guy,
he thinks he's someone," which I didn't really at any stage.
I enjoyed it, fine, but by God I worked! I can tell you, the
amount that you've got to do! People don't believe you when
you say you work hard as a Minister. Some Ministers don't
work terribly hard, I don't think, because they leave it to
the departments entirely and probably, 'in retrospect, I could
have left a lot more to my department than I did, because it
was a very good department, and what's more they acknowledged
right from wrong, the same as I did, and they gave me some
very good advice. But I still burnt the midnight oil when I
went through all these sorts of things.
EH
Looking back on what can only be described as a
very eventful period in the life of the Country Party and the
National Party, how would you sum up this time in Parliament?
OLD

What, now or during my period?

EH

During your period.

OLD
Pretty stable, actually. I think we probably went
through one of the most stable periods of Government in
Western Australia, good progress in the mining industry
steady progress, that is, and not a time of tremendous
prosperity but a time of movement in the right direction, and
I think that was very important. And if you look now at
what's happening today, if you asked people two years after
we were deposed
As I talked to you about this
contractor fellow saying to me, "You guys have
to lift
your game, you know, if you want to get anywhere"
I'd like
to talk to that fellow now and see what he thinks. But I
think he's done very well out of the deals, so he probably
thinks it's all right.
But a lot of people have changed
their minds, especially now with what's coming out in this
Royal Commission. Never could you accuse John Tonkin or Bert
Hawke of being corrupt or conspiring to do something, because
as Premiers
and I am talking about them as Premiers, I know
nothing about their private lives
but as Premiers they had
a standard to maintain and they strove to maintain that

-

.

.

.

-

-

-
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That was lost
standard, and that's what it's all about.
during the period of the Burke Government, completely and
utterly lost, and the country is suffering for it. It's been
lost in Victoria under Cain and the country is suffering for
And, surprisingly, in South Australia, where I would
it.
have put Bannon as one of the more moderate type Labor guys,
but history will tell whether it's his fault or someone
else's but he's the Premier and really and truly that's where
the buck stops, as Truman once said.
As an ex-Parliamentarian, have you contributed to
EH
business organisations and community organisations in your
retirement?
No, I've virtually done nothing and that's not
OLD
A
through lack of desire, I sometimes get very restless.
couple of times I've been asked to do a small task here and
there, but I certainly haven't been inundated with offers to
go into the commercial world or anything.
EH

Do you still keep in touch with colleagues?

Oh, yes. As a matter of fact Peter Jones rang me
OLD
this morning to go and have lunch with him, but I said I had
a much nicer appointment with a lady, so [laughter] I didn't
tell him any more! I don't see Peter a lot because he's very
busy. Peter's a younger guy who has got right into commerce
and [is] director of a couple of companies and that sort of
thing. But I do see some of the guys. I go and have lunch
with them probably once a month, or something like that, play
golf with them once a month and so on. It's all very good.
I prevailed upon him to allow me to open the new wing of the
primary school in Katanning, which he agreed to. We used to
have a lot of fun with that sort of thing. But, no, it was
very, interesting and very nice to go to places and be asked
to open things in your electorate, which we did, and it was
nice to entertain other Ministers when they came into your
electorate to open something that was within their portfolio.

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE
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TAPE FIVE SIDE TWO

Eli
Mr Old, could you describe your role on the Joint
House Committee?
OLD
Yes, when I first went into Parliament in 1974 we
were then of course a small party, the NCP, comparatively,
and the NCP ran their party meetings a little differently to
the Liberal Party. In the Liberal Party the leader, in that
case Charles Court, ran the party meeting each week and he
also ran the joint party meeting which followed. The NCP's
constitution provided for a chairman to run the party
meetings, and the leader was there as a member, virtually.
We had an influx of new members and then we had three
Ministers, they were what I suppose you might call the senior
people, we had Bill Young who was the member for Roe and
whose fate... The Liberal member for Roe opposed Bill Young
who'd been a member for some time, and the election was so
close that it had not been decided by the time we wanted to
get the thing going.
So I was elected chairman of the
Parliamentary Country Party pro tem, and then when Bill's
fate was sealed and he was no longer eligible to look at us
for ministerial duties which he would have had, then we set
up the party. And, as I say, I was elected chairman because
I'd been chairman of the Katanning shire for so long that I
suppose they thought I could handle it. And that was the way
we ran our meetings.
We had a chairman and a secretary,
Peter Jones was elected secretary and we actually ran the
party meetings. So it was a different set up to the other.
I was also appointed to the Joint House Committee because,
again, the National Country Party and the Liberal Party
shared these committees and we were to appoint someone to the
House Committee, so I was appointed there. And I actually
stayed on the House Committee all the time that I was in
Parliament, even when I was a Minister, a lot of them gave it
away when they were Ministers, but we were short of people
and I was reasonably interested in the House Committee, not
that it did terribly much but the House Committee was
responsible for the running of Parliament House, catering and
so on.
We had a catering officer who was the House
controller virtually, Bernie Edmondson, who did a very good
job and he used to attend these meetings. When he retired
Vince Pacecca was appointed. Vince was running a hotel out
at Booragoon and he was appointed as our House controller,
and as we are talking today he's still there and doing a very
good job.
The House controller actually lived in a fairly wellappointed flat in Parliament House, so there was always
somebody there. If we wanted to go in on weekends to do some
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work or something, in those days you went round and knocked
on the controller's door and went in past the flat, sort of
thing. After that they put security locks on the doors and
we each had a key. They now have the electronic key system,
so Parliamentarians have a card of some sort and they can get
into the parking area and that sort of thing.
It was an
interesting but not what you'd call a terribly important job,
it was just something that had a bit of interest in it.
EH
Could we talk now about the lead-up to the 1983
election?
Q;rr!P

'83

EH

Yes.

-

OLD
that's the last one we won, wasn't it?
that's the one we lost!
-

EH

No,

Yes [laughter].

OLD
I've got to think about these things!
Yes,
certainly. That was when Ray O'Connor was the Premier, yes.
EH
Yes.
election?

What were the key issues for the '83

OLD
I think it was mainly a mishmash of issues. We
sort of went out on the basis of further development for
Western Australia and better deals for farmers, and the usual
things. In retrospect, I think probably the Government was
getting a bit tired, and it's a terrible thing to say but I
think it happens, with the exception of probably Menzies in
the Federal Government. They don't last all that long, and I
think we'd got to a stage where the tempo had gone out of the
Government a bit, if anyone had accused me of that at the
time I'd have argued vigorously about it, but in retrospect I
think it was right, that we had lost our thrust and our tempo
and probably our enthusiasm. I don't know whether that would
be a reasonable assessment or not, but in retrospect I think
that's how it was, and that's why we suffered a defeat which
we shouldn't have suffered. But if we hadn't I suppose we
would have gone out the next time, because on the law of
averages we'd had a pretty good run, of nine years continuous
Government, and I guess that's about average. We lost the
election, yes, I don't think I could honestly say that we
should have won it, that's what I'm getting around to.
EH

Had there been any changes in your own electorate?
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OLD
Yes, there had, but it hadn't come into fruition.
I had an horrendous electorate in the last three years I was
in Parliament which covered.. ..it must have been a quarter of
the agricultural area.
It was colossal, it went from
Woodanilling in the north to the Mt Barker-Cranbrook boundary
in the south, down to the coast and right out to half way
between Ravensthorpe and Esperance, and then north to Lake
Grace.
So it was a colossal area, and it was almost
impossible to run. I don't know how the commissioners of the
day could have lumped so much productive agricultural country
into one electorate, because it was certainly a job for two
members of Parliament to handle it. You couldn't really do
justice to that with the number of towns to service in it and
the colossal productivity which came out of that country.
EH

How did you go about running a campaign, then?

OLD
I suppose I was lucky that I campaigned as a
Minister, so it wasn't terribly difficult because they sort
of thought, "If they go back into Government this guy will be
a Minister again," although we didn't go back into
Government! So the campaigning wasn't all that bad. I spent
very little time in the electorate campaigning.
But of
course when I was a backbencher I spent a lot of time in the
electorate and especially come election time.
The fellow that opposed me, Monty House who stood for the
National Party, had been to see me, strangely enough. I was
then a Liberal of course, and I happened to be in Katanning
in my office, and I had with me Tom Knight who was one of the
upper House members for that area and Bob Bachelor who was
the organiser for the Liberal Party happened to be in town.
We were sitting in my office when the phone rang and it was
Mr House, and he said he'd like to see me. I said, "I'm tied
up here till about four o'clock but I'll get in the car and
come out and see you as soon as I've finished," and he said,
"No, I'll come in." So he came in and, as I say, it was
coincidental that there was myself, Tom Knight the
Legislative Council member and Bob Bachelor, and I said, "Do
you want these fellows to go?" and he said, "No. I want them
to hear what we've got to say." So he came in and said that
the National Party were harassing him to stand for Parliament
against me, and he said that he wasn't going to have a bar of
it. I said, "Oh, that's fine, it's really up to you," and he
said, "Well, I do want to have a go for Parliament but I'd
like to stand for the Liberal Party," and I said, "Let me
tell you this, Monty, that this will be my last election
irrespective of win, lose or draw, I'm not going any further.
So if you join the Liberal Party. . . ."
"I'm already a
member," he said, and I said, "Well then, I don't think
you'll have a lot of problems in getting endorsed for the
next election, which is in 1991."
And he said, "That's
great, that suits me fine." So we left it at that.
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I went overseas after that, and I was in [pause] Greece, I
think it was, and I got a phone call to say Mr House had
nominated for the National Party [laughter], so, I thought,
"So much for arrangements! That's a very loose sort of an
arrangement to have!"
EH
Yes. So, did you have
Country Party

-

yourself for the National

-

OLD

No, I was a Liberal then.

EH

Oh, right.

OLD
Yes, I joined the Liberal Party, and he was a
Liberal too.
EH

Right

-

so was that the 1986 election?

OLD
Yes, I'm sorry. I've got myself lost. '86, yes
that's the one I lost, yes.
EH
So the 1983 [election]
Country Party [candidate]

-

-

you stood as the National

-

OLD
Oh yes, well, in '83 I had a Labor Opposition, I
think. I'm not too sure what I had in 1 83 now, I'd have to
look it up but it wasn't very serious, let me put it that
way.
EH
You mentioned that back in 1974 when Aboriginal
people in your electorate, or throughout Western Australia,
got the vote for the first time they hadn't been much
interested in voting. Had you noticed, especially in this
bigger electorate, if there had been any changes?
OLD
Not really, I don't think.
to them, especially in Katanning, but
had a lot of interest, some of them
many of them were very interested in
polite, but not terribly interested.

I used to go and talk
no, I don't think they
did, but not terribly
it. They were all very

EH

1983 saw the defeat of the Liberal Party.

OLD

Yes, the coalition.

Yes, that's right.

OLD
EH
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What was your reaction to losing the election?

OLD
Well, it was quite disappointing, to say the least.
But, as I say, in retrospect I think it was inevitable, and I

think at the time I rather thought that it had a chance of
happening. But then one never concedes that the Labor Party
can beat you, you think, "That's crazy," you just put that in
the back of your mind.
"They're not going to win, no-one

will vote for them." But they did!
EH

What was life like then in Opposition?

OLD
Shocking!
[Laughter] I had to buy my own motor
car, and that sort of thing [laughter].
No, it was a
different bailgame, because I wasn't used to it, because I'd
only had about twelve months in the back bench in the first
place, so I hadn't been used to anything else except the
ministerial life, which was pretty busy. And then you lose
that busyness and there's a void there, quite frankly, and
you lose touch with the departments and that sort of thing,
because you are sort of at arm's length then, and rightly so.
You can't just barge into departments when they're under
another colour of Government and say, "What's going on here
and there?"
Civil servants, as a general rule, are very
honest people who've got to sway a little one way or the
other as a new Government comes in. And they don't sway very
far, incidentally. The departments pretty well know how to
handle things and they'll bend it one way or the other to
suit the philosophy of either Government. But they're very
professional and, in the main, very good people.
EH
What was your assessment of the early days of the
Burke Government?
OLD
I thought they were terrible [laughter], naturally,
couldn't do anything as well as we did! They had a different
attitude, and that's understandable, but they seemed to get
along all right, seemed to go ahead.

EH
How would you describe the style of the Burke
Government?
OLD
Well, it was totally different to what we were used
to, really. Burke himself was a fairly polished performer
having been in the journalism game for so long and I'd almost
say he was a bit of an actor, really, in his role as Premier.
But there's no doubt that he carried it out, certainly
publicly, very well. History will prove whether or not his
actions were as ethical as they may have been, but certainly
at this stage one can't pass any judgment on that and I'm not
qualified to anyhow.
But, no, he was quite a polished
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performer and he also of course got to work and did something
that Labor Governments had not been able to do in the past,
and that was to woo the business sector and the
entrepreneurs, and it is something that I could never really
get over, the fact that he could so quickly get into gear
with these people. It sort of set him a bit apart from the
normal run of the mill.
EH
Did this surprise many people? Was it commented
upon at the time?
OLD
Well, I think we used to sort of make fun of it a
bit, that he was barking up the wrong tree, but history has
certainly proven that he was very, very much in with the
entrepreneurial-type businessmen. We had not really sought
to cultivate them, certainly during the Court era. Now in
the twelve months or so that Ray O'Connor was the Premier
then I guess perhaps there was a bit more courting of the
entrepreneurs than there was during the Court period, because
Charles Court was very much a traditionalist and one who
looked at development and then the developer. Ray probably
had a more relaxed attitude towards some of these fellows
than Charles Court had, and of course Burke had a good
personality and he was able to get straight into these
fellows.
I don't know how much groundwork had been done
during their period in Opposition, but I guess some had been
done.
I recall being at a function at what was then the Merlin
Hotel
it's the Hyatt now but it was then the Merlin
and I
was invited down there to some function at which some of the
entrepreneurs were present, and one of them was talking to me
briefly, a chap that I didn't really know, I don't really
know him now, and he was one I didn't greatly admire but he
was pretty big in the building industry, the construction
industry, and he said to me, "You know, unless you fellows
lift your game and change your style you're never going to
get back into Government. You've got to promote yourselves
with the businessmen and the entrepreneurial side," and I
said, "Oh, you could be right." But that stuck with me,
because it was very soon after Burke got into power. That's
why I think that probably, as I said a while ago,
negotiations had been under way for some time.
-

-

Hancock of course took Burke under his wing, and that's being
demonstrated now by the fact that, irrespective of what this
Royal Commission finds, Hancock is going to give Burke a job.
I've got no quarrels with that, that's up to Mr Hancock. But
that's where the old National Country Party went a bit wrong,
they thought if they could promote Lang Hancock then all
their worries were over.
Peter Jones, Norm Baxter and I
wouldn't have a bar of that because we would not compromise
ourselves or put ourselves in a situation where we could have
the finger pointed and say, "You're under the thumb of big
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business," and we weren't going to be.
And I think that
stuck in the mind of Mr Hancock. I don't really know him at
all. I've met him, but I don't know him and I don't think he
thinks much of me, and that doesn't worry me, quite frankly.
I'm happy with what I did.
I'm happy with the way I
conducted myself politically. I didn't in any way prostitute
my ethics and I have a very clear conscience about what I
did, which I wouldn't have had if I'd sold myself to any part
of big business. But I never went on any freebies with big
businessmen or anything, so I could always with a clear
conscience say that I could make a decision without any
pressure on me. Naturally, like everybody else, there were
people I liked and admired more than others, and I probably
leant towards them more, but that's only human nature!
Everyone does that, I suppose, unless they're something out
of the box.
But I certainly was never going to be in a
situation where someone could say, "You owe me," because I
didn't owe anyone.
EH
In the years when political campaigns were so
expensive, with the amounts of money parties were spending,
particularly on television advertising, how was the National
Country Party getting by?
OLD
With great difficulty.
We never really had big
spenders until Lang Hancock came on the scene, and he was
cultivated by Mr Fletcher, who was then the president, and
the vice president
and they all thought it was a whacking
good idea.
And they used to prevail upon myself and
especially Peter Jones who was the Minister for Mines and
Development, and we just had to stay at arm's length and
that's all there was to it. And that's what we did. And
they really couldn't see the logic in that. I am quite sure
some of them did, but there were others who
the big thing
was the dollar signs flashing.
And then we had
Bjelke-Petersen come over here and stayed with Hancock, he
and Hancock were very great friends, and obviously Hancock
probably fed a lot of money into the National Party in
Queensland. I don't know, but it appears that he did. And
while Bjelke-Petersen was here we had a meeting with Laurance
who owned Seaworld. He was a local Western Australian fellow
who did very well, and I think he's still doing very well.
His brother was a Liberal Party member of Parliament, that
was Peter Laurance, and his brother was the member for
Gascoyne who now works with Peter Laurance. We had a meeting
out at Peter Laurance's place, quite a big meeting with
various people and Laurance hosted the meeting for us. But I
never got involved.
I don't suppose I've had that much
opportunity.
We probably did have opportunities, but the
fact that you are invited to meet somebody sort of opens it
up. But we had to be very circumspect, and it could not be
seen that a Minister, and especially us in a minority
situation, were in any way being influenced by any particular
people.
I suppose I was influenced to a large degree by
farmers [laughs] and fishermen.
-

-
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OLD

The tone of the Parliament in these years, had that
Eli
changed very much?
Not during my period there. I suppose when I first
OLD
went into Parliament one of the most ragged blokes in the
Parliament would have been Brian Burke, and Brian was what
you might call a bit of a larrikin in those days, I suppose,
but as I say he changed completely when he became Premier.
He was always very well dressed and groomed and he carried it
remembering
out in a surprisingly polished manner, I think
the guy when I first went in there was almost a larrikin,
nothing more or less.
-

Eli

And the relationship between the political parties?

I think some of our people
It was never close.
OLD
most of us who had been on
certainly
were close to them, but
call close. I liked Dave
you'd
what
the front bench weren't
known Dave Evans from
I'd
Evans, who was my opposite number.
found him to be a
always
I
and
my days as a shire president,
So, yes, I
bloke.
fair
very
a
very approachable fellow and
had that certainly with him, and I could approach Don Taylor
Of
and Don May, they were very approachable Ministers.
course that's going into the early part of that.
But it was a new experience for me and I don't suppose I got
terribly close to the Labor blokes and they didn't get
Nowadays I am on the ex-members'
terribly close to me.
committee and there's three Liberals and three Labor Party
blokes, and you wouldn't know which was which, quite frankly
[laughter].

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE TWO
END OF INTERVIEW
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