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GOUGH WHITLAM 
Statement 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [9.49 pm]: Similarly, I pay tribute to the passing today of Edward 
Gough Whitlam, AC, QC, who was born in July 1916 in Kew, Victoria. It is pertinent for members to realise that 
that was the eleventh day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916, which gives us some idea of the length of the great 
man’s life. He was schooled in Canberra and at the University of Sydney. He served in the Second World War as 
a RAAF navigator in a Ventura bomber, flying out of Bougainville and Darwin.  
I can just imagine the six foot seven frame of Mr Whitlam forcing itself into the navigator’s part of a Ventura 
bomber. 
Mr Whitlam was also a barrister, and became a QC in 1962. He married Margaret Dovey in 1942 and was 
married for almost 70 years. His children were named Nicholas, Anthony, Stephen and Catherine. 

Mr Whitlam joined the House of Representatives on 17 February 1953 as the member for Werriwa. 
Coincidentally, he failed to be elected to the Sydney city council. He also failed to gain preselection for the state 
seat of Cronulla. It was said years later that Mr Whitlam could well have been Lord Mayor of Sydney or Premier 
of New South Wales but became Prime Minister of Australia instead. It is convention that inaugural speeches are 
heard in silence. When I was doing some research today, I noted that Mr Whitlam’s inaugural speech drew 
interjection. Mine did, too, so there is something else that I share with the great man. He was Deputy Leader of 
the Opposition from March 1960 to February 1967, Leader of the Opposition from 1967 to December 1972, 
Prime Minister from 1972 to 1975, when he was dismissed on 11 November, and then went back to being 
Leader of the Opposition from 1975 to 1977. He continued to work after that tumultuous life experience, which 
would probably have had the better of most of us, which showed his strength of character. He eventually left 
Parliament on 31 July 1978. He had been a member of the New South Wales Labor Party from 1945 until his 
death. He was made a life member of the national ALP in 2007. 

Gough Whitlam led Labor to victory in 1972 after 23 years of conservative rule with the catchcry “It’s time”. 
His achievements, which will take me far too long to list in the time that I have in members’ statements, included 
the end of conscription and the withdrawal of troops from Vietnam. He ended criminal execution; he introduced 
universal health care; he chased Aboriginal land rights very solidly; he brought in free university education, 
which opened up tertiary education for everyone, rich and poor; he introduced legal aid; he introduced no-fault 
divorce; and he changed the voting age to 18. He embraced culture and the arts and led Australia through the 
halcyon days of the Australian movie era of the 1970s and made Australia a much more arts-savvy and cultural 
place. 

Probably most significantly for modern-day Western Australia, Gough Whitlam visited China and opened up 
diplomatic relations between Australia and that country. He was expecting to return from his visit to a storm of 
criticism because in those times the conservatives had the “reds under the beds” fear campaign, similar to what 
they have in other cultures today. This criticism was diffused because on his arrival back in Australia, it was 
announced that President Johnson would also be visiting China. Whitlam was in China before the Americans 
went to establish diplomatic relations. I do not think anywhere on the planet has benefited more from that 
opening up of diplomatic relationships with China than Western Australia. 

But the wealthy born-to-rule establishment fought back and after only two years began to plot the downfall of 
Whitlam. His dismissal in 1975 was a disgrace and will always be a blight on Australian politics. That dismissal 
is the reason I leant towards Labor’s progressive values of fairness and opportunity. I distinctly remember as 
a 10-year-old the outrage of my family, which was a mix of conservative and progressive voters. It was never 
seen as fair to me that an elected Prime Minister could be dismissed in that way. Coincidentally, when we moved 
back to Victoria, we moved to Malcolm Fraser’s seat, and I disliked him even more. 

I met Whitlam once. He quoted Mao Tse-tung on that meeting. I told him that I was a young man looking to 
embark on a political career and he told me that every journey starts with a single step. For Mr Whitlam, I will 
try to keep on walking. 

Finally, today was marred for me by the Premier of Western Australia’s disrespectful, ungracious and 
hypocritical comments in his assessment of one of the country’s most revolutionary and progressive leaders 
whose reforms have lasted to this day. His comments could not go unchallenged. Mr Barnett himself benefited 
from a free education and from Whitlam’s end to conscription. Mr Barnett can hardly accuse anyone of leading 
a government that descended into chaos and that could not manage its finances. Mr Barnett will not be 
remembered as kindly as the young brolga, Mr Whitlam. 

Vale, Gough; your legacy and achievements remain, and we thank you for your reforms and we remember your 
contributions. I do not think Australia was really ready for you in 1975, and is less ready now, with the antithesis 
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of Mr Whitlam, our current Prime Minister. The labour movement has lost a giant, and so has Australia. The 
men and women of Australia will always remember you. Sincere condolences to the Whitlam family and their 
many friends. Rest in peace. 
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