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lntrod11ction
This is an interview with William Robert Withers for the Parliamentary Oral History
It is
Collection and the J.S. Battye Library of West Australian History.
supplementary to a previous interview conducted on 28 October 2004.

Bill Withers was born in Sydney on 8 August 1931, and educated at Kogarah
Primary School and Sydney Technical High School. In 1948 he joined the
Royal Australian Air Force as an engineering apprentice. He subsequently
obtained qualifications in air navigation, and during the early 1950s served in
the Pacific and Malaya. In 1957 he accepted an appointment as a
commissioned officer with the Aircraft Research and Development Unit for
CSIRO, and in November that year navigated the first light aircraft delivery
crossing of the Pacific.
Although he enjoyed his work with the CSIRO, Bill became eager for new
challenges, and in late 1963 he and his wife Judith decided to move to
Kununurra, Western Australia, after entering into a business partnership
prompted by the expanding Ord River Irrigation Scheme. Between 1964 and
1971 Bill established several businesses in Kununurra, including a general
store, service station, jewellers, and a newsagency. During this period he
also became increasingly involved in community affairs, and from 1965 to
1971 served as Deputy Shire President for the Shire of Wyndham East
Kimberley. Bill was elected President of the newly established Kununurra
Chamber of Commerce, became a Consultative Councillor for the Kimberley,
and the inaugural Chairman of the Chamber of Commerce Committee for
Tourism. In 1969 he was appointed to the Reserves Advisory Council as
representative for the north of Western Australia.
In September 1970 Bill decided to accept endorsement as the Liberal Party
candidate for North Province after joining the Party only four days earlier. In
May 1971 he became MLC for the seat on the resignation of Frank Wise. His
maiden speech emphasised the specific problems and challenges faced by
people living in remote areas of the State.
·
Bill Withers' parliamentary career provides an insight into the logistical
difficulties and frustrations faced by a conscientious politician who is striving
to provide an adequate level of representation for an electorate that is
physically distanced from the seat of government. The 1981 Electoral Act
Amendment Bill, which increased the size of the Kimberley electorate,
convinced Bill that he could no longer represent his electorate effectively, and
this prompted his resignation from Parliament. During the interview, Bill
provides observations on the political motivations surrounding the boundary
change, and his relations with key figures.
The interview was recorded by Ron Chapman on 12 July 2007 on 3 x 60 minute
cassette tapes.
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My name is Ron Chapman. It is Thursday, 1z!h July 2007 and I am

carrying out an interview with Bill Withers at his home in Perth, Western Australia.
This interview is supplementary to an earlier interview I had with Bill on the
28 1h October 2004 and is part of an oral history project that records the
recollections of former members of Western Australia's Parliament.

First of all, Bill, I'd like to thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview.

WITHERS

RC

My pleasure, Ron.

Thanks, Bill. I'd like to start by asking you about your school

experiences, first of all at Kogarah Primary School in Sydney, which I believe you
attended from 1937 to 1943 and also Sydney Technical College, which I believe
you attended between 1944 and 1947.

WITHERS

That's correct. Okay, well, Kogarah Primary School is a school

that now has been made famous by Clive James, who also went there. I found that
schooling at that level was quite acceptable and quite easy for me. I didn't know
why; I was always in the top three pupils in the Kogarah Primary School and I was
able to win a place at the Sydney Technical High School, which was considered to
be a special school in those days. Did you want to know anything more than that?
Did you want to know favourite subjects or whatever?

RC

WITHERS

Yes, I'd be interested, Bill, in what subjects particularly attracted you.

Okay, well, I did like writing and I liked art, but I can't remember

having any particular likes or dislikes in the primary school. We also did the first
declension of Latin in the primary school and I found that to be quite interesting
and I had no trouble with it, but later on when I went to Sydney Technical High
School, I had to either do French or German and I'd selected German, and I just
couldn't handle that language. To me it wasn't logical. Of course, it's rather stupid
of me to think that way, but I had a rather immature brain. I found that the German
treatment of grammar in relation to gender didn't stack up in my mind; for instance,
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das madchen, the girl, is neuter gender, whereas die frau, the woman, is feminine
gender, and I couldn't see the difference. I was a bit slack as a student in high
school and there were reasons for me being that way. I was distracted, particularly
in third year when I'd had an accident; I broke my tibia and fibula in a complicated
fracture, and it was set incorrectly and had to be broken and reset again, so this
meant that I missed most of my intermediate years, the third year of high school,
and I wanted to repeat that year but my parents said no. I reckon they reckoned I
was good enough to go on. They had a meeting with the schoolteacher and the
schoolteacher said that possibly because I had wanted to be a technical teacher,
they could put me up for the examinations to go into the fourth and fifth year at
East Sydney tech college, which was an annex of Sydney Technical High School,
and if I passed the examination, well, I'd go into that special class for the training
of technical teachers. Very foolishly, I passed the examination so I wound up in
fourth year going to East Sydney Technical College as an annex of Sydney tech
high. Then I realised halfway through the year that I was going to fail because I'd
missed too much of my intermediate year and my ego didn't like that at all, so I
thought what I'd do is I'd resign and leave from school. I didn't quite know what I
was going to do but I just didn't want to fail in the eyes of everybody.

RC

I just wondered, Bill, if you could give me some reflections about your

boyhood life, your early life. In an earlier interview, you said that you learnt how to
survive in the bush, survival on the street and just how to enjoy life. I just
wondered what you meant by this.

WITHERS

Well, I was in an unusual situation. That was one of the

distractions, actually, when I was at high school. When I began the fourth year
high school, going to East Sydney tech college as an annex, my father had
decided that it would be a good idea to teach me independence. He didn't have
any money and he didn't have an academic background himself. He said that he
would give me 10 shillings a week and from that I would have to find my own
accommodation, because they were now living down at Berrara Waters and there
was no connection between buses and trains to get me from the school to home
on the one day. He thought if I could find my own accommodation and pay for my
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own board and lodging using that 10 shillings a week, plus my school fees
et cetera, I'd learn about true survival. I think he knew that that was insufficient
money to do what he wanted me to do, so it forced me into finding some other
form of occupation. I was reasonably good at art; I'd won a few art competitions
and one of the men's fashions of the day was hand-painted neckties, so I started
painting neckties as a way of paying school fees and clothing et cetera. I did
neckties with grass-skirted hula girls and drum majors walking off the tie in
whatever tartan the client wanted and clipper ships in full scale, little black and
white Scottie dogs et cetera, et cetera.

RC

Fine. Just going back on that, Bill, how do you consider your self-

sufficiency, if you like, your survival ... how did this affect your future life, just on
reflection?

Oh, tremendously, because one of the things you mentioned,

WITHERS

which I didn't answer, was survival in the bush. My father was actually a good
hunter and he taught me to shoot. From the age of four, I had a BB gun; one of my
uncles gave me a BB gun at the age of four and I'd been brought up with rifles and
been taught to hunt and to fish and to live off the land, and so, with that, combined
with the skills in the city that I'd learnt for survival, the two things gave me a mental
outlook which allowed me to challenge anything and do what I just wanted to do
and give it a go. That was a tremendous help to me when we later became settlers
on the Ord River.

RC

Have you any further comments, Bill, on your time at Sydney

Technical High School, how you think this impacted on your future career?

WITHERS

Yes, I think the major impact was the fact that it was wartime,

towards the end of the war, and we were number 2. We had an air training corps
flight, "No 2 Flight Sydney Tech High School". Of course, at that time, you could
not join the air training corps until you were 16 years of age, but if a school had an
ATC flight, then one could join at 14 years of age. But for ease of administration,
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the school said you could join in the year you turned 14, so I gave them advice at
the end of 1944 that I was going to join the ATC at the end of January the
following year, and that was the year that I turned 14, but I was only 13 years and
seven months when I actually joined. Now, there were two lots of influence here.
The first one was the fact they give us an RAAF uniform with the flashes of the
ATC that you wore on the shoulders. Being wartime, they encouraged to us to
wear the uniform whenever the occasion arose, so that helped with my clothing
problem because I only had one white school shirt and I needed something else to
replace it, so I had an Air Force shirt that I could also wear with my uniform.
The other thing that influenced me was the fact that when we went into the ATC,
they give us aptitude examinations and I passed my aircrew examinations at the
age of 13 and a half. Later on also they put me in the rifle corps because they
were having a state competition and they found that I could use a rifle
competently. In fact, even after I left school, they asked me to remain in the A TC
so that I could compete in the state shoot, and we did win that, incidentally. I think
my son has the pennant, winning the state team shoot.

RC

Right, I just want to ask you now, Bill, about the conditions for

apprentices in the ATC. What was life like in the ATC at that time?

WITHERS

Well, the ATC was, I suppose, like any cadet corps, really, for a

school boy. Of course, we were influenced so much by propaganda at that stage
(as I say, it was still wartime) and we really initially wanted to become Spitfire
pilots and shoot the Huns out of the sky and then shoot the Japs; get behind a gun
and wipe them out. Of course, the war ended towards the end of 1945 and we
didn't have that opportunity, but by that time I'd taken up the offer of my father to
work as a yardman, a bloke who took fishing parties out and also picnic parties
down at the Pacific Guest House on the Hawkesbury River. So I did that until I
joined the apprenticeship scheme in the RAAF in February 1948 in Wagga. In
1947, I did my aptitude tests and medical examinations at Bradfield Park

in

Sydney and passed those and then I was put into the first course of apprentices at
Wagga.
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How did you find the discipline in the service environment, Bill?

It was very, very strict. We thought it was unreal; for instance,

we couldn't wear shoes into our hut. We had to polish the floors so that the
inspecting officer could look into the hut and just see a mirror image of our beds
and lockers and everything. That was one thing that was harsh. Also we'd arise
very early in the morning and have to get the hut in that condition ready for
inspection prior to going to breakfast and be out on parade at eight o'clock, so all
of you had to do all of your ablutions and your hut polishing and all that sort of
thing; get your clothing ready, beds made and have breakfast and be on parade at
eight. Also, we had compulsory study for three nights a week under supervision.
We were under supervision the whole time, of course. So you'd have reveille at
6.30 and go through what I just described, then you'd work all day, first of all, out
on the parade ground doing the normal drill things the military wants you to do.
Then we'd go into the classrooms for academic work and into the workshops for
our practical work, and then after that you'd come back to the living quarters and
get showered and dressed for dinner and then you'd have dinner, and after dinner
we would go into study from seven till nine o'clock at night. So, really, we were
under supervision from 6.30 in the morning till nine o'clock at night for three days a
week. We only had one and a half days off a week; we worked on a Saturday
morning as well. That was initially, and on top of all that we were only paid three
shillings a week or five and one-seventh pence per day, so it was a very difficult
time for us. But, once again, that forced us to find other means to be able to take a
girl to the pictures, which most of us couldn't do. But we had some very friendly
girls who would meet us inside the pictures, and some of them had really decent
and caring mothers who would pack a little bit of cake and some biscuits, so they'd
take them into the pictures for us.

RC

WITHERS

How did you manage to supplement your income, Bill?

On the unit in two ways. By this time, of course, I couldn't ... I

did a few hand-painted tyres but only a couple. Most of the painting I did was on
kitbags for the airmen, who had much more money than we did. I had to paint, you
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know, designs, scripts and scrolls, "Death before dishonour" and horrible things
like snakes crawling through the eye of a skull et cetera, et cetera. That was pretty
reasonable money, but we also did something else; that is, there was a wrecking
company breaking up the old aircraft that had been parked there from after the
Coral Sea battle at Forest Hill and we were breaking those aircraft up. It's quite
amazing really. Some of the guys just left their mementos hanging there and there
were still bullets in the guns. It was just incredible.

RC

Do you think that these ways of supplementing your income at this

stage were influenced by your earlier comments about the need for survival?

WITHERS

Oh, my word, yes. I believe a person should do everything

possible to survive, doing things that they like doing. I mean, I like painting, so I
survived in that way. I found it interesting breaking up aircraft because I was
learning to be an air-frame fitter, of course, and seeing how an aircraft was
constructed while it was being broken up was very interesting for me.

RC

I'd just like to move on now to your artistic achievements, Bill. You've

already mentioned your interest in art. I know you have a painting in the
Parliament House collection. Could you tell me how this came about?

WITHERS

Certainly. I'd won a few art competitions and I'd started selling

paintings after I had done 12 months with a professional painter, Bunny Cannon in
Sydney and he told me, "Don't bother about exhibiting, just go straight out and sell
in to galleries", which I did. When we got to Kununurra, I continued those
paintings. I'd do a painting. If somebody did a great favour for us, we might do a
painting to pay them back because we didn't have any money; all our money was
tied up in our capital investment and starting our business. But then I won a few
local competitions. One competition I won, besides having a small cash prize, was
also the commission to paint the painting representing the shire in the Parliament
House collection. As you know the Parliament House collection in Western
Australia is represented by one painting from every shire in the state.
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Which shire was that, Bill, just for the ...

The Shire of Wyndham-East Kimberley. So, actually, the

WITHERS

painting beat me into Parliament. The painting was there before me. When I
painted that I wasn't even a member of any political party; in fact, I was apolitical; I
didn't vote at all until the age of 33.

RC

That was a commissioned painting, was it?

WITHERS

Yes.

RC

I believe also you attended Perth College as an art student. Would

you like to reminisce on your time at Perth art college?

WITHERS

Certainly. I found that when I went into Parliament, we were

caught in a sort of an enclave of people who only talked about politics. I found this
to be interesting at first but then I found it quite boring because you could see
patterns developing and you could almost predict what a person was going to say,
and I said to my wife, "I've got to do something to get me back into a normal
civilian-type lifestyle, distant from politics. I said, "I've really never done a formal
art course other than the 12 months with Bunny Cannon", and I said what I'd like
to do is enrol as a night-time student in the Perth College." I went down to the
Perth College. I was there at the desk filling in the form for enrolment when the
director walked in. He knew me and he said, "What are you doing here?" I said,
"I'm enrolling for an art class", and he said, "Good God, but we know your work;
you've got paintings in the National Bank collection and the Parliament House
collection", and I said, "Yes, but I've never done a formal art course". He said, "Oh,
we'll soon fix that; it would be stupid putting you in first year; we'll start you off in
fourth year." That's how I did my art training, which was beaut because we
immediately slipped into nude studies, cartooning and a few other things; and, of
course, I wound up doing a bit of cartooning as well.
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believe you also entered works in art competitions, 1n painting

competitions.

WITHERS

Oh, yes, sure; I did enter a few. In fact, there's a painting that

you'll see over lunch, actually. It's hanging over the dining table and resulted from
one of those art competitions. I'd won the art competition, which had been judged
by Elizabeth Durack, who is a marvellous painter. Up till that stage, I'd never met
her, but after the competition when she presented the prize, she said, "I like your
work; would you be interested in swapping a bit?" I couldn't believe it and I said,
"Yes, certainly." Anyway, we swapped a bit and I've got this beautiful pastel, as
you'll see, of the Kimberley with a boab tree and an Aboriginal lady with her child
on her hip and another child running beside her and a dog looking excited in a
typical Kimberley red-dust landscape.

RC

WITHERS

What period were you at the Perth art college, Bill? When was that?

Oh, God. I haven't kept a record, but it would be between '72

and '75; in that period there.

RC

I'd like to move on now, Bill, to talk about your family life. We did cover

it briefly in an earlier interview. I'd like to ask first about your marriage and your
children; if you could just expand on any views you have on your early family life.

WITHERS

Okay, how I met Judy; have you got that? Okay. Well, a friend

of mine, a fellow navigator in 11 1h Squadron (we were based at Pearce then) came
to me and asked me would I go on a blind date with him and I said, "No way in the
world; I'm not interested in blind dates." He pleaded with me because he said that
there was a girl who he'd been told about She was coming over to Perth, in fact
was here doing her second nursing certificate. He said, "She's an absolutely
delightful girl from all accounts and her photograph, she's absolutely gorgeous and
I've arranged to go on a date with her but she wants to bring along her friend,
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Judy." He said, "Will you please help me out?" and I said, "No, mate, no." So he
arranged for another bloke to take her, and then, at the last minute, this bloke was
put on duty, so he came back to me, pleading the case. To cut a long story short,
he married his girl and I married the other girl. That's my wife, Judy.

RC

WITHERS

What time frame was this, Bill?

That was in 1953 we met. We had our first drink together in the

old OBH cocktail bar, the Ocean Beach Hotel cocktail bar.

RC

WITHERS

What is your wife's background, Bill?

She was a nursing sister from Melbourne. She did her first

certificate in the Alfred Hospital, Melbourne, and then she did her second
certificate at King Edward Memorial Hospital. It's quite amusing, the little anecdote
there. I don't know whether I did it in the first one; I don't think I did. Some years
later, I became the ethics committee chairman for the King Edward Memorial
Hospital, but that was post-parliamentary days. Going back to 1953, I'd taken Judy
out somewhere and had to take her home and I must have been very tired
because I fell asleep in the nurses' quarters. I'd been on a particular duty in full
uniform and my uniform cap was rather beaten up, so I'd gone to a friend of mine,
Jim Treadwell, and asked him if I could borrow his new peaked cap, and he
agreed. He said, "I'll get it back, I know, because it's got my name in it." To cut a
long story short, the following morning I had to hightail it out of the nurses' quarters
before I was found in the nurses' lounge, and I went and left Jim's hat behind. The
matron found it and immediately contacted the commanding officer and wanted
this Jim Treadwell charged. Well, he was called before the commanding officer
and he didn't dob me in. He knew that the camp commanding officer wasn't going
to charge him, so he took the rap. I actually think that he's quite proud of having
the reputation of sleeping overnight in the nurses' quarters, but some years later
he became a group captain and each time we'd see him socially, he'd say,
"Remember the time I protected you and Judy?" He'd carry on about how he'd
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protected us and didn't dob us in. When I became the ethics director, I told this
story to the director of medical services and he laughed and he said, "Are you
going to send him a certificate of forgiveness?" I said, "Good idea." So I rang up
Jim and I said, "Look, Jim, remember those days?" "I remember those days; I
didn't dob you in, blah, blah." I said, "Well, look, we're going to forgive you for
leaving your hat in the nurses' quarters, mate, and you'll get it officially from me
because I'm now the president of the ethics committee of the King Edward
Memorial Hospital." [chuckles].
Something about Judy, too, which I suppose I should mention. She was horrified
when she found this out. I was only 22 years of age and actually I couldn't believe
that I had met a girl that I wanted to marry because I was quite happy with my
single life and I thought I was far too young to get married, but Judy was the only
girl that I had ever met, and still have ever met, that I could spend my whole life
with. So what I did, I thought, "This is stupid." Every time I take her out, I'll prepare
a list and I'll compare her good points and bad points and that would sort it out. I'll
do a pragmatic assessment on her abilities and her strengths and weaknesses.
Well, after a while, I found that I just had to propose, and then I proposed and she
refused me. She said, "What, marry you?" She said, "I'm sorry, but you're a
drunken gambling bum." She said, "You'd ruin my life. I like being with you, but,
no, you're not for me." I was horrified. Somebody refused Bill Withers' marriage. I
just couldn't believe that. Anyway, this went on for some time and she went back
to Melbourne and I went over to Melbourne on leave and arranged to take her out
to dinner this particular night to a rather swish place and so she was in her best
clothing and I was in my civilian suit and tie. We were a little bit early and we were
walking through the botanical gardens in Melbourne and I got this idea when we
passed this fish pond, and I picked Judy up and walked to the edge of the fish
pond and I said, "You've got to the count of three to say yes to marriage" and I
said, "If you don't, I'll drop you in the pond; I know you've got enough money to
find a taxi home but you'll never see me again." She knew I meant it and I
would've done it, because it was too much of a hassle carrying around this woman
who wouldn't marry me. So she said yes and we're married and we now have
three children who now have their children and we're happy. But she can't play
golf. She's still learning. We've been out this morning trying to play golf.
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Sorry to ask you, Bill; what do you feel about the importance of family

life?

WITHERS

It is the major importance. Of course, I've mentioned the two; I

mentioned it previously that the most important word in the English language is
sex, without which you do not go into existence and survival, without which you do
not exist at all. Accounting for those two, after survival, marriage is the most
important thing in my book, not necessarily marriage, but family life and seeing
your progeny growing and their progeny growing and solving the problems of a
partnership. They're all challenges that are well worthwhile and so important to life.

RC

This is side B of tape 1; interview with Bill Withers continuing.

Bill, I would like to move on now to talking about your political awakening, how you
first became aware of politics. Could you tell me how this occurred?

WITHERS

Certainly. Until 1964 I was apolitical; in fact, I refused to vote

until I was 33 years of age. My reasoning seemed to be logical to me at the time,
because whilst I was in the RAAF as a commissioned officer I had a security
clearance, and of course I had the idea that if I got too interested in politics I may
not be able to obey my political masters. Of course, that would never do for a
serviceman, they have to do as they're told. So I thought, rather than put myself in
that position, I'll just take no interest in politics whatsoever. I'm not saying that my
thinking was correct, but that's the way I thought at the time. Of course, when I
went into CSIRO, I still had a full security clearance because of the work I was
doing there, and I carried on with that belief.

RC

Bill, I just wondered if you could explain for me what you mean by

being apolitical. How do you perceive that?

WITHERS

Apolitical: I had no leanings towards any party of politics, and I

didn't have a left or a right or a central or a Labor or a Liberal or Country Party
[leaning]. I was totally apolitical.
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In 1964 I had not been impressed by the politicians I'd met in the eastern states,
but the first politician I was introduced to in Western Australia was at Kununurra,
and that was Gough Whitlam. I've got to say, Ron, that he was the most arrogant,
self-centred man I've ever met. It's pretty unusual for me to take an intense dislike
to a person, but I managed it with Gough Whitlam. We only had one thing in
common: we had both been Air Force navigators.
The next politician I met in Kununurra was the Honourable Frank Wise, MLC, and
once again I was faced with a self-centred man. But after I'd dug through the
massive shell of ego, I found a decent bloke beneath; he was quite a decent bloke.
We developed an enjoyable friendship, to the point where Frank and his Assembly
colleague (that was Jack Rhatigan, MLA, member for Kimberley) asked me to
consider joining the Australian Labor Party, with the view to being endorsed for the
Kimberley electorate after Jack Rhatigan retired. By 1966 I'd promised I'd read the
ALP material that would be sent to me by Frank and Jack. The material arrived in
a small suitcase, but it took me three months to read it and I did it after work each
night. One night I read the ALP pledge, which is burned into my memory. It was on
page 13 and 14 of the old red-covered ALP constitution and rules. I thought I was
tired at the time and that I wasn't interpreting it correctly, so I asked Judy lo read it.
Now, Judy had been, I think, more inclined to Labor through her adult life than
anything else, so I got her to read it. She read it twice and she said, ''Thal can't be
right; that isn't democratic. It must be a misprint." Well, I confirmed that I also
believed it was undemocratic, because the pledge required an ALP candidate to
sign the pledge to say that they would only vole on any issue in Parliament as
approved by a properly constituted Caucus decision. I realised that that would
prevent them sometimes from representing the people whom they represented in
a particular. electorate. I later put this interpretation to Jack Rhatigan, who horrified
me with his reply when he said, "Oh, nobody takes any notice of that." So I
advised Frank Wise and Jack that even though the party appeared to have a
responsible social conscience, I could never join the ALP because of that pledge,
and I remained apolitical.
Well, it progressed from there because I was elected to the Wyndham-East
Kimberley Shire Council in 1965, and by the end of '67 I was the Deputy Shire
President, with the view that one's involvement with politics was certainly
important for remote areas. At the time I was Chairman of the Kununurra Chamber
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of Commerce and a member of the Kimberley Consultative Council. I think it was
because of these roles that the Honourable Sir Charles Court . .. he wasn't
Sir Charles then, it was the Honourable Charles Court, MLA, Minister for the
North-West and other portfolios. He asked me to chair a public meeting to
introduce the Liberal candidate for the Kimberley seat at the 1968 state election.
Charlie told me that he knew that I was apolitical and that is why he wanted me to
run an unbiased public meeting. I previously had a heated discussion (this is an
aside, Ron, I don't know whether it's of interest) with Charlie Court over an
Aboriginal housing issue, but after the heated discussion we had reached an
amicable understanding, which he honoured, so I said yes to taking the chair at
the public meeting.
Now, the bloke I introduced (the Liberal candidate Alan Ridge) was a fine bloke
who deservedly won the Kimberley seat in the 1968 state election. Later in 1968 I
heard a news item on the ABC, and little did I know it was going to change my life.
It told of Alan Ridge's attack on the Minister for Education. He criticised his
government's education policies in the Kimberley, so I listened to his comments
and said to Judy (I think this is verbatim; it's still stuck in my mind), "Thank Christ
we've got an honest politician who speaks the truth regardless. I'm going down to
the post office to send him a letter of congratulations", and of course I did that.
Little did I know what that telegram would do to my future life. Alan and I
developed a friendly association, so he visited us whenever he was in the
Kimberley. On one visit he told me that he had a problem in the party room
because the ALP representatives for the area were good men but they were very
old and they were no longer acquainted with the developing needs of the
Kimberley. One of them was about to retire (it wasn't Frank, it was the other
bloke"). No, I'm terribly sorry, the other way around: it was Frank that was about to
retire, but the other bloke became very ill and he died before the next election, and
because of that there were two elections. There was a by-election and the general
election for the North Province seat. Now, Alan had asked me if I could find
somebody to help him in the north as a member of Parliament in the Legislative
Council, because, he said, he had a problem. The problem was this: he'd
mentioned

something

about

the

north,

the

injustices,

the

incomplete

representation, incomplete government services et cetera, et cetera. Many of his
colleagues would say, "Oh, Alan, it can't be too bad because we haven't heard a
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peep out of the Labor blokes representing that area." Alan said, "Bill, we need
somebody badly. Do you know anybody who could go into Parliament and
represent the area?" Well, I honestly tried, and every bloke that I found that was
suitable was too engrossed in his own survival problems in the north; and, as at
that time, the survival problems were great. I advised Alan that I'd been
unsuccessful. I advised him in September 1970. But I also told him that I'd spoken
to Judy about my plans to hand over the management of Jaru Gems. Jaru Gems
was our jewellery and gift business, and we also had a small gallery in there. I'd
told Judy it'd be better if she managed the place while I went out bush and did
some oil paintings which could be sold in the shop. But I could also do some
prospecting for gemstones and gold so that we could have stock to make in the
shop, because I was already manufacturing jewellery at that stage of the game.
When I told Alan of this, I said, "Would I be suitable?" He said, "I was hoping you'd
say that", but he said, "I didn't want to put pressure on you." I said, "Well, first of
all, I'd have to look at the Liberal Party's constitution and platform and rules
because I found that the Labor Party's were unsuited to my beliefs." So Alan
supplied the constitution, platform and rules of the Liberal Party, and I found them
to be compatible with my ethics and also my philosophy. So I then went to Perth
with Alan Ridge, where I was introduced to the Liberal Party state secretary, a
bloke by the name of Fred Lathby. I joined the party and applied for the North
Province endorsement. The party's secretary was shocked with disbelief when I
told him I wanted to know of the endorsement by 10.00 am on the following
Monday; of course, this was on the Thursday. Well, the state council was hurriedly
assembled on the Sunday and I was interviewed. There were quite a few stunned
looks on a few faces after my replies to some of the questions, but they told me
they would confirm or deny endorsement by 10.00 am on the following morning.
Well, there's a little bit more; is that too long, that answer, or do you want me to go
on? There's a little bit more I think, and it concerns Frank Wise, because, as I said,
I'd befriended Frank Wise by this time and he was retiring from politics, and it was
his seat that I was going for. I had a 10.00 am appointment on the Monday
morning with Frank and Mrs Wise for afternoon tea at their home at Cottesloe.
That's why I'd given the Liberal Party until 10.00 am to give me an answer,
because I wished to advise Frank of my intention to seek his North Province seat
after his retirement. Well, Frank thanked me for advising him and told me he
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political

representation. He then offered me the use of his phone to determine if I'd
received the endorsement. So I rang the state secretary, Fred Lathby, who said,
"Right, you've got the endorsement; you can start working immediately. Where are
you now?" Well, I replied, "I'm having morning tea with Frank Wise and his wife in
their home at Cottesloe", and there's a pause. Ron, I don't know whether you've
ever experienced the noise of thundering silence, but that's what we had over the
phone. I did start work immediately; I started on that day and I did win the North
Province seat, and I didn't stop working until I resigned from Parliament on the
22nd of May 1982. That was my introduction to Parliament and politics.

RC

Yes, thanks, Bill. I'm just interested, going back to you said you were

apolitical and then you went from being apolitical to the endorsed Liberal
candidate. I wondered if you could explain how that transformation occurred.

WITHERS

Okay, fine. First of all, at the time of Alan Ridge's election, I

realised, because of my time on the council, that I really should get on the roll and
accept the responsibilities in voting, and so I did that. But I still wasn't a member of
any party; I still voted on the basis of the personality and whether or not I thought
he could represent me and my family. Of course I voted for Alan Ridge, because I
think that was my first vote in the state election; I'd got on the roll. But by the same
token, I would have voted for Frank Wise, too, because I considered he was a
pretty reasonable bloke. Now, is that the answer to your question? Oh, sorry, and
of course I've already shown you that I went from apolitical (voting for no particular
party at all) to looking at the ALP platform and rules, and I found I couldn't vote for
somebody after that who was being told by caucus on how to vote.

RC

Yes, I was just interested in how you changed from being apolitical to

becoming quite heavily involved in politics.

WITHERS

Well, the point is, I'd never looked at politics, really. I'd stayed

away from it. When I found out that I could never be a member of the ALP, of
course I was quite intent on reading the platform, constitution and rules of the
Liberal Party because I thought if there are traps in this one, too, I don't want to be
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in it. I would have said no to joining the party if it hadn't suited my philosophy. I
believed it was far more democratic than the ALP's constitution and rules, so that's
why I was quite happy to do it. Mind you, I didn't think that I'd win this seat but I
was going to give it my best shot.

RC

You wrote a book, Bill, called Frontier Dreaming, which is subtitled A

Light Hearted Look at the Birth of a Kimberley Frontier Town. This book is
available in the Battye Library in Perth. Could you tell me why you wrote this book;
what

WITHERS

prompted

you

to

write

it?

Sure. Well, my background, I've always enjoyed writing; in fact,

I won my first writing competition at the age of eight (and, strangely enough, all my
life I'd been an agnostic up till the time I've confirmed myself as an atheist) and the
prize for that at the age of eight years was a Bible, so I started reading the Bible at
eight. Now, from there I went on and I did a bit of writing when I was in the
services, and, prior to entering Parliament, in the Kimberley I'd been the local
journalist for country newspapers, also The West Australian supplement, News of
the North, and also the ABC. Before and after parliamentary service, I had short
stories and essays published in books and magazines, and I later became a
member of the Australian Journalists Association. In 1997 I won a certificate of
commendation for a literary contribution of outstanding merit from the Australian
Pacific edition of Rotary Down Under. So that gives you an indication that I
enjoyed writing. I think it was the commendation that I received which got a bit of
publicity in the local newspaper. It instigated a request from the newspaper's editor
(that's the editor of The Kimberley Echo) to have me write a one-page article each
week on the early history of Kununurra. Towards the end of the series, the editor
and I received several requests for those articles to be compiled in a book for sale.
At the time, the editor said that The Kimberley Echo would want to underwrite it
and pay for its publishing, so I agreed to that. But by the time it was already
typeset, I found that he hadn't even instructed the board or told the board about
the situation (the board of the newspaper that is) and he then said, "I'm afraid
we've got a cash-flow problem. We might have to delay it for about 12 months." I
said, "Well, look, it's already been typeset; Judy and I will fund it." So that's when
we funded the printing of the book, and it became the title Frontier Dreaming: A
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Light Hearted Look at the Bitth of a Kimberley Frontier Town, and within the first

year we'd recovered all of the publishing costs. So that's how I got to be an author.
I had published, as I said, quite a few stories prior to that, and I also had a
novelette published in serial form in two magazines. That was called The Safari,
but that came before Frontier Dreaming.

RC

Your campaign to enter Parliament, Bill, who assisted you in that, and

what were the campaign tactics to get you elected?

WITHERS Well, Alan Ridge,

of course, was marvellous as member for

Kimberley. He'd been member for Kimberley for three years, so we were running
mates, and so I was able to gain from his political experience and his knowledge
of the West Kimberley. I was able to make some contributions through my graphic
design and text availability, the sketches for posters and bills and the wording of
them et cetera. We were helped by our election committee chaim1an, a bloke by
the name of Bob Rowell who came from Derby. We had a few Liberal Party
branches in the Kimberley, but we funded most of the campaign costs from
personal finance. Our tactics were pretty simple. If I had to list them, I'd put
probably one to endeavour to door-knock every resident and speak honestly and
frankly without criticising the opposing candidates. If there was no person at home,
we'd leave a card, and also the card from our running mate, with a simple
message where we could be contacted. If an inquiry was made and we didn't have
the accurate information to hand, we'd advise them that we'd find out and contact
them back, which we did, and of course it was imperative that we followed through
with that promise. Our normal requirements for dress, hygiene, appearance,
smoking, alcoholic drinks, knowledge of the party's platforms et cetera, current
news, they had to be applicable to us at all times. That's about it.

RC

Can you recall what issues were the community raising at that time,

during your campaign?

WITHERS

Oh, yes, there were heaps. One of them was the education

costs and sending kids away, and the fact that they weren't getting enough
assistance. For instance, already they were starting to give assistance on racial
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grounds. This was worrying the Aboriginal people, incidentally, because the
Aboriginal people were getting three return air trips a year for remote area
students, whereas the non-Aboriginal kids were only getting one trip a year. The
Aboriginal elders, this concerned them greatly, because, as they pointed out, "We
should all be the same." The white people thought it was wrong, too, but the
pressure came from the Aboriginal people. They said it was very wrong. They said
it will make the white people hate us. They had more bloody sense than our
politicians, I can tell you.
The other thing was power charges. The electricity charges, they were horrific.
think at the time, back in 1970 values, I think it was one shilling and sixpence. I
think it was five times more, or it might have even been more, than the Perth
charges for electricity. Also, there was no allowance for the high evaporation area
for water, and yet you had all this water and yet we were paying the same as the
metropolitan area but had to use a lot more and pay for a lot more to do the same
things as them. The state housing and government employee rentals were over
the moon. They were much higher than Perth, and this was wrong. It wasn't the
commonwealth at all. They were really ripping the north off. When I say "they",
both the federal and state government. The housing policy for Aborigines was just
absolutely woeful. They wanted to either, one, put them in corrugated iron huts,
would you believe with a wooden heater in the middle of the hut to keep the
people warm? In the bloody tropics! This is how stupid they were in the south.
Also, if they weren't doing that, they were saying, "We must put this Aboriginal
housing in amongst the towns and we will pepper and salt them through the
community", meaning they would mix them. But instead of being in standard
housing, like everybody else, they were going to put these corrugated iron huts
and mix them up in the community. Well, that was a disgusting thought. So that
was one of the issues that people brought up.
Another one was the federal tax concessions. They had a zone rebate allowance,
which was absolutely ridiculous. Another one, too, was the fact that the people (I'm
just going to use Kununurra here because these figures spring to mind) in
Kununurra were paying, through their building insurance, seven and a half to
eight times more than their Perth counterparts to fund the metropolitan fire
brigade, and we didn't even have a fire brigade. It was just absolutely crazy, some
of the things that happened. Anyway, that's just to mention a few.
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No, that's fine, Bill. These issues were being raised when you were

actually running for Parliament at the time?

WITHERS

RC

Oh, yes, sure.

Because we're going to come on later about issues that were raised

later in your parliamentary term.

WITHERS

Sure; actually, some of them, although they were complaining,

they didn't know the reason or the mechanism behind the complaint they were
making. One of them, of course, was the fire brigade subsidy to the south. All they
knew is that they were paying a hell of a lot, and they didn't realise how much. So,
that became hindsight, how much. The complaint was there that they were paying
a lot, but they didn't know how much more.

RC

When you first entered Parliament, Bill, who do you regard as your

mentors?

WITHERS

Well, my first mentors in the Legislative Assembly, of course,

was Alan Ridge and Charlie Court, and in the Legislative Council there was
Frank Willmott, Vic Ferry and Jack Heitman.

RC

In what ways do you think they helped you when you first entered

Parliament?

WITHERS

Oh, well, Alan Ridge right across the board; Charlie Court with

assistance to try to overcome some of the bureaucracy that we were striking, and
also he was a good model for me. I found that I learnt something about myself by
watching Charlie Court. I found that he could split his thoughts; something I'd
never tried to do. I saw that he could be writing on one subject while speaking on
another, and that's absolutely incredible. I found later that he could do it in short
bursts on three different subjects. I actually saw him do that, not as a
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demonstration; he didn't even know I was watching. But I thought I'd try it, and I
found that I did train myself so I could listen to the debates in Parliament whilst
handling some of my correspondence in the house; you know, writing out the
notes for my secretary. My concentration span wasn't great. My concentration
would break occasionally, but I'd just rest for a moment, then get back to it and
start again.

RC

You mentioned other people as well. You've just spoken about

Sir Charles Court; Alan Ridge and Frank Willmott, Vic Ferry and Jack Heitman.
Any comments on their assistance to you?

WITHERS

Well, Frank Willmott and Vic Ferry had arranged that I sit

between them in the house, the Legislative Council. Their thinking was Vic Ferry
had been an ex-Air Force pilot, Distinguished Flying Cross, and Frank Willmott
was a farmer. So they figured they each had some common bond with me and that
they could assist me on the way. They were beaut blokes, and Vic Ferry is still
alive and he's still a beaut bloke. Frank Willmott and Jack Heitman have now
gone, but Jack Heitman was also a solid countryman who I'd met up in the
Kimberley. I'd first met Frank Willmott and Vic Ferry in the Kimberley too, when
they were visiting. I won't go into all the little things, but there's one story worth
telling; in fact, it is now in the parliamentary record because I passed this on to
Frank's family and it was used in a story about Frank in the Legislative Council.
What happened, I was to make my maiden speech and I'd prepared all my notes
in 16-point type and double-spaced and in caps, and of course the only people
who can read speeches in the house are the ministers, but on a maiden speech
the President, and the Speaker in the Assembly, are very kind to new members
and they allow them to make copious references to their speech notes. What I did,
I had these notes all in front of me and I'd memorised the first opening paragraph,
and I got the call and must say it was terrifying. As I stood up and looked at these
people, the officers in their gowns and wigs, everybody in their place in the
Council, as is courtesy on a maiden speech, and I looked at the stained-glass
windows and the sombre polished wooden panelling of this very sombre-styled
house, as I was rising I thought, "What the bloody hell am I doing in this place!"
and I was frightened. I then started to speak. I'd finished the paragraph and I
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looked down to start the second paragraph, looked at my speech notes, and this
hairy hand came across from the right, grabbed my speech notes, screwed them
up and threw them in a little paper basket under the bench. I damn near died. I
struggled on and I thought I'd keep going until I needed the speech notes and then
I'd pretend to cough and dive into the rubbish bin, pull them out, straighten them
out while coughing and refer to them. I finished the speech and sat down, and I
found I didn't need the notes. I turned to Frank Willmott and I said, "You will
NEVER do that to me again." Frank chuckled and said, "There'll be no need to."
He said, "I knew you knew your subject". He said, "You won't need to read your
speech notes ever again in the house; you'll be all right."

RC

Okay, thanks for that, Bill. This is continuing tape interview with Bill

Withers, side one of tape No 2.
I'd just like to talk about your relationship with the parliamentary staff now, Bill.
Who was particularly helpful amongst the staff?

WITHERS

Well, I had no problems or issues with any of the parliamentary

staff. All of them were very helpful to a new member and their helpful attitude, with
dignity and humour, persisted throughout my time in Parliament. John Roberts, of
course, was the senior Clerk of Parliaments. He was a magnificent bloke and he
was most helpful. He was great, because he showed no fear or favour for any
member's party. He was a good bloke.

RC

I'd like to consider now your relationship with the various parties in

Parliament, Bill. Your relationship with the Liberal Party, how did you see that?

WITHERS

Well, my relationship with the Liberal Party was very good until

I resigned against their wishes. Sir Charles Court once told the party room that he
had more arguments with me than any of the opposition. Occasionally, we could
become a little overheated, but there was never any rancour between us. There
was one MP that I did speak to severely, and it's a bit crude. It was in 1977 and
this Liberal MP behaved disgracefully in my view. It was on his maiden speech in
the Legislative Council. I had to tell him that if he continued to perform in such a
manner and be suitably dressed for the occasion, he would have to find a giant
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condom to pull over his head. I believe he is the only member from any party,
except Charlie Court, whom I berated during my 11 years in Parliament.

RC

WITHERS

How about your relationships with the Country Party, Bill?

Oh, yes, I had a good relationship with the Country Party. Their

leader in the Legislative Council, from memory, was Mick Gayfer. We got along
fine. I also got along well with the ALP members in that era, because it seems to
be different now, but even after heated debates in the chamber, we would
socialise because we only attacked philosophical party differences. That situation
could be understood by both parties, and most of us never attacked each other
personally.

RC

WITHERS

Right, and the opposition, Bill?

When we were in opposition, I did declare a motion of no

confidence in a minister whom I personally liked. It sickened me to do this, but his
officers were adversely affecting my electorate.

RC

WITHERS

Who was that minister; can you recall?

Yes, it was ... Oh, heavens! Look, can we leave it for the

moment?

RC

WITHERS

Yes, certainly.

He was the minister for housing. Isn't that terrible? I've

forgotten his name; he was a lovely bloke, too. My warnings to him were not
heeded. He was a popular man, so I lost the motion. He lost his seat at the next
election. It saddened me to do what I did on that occasion. Can we stop?
I can recall the minister's name now; it was Arthur Bickerton. He was a lovely
bloke. Okay. I think that about covers that.

RC

Right, thanks, Bill. You've just now narrated an incident regarding
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Frank Willmott and your maiden speech earlier in the tapes. Were there any other
people or speakers who impressed you or influenced your approach in
Parliament?

WITHERS

Well, this might sound trite, but I'm quite sincere when I believe

that I learned something from every member and every officer in the chamber.
That was when I first entered Parliament, I learnt something from all of them. Most
of the lessons were positive; some were negative. But the first big lesson was from
the Honourable Frank Willmott, MLC, which I've already told you about; okay. I
think I told you the Liberal blokes before that impressed me. But going on to ALP
government members, in 1971 there was Bill Willesee. Now, he was a really
considerate man and he had a helpful demeanour; also Jerry Dolan. Now, Jerry
Dolan, he impressed me for his obstinate bloody-mindedness, but also high
morality and a quiet unassuming minister ... Sorry, that's not Jerry Dolan being a
quiet unassuming minister, but there was another minister who was quiet and
unassuming, and I found him to be very sincere and trustworthy, and that was the
Honourable Claude Stubbs. I didn't know what their political track records were as
ministers but, to me, they were good men.
On the Liberal/Country Party side of the coalition government, the ministers that
impressed me in the Legislative Council were the Honourable Graham
MacKinnon, who was a very good leader and a debater. But many of his
colleagues saw weaknesses in his portfolio responsibilities. I found him to be
good. Also, there's the Honourable Ian Medcalf, who took over as leader from
Graham. Ian had, and still has, a magnificent brain. I saw that he had the ability to
dissect a bill, analyse each part, offer corrections or improvements and then bring
the parts back together in a better bill. There's one Country Party minister, the
Honourable Norm Baxter, MLC, who doesn't sort of rate highly, I understand, as a
past minister in the eyes of others. But to me, he was a decent, helpful bloke. In
the chamber he'd stonewall his own bill. (chuckles] So he wasn't very impressive
in there. But he really impressed me with one of his immediate decisions without
consultation, and that was, after Cyclone Tracy hit Darwin, he made a decision on
his own without consultation, as I said, that every car passing through Kununurra
getting out of Darwin, was to be fuelled, tyres checked and replaced where
necessary, food and clothing were supplied and the occupants checked for injuries
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et cetera, plus $100 was given in cash to each vehicle before heading south.
Without this initiative, there would have been chaos, with blocked roads in the
north. This commendable action was done at government expense on the
authorisation of Norm Baxter. I saluted him.

RC

Right. Bill, are you able to reflect on what you thought of John Tonkin

as Premier?

WITHERS

Yes, sure I can. I'd rather not go into why John got his name as

"Honest John", but let's say that I personally, from the stories I heard, don't think
he deserved that title. But once he had the title of "Honest John", he endeavoured
to live up to it. It was a very interesting thing to see. I found him to be a very
helpful bloke, quiet. At one stage, I had an argument with him. He did something
as a Premier that I disagreed with because it affected the northern people and had
to do with a federal increase in living away from home allowances, so the states
saw the opportunity to decrease theirs, and I disagreed with this. I went to
John Tonkin and expressed my displeasure. He said, "Jerry Dolan's the person
handling that." I said, "I've already been to Jerry and he said it's in your bailiwick."
He said, "Oh, well, I'm afraid I can't do anything about it." I said, "Well, yes, you
will." I said, "Otherwise, I'm going to say this, this, this and this." I won't go on with
what it was; to be quite honest, I've forgotten. [laughs] But he said, "You couldn't
do that; that's a form of blackmail." I said, "Yep, you've got it." He said, "You might
hear something this afternoon" and he changed the policy; so it worked. He was
quite an honourable bloke. I found that he lived up to his title "the Honest John".

RC

WITHERS

What did you see as John Tonkin's major achievements?

I'm sorry; being in opposition at all, I didn't see too many major

achievements. [chuckles] I saw one that absolutely horrified me and that was he
cut out the Wyndham to Darwin segment of the State Shipping Service. He did this
without any warning, because it was just a cost-cutting measure. What he'd failed
to appreciate was the fact that we didn't have sealed roads to the north then and
that the State Shipping Service was the only way that Western Australian business
houses could get their goods into Darwin. Of course, I could see a great loss of
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trade. I tried to get this across to my party room. They thought I was just putting up
some sort of a story to get the construction of the roads brought forward. But,
anyway, I persisted, and finally the Country Party/Liberal Party, in connection with
the Labor Party, went to see the Prime Minister of the day, which was
Bill McMahon, to get some assistance to help with the subsidy on the State
Shipping Service between Wyndham and Darwin. In actual fact, if there's any
lobbyist that had been awake at the time over in Canberra, they would've told
Bill McMahon don't do that because it'll mean loss of trade for the eastern states,
where your greatest trading power is. But, anyway, that's past history now. I can't
think of too many good things. There were some things that had been started by
the Liberal Party that he got the credit for, but that's normal in politics. But there
was another thing, too; a lot of people said all the work that had been done by the
Liberal Party, the credit was taken by John Tonkin when he opened the main dam.
But, let's face it; John Tonkin was one of the early people that supported, before
the Liberal Party government, he supported the Ord River scheme or proposed
that the Ord River scheme be started. That was before it was started during a
Liberal government.

RC

Okay; thanks, Bill. I'd like to move on now to your thoughts on your

relationship with the various Presidents of the Legislative Council. First of all, the
Honourable Les Diver, MLC.

Sure. Les Diver (later Sir Les, Sir Leslie) seemed a fair and

WITHERS

even-handed bloke, but I didn't know much about him. I did recognise that he had
a rather large ego and so did I. Our egos seemed compatible so our relationship
was amicable.

RC

WITHERS

How do you think he carried out his role?

From what I understood of Parliament (of course, remember, I

was a new member) it seemed quite reasonable to me.

RC

Right. And Arthur Griffith?
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Arthur Griffith (once again later Sir Arthur) is a bloke with an

acerbic wit, which I appreciated. But there was some slight tension between us,
because, from his previous position as my Legislative Council leader, I had
created the tension by involving his faith, his religious faith. He tried to get me to
vote on an issue in which I had a vested interest. It was the bill to bring SGIO in
with general insurance. Up till that stage, they had only been doing housing and
vehicle. They wanted to bring them in with fire. I, of course, was an MLC agent
and an SGIO agent. Sorry; they didn't have housing at that stage; it was only
vehicle in the north. He tried to get me to vote on the issue. When I told him I had
a vested interest, he said, "With an agency, nobody's going to take any notice of
that." I testily told him (you can quote me on this), "You are a church-going
Christian, whereas I'm an agnostic and I don't have a God to forgive me, so I have
to be very careful about what I do or say." It upset him somewhat. But, anyway, we
got along fine, and I think he carried out his job as President quite competently.
The Honourable Clive Griffiths, MLC (later with an Australian Order) our
relationship was amicable, but I suspect he never understood the altruism I
expressed as the reason for my resignation from Parliament, and that I think was
unfortunate. I think that possibly his ego prevented him from seeing the truth, but
that's only my personal opinion. I know darn well when I questioned him about it,
he didn't have a clue; he pretended he did, but he really didn't have a clue about
the altruism in my leaving of Parliament. I just could not understand how people
couldn't see that an altruistic reason was a genuine reason for resigning from
Parliament.

RC

Bill, I'd just like to ask now about any comments you might have on

Leaders of the Government in the Legislative Council. Any names you'd like to
comment on that stick out?

WITHERS

Well, on the Labor side (that was in '71, '72, '73) there was

Bill Willesee. I think Jerry Dolan might have taken over for a while too, but I've
already made comments about both Bill Willesee and Jerry Dolan. I don't think
Des Dans was the leader in government. I'm not sure on that. He later became the
leader when they were in opposition. Did you want me to make comment on those
people?
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Whatever comments you'd like to make, Bill. I'll leave it entirely up to

you.

WITHERS

Oh, okay. I've already made comments on Bill Willesee and

Jerry Dolan. If Des Dans was also a leader in government ... I know he was leader
when he was in opposition. He was a fairly bright bloke. I think he was maritime
union secretary. He was very committed to his party and quite a good debater.
That's about all I can say there. On our side, as leaders, when in opposition, of
course,

it was Arthur Griffith.

But then

he became the President and

Graham MacKinnon became the leader. This is all from memory; it's a Jong time
ago. After Graham MacKinnon, you had Ian Medcalf, and I've already commented
on Graham MacKinnon and Ian Medcalf.

RC

Yes; that's fine. I'd like to talk now about the conduct of meetings and

committees and how the party room functioned. How did you see the party room
functions at that time, Bill?

WITHERS

Okay, well, I observed many faults throughout the system of

committees and the party room, but some of my own observations may have been
faulty, Ron, because, you know, I didn't have any experience in the political field,
as I have explained earlier. I considered that the party room debates were
sometimes flawed due to insufficient time between the party room meeting and the
sitting of Parliament. I found the system worked better but much slower when a
committee was established. There were two things that will indicate the
weaknesses in the party room system. I mentioned earlier that I endeavoured,
when the Tonkin government cancelled the Broome-Darwin state shipping leg ...
That was terrible, so I prepared all my homework. I found out how much West
Australian produce was being shipped to Darwin. I had all my notes prepared and
went into the party room. The leader at that time was David Brand. I got the call in
the party room and I gave the party all of these details. It was quite horrific this
loss of trade that I was going to mention. The leader thanked me and I sat down. I
had my notebook prepared, ready to take notes so that I could debate it if anybody
wished to debate the subject. A member stood up behind me and said,
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"Mr Leader, we're going to have to do something about this Dog Act." And I
thought, "Dog Act? What's that got to do with this terribly important subject of loss
of trade?" They had taken no notice. I mentioned earlier that they just thought it
was a ploy of mine to have the government decrease the time and have the
upgrading of the main highway done earlier than expected. Of course, I later went
on. So that showed you one weakness in the party room. The other one, on
another occasion after

pres~nting

a statutory regulation (it was a fault) to the

minister, I was appointed to chair a committee to find corrective recommendations.
Now, I've already mentioned this, but under the existing insurance legislation,
northern people were paying seven to eight times more in contributions to the
metropolitan fire brigade than their metropolitan counterparts. This imbalance was
exacerbated by the fact that the northerners did not even have a fire brigade. Now,
at the time, the minister in the party room said, "Well, just change your insurance
company." He didn't understand that it was a legislative thing that took a
percentage of your contributions for building insurance, which went as a
percentage to fund the metropolitan fire brigade. Of course, we were put in a
cyclone area up north. We had a building cost that was 2.6 times greater than
Perth, plus a loading for cyclone when we weren't even a cyclone area. But the
Insurance Council of Australia said we were, so we paid these enormous things
that went up seven to eight times more than our counterparts' payment to fund the
Perth metropolitan fire brigade. Now, that fact-finding committee that I chaired had
to meet with the Insurance Council of Australia, the fire brigade union
representatives, public servants and the parliamentary draftsmen to determine
what was possible. It took 18 months to draft debate and pass the corrective
legislation. I got it corrected, but it took a long time. That deals with the committee.
Would you like me to tell you some of the weaknesses in Parliament House?
Okay.
Some of the systems within Parliament House were abysmal. That's when I first
entered the house. I just could not believe it. The initial faults were not the fault of
any individual or group, but a collection of past and present attitudes and members
who had tolerated inefficient systems. I'll just list them, Ron. One, members
shared offices without filing cabinets. Two, there were only three typists between
47 members of Parliament and they weren't allowed to take dictation. Three, the
members' desks were small student desks unsuited to committed working persons
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who did any research or correspondence. There was only one single-sheet copier
for all the members and staff, which could only be operated by a staff member with
a key, which was hidden from members. The magazine and newspaper room, the
copier room and the library were on three different floor levels. There was no
research assistance for any members, because it was not permitted to use the
library staff for research. Seven, there was exceptionally poor lighting in most
offices. The darkness was exacerbated in rooms with western-facing windows
during summer, because the curtains had to be closed against the sun, and they
were heavy draped velvet curtains. If you didn't want to boil, you couldn't see
properly. It was an incredible situation. Would you like to hear how I solved some
of these problems; is that okay? Okay.
The staff members were highly amused during my first days in Parliament, but the
Minister for Works was not. Between the February election (this is in 1971) and the
day I assumed my seat on the 22"d of May 1971, I'd prepared a basic information
file on each of the 36 communities in the province, plus a structure and
administration tree on each government department and instrumentality in the
state government. I arrived with two large suitcases full of files to find there was no
filing cabinet in my office. My request for a filing cabinet caused the Deputy
Premier and Minister for Works, the Honourable Colin Jamieson, MLA, to visit my
office. He gleefully told me that my party's coalition government had left insufficient
funds to buy me a filing cabinet. Well, I told Colin that he knew nothing about me,
but he was about to learn. His government would be happy to purchase a filing
cabinet for me within 48 hours, I told him. He laughed and left my office. I
immediately went into town and purchased a few hundred clear plastic envelopes
in foolscap size. I then placed parts of every file in the envelopes and carpeted the
floor of my office and the house corridor with the envelopes. I left a narrow
walkway between the files and instructed the staff not to allow visitors to walk on
my filing system. I received my new four-drawer filing cabinet within 24 hours.
After that,

Colin Jamieson and

I had a reserved,

polite minimal-contact

relationship. After that I was put on a committee to make recommendations to the
house committee. We recommended that all of the aforementioned problems
should be corrected, and they were.
One view of the system in 1982 really shocked me. After 11 years of service, I
found that I could no longer live in the electorate and effectively represent the
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did

not permit

fair

representation. I advised my party that I'd have to make an altruistic decision and
resign. The party asked if I could represent the Kimberley from a residential base
in Kununurra and I affirmed I could if I purchased a four-wheel-drive vehicle. The
party then asked me to proceed with the purchase of the four-wheel-drive vehicle
and, at the appropriate time, seek endorsement for the Kimberley seat. By that
time, of course, Alan Ridge had been beaten in the electorate and it was held by
Ernie Bridge, ALP. I purchased the new Toyota four-wheel drive and proceeded
with the plan to seek endorsement for the Legislative Assembly seat in the
Kimberley. Unbeknown to me, the minister had put a request to the Electoral
Commission for a Kimberley boundary change which included areas of the
southern Pilbara in the Kimberley electorate. Even the town of Newman was in the
proposed Kimberley electorate. Parliament passed the bill with the Liberal/Country
Party numbers in the Assembly and Council. The next government convinced the
commissioners to return to the sensible boundaries for the Kimberley.
I had advised the Liberal Party that, because of the boundary change, I was back
to being unable to effectively represent from a Kimberley residence because of the
air schedule time/cost factors. The party requested that I remain in Parliament. I
advised my party that I had made an altruistic decision, because I considered it
was immoral to knowingly collect pay and allowances when I couldn't effectively
represent the province. The details of the resignation are in my final address to the
Legislative Council in May of 1982. I was shocked to discover that the MPs who
were trustees of the parliamentary superannuation fund considered that an
altruistic reason was not sufficient reason to resign from Parliament. I later found
from a disgusted ALP trustee that the majority Liberal members were the ones
who voted against me receiving the superannuation entitlements. I rationalised the
dissenting majority of the trustees by accepting, one, that those Liberal trustees
were insufficiently intelligent to, a, understand the limitations of the air schedule
time/cost factors on a Kimberley resident expecting to travel through the Kimberley
and Pilbara or, b, they lacked the understanding of altruism or, two, because of the
comments of the disgusted ALP trustee, I saw the trustees' determination as a
corrupted punishment for my altruistic decision against the Liberal Party's wishes.
That experience of a parliamentary system sickened and disgusted me.
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Continuing interview with Bill Withers. This is side B of tape 2. Bill, I'd

just like to ask you a question about your party's strategies in the Legislative
Council. Did the members of the Legislative Council meet separately from joint
party meetings to discuss future tactics?

WITHERS

Not to my knowledge, Ron. If they did, I wouldn't have been

invited anyway because I used to drive the party room up the wall. Poor old
Charlie Court would just shake his head and get most upset sometimes with my
performances when I would remind him that I could not give my vote on any
particular issue until such time as I heard the debates in the Legislative Council
because I believed I truly was a member of the house of review and I treated that
house accordingly. If there were meetings, I wasn't aware of them; but if there
were, I wouldn't have been invited anyway because I probably would've been
disruptive for the reasons I just said.

RC

Thanks, Bill. You mentioned Charles Court earlier in this interview

briefly (a few comments). I'd like now to ask you your overall impressions of
Charles Court both as party leader and Premier and any observations on the
transition from David Brand to Charles Court.

WITHERS

Okay, well of course those ... mainly my impressions were

gained through the press, and ABC initially in the Kimberley. Our only radio
service in the Kimberley at the time was the ABC. Of course, I'd met both David
Brand and Sir Charles prior to me going into Parliament, but the impression that I
received from the media was that David Brand was "Mr Nice Guy" and that
Charles Court was the strong man. The inference painted David Brand as a good
man but a bit weak. I'd met and talked with David Brand when I was deputy shire
president and I found him to be a decent bloke with slow but with sound thought
processes, so our meetings did nothing to contradict the press image. However,
when I went into Parliament in the party room I found David Brand to be a very
strong man who could control a meeting with the tap of a pencil. He also had an
enviable ability to see two or more opposing factions, each with sound parts in
their argument. He would say to the party room, for instance, just give me a minute
to think about it and he'd contemplate the situation for a brief period, tap the table
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with his pencil and say something like, "I think we should go this way." And he'd
present a well-structured compromise solution which rarely met dissent, and I
respected him immensely. His widow, Lady Doris was also a wonderful woman,
who is still a family friend. Of course, I'd respected Charles Court all through this
because he really did have a commitment to the north in my view.

There was one moment there, which I consider stupid faction in the Liberal Party,
just before the transition from David Brand to Charlie Court and ... because I was
known to have disagreements with Charlie, I was approached by a member who
said they wanted a few members to give Charlie a fright and to vote for Ray
O'Connor and would I be one of those members? From memory, I think I gave a
rather measured and eloquent reply. As a diplomatic reply, I just said, "Get
stuffed." Other than that, I didn't perceive any transition glitches that were worth
remembering. But I should add that Ray O'Connor is a personal friend and golfing
companion and I thought the idea of giving Charlie a fright was stupid.
As for impressions on Charlie as a leader, I've mentioned already the things that
he did to impress me. I found he was quite good. We had the arguments, but they
were never ever personal and they were only on policy matters. I won a few and
he won a few, and sometimes he'd infuriated me, but I am sure I infuriated him
even more at times, but I was pleased to have served with him.

RC

Thanks, Bill. Regarding Charles Court, were you aware of any move

to remove Charles Court as Premier before his resignation?

WITHERS

No, I wasn't, but at that time I had resigned from the Liberal

Party, you see, over the Kimberley boundaries issue. I'd found I wasn't in a
position to change the boundaries; they weren't even listening to commonsense.
I'm not just like being the Irishman, the only one who'd step ... oh, that was a bit
[chuckles] not politically correct, but you know what I mean. They wouldn't have
been talking to me on those matters anyway because I was out of the party.

RC

Your thoughts on Ray O'Connor, although I believe he was Premier

just a short time before you resigned, Bill?
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Yes. Well, I can't make any comments because, as I said, I

was out of the party. I was in the Kimberley until the Parliament sat, and I was in
the Council, he was in the Assembly. My recollections of him as a Premier, really,
don't exist. I still like the bloke. He's still a friend, and I still like the bloke.

RC

Bill, can you think of any ministers who particularly impressed you

during your time in Parliament?

WITHERS

Well, I mentioned a few already. I mentioned Charlie Court of

course and Ian Medcalf and Alan Ridge (he was also a minister), but there was
another one Andrew Mensaros. These are Liberal ministers and I've already
mentioned the ALP ministers that I liked and impressed me. Andrew Mensaros
was a very good minister in my book and, of course, Alan Ridge had a marvellous
record as a representative of the people, but I was too close to him to make a
critical assessment of his overall performance as a minister. I just found him to be
a straight, good bloke with the interest of the people at heart.

RC

WITHERS

Can you think of any ministers you were particularly critical of?

At the time, yes, on various issues but I'd approached them

and explained why I was critical of them, and I've already described one, with
John Tonkin as Premier. I'd had similar dealings with Sir Charles Court and we
came to arrangements. That was the way I operated. I never had a policy of
talking behind people's backs. If I disagreed with them, I'd go and tell them I
disagreed with them and why, and point out how we could correct the problem
which I saw they had created, and if we couldn't work out a problem I'd advise
them I'd be working against them.

RC

I'd just like to ask your views, Bill, on Charles Court's policies

regarding the development of northern WA, which you've touched on briefly,
particularly about the government's iron ore policy and the Ord River?

WITHERS

Well,

I agreed

with

most

of Charlie

Court's

northern

development policies and I considered that the state and the nation should be
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grateful that he was the man of his time during the north's formative years. I
disagreed with his sugar policy for the Ord River. I maintained that he should not
have

approached

CSR

to

do

the

feasibility

study

with

requested

recommendations. I also stated that a raw sugar plant alone should not form the
basis for the northern sugar industry. I had submitted my recommendation for the
extended use of sugar cane bagasse (that is the fibre of sugar cane). I submitted
this recommendation that it be used for both fuel and for manufacture. During my
study tour overseas, I'd visited the Crescent Sugar Mills in Pakistan where they
stockpiled part of their bagasse for use in hardboard and chipboard manufacture
during maintenance periods of the sugar mill, and the hardboard and chipboard
presses were manufactured by Siempelkamp in Germany and all the details and
board samples were given to the government with my report from Pakistan plus
my recommendations. Now, I might add that the fibreboard and hardboard was far
superior to anything else that was on sale in the world; far superior to chip board.
This is because bagasse has a long fibre, of course, it's much more stable; and,
as a tradesman, I had done aero-carpentry as part of my trade. I did fairly
extensive tests on the board for stability and its working ability, and found it
absolutely magnificent. Now, we don't have any building products industry up
north and the cost of building is very, very high. If that had gone ahead with the
sugar mill and sugar industry, we could've had a socioeconomic reason for doing
it, but I'm sure it would've developed an industry that would get better and better
with years.

RC

Just for the sake of the tape, Bill, you mentioned bagasse. I'll just

clarify the spelling on that.

WITHERS

RC

WITHERS

B-a-g-a-s-s-e.

And could you elaborate on bagasse? What it is?

Sure. Bagasse is the actual fibre of the sugar cane itself. As

you know, the sugar is in the pulp of the cane. The bagasse is the actual fibre of
the cane. So, after they crush the cane to extract the cane juice from which the
sugar is processed, the fibre that's left over is called bagasse, and it is used as a
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fuel in the sugar mills. But what the Pakistanis found ... or actually I'll put it down
to one man (I remember his name) a Dr Karishi. He did his sums and found that if
you only used some of the bagasse for fuel and supplemented the fuel with gas (I
know this is confusing; g-a-s, rather than b-a-g-a-s-s-e!), he found that you could
stockpile the balance and put it aside until such time as there was a maintenance
shutdown in the mill, then you could convert some of the labour (it didn't require
much labour) to the production of the chipboard and hardboard, and this was
done. So he went to Siempelkamp in Germany and asked them if they could
produce presses that could do this. They're beautiful machines (I had a look at
them), very simple and compact, and they turned out absolutely beautiful
hardboard and chipboard; something like we've never seen, the quality.

RC

Thanks, Bill. What did you think of the Court government's policies

regarding iron ore?

I agreed with

WITHERS

them.

I disagreed

with

Charlie

on

his

disagreement with one mining gentleman, Mr Hancock. I disagreed with him there.
In fact, I was absolutely horrified when the Tonkin government brought in
retrospective legislation to prevent Hancock winning a court case, and this was
backed by my own members in opposition, including Charlie. I said in the party
room that I would be voting against them and be voting against the bill. I was the
only one in the Legislative Council who did this incidentally. I was on my own, but
I'd pointed out and I am correct (I am morally correct on this) I said that legislators
should be legislators, they should not be passing retrospective legislation to affect
a court decision, and that's exactly what they did. There are two members in the
Legislative Assembly that joined me in this thinking, one was Bill Grayden and the
other one as Ray Young. Later both of them became ministers in the Court
government.

RC

Finally, Bill, regarding Sir Charles Court's government, what are your

observations on his policies towards Aborigines and native affairs?

WITHERS

His sympathy for Aboriginal people was quite sound. He, like

most people, didn't know too much about the individual Aboriginal problems.
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WITHERS

Alan Ridge did. I would say that I did (not in total but in part) but a darn sight more
than a lot of our city counterparts in Parliament. I consider that the state's native
affairs department and

the federal

government's

legislation were

poorly

constructed with endemic apartheid, and of course that still exists today.
Apartheid, as you are aware, is an Afrikaans word which means separate
development. The moment you have separate legislation based on race, you have
apartheid; that is, separate development. We have that in our statutes, both state
and federal now. Australians, particularly Australian politicians, are horribly
hypocritical in this regard. The sad thing is they can't even see it. I gave my
proposed policies for non-racial legislation to the state and federal governments,
including the Australian Law Reform Commission. All these details are in Hansard
I might add. The proposals would've given independence, with landownership, to
Aboriginal groups using existing statutes without racial discrimination and the
apartheid which is now enshrined in our statutes. It's a very simple situation. Most
of our politicians, even today, federal and state, don't even appreciate the fact that
our land acts (that's in all the states) are drawn up to allow the disposal of crown
lands to lessees for freehold conversion at a later date based on a tribal
relationship. In other words, it can be an individual, it can be a partnership, it can
be an association, it can be a corporation or a tribe, so there was no need for the
Native Title Act at all. All that was needed was for people to train Aboriginal groups
to be able to have an allocation of land for their own tribal purposes and also to
allow them training to have their law, as long as they were subservient within our
laws, as the fourth tier of government for them. What people also don't realise, we
have four tiers of government in our society now but we only recognise three.
Everybody just glosses over the rest. If you look at government, it's only a system
of laws or rules. If you are married, you have taken some vows in marriage. You
don't realise it but you are under a fourth tier of government. You've got the three
tiers, federal, state and local, but you've got a fourth tier, depending if you are in a
club, you have rules in that club, that's a fourth tier of government. The same with
Aboriginal law. They can have a fourth tier of government of their own law, as long
as they are subservient to the others. Race isn't even included in this (not included
at all), and it could all have been done. Instead, they've gone and stuffed things up
by bringing in the Native Title Act, thinking that they're trying to do the right thing
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giving separate laws, and now look at the bloody mess they've got. Even in the
news today, every day we see this bloody mess.
Anyway, after he left Parliament, Sir Charles Court said to me in Kununurra (he
was paying a social visit to us). He got rather reflective, and I remembered his
quote, "You know, I think we should've taken notice of your Aboriginal proposals."

RC

Thanks, Bill. You just mentioned in your response about what's

happening today. Is there anything further you want to comment on what's
happening today in the north?

Well, yes, it's all a part of the initial problem that was

WITHERS

established by government, state and federal, whereby they said the Aboriginal
people must be treated differently under law. Instead of being treated as equals,
they brought in apartheid laws to treat them separately on a racial basis, and this
meant that even law enforcement agencies were told unofficially to lay off, you
know, the poor Aborigine. Now, the elders didn't want this; some of the younger
one's did but the elders didn't want it, and if they had been treated as equals in our
society and allowed to operate within their own law system, which becomes the
fourth tier of government for them, of course being subservient to the first three
tiers of government, then they wouldn't be having these problems today because
they would've had their own internal JP system and you'd find that the Aboriginal
people would be far better off. But instead we've got this horrendous situation
where you've got them and us, and you've got some darn good people still striving
to make the system work but it never will work whilst we're treated as different
parts of the human race.

RC

You referred to what's happening in the news today. What do you

mean by that?

WITHERS

I mean the situation with paedophilia and the amount of

disease. I had one case when I was a senior JP in Kununurra where an Aboriginal
girl . . . She was only in the teenage children's court ... I was an honorary
magistrate in the Children's Court. She was brought in and I was told unofficially
that she had venereal disease, or sexually transmitted disease, and that she'd
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been selling herself to several men (I'll call them men) in the past 24 hours. She
had legal representation in the court and the legal representative said that she had
an aunty and the aunty would take her into her care, the aunty lived in Wyndham
and that the welfare officer would drive the girl into Wyndham and put her in the
care of the aunty. The charge was heard around about 10 o'clock and we put her
in the care of the welfare officer who left immediately, took the girl immediately into
Wyndham. Now, it's a one-hour trip to Wyndham and one hour back again. By two
o'clock, that girl was found that she'd already sold herself to two men back in
Kununurra, spreading the disease. I wanted to be absolutely sure, so I rang the
medical officer and he said he wasn't allowed to comment about any of his
patients. She was a juvenile; I couldn't do anything. I said, "Well, could you tell me
is there a person of about this age, without mentioning names, that has a sexually
transmitted disease?" He said, "I'm sorry; the law doesn't allow me to make
comment." So there you see; it shows you the stupidity of the law. You had this
juvenile being absolutely destroyed in herself but also destroying a lot of lives
around her and spreading a disease.

RC

Bearing in mind what you've just said, Bill, what's your opinion of the

Howard government's intervention in Aboriginal communities in the north?

WITHERS

RC

WITHERS

RC

In two words, about time.

Right. Okay; thanks, Bill.

Pleasure.

I'd just like to move on now to any areas of conflicts you had with

Liberal Party policy in Parliament and any occasions that you voted against the
government. Would you like to comment on that?

WITHERS

I know I opposed my party's policies and I crossed the floor on

the daylight savings bill because at the lime, the people up in the Kimberley (that's
the east Kimberley, not the west Kimberley) wanted daylight savings because
Kununurra is only 30 kilometres from a one-and-a-half-hour time change and of
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course that meant two and a half hours during daylight savings. This was a bit
horrific. That was the South Australian time and Northern Territory time. The
people said it would be far better because they were already adjusting their school
times and other bank times to the local requirement, but it required federal
legislation to allow the post office to operate that way. So everything was out of
kilter and so that's why I opposed the Liberal Party policy on daylight saving.
I also opposed the government regulation banning side-window tinting on cars. So
I established and chaired a committee which was successful to reverse the
government's policy on that, so we now have window tinting. I refused to vote on
the CSIRO general insurance bill because I was an SGIO agent, as well as an
MLC agent. I think I mentioned that to you earlier when I was referring to Arthur
Griffith. I also opposed the Liberal Party's objection to greyhound racing. I
convinced enough members of the Legislative Council to commit to crossing the
floor to vote with the government on that issue, and this caused the party room to
change direction and vote with the government in the Assembly contrary to the
state Liberal Party policy, and so we wound up with greyhound racing. I opposed
all parties in their attitude to racial separation in legislation. I later wrote a
manuscript "Humbug" on this issue, which sees apartheid enshrined in our state
and federal statutes. The manuscript is in the members' collection of the
Parliamentary Library and also in the Wither's collection at the Battye Library of
West Australian History. Unfortunately, nobody's interested in publishing. It's
probably too controversial for them because it makes sense and it's agreed to by
elders, or used to be agreed

RC

to by elders; I don't know about it now.

What were the reactions from your parliamentary colleagues in the

Liberal Party about your opposition and your crossing the floor of Parliament?

WITHERS

Oh, it varied. Sometimes the argument could be rather strong. I

remember Charlie asking me did I know what I was doing in respect of the
Daylight Saving Act and I assured him that I did. The window tinting one, I didn't
receive any real opposition to that at all; it's just that the regulation had been
brought in by the traffic authority. As you remember, at that stage we had a
separate traffic authority to the police, and the officer in charge of the traffic
authority believed that window tinting would prevent people signalling to each
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other at intersections, and we pointed out that they weren't supposed to anyway.
He also felt that there could be criminal activity going on in the car and the police
wouldn't be able to see in, and various arguments like this. He insulted my
committee. In fact, he's lucky [chuckles] he wasn't verbally assaulted worse than
he was when asked why the window tinting was banned by government through
his recommendation. Although I was chairman of the committee, I was the only
non-academic; all the rest had degrees. He said, "Gentlemen, this is a complicated
subject. I'm afraid you wouldn't understand it, so there's no sense in me describing
it to you." [chuckles] Absolutely incredible. Anyway, we wound up with no real
government

opposition

there.

The

minister,

when

he

received

our

recommendations, withdrew the regulations and we now have window tinting.
The general insurance bill, yes, I had a little bit of opposition there but I've a/ready
described that. The greyhound racing, I've already described that. I think they
were concerned that it would upset the sport of trotting, and I pointed out that only
wealthy people can own trotters whereas family people could own greyhounds and
they should be in. My attitude to racial separation and legislation, a lot of members
said that I'm right but it was hopeless me going ahead; I'd never get the
government to change. They were perfectly right, of course, but I think that the
people who won't change and the people who support apartheid (that is the
current and past state and federal governments) are bloody idiots; there's no other
way to describe them. Anybody who supports apartheid is a bloody idiot; it doesn't
work, no matter how good they think it is.

RC

Continuing interview with Bill Withers. This is side A of tape No 3. Bill,

I'd like to ask you now about how you worked together with other members for the
north of Western Australia, particularly yourself and Brian Sodeman.

WITHERS

Sure. Well, similar to the relationship that I had with

Alan Ridge, we worked closely together. I talked Brian Sodeman into nominating
for Parliament and assisted him throughout the election and we worked closely
together. Brian was a very efficient member. He kept a car in the Pilbara and quite
often because getting to some of the remote areas in the Pilbara was very difficult,
when he was travelling to some of those remote areas, we would do it together so
that we could share costs. Our association was very good. I don't think we had any
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difficulties in agreeing with each other on the various things we were doing
because it was for the common good. He was a conscientious member and we
just got along fine.

RC

Any other comments on collaboration, if you like, between members in

the north?

WITHERS

No; we got another member in. Because of our representation,

we were able to get another Council member in and that was John Tozer, who is
also a conscientious bloke. He was older than Brian and I, and he was more staid
in his outlook and, of course, he'd been an old public servant for many years and
at times we thought John was a bit of a fuddy-duddy but we never, ever
questioned his sincerity or his intent. He was quite a good man. It's just that he
had a slightly different way of doing things.

RC

Right. I'd just like to move on now, Bill. During your term in

Parliament, what particular issues spring to mind that were raised by your
constituents and how do you feel that you handled these issues?

WITHERS

For a start, there are heaps of them that spring to mind. Sure,

there were quite a few successes, or what I considered successes, but they
couldn't all be put down just to my sole action. A lot of them were, but some
required the help of Alan Ridge, John Tozer, Brian Sodeman, Charlie Court and
the individual ministers concerned and some public servants who got behind us
and also helped us change things. One of them was we were able to reduce the
power charges dramatically so that the northern charges matched the southern
charges. That was a big thing for the people in the north. Prior to that, nobody
could afford air conditioning; it was so expensive. State housing and government
employee rentals, we reduced them dramatically to equal those in the south. The
state sleeping away from home allowances for remote area students were
increased, whilst a further supplement was obtained from the federal government.
Of course, I was able to get the number of airfares increased for non-Aboriginal
people to match those of Aboriginal people, and, of course, I told you earlier that
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that was at the request of Aboriginal elders. They saw the sense even though the
politicians of the day couldn't. Of course, later the politicians did agree.
We were able to institute changes in the plans for government housing, including
the changes of materials that we used. Prior to that, they were using expensive,
very unstable timber products instead of aluminium for window frames, doorframes
et cetera, and this was crazy because they were sending up beautiful timber from
the south but putting it in tropical conditions where you've got high moisture
absorption during the wet season and completely drying out during the dry season,
you get warping et cetera. Anyway, we had those systems changed. I must say
that on the design side, Peter Jones, when he was minister, accepted my proposal
that you get local builders to put in to design, and he agreed to that, and the first
person to do this on an experimental basis was Mr Cavlovic. He submitted a plan
that he could build at a cheaper price and which would be far better and suit the
north and that was done. So, I was very pleased about that. I was instrumental in
obtaining changes to the government's Aboriginal housing policy. I said that if a
person is good enough to be put in to be pepper and salted through a community,
they were good enough to live in government housing of the same standard. Prior
to that, they just wanted to use corrugated iron.
I was able to organise an annual travel concession once per year for northern
pensioners. Of course, this was given to southern pensioners but didn't apply to
the north, but it now applies all over the state. Also, I arranged a federal
concession for pensioners to compensate for the taxation zone rebates. I've
already mentioned the vehicle window tinting, which was very important in the
north, which the government had denied, but I was able to reverse that situation. I
was able to gain a water concession at a lower rate than the first step of charges
from the Water Commission to compensate consumers in high evaporation areas.
[chuckles] That drew a few complaints from southern blokes who said they had
high evaporation areas too, but they had nothing like us, of course. So I came
under criticism from my own blokes for that, but still, we got it for the people in the
north.
I've already mentioned increased tickets for the ... yes, I've already said that Oh,
one of the interesting ones is the Minister for Communications in the Whitlam
government used to receive consistent letters from me talking about getting TV for
the north. I put to him both the social reasons and technical reasons and how it
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could be done, and because he was getting polite letters from me all the time in
reply to his refusals, his letters started to become most sympathetic. Eventually,
he wrote me a letter ... because of the work I'd done to achieve this, he's allowing
me to make the press release and the announcement that TV availability was now
coming to the Kimberley. Of course, this upset the ALP federal member. [chuckles]
But I thought that was an interesting one.
With Alan Ridge I supported the establishment of an Aboriginal police aide service.
Alan Ridge initiated that; I only supported it. It was personally funded for trial by a
policeman who actually paid the Aboriginal aide out of his own pocket, a small
allowance, to show that it could work. Alan put it to the minister. The minister was
Ray O'Connor and we brought it in. So that's how the Aboriginal police aide
started. It started in Halls Creek.
I also got a better result for police staffing after meetings with the police
commissioner and I pointed out that some of the staffing arrangements were
irrational in relation to the demands in populations and he was able to correct that.
We also got a better courtroom. I was able to get recognition of establishing a
national park in a town precinct; that's Hidden Valley. Up till then, they weren't
allowed to establish national parks in precincts. I knew this because I'd been a
member of the reserves advisory council before I went into Parliament. Getting
that recognised, I thought, was rather good. I was establishing justices of the
peace in some Aboriginal communities. That's one thing that Ian Medcalf did take
notice of, and he was the minister who brought that in.
I'd already mentioned the insurance legislation seven or eight times. That's a big
one in my book. It was an absolutely crazy policy and I was very happy to have
that changed.
Also, I was able to change government policy to recognise the Ord River district as
a horticultural area and to have the first resident tropical horticulturalist appointed
to Kununurra. Prior to that, they considered it was too far away from the markets to
become a horticultural area and, of course, I set up the first ... sorry, I didn't set up
the first; I set up a demonstration unit to do this. But the first man to do it in the
Ord, the bloke who went out on his own contrary to the advice of the Department
of Agriculture, was a bloke by the name of Chris ... I'll think of it in a minute. He
grew the first bananas up in the Ord. There were other blokes who grew
vegetables and had little bits of goes, but Chris did it really well and did it
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professionally, so he was one. Incidentally, he got an Australian Order for his
work; in fact, to prove how well he deserved it, they got some of my early letters to
prove that he really deserved this.
What else is there? Oh, I had a research ornithologist appointed to research and
solve the life-threatening and economically damaging population of little white
corellas in the Ord River scheme. What had happened in that particular case,
they'd overlooked the fact that the little white corella likes to live in bare trees and
they'd created a lot of bare trees in the dam and they like to nest on bare trees
close to water, and their favourite food is grain and they were growing sorghum
and these little things move at dusk and falls dusk, which meant they were
crossing the airport, which was built in between their roosting place and their
feeding grounds and these flights of corellas were going through at dusk or falls
dusk and dawn or falls dawn, depending on cloud and weather at a time when
aircraft were there and, of course, this was a very dangerous situation and I was
able to convince the government that they should put in a research ornithologist to
see if they could solve the problem. Nature solved the problem. He actually came
up with some good ideas and gave a paper. I'll just make a note that I'll tell you
about that privately; there's a funny story associated with it. But there's no sense
of doing it on this tape. What happened, they got those tremendous rains in the
centre back in the '?Os, which filled Lake Eyre and, of course, all the corellas went
to that water and as it started to dry up, they just kept moving east and, of course,
they caused a hell of a problem in Sydney. They were eating the fascias of
houses, but they haven't built up to their old numbers like they were back when I
got that ornithologist.
Oh, there's another one. I had a big argument here with the Under Secretary for
Lands. In fact, it was so violent that all his staff left and when he asked for a cup of
tea, the girl couldn't bring the tea in she was shaking so much because he and I
really went to town on each other.

RC

WITHERS

Can you recall who that was, the Under Secretary?

It was in the mid '70s, a well-known bloke. Oh, gee, I've just

forgotten at the moment.

WITHERS
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That's okay.

WITHERS

He was an honourable bloke. He was a very strong man. As I

said, we had this quite violent argument, but finally he saw what I was getting at.
What they were doing, when they would release land, a crown lease, you had to
get the building to plate height before they would issue freehold but, of course, the
banks in the north, although theoretically they could lend money on leasehold,
they never would because there's no real security of tenure in their eyes and
because you had to surrender the leasehold and then apply for the freehold, and
the bank wasn't interested in that. Finally, the Under Secretary saw this and he
promised me that he would look into it to determine if everything I said was correct
and if I was correct, he'd change it. At the time, he really didn't believe I was
correct fully, but he researched it and found I was correct and changed the policy
to what I required, so full marks for him. He's a man of honour. There was that. I
was quite pleased with that.
I was able to change the lands department policy, which was quite stupid. They
said that the sale of crops on the Ord River produced from leasehold hobby farms
could not be sold. Absolutely stupid. Anyway, I got that one changed.
I negotiated with the state Electricity Commission, as it was known then, to change
their policy and to allow contributory power schemes in the Kimberley in the same
way that they operated in the south of the state. That was a good one. They made
it a bit difficult though. Just a little personal anecdote here. I took advantage of this
and I had 14 blokes interested in joining the scheme, including myself, in this new
scheme. They said yes, but they would only agree to it and they would not give a
guarantee or date for the scheme unless I first collected the money, which was
$220 000. They thought it wouldn't be done. Luckily, all the people believed me
and they all contributed and when I marched in with the $220 000, they nearly had
a little dose of diarrhoea in their office because what they hadn't done, they hadn't
really done their homework. It should've been around about $350 000, but they
just plucked a figure out of the hat, thinking it would never be. So, we got it a lot
cheaper than we thought, due to their overconfidence and error. Yes, so, I was
able to get that.
I'd prepared the document on northern costs, which was used by the Tonkin
Government to assess disparities. They didn't give me the credit for that, but the
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officer doing it apologised and he said, you know, "That's politics", and I
understood, but that was good. I arranged an inter-government gift of cotton
varieties from Pakistan to Western Australia, which were later grown in the
Kimberley research station, now the Frank Wise Institute. I presented a proposal
for an Aboriginal ranger scheme and some were appointed in 1975. I did that in
1975.
Ron, look, I'm sure there are a few others; in fact, I know there are but I just can't
put my finger on it. I know there were a heap of things because, Jet's face it, there
were so many things wrong with the north and there were a Jot of things that had
to be changed.

RC

Out of all those issues, Bill, and those achievements, what do you

consider to have been the most satisfactory or, shall we say, the most rewarding?

WITHERS

The most rewarding I'd say (because it's the one I had to do

the most work in) was the reduction in insurance costs, because I got the
Insurance Council to recognise, because I'd worked with CSIRO on experimental
flying and rain making, I pointed out to them the Kimberley was not in a cyclone
area, that the areas around it were, in the north. But I showed them how low
cyclonic systems coming in would bounce off the coast and they would break up
and become rain-bearing depressions over the Kimberley ranges, but they would
regenerate and come in as cyclones from Broome and south where the ground
was clear. If you imagine a billiard ball spinning, bouncing off a cushion, okay, if
you sprinkle sand on the billiard table, it'll spin very slowly and stop. If you look at
a cyclonic depression which is rotating clockwise and look at the Kimberley ranges
as sand on the table, that's what happens to a cyclone. They were able to accept
that, although I think it's crept back in now and I think the present crop of
parliamentarians are letting it slide. But, you know, I've given up. I've just become
a bloody hedonistic peasant now because I think dealing with politicians is next to
bloody hopeless, particularly after my experience, you know, with the altruistic
business. They didn't understand that. It hurt me a lot; it cost me a lot of money,
particularly after I gave $36 000 of my own funds to the parliamentary system to
operate so that I could operate effectively and then to do that on me, I'm just not
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interested in dealing with bloody politicians now. They're too bloody stupid. I hope
they're going to listen to this. [chuckles]
Yes, back to the Insurance Council of Australia, they recognised that. Also, the
minister saw the legislation that we prepared, or the proposed legislation ... saw
the sense in it which meant that the people did not pay seven to eight times the
money of their Perth counterparts to fund the metropolitan fire brigade from
Kununurra and the rest of the north too, but the factor wasn't as much as
Kununurra in the other parts. So, that would be the most satisfying.
But of course the other ones ... the travel concessions for schoolchildren, that was
a big one too, because they couldn't see that and, as I said, the Aboriginal elders
could. It was thanks to their efforts and me presenting their words that I think
finally convinced government that they should have the same ... in effect, that was
a form of apartheid they had then, thinking they were doing the right thing, but it
worried the elders because they could see it'd make white people hate them, and
so they were good thinkers. Yes, actually, there were a few there that I'm quite
pleased about. The rental system for government housing and state housing, the
cost of electrical power, all of those things were a great achievement at the time.
Of course, they' re in the distant past now.

RC

Okay. Well, thanks Bill. That's all the questions I have for this

interview. Just a final one: is there anything else you would like to make comment
on before we close?

WITHERS

Well, for all my harsh comments about the stupidity of

politicians who don't understand altruism and the other comments I made that
mighl've been derogatory, this may sound like a platitude. I believe that I learnt a
lot about my fellow man, I learnt a lot about myself, and I learnt it in an
environment that I could not have experienced in any other social environment I
took up. So, therefore, I'm thankful that I had the experience. I feel guilty that I
spent so much of my family's money (when I say "my family's money" that Judy
and I had made) to back a system that I thought was a good system and then find
that it was corrupted by stupid thinking. That hurt me. It's obvious. I think I've
mentioned it a few times. It hurts.
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Winning that scholarship to study remote area development across the world was
a marvellous experience, and only some of it was adopted. I learned how stupid
the Australian Medical Association could be from that trip. I saw acupuncture used
as anaesthesia and incredible operations; I was actually in the theatre when it was
done, you know, with goitre removal and sinus bone removal where they'd peel
the bloke's face off. Both patients thanked me for attending their operation about
five minutes after they had their one (the bloke's face sewn on and the other one
their throat sewn up). The Minister for Health asked me would I give a report to the
AMA, which I did and including a photograph of the goitre operation, which I'd
taken in the theatre. I pointed out that the Chinese didn't know why it happened,
so what they didn't know ... but you know the AMA wouldn't even acknowledge
the letter and even though the minister requested them to, they virtually told him to
get stuffed. It's incredible, absolutely incredible. Because they hadn't been taught
this sort of thing, it didn't happen.
Anyway, that's it. It's an interesting part of my life. Thankfully, the only association
I have with it now is to visit Parliament House occasionally and have a few
conversations of those blokes and women that I liked in Parliament. It's quite
funny. They're not all Liberals; some are Labor. One who springs to mind is (she's
a delightful lady) Lyla Elliott. You see her once in a blue moon, but she's a
delightful lady. She was an ALP. I really think that she thought all Liberals ate
babies [chuckles] when she first came into Parliament, but she tempered and
she's proved to be a good member and a nice person.
That's it. I've respected some of the people. The President and Speaker (both
Labor people in recent years) I've looked at and learned to respect, even though I
haven't had much to do with them personally. I've just admired the way they've
handled themselves and they've done the job with dignity. I'm sure they wouldn't
have been people that didn't understand altruism, for sure.

RC

Right. Thanks, Bill. I'd like to conclude by thanking you again for

giving your time to carry out this interview.

WITHERS Thank you, Ron. It's been a pleasure.

