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STEPHENS
EDITED TRANSCRIPT
TAPE ONE SIDE ONE

BB
This is an interview with Matthew
Stephens conducted at Parliament House, Perth, on 12
March 1991 by Brenda Brush.
Matt, could you tell me your full name at birth, please?
STEPHENS

Matthew Ernest Stephens.

BB

And when were you born?

STEPHENS

4th of April 1926.

BB

And whereabouts were you born?

STEPHENS

Leederville, West Perth.

BE

Can you tell me your father's full name?

STEPHENS

Robert Stephens.

BB
birth?

Do you know his date of birth, year of

STEPHENS

Well, 1886.

BB

And where was he born?

STEPHENS

In Perth but I don't know exactly where.

BB
That's all right.
mother, what was her name?

What about your

STEPHENS
Regina Clarice, Gill was her maiden name.
I don't know what year she was born.

STEPHENS

BB
father?

2

Was she round about the same age as your

Yes, two years younger, I think, so it'd
STEPHENS
be 1888, wouldn't it?
BE

And do you know where she was born?

STEPHENS

South Australia.

And what about your father's occupation?
BE
What was that?
Well, for most of his life he was a
STEPHENS
He started off in the Lands
public accountant.
Department, then he went into the Auditor General's
Department. Around about 1915 or 1 16 he resigned from
there and then moved down towards Narrogin, PingellyNarrogin, and he spent the rest of his life working his
way down until 1934 [when] he started in Albany. He was
also very, very interested in early Albany history and
actually was a Fellow of the Royal Society and renowned
actually for his work in
original research in the
historical field and that's what took him to Albany
because that was the home of the early development of
the State. That was one of the principal reasons. The
other one, of course, when we moved down there.
I'm
one of nine children and there were still five of us
going to school and Dad moved down there so we had the
opportunity of a secondary education.
-

.

.

.

BB

What was your mother's occupation, Matt?

STEPHENS

She was a dressmaker.

BB
was married?

And did she continue to work after she

STEPHENS
Not that I'm aware of, no.
married women did in those days.

Very few

BB
Do you remember politics being discussed
at home when you were growing up?
STEPHENS
Yes. In 1934 when I was eight years of
age my father unsuccessfully stood for the Country Party
in the seat of South Province, which in those days was

STEPHENS
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from Pingelly south right through to Albany. He was a
dual endorsement against a Charles Wittenoom and
unfortunately my father was beaten by forty-five votes
But he was on
and never contested another election.
Arthur Watts' campaign when he got into Parliament, and
when we went down to Albany Dad was campaign organiser
for Len Hill when he first entered Parliament. In that
campaign I was involved in giving out dodgers and I was
the runner between the polling booth and the committee
office, and so I've been involved in the political
sphere from those early years because of my father's
involvement.
Right. And when did you actually join
BB
the Country Party yourself?
I joined the Country Party about 1950
STEPHENS
when I returned to Albany [and] took up a farm. I went
farming and I joined the Country Party then. I would've
only been about twenty-three at the time.
BB
Can we just go back then to your
schooling.
You obviously changed school a few times.
What primary schools did you go to?
I went to the Katanning Primary School.
STEPHENS
I started at the Katanning Primary School, then went to
the Albany Infants School and then to the Albany Primary
School and to the Albany High School. I finished the
Albany High School in 1943 and I then went as a monitor,
which was a trainee teacher in those days, until April
1944.
That was the beginning of that year, then I
entered air crew and was an air crew trainee and got
discharged in 1945.
Upon my discharge I spent the.. from October until the
end of the year I went down to Bunbury and I monitored
at the Bunbury Primary School. Then in 1946 I came up
here and in those days you could do training college and
university concurrently, that was for ex-servicemen, and
I started in that course and didn't settle down and I
re-enlisted in the Army.
Fortunately enough I learnt
Japanese and went to Japan as an interpreter in BCOF. I
was in Japan for about 20 months and on returning to
Australia I took an appointment with a small export firm
in Adelaide.
It was actually owned by my sister and
brother-in-law. They were Australia's largest exporters
of poultry at that stage. That was in 1948 and I then
enrolled at the university and did a part-time course of
business, I think they call it Business and Commerce,
but before I finished that I had the opportunity of
taking on the farm in Albany and we moved back to Albany
in 1950.
I might add that in 1949 I was married.
I
don't know whether that's of any interest to you.
.

.
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BE
Yes, it certainly is. Can I just go back
a step, though? Can you just explain that monitoring
again? You were actually a trainee teacher.
STEPHENS
Yes. Well, they don't do it these days.
You go straight from high school into your training but
in those days in order to become a school teacher, after
taking your Leaving you did a year as a monitor and you
were appointed to different schools.
You could be
employed in a whole range of work but usually, during
the period as a monitor, you had to give a number of
what they call prac lessons where you conducted a lesson
in front of a trained teacher and there was a criticism
written of that. You did a few of those. And then, of
course, you helped out, you know, different classes. If
a teacher was sick and away you possibly took the class
for however long they were away, and then the following
year you came up to training college and did a year at
training college.
BB
You say you were unsettled when you came
back and went back to that. What was it about it that
you didn't feel comfortable with?
STEPHENS
I don't think I'd seen enough of the
world. I mean, I was with a lot of ex-servicemen that
had been everywhere and because of only turning eighteen
in 1944 my experiences were quite limited, and I think
hearing all these tales and stories and what-have-you I
just didn't settle down. I think also at the back of my
mind I questioned whether teaching was for me and by
taking the opportunity of going into the Army (they were
calling for volunteers for the interim Army) I thought,
well, it gave me the opportunity of perhaps travelling
to Japan (that was where most of the interim Army were
sent) at the same time giving me an opportunity to look
around and see if there was anything else offering.
BE
that?

When you say you were with ECOF, what was

STEPHENS
British Commonwealth Occupational Force.
I was attached to CSDIC, which is Combined Services
Detailed Interrogation Centre, and we were sent out to
various units.
I was actually attached to a British
field security unit on the island of Shikoku and I spent
most of my time over there.
It was the first island
from which they removed the occupation troops. It was
the time that England ran into financial problems after
the war and Shikoku was occupied by the British Indian
division, and because of their financial problems they
withdrew that force and it was decided just to test how
the locals reacted to having very limited occupation

STEPHENS

5

forces. On the whole island of Shikoku there would've
only been about twenty or thirty service personnel and
there were no problems.
BE
How did you go with your Japanese
interpreting?
Did you have a lot of study in the
Japanese language before you went across?
STEPHENS
Yes.
Well, there were two courses
available; one was to become a translator which was a
twelve months course, but as I was only in the Army for
two years I took the alternate which was the
interpreter.
You didn't learn to read or write
Japanese, you were just involved in the interpretation.
That was a four months course at Point Cook in the P..AAF
School of Languages. Then we went to Japan and we had
another couple of months under Japanese instructors and
then we were posted out to the various units. As I say,
my time was spent with the British Field Security Unit
which, as there were no troops in the field, they acted
largely as a sort of counter intelligence unit.
BB

Did you find your Japanese was adequate?

STEPHENS
It was adequate but depending on the
nature of the problem. Sometimes you struggle with it a
little bit but we were interpreters.
That means you
didn't have to give a verbatim translation. As long as
you got the meaning over that was sufficient and quite
frequently it was, you know, they'd get into an area
perhaps you didn't quite understand so you'd get them to
explain it and you could always get through and, as I
say, depending on the nature of the problem as to the
difficulty.
BE

It must have been an interesting time.

STEPHENS
Oh, it was exceedingly interesting.
I
was tempted to stay again but I thought I'd had enough
of the service life by then.
BB
And you say you came back and went to
South Australia. When did you meet your future wife?
STEPHENS
At high school in 1942. After we both
left school we both had other friends and all that but
we used to keep in sort of close contact
not close
contact, contact by correspondence, and when I came back
from Japan I proposed and was accepted and that was it.
We were married on May the 7th, 1949. 1 can remember
-

STEPHENS
May the 7th because it's another great day in my life;
it was the day I resigned from Cabinet.
BE

Some time later.

STEPHENS

Yes.

BB

And what's your wife's full name?

STEPHENS

Rosslyn Mary.

BB

What was her maiden name?

STEPHENS

Allwood.

BB

What was her occupation?

STEPHENS
She was a stenographer secretary.
She
actually spent most of her time in the Commonwealth
Bank, in the exchange section of the Commonwealth Bank
in the GPO building here in Perth.
BE

Did you have any children?

STEPHENS
Yes, we have two children. A boy, Ashley
Robert Morgan Stephens and a girl, Stephanie Stephens.
BB

Is there a reason for the Robert Morgan?

STEPHENS
Yes, well, Robert is my father's name and
there was already another Robert in the family so we
just gave him the name. Morgan is my father's mother's
maiden name so it's a sort of a family name. Ashley, we
just liked it. By the time we got to the second child
we ran out of names, she only got one!
BE
She was probably grateful for that!
[Laughs] Do you know their dates of birth?
STEPHENS
[Laughs] Oh, Ashley's the 25th of June
in 1950 and Stephanie is in September the 10th 1954.
Actually we had a child in between that only lived
twenty-seven hours.

STEPHENS
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BE

Did you name that child?

STEPHENS

No.

BB
You said you came back to Albany in 1950.
Can you just tell me about that time?
Yes.
Well, I had the opportunity of
STEPHENS
taking over my wife's father's farm, father-in-law's
farm and so I decided to give it a go, although I'd
never been on a farm even for a holiday.
I always
preferred an outdoor type of life and also being a sort
of an independent nature I would sooner work for myself
than work for bosses. So I took the plunge and for the
next eight years I wondered whatever I'd let my family
in for. But eventually things got a bit easier and I've
never regretted the decision in retrospect now. It was
a dairy farm. It was a 1000 acre block but it was a
dairy farm.
There was only 120 acres cleared on it,
milking about forty cows at the time.
I never really
had any interest in dairying but I always saw it as a
means to an end which was baby beef production, but of
course I needed a lot more grass than I had.
As I
developed the farm at that stage there was more return
in fat lambs, so I gradually went over to sheep and by
the time I entered Parliament in 1 71 I'd got the farm up
to the point of running about 2000 breeding ewes, and I
used to raise roughly 2000 fat lambs.
BE
So you continued on your farming
activities while you were in Parliament.
STEPHENS
Yes.
I always kept an interest.
My
brother-in-law took over the running of the farms while
I was in Parliament but I always tried to get about a
day a week on the farm for two reasons; one to keep me
in touch with reality and the other was relaxation. I
didn't play sport and I found that getting out on the
farm, sometimes only to commune with nature, was a very,
very relaxing way and possibly more relaxing than
playing sport, because I've always liked people but
wherever you go to functions in the political life you
would always meet people who say, "Oh, we've been going
to ring you" or "We've been going to write to you.
Sorry that it's at a function, but.
and of course,
that's part of your political life so you're still
involved.
I never ever stop people because after all
that's part of my stock in trade. But by being out on
the farm you were on your own, you get right away and
completely divorce yourself from the political factors
of life and I think it was more relaxing than even
playing sport. Sometimes, as I say, I'd work, sometimes
I'd just need a walk round and commune with nature. But
.

."

STEPHENS
in the period that I was in Parliament I
block as well, so whereas I started off
I now have in four blocks about two and
acres and I run 6000 sheep and about 100

did buy another
with 1000 acres
a half thousand
breeders.

Just to go back to that time in Albany
BB
before you went into Parliament, what sort of community
involvement did you have there?
Well, right from the beginning I became
STEPHENS
involved with the Farmers Union as it was called in
those days, it's now called the Western Australian
Farmers Federation, and I became a branch secretary,
branch president. I then became the representative on
the district council, subsequently becoming the
secretary of the district council and the meat executive
member from the district council.
BB

Can you just tell me what that is?

STEPHENS
Well, the district council, you have so
many branches to a region and representatives from those
branches would then form a district council. Then the
district council had so many members on the different
executives at State level. You had a meat section, you
had a wool section, you had a grain section, so your
representatives
I was the meat section
representative on the meat executive in Perth, and it
was in that time that I was there actually that we
formulated the plans for orderly marketing of lambs and
I was pleased that I was in Parliament at the time that
the legislation was put through for the marketing of
lamb.
I am, always have been, a strong supporter of
orderly marketing and I'm still a strong supporter of
the floor price for wool notwithstanding what they've
done to it. I believe the problems have been brought
about by lack of leadership rather than the principles
that are involved.
That was my involvement in the
farmer side of things.
I was also.
I've been
president of the primary school P&C, the Spencer Park
P&C and the high school P&C and as a matter of fact I
was president of the high school P&C when I was elected
to Parliament. I was also active in Lions at the time
of coming into Parliament, but as a member of Parliament
I was virtually only an occasional member.
....

.

.

.

BB
What about the ratepayers' association,
in your Biography, it mentions that?
STEPHENS
Oh, yes, I'd forgotten about that.
Actually I was the convenor and foundation member of the
Albany Shire ratepayers' association. That was brought
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about by the fact that there was an element in Albany
that were trying to bring about an amalgamation of the
Albany town and the Albany shire, and I suspected that
when they talked of forming an Albany town and shire's
ratepayers' association that it was a preparatory move
to the next step, and with the support of several other
people we convened the meeting which I might add was
held in the Albany Shire offices
we always had a close
relationship with the shire
and it was decided to go
ahead and form the shire ratepayers' association and I
was the foundation president of that. But, as I say, it
was working with the Albany Shire as opposed to the
Albany town ratepayers' association, which was at one
stage in open conflict with the town council, but we've
always had, and even today, they have a good working
relationship with the shire.
-

-

BB
Were there any other organisations you
belonged to then?
STEPHENS
Not that I can recall. I was a member of
the Albany historical association but that was by virtue
of my father's involvement.
I wasn't active in that
area.
It's not been an area.. .always interested in
history but I haven't been particularly interested in
writing it or getting involved in the research on it.
.

BB
You mentioned off tape about your father
having earlier been a Labor supporter. Could you just
tell us about that?
STEPHENS
Well, about the only thing he told me was
that when he was living in Perth he used to vote Labor.
He was not involved in the Labor movement as such but
used to vote Labor. When he came out into the country
he felt that the Country Party better represented
country people and he became a member of the Country
Party. He was always active in the PPA, actually the
secretary of the different branches of the PPA over a
number of years.
EB

PPA being...?

STEPHENS
PPA being the Primary Producers
Association of which the Country Party was the electoral
voice.
BB
So your interest and involvement in
politics really grew alongside your father's. When you
became actively involved do you remember what made you
make that decision at the time?

STEPHENS
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STEPHENS
Well, one:
I think [if] you have an
interest in a thing, well then you naturally join it and
want to become part of it and that was no doubt the
motivating force. I think I always at the back of my
mind had the idea that I would like to run for
Parliament one day so no doubt that influenced me to
join and become active also. Over the years I felt that
the Country Party members were becoming too dominated by
the Liberals and I felt that where I had no objections
to cooperation I had every objection to being dominated
by them, and I felt that some of our members were
allowing themselves to be dominated and I've always
played a role where we should assert our independence,
and when I eventually got into politics I followed that
role right through.
BB
You say you felt you'd always had an idea
of going into Parliament. Do you remember a particular
moment when you made that decision or how that evolved?
STEPHENS
grew.

No. No, I just think it just sort of

BE
This is a continuation of an interview
with Matt Stephens, conducted by Brenda Brush at his
home in Albany on 28 May 1991.
Matt, we talked last time about you growing up and the
various careers you pursued prior to beginning life on
the farm in 1950. We spoke briefly about your community
involvement and how you became involved in politics.
I'd like to talk today about your involvement first with
the Primary Producers Association and the Country Party
and how that began, and perhaps you might explain the
relationship between the PPA and the Country Party at
that time.
STEPHENS
Well, actually my involvement with the
Country Party, direct involvement with the Country
Party, started after they had broken with the PPA. I
think that that took place with the reformation or the
reorganisation of the farmers when they formed the
Western Australian Farmers Union. Up until that time my
understanding is that the Primary Producers Association
was a representative of the farmers' organisations with
the exception of the wheatgrowers' union, and then the
political voice for the PPA was the Country Party. But
immediately after the war, and that was the period when
I was in Japan in the occupation forces, they reformed.
One of the ideas was to get all the farmers'
organisations under one umbrella and in order to do that
they disassociated themselves from the Country Party,
because the wheatgrowers' union was Labor oriented and
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by breaking the affiliation with a political party they
felt that they would be better able to encompass all the
farmers' organisations.
I didn't actually join the
Country Party until I came back to Albany to live in
1950.
I joined it then and more or less became, from
that time on became politically active, taking positions
in branch and district councils, and then went on up
through State organisations.
There were some changes
because at one stage the Albany electorate included a
much bigger area than it does now.
We had our own
district council having three branches within that
electorate, but of course as the redistributions took
place and the boundary of the Albany electorate shrunk
then my farming area at the Kalgan became involved with
the Stirling District Council, and I became active on
the Stirling District Council being the representative
from the Kalgan branch to the Stirling District Council.
BB
What sort of memories do you have of
those years? Any particular issues or strong memories
Of it?
STEPHENS
No. I can recall from way back in 1950
that I was always a little bit dissatisfied with the
performance of the parliamentary members of the Country
Party.
I recall this quite vividly because in 1956,
although I was farming then times were pretty difficult
for us having started in a small way with a big debt. I
needed a new vehicle so I went and in addition to
milking my cows night and morning I worked for eight
hours a day helping Benno Lange, who was then the Albany
Shire President, pick fruit on his King River orchard.
Benno was a member of the Country Party and we used to
have long discussions and it was in this period that I
was arguing that the Country Party would establish its
identity much better if we were to sit on the cross
benches and operate from there because, under the
coalition arrangements, when the decision is made
usually the Premier of the day makes all the
announcements and the voting public wouldn't have any
clear indication of the input from the parliamentary
members, but by sitting on the cross benches I suggested
that we would overcome that problem. I know in earlier
years Benno Lange didn't agree with me but before I
actually entered Parliament itself he did agree that we
had to do something and possibly it was worth giving
that line a try.
One other issue that I clearly remember with respect to
my involvement in the Country Party was that in 1970,
which was just prior to the endorsement for the 1971
election, we ran into the first rural recession-cumdrought in this area; '68-'70 was an exceedingly
difficult period for the farming community. Down on the
south coast here the farmers claimed that we had

STEPHENS

12

virtually the first drought that they knew of, and as an
active member of the farmers' organisation and one who
talked politics quite frequently I was made painfully
aware of a lot of the farmers' disgust with the lack of
action by the Country Party members in Parliament, so
much so that at a Stirling District Council meeting I
moved a motion along the lines that, "We question the
ability and/or sincerity of the parliamentary party to
effectively represent the rural community." In support
of that argument I mentioned the drought and said that I
had nothing personally against any of the members of
Parliament because apart from our own local members who
were Clayton Mitchell, the member for Stirling; Jack
Thompson, who was an upper House member for South
Province; and the late Ted House, who was also an upper
House member for South Province, all of whom were
present at the meeting but I didn't know any of the
The farmers had been
other members of Parliament.
pushing for drought relief for months and we were told
from the politicians that there wasn't a drought and
then suddenly there was a drought and I did make
reference to the fact that we'd had instant tea and
instant coffee for years, well we now by courtesy of
Crawford Nalder had instant droughts. I also mentioned,
made reference to the argument over probate which the
rank and file wanted abolished and there'd been no
action on these lines. So I talked about the lack of
action on policy issues. The motion was seconded pro
forma so as to enable the politicians to have a say.
Clayton Mitchell, he got up and attacked me very
Jack
strongly, the late Ted House did likewise.
Thompson said, "Well, I don't think that Matt meant it
the way that...

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE
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STEPHENS
I was saying that Jack Thompson said that
if I was to delete the reference to lack of sincerity he
felt that the motion may be more acceptable. I'd made
the point that I couldn't delete that because I didn't
know the other members of the parliamentary party and so
that it was either lack of ability or it was lack of
sincerity, but the meeting could make up its mind.
Well, the matter was debated for about two hours and
when it was put to the vote the only vote that it got
was my own [laughs]. I felt that I was treated a little
bit like a leper for the rest of the evening.
There
were consequences of that decision to discuss that
motion and perhaps I'll go on and conclude this part of
the story.
Well, a few months after that. .Clayton Mitchell at
that time had already been endorsed for the forthcoming
1971 elections but he subsequently stood down and it was
felt by many people in the electorate that he was trying
to organise it so that his son received the endorsement.
Be that as it may the endorsement meeting was held and
it was interesting that they did expect some trouble
with the endorsement inasmuch as prior to the
preselection night, Ron, the secretary of the Country
Party, Ron Elphick, he came down to the Stirling
District Council and we had a special meeting to discuss
the procedures for the preselection. At that meeting it
was decided that all branches be given the right to send
their delegates. I mention all branches because some of
them had not been active in the previous period of
years, and certainly not been active in the time that
I'd been a member of the Stirling District Council. The
decision was made that all members have a say.
It's
rather ironical; I pushed the point and actually moved a
motion that only delegates from active branches be given
an opportunity to vote at the preselection and that was
not carried. Had it been carried I would never have got
endorsement.
I think it's rather interesting because
subsequently they called for endorsements, there were
twelve applications, I was the last one to submit my
application and that was largely on the grounds that I
was convinced that the whole matter had been set up and
the decision had been arrived at before the meeting.
However, a couple of my friends encouraged me to put my
name in.
.

.

I might add that I was seriously considering standing as
Independent Country Party because, one, I felt that the
preselection was rigged; two, as I've already indicated
I was far from happy with the performance of the
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parliamentary party. However, my name went in and we
had an exhaustive ballot. The meeting started at eight
o'clock and didn't finish until after one o'clock in the
morning.
Each member had the opportunity of a seven
minute speech with three minutes to answer questions,
and then it was decided that when the last three
candidates were left in they would be brought back in
and the chairman of the meeting would ask each candidate
the same questions. The questions were decided by the
preselection panel during the voting process and I think
there were about seven or eight questions that were
asked of each member. The three of us went separately
in and after that vote I was duly declared or nominated
as the provisional candidate. Several of my friends who
were on the preselection panel said that at that
questioning part I clearly shone out inasmuch as I gave
definite answers. I didn't sit on the fence, I let the
people know where I stood, where the other two
candidates inclined to hopefully appease people with a
bit of this and a bit of that.
Under our constitution the district council has the
right to recommend the candidate to State council.
State council then endorses and makes the announcement.
In my particular case I waited outside the meeting for
nearly two hours while they debated it and there was a
strong move
I don't know who originated it, but it was
certainly supported by Clayton Mitchell and the late Ted
House
to have the endorsement referred back to the
Stirling District Council, which is tantamount to
saying, "Well, we're not satisfied with this candidate,
suggest another one." However, after two hours they
decided to ratify my endorsement. So, you know, it was
obvious that there was a question mark about me before I
ever entered the parliamentary ranks. As a matter of
fact, subsequent to that preselection meeting a junior
vice president of the State council called upon me in
Albany and said that there was a degree of apprehension
amongst the parliamentary members because they felt, no
doubt based on the motion that I'd moved the previous
August or September, that I'd been a bit insulting to
them and suggested that I should go up and apologise to
them all.
I agreed that I would meet them, not to
apologise but to explain my actions and in fact a
meeting did take place. I met the parliamentary party
and I know that Ray McFarlane said, "We've heard up
here, Mr Stephens, that you're going to come up here
with a big stick and clean us all up," [laughs] and I
said there was nothing like that, but that I had my
views based on comments from within the electorate and
that I was pursuing that angle, you know; that I
unfortunately had to accept majority decisions but I
didn't always think that those decisions were in the
best interests of the party.
-

-
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Although my motion only had my support, subsequently in
the 1971 election it certainly had the support of the
voting public because, although we didn't lose a lot of
seats, our vote was seriously down on what it had been.
In my own case, Stirling electorate had been held by the
Country Party ever since its inception and because of
the difficult times, and always at difficult times you
have a huge number of candidates, there were six
candidates. There was a Labor, Liberal, Country Party
which was myself, we had the United Farmers and Graziers
Organisation which was a group that had grown up because
of dissatisfaction with both the pastoralists and
graziers and the farmers' union, there was an
Independent and I think there was one other, but anyhow
there were six candidates.
After the distribution of
the three minor candidates the Labor Party, who topped
the original poll, were still on top and my vote was 29
votes in excess of the Liberal Party and the Liberal
Party preferences put me in by about 1 300 votes over
Labor.
But such was the reaction to the lack of
activity that had taken place in the previous few years
the Labor Party actually topped the poll in Stirling.
If I can just go on and finish this particular part. It
was interesting, that was the 1971 election. To me it
was a clear indication that the line that I had been
pursuing was the correct one because there was general
dissatisfaction. Crawford Nalder, leader of the party,
the member for Katanning, went to preferences to hold
his seat.
I think it's the only time that ever
happened.
Edgar Lewis, who was a Minister from the
northern area of a safe Country Party seat, only won by
200 and went to preferences. Bill Young, the member for
Roe, another solid Country Party seat, went within an
ace of being defeated by an Independent Country Party
[candidate], that was Len Gleeson who subsequently was
my running mate for the Country Party in an upper House
election in 1974. I think I can leave it at that.
BB
If we just go back to that Stirling
selection meeting, you say that you opposed the nonactive branches having representation.
How was that
sorted out in the end? Who was there at that selection
meeting?
STEPHENS
I can't remember the names of the
various... .oh, that was the meeting at which we were
organising the preselection meeting?
BE

Yes.

STEPHENS
No, I can't recall.
Obviously there
weren't a full representation of branches because as I
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said some of them hadn't been active all the time I'd
been attending the district council, from the time that
the Kalgan came within the electorate boundaries of
Stirling.
Were you aware during that time that
BB
people were going around and trying to reactivate some
of those branches? Was there any move like that to
prevent you?
STEPHENS
Yes. I was aware that there was a move
to reactivate all the branches and that's where I came
to the conclusion that they were trying to organise who
would get the preselection.
BE
that period?

Did you do any lobbying yourself during

STEPHENS
No, I didn't do any lobbying whatsoever,
but after I was successful some of the defeated
candidates argued that I had lobbied which was
completely wrong.
One of the things I think that
perhaps was in my favour [was] that we had a full
representation on the actual night of the preselection,
I think there were something like twenty-eight members
present. A large percentage of those members were also
Farmers' Union members and I had been very active in the
Farmers' Union, and that no doubt helped my cause but,
no, I did absolutely no lobbying whatsoever.
BE
Can you just tell me a little bit now
about that first election campaign? What sort of
campaign was it?
STEPHENS
Well, it was a very difficult campaign.
I had never campaigned for myself.
I did have a
committee to assist me. I largely used that committee
as a sounding board for my advertising but with the
campaign itself I virtually ran it myself. I received
no support whatsoever from head office, no parliamentary
member offered to come and help me. Had they done so I
think that I would've refused their assistance. I know
that I was apprehensive lest Crawford Nalder offered to
come down and help me because as I moved round the
electorate, as leader of the party and the fact that it
was seen to be ineffective at that time, he took the
blame and I would've had to ask him not to come down.
As a matter of fact, on the day before and even on the
morning of the election, in total I had four phone calls
from people within the electorate telling me that if I
guaranteed that I wouldn't vote for Crawford Nalder as
leader of the party they would vote for me. Now that, I
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mean, it's only four people who made the effort to ring
me but that indicates the strength of feeling within the
electorate at that time.
I did a very, very big doorknock. As a matter of fact,
I wore out three pairs of shoes notwithstanding that I
was in a country electorate and did a lot of driving.
But I featured, because of lack of funds I tried to get
to. .no, I didn't achieve it, of course, but I did try
to get to every voter in the electorate and so that was
a massive campaign. I would come home at night and then
sort of prepare my radio and paper advertising, and my
wife used to send out the one pamphlet that I had
printed to names on the roll, so we largely did it
I'm not saying that the committee weren't
ourselves.
prepared to support me but it was just that I felt that
I wanted to do it in my own way.
.

.

Could I just come in there and ask what
BB
sort of support you had from the family? What sort of
things apart from what you've just mentioned did the
family do?
Oh, well, as I say, my two children, one
STEPHENS
was at uni and one was at high school. They of course
couldn't give much support but my wife was 100 per cent
behind me, as I say. She was working at that time in a
real estate office as the secretary and it was rather
humorous inasmuch as my Labor opponent happened to be
There was an extensive
her boss [laughs], Ray Wood.
letter campaign through the Albany Advertiser and Lyn
would type my letters, and then the boss would either
initiate one or type the reply which she'd type
[laughs], so she saw both sides before it actually
entered the paper. But the Advertiser did give both of
us an excellent run and, as I say, a large part of my
campaign was taken up in the letter war with Ray Wood at
that time.
BE

Did you have any public meetings?

STEPHENS
No, I didn't hold any public meetings.
What I did do in several areas [was] announce that I
would be. .and my running mate who was Haddon Hood on
that occasion who was then deputy president of the
Albany Shire, that we would be in various places at
certain times, the Mt Barker, Cranbrook, you know,
Tambellup. They were sort of the only places that we
did that and it was interesting that the only ones that
turned up at those were faithful party supporters. So
really it indicated that people weren't prepared to come
and listen and I think this has been largely borne out
by other people.
They find that getting people to
.

.
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meetings [is] very difficult, unless you have a key man
perhaps of the State or federally who may draw a larger
I
attendance but it's different from the early days.
can remember, although I was only eight at the time, my
father's campaign in 1934 and he had a lot of public
meetings at which a lot of people turned up because in
those days you only had the paper, radios weren't that
common and so if you wanted to hear something you had to
turn up to a meeting. But of course by the time I came
round to it, we not only had the radio and paper, I
think TV was in its infancy at that stage. I do know
that I only ever had TV advertising on one election
campaign and I came to the conclusion that the cost in
relation to what I got wasn't worth it and I never ever
had any TV advertising for the rest of my political
career, but I did concentrate on the radio, a lot of
radio advertising, a limited amount of paper advertising
but also used the letter drop technique, which now has
come round to direct mailing but mine was sort of a lot
cheaper inasmuch as it was just a letter drop. The cost
of that is a lot cheaper, you see.
BB
When you say "letter drop", you mean you
physically put the letters in the letterboxes?
STEPHENS
Yes, using the Australia Post system
whereby you just. .a common address and one goes into
every letterbox.
..

BB
So you didn't actually physically put
them in the letterboxes?
STEPHENS
No, no, I didn't individually address
them which is the direct mailing technique. I just had
the letter drop through the Australia Post so that one
went into every letterbox within the electorate.
BB
What's your view about the doorknocking
that you did?
Did you continue that?
Was that
effective and did you continue?
STEPHENS
I believe it is effective. In my early
days I queried it because very few people. .my
technique in doorknocking was to introduce myself, say
who I was, and say, well, I was soliciting their vote
and I felt that they should have the opportunity of
querying me on my policies and invariably they didn't
have anything to say, so you'd bring up perhaps one
issue of what you've done and [be] on your way. With
doorknocking, of course, you can't spend too much time
with each home.
But of course every now and then
there'd be a person who had some influence in the
.

.
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community or you knew was widely respected and if they
raised an issue, well then that was the time when you'd
take time and go into much greater detail, because
obviously if they were respected their views would be
appreciated by other people so you always were aware of
that. There were occasions where you might spend up to
half an hour or even longer with a person or a
constituent.
BB
What about problems being raised at that
time? Where there many?
STEPHENS
Very rarely. Occasionally a few issues
were raised.
I'm talking generally.
In my 1971
campaign, particularly in the farming community, a
tremendous number of issues were raised by the farming
members that I contacted. I might add here too, I was
invariably greeted when I introduced myself as a Country
Party candidate, they said, "Well, the members that
we've had in the past aren't any bloody good so what
makes you think you're going to be any better?" I had
unwittingly had the perfect answer to that because I
always referred to the motion that I'd tried to get
through at district council. I also said, "Well, give
me three years to prove the point and if I don't work
according to what I'm telling you, get rid of me at the
next election." Obviously it must have had some effect
because at least I did make it.
I might add that following the election, although I
previously mentioned how close the seat was, in 1974 the
Labor Party endorsed a candidate at the eleventh hour
and publicly said that they had endorsed the candidate
to give their preferences to the Liberal Party. I was
rather discouraged although I fought on because having
only just got through in the 1971 election with Liberal
preferences, [with] the change that had taken place in
the electorate I was aware that there was no way the
Labor Party would top the poll and they would come in
third, and if their preferences went to the Liberal
Party then I had no hope of holding the seat. So I'd
cautioned all my friends and my family that I was going
to be a oncer in Parliament.
Well, of course, the
results were rather pleasing inasmuch as Labor Party
preferences were not even counted. I had an absolute
majority of about six or seven hundred votes after three
years in Parliament, so obviously the people felt that
I'd stood by my word.
BB
Just to go back to the first election,
what about postal votes? Were you involved in any
postal vote campaign?
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No, I wasn't. That was possibly because
STEPHENS
of my inexperience in that area.
There was a
consequence of that, that the postal votes largely
supported the Liberal Party who were active in that
line.
And has that been a pattern throughout
BE
the years or has that changed?
No. I think there were.
I'm not quite
STEPHENS
clear but I think there were some changes in the
Electoral Act with regard to postal voting and I know
that members couldn't directly get involved. If ever I
was asked for voting and that, I always would advise the
people where to get them from but I didn't actively
involve myself in the postal voting side of things.
.

.

.

BB
At what stage did you know the result of
that particular campaign? Was it on the night?
STEPHENS

At the State election?

BB

Yes.

STEPHENS
Well, actually it took something like ten
days before I was aware that I was the elected member.
As I've said earlier the voting was very close, there
were six candidates, and each packet of votes that came
in, you know, it varied, and until about ten days later
the returning officer decided that before he allocated
any preferences he would have a recount which was done
here in Albany, of course.
I didn't go along to the
recount but my scrutineer of course was there, and about
eleven o'clock at night he rang me up and he said,
"Well, we've just finished the recount and I've taken an
unofficial assessment of the preferences and you're
going to miss out, you're not going to make it." So I
went to bed fairly disappointed and about three o'clock
in the morning I had a phone call from my scrutineer.
He said, "Congratulations on being the member for
Stirling."
He'd been there for a long time with the
recount and the allocation of preferences so I invited
him around home and later on the Labor candidate, who
I've earlier said was my wife's boss, he rang me up and
congratulated me and I said, "Well, you may as well come
round and have something to eat or drink too, " so he
came round about three o'clock in the morning. But Ray
Wood always maintained that his assessment of the
unofficial distribution of preferences was that I was
just in front and he turned out to be correct.
He
actually claimed that he'd suggested to my scrutineer
not to ring because he reckoned he was wrong but,
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however, that was the setup but it was as close as that.
As I say, it was 29 votes.
Do you remember how you felt then?

BB

Oh, yes, well, I do actually.
STEPHENS
I was
naturally excited and people might find this hard to
understand but I became a little depressed on the basis
of the tremendous responsibility which I'd sought and
now been accepted and whether I was good enough to do
the job. Really I had doubts on my ability to do the
job properly. After 18 years and with retrospect and
the kind words that many people have said to me and
about me, I feel that perhaps I did do the job
reasonably.
BB
And what's the first thing that you
remember doing once you became a member of Parliament?
What sort of activities were you involved in then?
Well, of course, I was elected in the, I
STEPHENS
think, February/March. The election was in February and
whether it was March by the time I knew that I was
elected
and of course Parliament didn't sit until
July, but I became involved in a bit of electorate work
straight away of course. In those days we didn't have
any electorate office.
....

You were just going to tell me about the
BE
electorate office, I'm sorry.
STEPHENS
Yes, well, we didn't have any electorate
office so we operated from our own homes, and of course
I was allocated an office in Parliament House. In the
leadup to the first sitting which was in July naturally
I went there on quite a few occasions and got some
background briefings on the whole setup. Although I'd
been active politically I'd never sort of had much to do
with the Parliament itself and so I had quite a lot to
learn there.
I might add that in the eighteen years
that I was up there I was always tremendously impressed
with the parliamentary staff. Whoever attended to their
selection did an excellent job because I always felt
that we were very, very fortunate in the calibre of the
people that we had round Parliament House.
BE
Were there any in particular that you
remember that were helpful in those early days?
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Virtually everyone that I had occasion to
STEPHENS
deal with. I wouldn't like to mention any name at all
to single anybody out because they were all of a very
high standard. We had a . . people might find it hard to
believe now but we had a typing pool up there for our
typing comprising three women and they did the typing
for all the backbench members of all political parties,
so they must have had quite an interesting experience
actually.
..

They must have been very good in terms of
BE
confidentiality.
STEPHENS

Yes, yes.

BB
Just to go back then when you were using
your home as the electorate office, what sort of effect
did that have here?
STEPHENS
Oh, there was no real effect except the
phone was used a lot more of course, both inwards and
outwards, and having a largely rural area it was much
easier to make contact with constituents at night,
particularly the farming element because you always
found them at home, so that my evenings were quite
frequently spent on the phone, certainly up until nine
or nine thirty.
83
Had you sat in on parliamentary sessions
prior to getting into Parliament?
STEPHENS
No, I'd only ever sat in on one
parliamentary session. It was in the days when Hawke
was Premier. I can't remember the exchange, it was half
past four in the afternoon that I sat in on it, but
there was a very, very heated exchange.
I can recall
that apparently it was rather exceptional because it got
headlines in the paper. But my own experience when I
first got into Parliament was that the exchanges could
be very heated but in the main they weren't taken
outside the Chamber. You could still go down to the bar
or the corridors and all that and there wasn't any
indication of personal animosity.
Unfortunately over
the years that I was in Parliament I believe that
changed, and it certainly got round to the basis where
there was very, very limited intercourse between the
various parties, certainly in the bar and in the social
functions which I think was a retrograde step
unfortunately but that's the nature of politics.
Certain personalities I think push that line more than
perhaps it happened earlier, and certainly when I first
went into Parliament some of the senior parliamentary
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staff indicated that this breakdown was occurring then,
but it became more noticeable to myself even.
What about the swearing in? What do you
BE
remember about that? What are your memories of that
day?
STEPHENS
No. Of course, it was the first sitting
of Parliament we were sworn in, but I haven't any sort
of particular recollections of that.
No doubt I was
impressed with the solemnity of the proceedings.
I
mean, it was the first time I'd sat in Parliament and,
you know, I was always conscious of the great
responsibility trying to look after the interests of the
constituents.
I might add that in my first campaign one of my
statements was to the effect...

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE TWO
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TAPE TWO SIDE ONE

This is a continuation of an interview
BE
with Matt Stephens conducted by Brenda Brush at his home
in Albany on the 28th of May 1991.
I'm sorry, Matt, you were just telling me about the
swearing-in at Parliament.
STEPHENS
I was about to say that I realised the
importance and the solemnity of the occasion and in my
first campaign I did make a statement to the effect that
if there was ever a conflict between the interests of
the party and the interests of the electorate I would
always come down on the side of the electorate. That
was an item that I plugged in my campaign. My Labor
opponent said, "Very noble words, but you'll soon be
dragged into line." I might add that before I'd ended
my first term in Parliament he conceded that I had been
true to my promise.
BE
Were
there
any
particular
parliamentarians that assisted you in those early days,
any that you remember?
STEPHENS
No... .yes, the one that assisted me more
than any in my opening few months in Parliament would
have been the late Fred White. He was the upper House
member for the outer metropolitan seats, I forget what
they called it.
I think it was Western Provinces or
something like that now, but he unfortunately passed
away during my first term in Parliament I think, or if
not the first the second term in Parliament.
But,
generally speaking, there wasn't a great deal. It may
have been because of the feeling that they had towards
me before I ever got there. I did get friendly with a
couple of the parliamentary staff who, as I say, always
were very proper but they were quite... .if I asked for
it they were always prepared to give advice, advice
which I found quite useful.
I always respected
confidences. Nobody ever knew who had given me, you
know, advice. No doubt they would have given the same
advice to other members if they'd approached them but, I
mean, I think it was important that confidentiality be
maintained. Later on in my political life I was also
aware of the importance of that confidentiality because
people, I feel, came to realise that if necessary I
could be very, very confidential and they could speak to
me off the record without any fear of ever being quoted
or what-have-you, which enabled me to get a lot of
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information which was of considerable importance to me,
particularly in the role that I was forced to play.
What about members of other political
BB
parties? Were any of them helpful or friendly in those
first days?
I can't recall the names. There were a
STEPHENS
couple of Liberals and a couple of Labor members that
were, you know, friendly and offered advice, but mainly
in reference to my predecessor and, you know, perhaps
from my early performance in Parliament they could see
that I was a little bit different and they then sort of
gave me little bits of advice but not of any great
consequence.
BB
out?

There's nobody that particularly stands

STEPHENS

Shone out? No, no.

BB
Matt, do you want to talk about the
Farmers' Union and your involvement with that? Do you
want to discuss that now?
STEPHENS
Yes. Well, in addition to being active
in the Country Party when I first took up farming back
here in 1950 I also became active in the Farmers' Union.
I might add that when I was in Adelaide after taking my
discharge from the Army I spent two years as secretary
of a small export company in Adelaide.
They were
exporting poultry actually largely to the United
Kingdom, but we did have some Middle East markets as
well.
From that experience there I felt that farmers
should have cooperative organisations to dispose of
their product.
That was my original impression, but
from the experience that I had there and coming back to
Western Australia I realised that cooperatives weren't
the answer. Invariably the management was questionable
but also the financial resources were usually limited so
where there were cooperative efforts to sell farmers'
produce, because they were undercapitalised they
invariably fell to the superior financial strength of
private enterprise ethics. So I very early came to the
conclusion that the way to go was orderly or statutory
marketing and that's a line that I took up with being
involved in the Farmers' Union and I was a branch
secretary.
I then became a delegate to the district
council of the Farmers' Union and subsequently became
secretary of that organisation and at the same time a
meat executive member on the State executive of the
Farmers' Union.
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I was involved in the early stages of the lamb marketing
scheme and it was in this period in the '68-'70, which
I've previously mentioned as being harmful to the
consideration that the electors gave to the Country
Party, there was a great deal of concern expressed at
the very low stock prices.
There was talk of
malpractice in the auction system with respect to the
purchases by Borthwicks.
I might add that the firm
themselves were never involved and I never questioned
their integrity, but it was their staff that were
involved and I did have personal dealings where I felt
that I was ripped off.
In addition to that, as meat
executive member of the Farmers' Union different members
advised me of their concern. It was rather fortuitous
that I was able to eventually get proof of this concern
inasmuch as I had developed a friendship with a man who
subsequently became a clerk in one of the stock firms.
During our friendship I had told him of my concern with
respect to the malpractice which I felt was going on,
and as a clerk in the firm he suddenly realised that
what he was being involved with was the very thing that
I'd been talking about. To give him his due he first
drew the attention of the matter to his branch
supervisor who came down quarterly.
He subsequently
received a letter from head office that the matter had
been investigated and there was no cause for concern,
nothing improper and no cause for concern. It was at
that stage that he mentioned it to me knowing my
involvement with the Country Party.
Incidentally, we had copies of the stock record books so
there was proof of what was going on. Actually what was
going on was that the stock was purchased by Greenwood,
who was the assistant general manager and head stockman
for Borthwicks, and in the auction they would be knocked
Thomas Borthwick and Son. Then
down to "T.B. and S."
after the sale that T.B. and S. would be knocked out and
they would be booked down to "D.W. and Co' which was
Don.
"D.W." referred to Don Henderson and Greenwood
and they had their own company, and then another entry
was put in the stockbook, D.W. and Co to Thomas
Borthwick and Sons and at an increased price. Now, the
stock firm obviously closed their eyes to it because
they were getting two commissions on the one lot of
stock. I would suggest that the stock representatives
that were doing the job no doubt got some backhanders
too because they raised no query. That was the matter
that the head office of the firm said had been
investigated and was nothing improper.
-

.

.

.

Well, I gave the information to Jim Craig, who was then
a Country Party Minister for Police.
Three months
later
and I say three months later because I used to
go to Perth on the meat executive every quarter
still
nothing had happened. I tried to contact Craig, who was
out. I then tried to contact Crawford Nalder, who was
-

-
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also away, and so I thought, "Well, okay, I'll bring it
up in the following three months." But in the meantime
Spike Daniels, who was the superintendent of police in
Albany, contacted my wife one night when I was at Lions
and said that he wanted to speak to me urgently. When I
came home, even though it was ten o'clock, my wife said
that he wanted me to ring him regardless of the time and
he said he wanted to see me on a matter which he wasn't
prepared to speak out over the phone. I was a little
bit apprehensive because at a Farmers' Union protest
meeting I had spoken on a motion with respect to the
meat industry and made some reference to perhaps
impropriety.
I had to be careful because it was a
public meeting and I didn't have the money to pay any
libel cases. As a result of what I said there one of
the stock agents had told my neighbouring farmer to
"warn Matt Stephens that he was on dangerous ground and
he could get himself into trouble".
When I was
approached [by] Spike Daniels in this matter I thought,
"Oh, God, he's in on the deal too!" you see. I couldn't
have been further from the truth, of course. That was
my first contact with Spike and I've come to recognise
him as at least one straight policeman. Unfortunately
over my life I've discovered that the same cannot be
said of quite a few others. Anyhow, I went down there
and at that stage when Spike approached me I said,
"Obviously you've contacted me because of my approach to
the Minister for Police." He said, "No," the Minister
for Police wouldn't have contacted him, it would have
come down through the commissioner but that he said
there was no contact whatsoever.
It was just a
reference that I'd made to. .reference about Borthwicks
that I'd made to a mutual friend when this friend had
said if any of my farming friends were killing meat on
the farm and selling it round town to be careful because
Borthwicks were complaining about it and were going to
check it out. You've got to bear in mind it was during
the recession and farmers were finding it hard to get
anything for their stock, and I just made the reference,
"Well, that's great. If I could only prove what I know
about Borthwicks it might be a bit different," and he'd
passed that on to Spike. As a result of the information
I gave Spike on a Thursday night, by the following
Tuesday he'd raided every stock firm within his
jurisdiction and subsequently three people finished up
in gaol and a couple were fined, and a lot more were
severely chastened by the experience.
..

When I eventually got into Parliament I sought
amendments to the sales by auction Act under which they
were operating.
I wasn't successful in my private
member's Bill but subsequently Government did make some
amendments to the Auction [Sales] Act. Now, initially
my involvement in that matter was kept fairly quiet but
when I was running for Parliament and certainly the
preselection, some of my close friends who knew about it
made people aware of the fact that I was prepared to
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stand up in that manner. No doubt it assisted me not
only in my preselection but perhaps in gaining the
confidence of the people and win my first election,
which was of course the important one, to get there the
first time.
BE
that action?

Were there any other ramifications from

No, not really. As I say, the area was
STEPHENS
cleaned up for a while but towards the end of my
political life I did receive a few phone calls from
constituents who said that they were sure that the
matter was being carried on again, the malpractice. I
just said, "Well, if you can get any proof I'm prepared
to take it up." I did make some discreet inquiries but
I couldn't get any actual proof myself, so without it
there's not much point in pursuing it.
You told me off tape at our first meeting
BB
how you crossed the floor fairly early in your
parliamentary career. Would you tell me about that now?
Yes. Well, it was fairly early. I can't
STEPHENS
recall whether I'd actually made my maiden speech at the
time, but there was legislation which was called the
Snowy Mountains Engineering Corporation Enabling Bill.
It was a Bill that the Federal Liberal Country Party
Government had passed and the basis of it was to enable
the expertise in the Snowy Mountains Corporation, which
was then coming to a close, to enable that expertise to
be utilised by other areas and other State Governments.
So the Liberal Country Party Government had carried it
federally and it needed complementary State legislation.
It was the Tonkin Labor Government that was bringing in
this complementary legislation and during the debate I
sat next to David Read, who also entered Parliament for
the first time in 1971 and who had a similar ideological
outlook to myself.
I subsequently fell out with him
because I felt that he strayed quite considerably, but
during the debate we said one to the other that the
Government argument seemed to be much more valid than
the Opposition arguments, which were spearheaded by Sir
Charles Court who was Deputy Leader of the Opposition,
and if they put it to a vote we would vote with the
Government. Actually the Leader of the Opposition did
call divide and David Read and myself crossed the floor
and voted with the Government.
That was, as I said,
very early. I have actually checked back on the date
and it was the 10th of August 1971 and it was actually
the tenth sitting day of Parliament that I crossed the
floor for the first time.
It was rather interesting
inasmuch as naturally with the Address-in-Reply debate
going on and the amendments that had been put to it, on
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nearly every. .well, actually on every other occasion
up until this point the Opposition had crossed the floor
and voted on the right hand side of the Speaker. This
was the first occasion in which the Opposition were in
the noes and stayed put.
When David and I walked
across, the then Whip obviously thought that we'd
misunderstood the situation and tried to call us back
that we'd done the wrong thing, but we knew what we were
doing, you see, and we stayed put. [It] didn't make us
very popular with Sir Charles Court, who actually said,
"Why didn't you let us know if you were going to, or any
of your members were going to cross the floor and we
wouldn't have divided the House?" to which we replied,
"Well, if you'd told us"
"us" being the Country
Party
"that you intended calling divide you would've
been made aware of it."
It was a salutory lesson
because from then on, before they called a division,
they did check with the Country Party as we were called
then as to where we stood on the issue. It just gave an
indication that to that point they'd taken us for
granted and I might add that they had just come out of
twelve years of coalition in Government and the '71
election, of course, saw the Tonkin Labor Government get
into power and that may have been part of it, but as I
say we were taken for granted.
Subsequently I
discovered that when I got into Cabinet we were inclined
to be taken for granted too. Of course, that's another
story which we'll no doubt get to later.
.

.

-

-

Sir David Brand did invite David Read and myself to
supper and pointed out that that wasn't the way you
worked in Parliament and that you just stayed together
and what-have-you, but it wasn't the way that either of
us felt. As far as I'm concerned I have always believed
that a member is elected by his electorate, not by his
party.
The party gives an indication of his general
line of thinking and that the wishes of the electorate
should come first.
That's the way I've always acted
within the Country Party and within the National Party.
They mightn't have liked it but it's always been our
prerogative that the member has the final right and
we're never hauled over the coals directly as such. As
I say, the leaders mightn't like it but it's a fact as
far as our party's concerned.
BB
Did this have any effect on your future
relationship with Sir David Brand and Sir Charles Court?
STEPHENS
Not knowingly with Sir David Brand. As I
say, he was a very moderate sort of a man and he
expressed himself quite in a friendly [way]. Although
he disagreed with what we'd done there was no animosity.
It was expressed in a very friendly advisory sort of
capacity. Sir Charles Court was a little bit different.
I don't think he even smiled at me for a month but it
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did eventually wear off, and of course I eventually was
in Cabinet with him for fourteen months but, as I say,
that story can come up a bit later perhaps.
BB
One other thing before we get onto
specific issues, for country members it must have been
fairly disruptive of your life. How did you manage your
living arrangements then? Did you stay in Perth or what
did you do?
Yes.
STEPHENS
I stayed in Perth and I was
particularly fortunate inasmuch as we had friends in
Perth.
The husband at one stage was an insurance
representative and came down to Albany every quarter and
he always took the opportunity of staying with us on the
farm for the whole week and working around town.
I
might add he was an old friend of my wife's actually.
Then when I went up to the meat executive, which was
once a quarter, they invited me to stay with them which
I did. Then when I was elected to Parliament I said,
well, you know, I'd appreciated the past arrangements
but that I'd be in Perth more or less three days a week
for thirty or forty weeks of the year and it'd only be
fair if I sought other arrangements. They wouldn't hear
of it and insisted that I stayed with them, and by that
stage their two daughters had left home and so it was
really a home from home. On several occasions they went
overseas and they let their... .or didn't let the house,
they had friends come in to look after it [during] which
I had to take hotel accommodation, and it certainly
highlighted the difference and how fortunate I was. I
stayed with them my whole parliamentary life, so they're
very tolerant, with the exception of when I resigned
from Cabinet. While I was in Cabinet we took a flat in
Perth because of much greater involvement, we were in
Perth more of the time and my wife came up and stayed
with me. I always used to make a point of coming into
my electorate at least once a week, but even though I
was a Minister and had a lot more responsibilities and a
lot greater workload there was no way that I was going
to ever face the accusation that I ignored or neglected
my electorate.
I invariably saw to it that I was
somewhere within my electorate on a Saturday night.
It's important.
from my point of view it's important
for a member to mix around because although the function
may be the same year in and year out, and people would
often say to me, you know, "You must get bored coming
here every year," and that type of thing, the function
may have been the same but you invariably met different
people with different ideas. It's very important in my
point of view that with that sort of mixing you got the
ear of the electorate or at least they got your ear and
they could tell you or express their views, and quite
frequently they'd say, "Oh, sorry to bring this up on a
social occasion, but.
and I always accepted it
because that was one of the good reasons for being
.

.

.

.

."
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social. You were in contact and people would express
views to you but they never bothered to pick up the
phone, they never bothered to write a letter, but if
they ran into you you'd hear it. I believe that this
enabled me to sort of keep a close touch with the
electorate and I did it, as I say, sometimes at great
personal inconvenience but I always got into my
electorate. After I resigned from Cabinet I stayed with
my daughter in a flat for the rest of that year and then
the friends even insisted then that I go back with them,
which I did and as I say it made my city part of my
political life very, very pleasant. It was like going
home and actually they're a Mr and Mrs Ralph Thompson.
Evelyn Thompson finished up.. .a few years ago she
received the OAN for her contribution to music in Perth
and a couple of years ago she was made Citizen of the
Year in Perth.
She [is] very highly regarded in the
musical world and she's had a tremendous support from
her husband, I might add. They were a couple who were
one in a million, true Christian people by every meaning
of the word.
.

BB
And when electorate offices became
available did you have an electorate office here in
Albany?
No, I didn't have one in Albany. As a
STEPHENS
matter of fact it was the Tonkin Government that brought
in the electorate offices.
They were opposed by the
Opposition and I must admit that I was one who opposed
it too. However, notwithstanding that opposition they
were made available and I thought, well, if they're
going to be available I might as well make use of them.
I was the first conservative to accept an electorate
office and that was in January 1974.
I set up my
electorate office in Mt Barker which was more or less
the geographical centre of my electorate inasmuch as it
then stretched from the Shire of Albany up to the
Tambellup Shire. With the 1974 election it included the
Shire of Denmark. '71 I didn't represent Denmark but in
'74 it came within my electorate so that was the
geographical centre and so I elected it [to be] there.
I also suggested to Bill Young that he set up an
electorate office in Esperance because he lived in the
northern part of his electorate. Esperance was the main
voting centre and I suggested he do it. I'm not saying
that because he didn't take my advice he lost his seat
but he did subsequently lose his seat at the 1 74
election. As I say, I felt it was fairly important to
let the electorate know that you were there and
available.
In 1 71 to 1 74, once again at considerable personal cost
I made the effort to go to Mt Barker, Cranbrook and
Tambellup. I went to Barker every week and Cranbrook
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and Tambellup I went twice a month and I used to
advertise that I'd be present. I had the cooperation of
the shires who made their offices available to me.
I
might add that it was. .very few people took advantage
of the fact that I was there. In Mt Barker I invariably
had at least one person come in, but in Tambellup and
Cranbrook very rarely did people come in to see me but I
always took work to do so I wasn't... .apart from the
travelling it wasn't time lost. But I do know from my
campaigning that it was appreciated, the fact that I was
Even though they didn't use it, the fact
available.
that I was available people appreciated that. Perhaps
this enabled me to more readily accept the electorate
office when they were made available.
.

.

The other thing that I'm proud of is that Helen, Mrs
Helen Pickles from Mt Barker was my first electorate
secretary and she was the only electorate secretary that
I had. She was still with me when I retired in '89 and
I believe that she was then the longest serving
electorate secretary, because I'm not aware of any other
member that had the one secretary in all that time.
And so from opposing electorate offices
BB
in electorates you became the first member to use it and
certainly it had some effective use.
STEPHENS

Oh, yes, yes.

What other memories do you have of that
BB
early period in the Parliament?
Are any particular
issues or events that you can recall?
STEPHENS
There was one other issue which comes to
mind from my first term in Parliament.
The Tonkin
Government introduced a Bill for price control. Now, I
didn't really think that price control would be
effective but nevertheless I was aware from my
constituents that they felt that something had to be
done.
The parliamentary party, Country Party, were
opposed to supporting price control.
I drew their
attention to the fact that in our Country Party policy
there was opposition to excess profits and I made the
point that you could really only have excess profits if
you had excessive pricing, and therefore by deduction
that our policy supported price control. I pushed hard
for them to accept that point of view which they
refused. I can't recall how the vote went in Parliament
but I am aware that subsequently our policy was altered
to oppose price control. [Laughter]
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BB
Did you hold any official positions
during the '71 to '74 period?
Yes.
Towards the end of it I was
STEPHENS
made. .not a great position actually because it was
never used, but I was made a, what they call the deputy
chairman of committees but in those days you weren't
called upon.
It may have been because the Tonkin
Government only had a majority of one and of course if
you took the Chair or Deputy Speaker, or at least acting
Speaker or acting Chairman, of course you were taking a
vote from your side of the House and that wouldn't have
been appropriate when there was only a majority of one.
In that first term in Parliament the Speaker, when we
were in committee, always had to come into the House and
vote in order to give the Labor Party a majority.
..

I'm glad actually you raised this because it makes
another recollection of an involvement that I had.
Unfortunately the Speaker...
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TWO

Mery Toms, the Speaker, passed away in
STEPHENS
the first parliamentary session and I was of the view,
because of the urgency.
and I was particularly
interested in the lamb marketing legislation which the
Government was prepared to bring in.
I think it had
actually been introduced and as I say I supported the
concept of orderly marketing, so that was one issue.
There were several others which I can't just recall. I
was of the view that Parliament should be kept sitting
and I was prepared to offer Tonkin that I would either
walk out of the House, and not that I particularly
wanted it but would've accepted a temporary position as
Speaker. Of course, that would then have ensured that I
would've had to keep to my promise of not taking part in
the vote because I was only a new member of Parliament
and without reflecting on me, I mean, Tonkin wouldn't
have known whether I would've kept my word or not. I
didn't go directly to Tonkin to make the suggestion but
it did come up within the party because John Tonkin
prorogued Parliament. That meant no legislation could
take place until after the election.
I felt very
strongly about it and although we debated within the
party room it was decided that as he had prorogued
Parliament that the matter stay as such.
...

After the meeting I went round to Crawford Nalder and
said that I really couldn't accept the party room
decision, that the issues were so important and that I
had contacted at least a half a dozen people within my
electorate whom I used as sounding boards, and they all
felt that Parliament should continue to operate because
of the urgency of the legislation, and that I was going
to Mr Tonkin to let him know that I was prepared to see
that the Government could operate until after the byelection. Crawford Nalder said that he agreed with my
position and that he would go and see Mr Tonkin. I said
to Crawford, I said, "You can't do that, you're the
leader of the party and the decision has been made." He
said, "I can go and see him as the member for Katanning
as a private member," and I said, "It won't be
acceptable." But anyhow, notwithstanding that, he went
ahead and did it.
You can just imagine that at the
subsequent party meeting what a bunfight ensued because
he had ignored the party decision. To give him his due
he never made any reference to my involvement but of
course I stood up and made my own comment to the effect
that I'd been round to see him and the reasons why. I
made this at the point where Crawford actually walked
out of the meeting to offer his resignation, you see.
He wouldn't stop to hear what I had to say, his mind was
made up. So I made my play and then I was accused of
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putting pressure on Crawford Nalder. Anyhow, I think
before that meeting was over there were three
resignations [laughs] from parliamentary members, none
of which of course were proceeded with but that gives an
indication of the strength of feeling that was generated
over that matter.
And, of course, we went on and
eventually had the by-election and we got back into
Parliament.
I was subsequently talking to Ray Wood who as I say I
saw from time to time by virtue of the fact my wife was
his secretary. I mentioned to him on one occasion that
I was sorry that Tonkin had prorogued Parliament because
I was prepared to see that they weren't disadvantaged by
that one vote whichever way he decided to take it, and
Ray said to me, he said, "Oh, no, you were opposed to
the continuation."
I said, "No." He said, "I
distinctly remember you saying on the morning after Toms
died that you couldn't pair Toms." I said, "Yes, that's
right. You can't pair a dead man, you know, and that's
what I said."
"Oh," Ray said, "I'm sorry. I took that
to mean that you were opposed to the Tonkin Government
continuing." He said, "Well, I might have done you a
disfavour, because as a matter of fact John Tonkin did
ring me and asked whether he thought that I would be
prepared to support them one way or the other to keep
governing and I said, "No." You see, he'd completely
misunderstood the import of not being able to pair a
dead man. No doubt Tonkin made the approach from the
fact that I had shown a degree of independence by
crossing the floor after ten sitting days.
Anyhow,
perhaps I might have been even more controversial than I
subsequently became if I had sort of taken that line.
But, as I say, in principle there's no way that anybody
should've taken advantage of a man dying and that was
one belief.
The other, of course, was that there was
legislation that was urgently needed for the electorate
and that was the other consideration.
"

BB
What was the final outcome in the party
room, the members resigned but their resignations
weren't accepted?
STEPHENS
No, they weren't proceeded with.
It
wasn't a question of whether they'd be accepted or
The whole matter. .heat was generated at
otherwise.
the moment but I think by the end of the day good sense
prevailed and what-have-you.
..

BB
In the 1974 election the Liberals won
Government. Can you tell me about that period?
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STEPHENS
Yes.
The campaign, as I say. .yes, I
did mention it inasmuch as there were only three
candidates and the Labor Party at the eleventh hour had
endorsed a man, and publicly stated they were giving
their preferences to the Liberals to get rid of me and I
felt that I was going to be a oncer, but anyhow we
survived that as I've earlier said. So it came up to
the fact that we had the numbers to govern. Under the
Country Party rules, when there is a coalition in the
offing the State council and the parliamentary members
sitting together sort of discuss what they feel are
reasonable terms of coalition and the number of
portfolios, not necessarily the portfolios we wanted or
anything but these were all general discussions. Then
subsequently the parliamentary party would also discuss
the issues, and then the leader of the parliamentary
party would do the negotiations, report back to the
parliamentary party and then we'd eventually have to
report back to State council that their decisions had
virtually been implemented.
.

.

I want to say here, bearing in mind that I believed that
we would enhance the reputation of the party more by
sitting on the crossbenches when the conservatives had
jointly had the numbers, and I was not alone in that
support. As a matter of fact, Doug Anthony, when he
first came into Parliament, first became leader, he
carried out a survey of all the branches within
Australia and one of the questions was on the question
of coalition. In Western Australia, I can't recall for
the other States, but in Western Australia by a small
majority the branches indicated they preferred the party
to sit on the crossbenches in those situations. Anyhow,
one of the members at State council moved the motion
that we sit on the crossbenches and that was defeated.
Consistent with my own beliefs I moved it within the
parliamentary party and the only one supporting it was
myself. That was subsequently, as events unfolded later
on, that was held against me inasmuch as that I had
deliberately sought the destruction of the coalition
because I'd moved that motion to test the feelings.
They were quite wrong, of course. As I say, I accepted
that decision but it had been tested.
The discussions ensued and we finished up with three
portfolios. Ray McPharlin, of course, had Agriculture.
I had Chief Secretary, Environment and Fisheries and
Wildlife, and Norm Baxter had Health. In the editorial
that resulted from the formation of the Cabinet
perhaps it's a little boast but it's factually correct
The West Australian editorial said that I had the
heaviest workload of any Minister.
Whether that was
deliberate or not I don't know as to keep me out of
anything [to do with] agriculture, because it'd always
been practice for the leader of the Country Party to
take the Agriculture portfolio so there was never any

-

-
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question that Ray McPharlin would have Agriculture. But
in his earlier negotiations with Sir Charles Court, or
first negotiations, Sir Charles made it perfectly clear
that there was no way he would allow Matt Stephens to
have the Agriculture portfolio.
Once the portfolios were decided upon Sir Charles Court
asked to see me specifically. When I went in to see him
he said that he'd heard during the election campaign
that I had said that I would not serve under him as
Premier and I said, "No, I never said any such thing."
He said, "Matt, are you sure, because", he said, "you
realise I have relatives in Albany and this was made
clear to me that you have said this.,,
I said, "No, I
didn't say that at all but", I said, "I know what you're
alluding to and whoever's been telling you stories
haven't given you the facts." I said that during the
lead-up to the '74 election the Liberal Party had
meetings in Perth to advise their candidates throughout
the State and the Liberal candidate from Mt Barker, who
happened to be Glen Mitchell, who was the son of Clayton
Mitchell, my predecessor as the Stirling member, but
when he didn't get endorsement in the Country Party,
well then he joined the Liberal Party and he was my
opponent in '74. He went back to Barker and said to a
mutual friend whom he thought to be a Liberal but was in
fact a close personal supporter of mine that he'd been
up there and Sir Charles Court had told them that
whatever they did they'd have to make sure that Matt
Stephens was defeated at the election, because if they
won Government he'd be a senior member of the coalition
and he didn't want him in his Cabinet, to which I had
replied, "Well, if that's the way he wants it and we
have a majority of one I bloody well won't be in his
Cabinet but I'll sit on the crossbenches, to which Sir
Charles said, "That's even worse." I said, "Well, so it
might be but," I said, "you have to take it in the
context in which it was given," and he said, "I never
said any such thing."
"Well, okay," I said, "I'll
accept that you never said any such thing but, I said,
"you'll also have to accept that my remarks were made as
a consequence of something that was reported to me."
So, you know, we cleared the air before we started.
"

"

I should say at this point that after the 1974 elections
I was elected deputy leader of the National Party. That
was another position that I held in addition to the
three Cabinet portfolios that I was given.
BB
And that would've been a reason for you
having such a heavy workload of senior portfolio
positions.
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Yes. The other thing that might sound
STEPHENS
strange but I didn't particularly want to be a Minister.
I realise that most people when they go into Parliament
all seem to think that they should be Ministers and I've
discovered this over the years speaking to disgruntled
backbench members. But strangely enough I never ever
thought that I really had the ability to be a Minister
and that was an impression that I'd gained from being a
constituent, and even being a backbench member I'd
always put Ministers on a pedestal but, of course, I
subsequently discovered that there are good and bad
Ministers. I think that most people, given an average
amount of common sense, if they apply themselves and are
prepared to add up the pros and cons and be true to
themselves, a ministerial position is not outside their
ability. I also discovered, and mainly from the advice
of my staff when I was a Minister, that unfortunately
some Ministers are only too prepared to sign what's put
in front of them, but in my own case I never signed
anything unless I had read it and understood it and, if
there was likely to be any sort of a conflict, that I
was sure in my own mind that I had the political answers
that would be necessary to defend it. If I ever altered
a draft or anything I just didn't check the alteration,
I always re-read the whole lot to make sure. Now this
meant that sometimes after Parliament rose at eleven or
half past eleven I'd go back to my office and work till
about half past one, but I was always certain that if I
got into trouble it was because of my mistake and not
because of the mistake of my staff.
Those portfolios, especially Chief
BB
Secretary, are very heavy portfolios.
Were there any
problems for you in them?
STEPHENS
Yes.
Well, actually within the first
week or two there was a problem in the Chief Secretary's
department. Of course, you realise that, in the days
that they had a chief secretary, it was really a
conglomeration of Acts which didn't suitably fit
anywhere else. I think when I was Chief Secretary we
administered about fourteen Acts of Parliament, one of
which was the Indecent Publications Act. There had been
considerable controversy leading up to the election
about the time of the election over the way the Act was
being prosecuted. Newsagents and all that were being
charged for having indecent publications or obscene
publications, whatever you like to term them, but they
didn't really have any yardstick and so, you know, they
said, "Well, we're not aware of just where we should
be." That was an ongoing one which I inherited and the
first thing that I did, I got the staff of the indecent
publications section to bring in all the different types
of literature. Under the Act nothing was banned, it was
only stated it was either.. .prosecution would be
recommended, it was restricted or it was open, and so I
.
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had them bring in all that material and lay it round in
the different areas in my office. In addition to that I
had the advisory committee [on] indecent publications to
draw up the guidelines upon which they acted
this
hadn't previously been done
and then I held my first
Press conference, which as a nervous young Minister was
rather an ordeal I might add. I brought them in, gave
them the guidelines which were used, then let them see
the various types of publications which we were
referring to and then answered any questions.
Apparently it was successful inasmuch as the whole issue
dropped from there on, because everybody was made aware
of just what the situation was.
-

-

I might add that my friends in those early days said,
"Oh, you shouldn't have censorship," and I'd said,
"Well, in general terms I agree with you, but are you
aware of the type of material we're censoring?" Now,
I'm not going to make you blush by telling you now but
I'd explained some of the things to them and their mouth
would drop and they'd say, "Oh, well, yes, definitely.
You're right."
From my own personal point of view I
believe that the chief objective was to see that this
material didn't get to the children and those with a
developing mind. I mean, an adult if they want to chase
it you're not going to save them.
I mean, if that's
their type, fair enough, but the more that was available
to the adult the more chance there was of the child
getting hold of it and I think it could give a
completely wrong impression. So really I think that the
Indecent Publications Act is a very essential piece of
legislation and one that should be continued with, as I
say, mainly in the interests of the development of our
children.
BB
What about the Environment, and Fisheries
and Wildlife [portfolios]? They were three that were
coupled together, were they?

STEPHENS
No, Environment was a portfolio in
itself. I think they call it.
BB

Conservation and Environment, was it?

STEPHENS
Conservation and Environment, and then
the Fisheries and Wildlife was also a separate
portfolio. Well, of course, I didn't get particularly
involved in the Environment at that stage.
Well, I
haven't any recollections of any great issue that caused
me concern. I certainly found in all portfolios that it
really took me about twelve months to get full control
and to know the background and everything, by which time
I felt competent to operate on my own without having
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advisers near me just in case I could make reference,
but of course I had only had a[nother] couple of months
before I resigned.
One of the issues, of course, with the Environment
[portfolio] was the development of the various systems.
Brian O'Brien had set up committees looking at the
various systems. The State was divided into a number of
areas, I think there were seven or eight all told and
they were investigating them, then reports were brought
down. I did have a bit of concern with one of those
reports, not of a major nature but of course there was
an area down in the Ludwick area, I think, where the
tuart forests and that were to be set aside, and I know
that several of the people who felt that they might lose
land were concerned about it. But I don't think that
they were of any great moment in the whole political
spectrum.
I can't remember the details but I was involved in
legislation that sort of reorganised the department of
conservation and environment, that's why I hesitated
earlier to know what it was exactly called. I do know
that I was responsible for legislation which altered the
name of it and I had to give consideration as to whether
there would be any transfer over of the fisheries side
of it, because we had limited technical advice and it
was a question of trying to ascertain the best use that
we could put of the various scientific disciplines that
were used.
However, in the end result we left the
Fisheries Department untouched.
Coming round to the Fisheries, there was one issue which
caused considerable concern there. Arthur Tonkin got on
to the problem of mercury in fish and there was a whole
series of questions over a long period of time on
mercury in fish.
I might add that we, the department
and myself, were considerably concerned lest he get on
to the problem of arsenic which was also affecting the
crayfish, shellfish. Now, there was no question of it
being of any safe. .questioning the safety to the
public because the national health criteria are such
that there's a great safety factor. My understanding is
that with the. .1 can't remember how many parts per
million but that really for it to have been harmful you
virtually had to eat about a pound of that fish every
day of the year for it to have any effect. Of course,
it could be harmful in a great fish eating region and
that was so with a section of the Japanese population.
I just forget the name of the place but there were
people up there that were affected, but down here in
Western Australia we never ate anywhere near that
quantity of fish and the same would apply to the
shellfish.
It was bordering on the safe upper limit
but, as I say, there was a great safety factor built in
.

.

.

.

STEPHENS

41

and you virtually had to eat a considerable quantity
more than that. But it would have been a concern if it
had got any higher, any airing in the Press but it never
got on to that question.
BB

So did that resolve itself in the end?

STEPHENS

Yes.

BB
You were to probably have a bit more to
do with Arthur Tonkin in later years on electoral
reform.
Yes. Well, of course, as you know he was
STEPHENS
very, I think bloody-minded about it. I mean, they had
their policy and he wasn't prepared to accept any
compromise. I suppose I should respect him for that but
he took it to the extreme and, of course, that was one
of the issues that he eventually resigned from
There may have been others and he
Parliament over.
might have used that as an excuse, I don't know, but
with the electoral reform which came in later we hadn't
got down to any negotiating or the legislation
hadn't. .oh, I think one piece might have come forward
but I didn't really have any talks with Arthur Tonkin as
such, as I subsequently did with Mal Bryce.
..

Were you ever aware of any concerns with
BE
people that you were Minister for Conservation and
Environment and a farmer at the same time?
STEPHENS
I learnt a lot as Minister for
No.
Conservation.
As a matter of fact a problem was
developing on my Kalgan farm with an excess of water
coming out and obviously the rising water table. As a
result of my experience in that portfolio, even though I
have 1000 acres of the Kalgan with only about 550 acres
cleared I haven't tried to clear any more land and
that's attributable to what I learned as Minister for
Conservation so it was of benefit to me. I think also
that my experience there has made me, well, obviously it
did, it alerted me to the problems of our environment.
It made me more conscious and I think it's generally
accepted by the people at large that the National Party
has been fairly sympathetic to environmental issues.
Having had a part in the development of National Party
policy I think it was a fact that my involvement as
Minister has carried through and made our party more
environmentally aware. Finally the Shannon River basin
being made a national park was due to the vote of the
National Party. One of the Labor members, Bill Thomas,
who subsequently wrote a chapter in a book on the
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environment, gave the National Party the credit for that
Shannon River basin being made a national park and also
was kind enough to indicate that he felt that the
influence of Matt Stephens was a contributing factor in
that decision being taken. As I say, it all stems back
to that period which I spent in Environment and
certainly made me very conscious of it.
I've always argued, of course, that we need to balance
the environment with economic factors but that in many
instances, if the economic factors can't pay for a
minimisation of any degradation that may take place,
then perhaps we should look twice at the economic
factor. We have to be responsible and I think there's
been a tremendous change in the community attitude since
In those days conservation and environment was
1974.
just about a dirty word but today I think everybody is
environmentally conscious; it is only the degree to
which we're prepared to go. And you have the extreme
case. I don't call them conservationists, I call them
preservationists. They don't want to touch anything and
I think we have to accept that ever since man's been on
this planet we've had an effect on the environment, and
it's really making a balance that's the important thing.
BB
During that twelve to fourteen months
that you were a Minister how did you and your Country
Party members fit into the Liberal Cabinet?
Oh, well.. .you mean the Cabinet members
STEPHENS
of the Country Party?
.

BB

Yes.

STEPHENS
Yes, well, we fitted in all right, but we
had tremendous conflict because there were issues that
were coming up which had a big impact on our party
members.
There was the question of the Lamb Board,
there was the question of the milk industry and milk
quotas, and one other issue was the Traffic Act.
Up
until this time [in] the country areas the traffic
control was in the hands of local government and the
Liberals wanted to sort of bring it under the police.
They eventually had their way and they made a compromise
of course by setting up within the Police Force the, I
forget what they call them now but they had the traffic
section. Although they were members of the Police Force
it was a separate unit on its own and you had I think a
commissioner, a Mr Court, who was in control of it.
Well, of course, eventually it got round to the fact
that they all became police in traffic. In fact it was
really only a staging post.
Well, we lost that
argument.
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Is that the Road Traffic Authority?

STEPHENS
Yes, that's right, the Road Traffic
Authority, yes.
That was brought in in the first
coalition Government
the 1 74 one. That was contrary
to our policy and we found actually that when it came to
the implementation of Country Party policy that the fact
that we had the portfolios didn't really have any
bearing on the decisions that were made in Cabinet.
Actually it was my experience in Cabinet which obviously
influenced National Party policy with respect to forming
a coalition.
I soon discovered that, in our
negotiations for coalition, all we discussed largely
were the number of portfolios and also the portfolios
that we would eventually accept.
There were no
discussions on the implementation of Country Party
policy where that differed from the Liberal policy.
-

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE TWO
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TAPE THREE SIDE ONE

BB
This is tape 3 of an interview with Matt
Stephens conducted by Brenda Brush at his home in Albany
on 28 May 1991.
Matt, you were just about to continue talking about
being in Cabinet with the Liberal Government.
STEPHENS
Yes, and I had mentioned three of the
issues where our policies differed. Well, although we
were as Cabinet Ministers fighting very, very
strenuously to the implementation of our policies, we
weren't being very successful.
This occasioned,
naturally enough, a degree of criticism from rank and
file party members and also some of the parliamentary
members themselves. It did so happen that we had a .... 1
think it was a special conference of the party in which
we changed our name from Country Party to National
Country Party, I think that was the reason. Then that
meeting was followed by a State council meeting.
At
that State council meeting there was some criticism of
our stand with respect to milk quotas. The other issues
of road traffic and Lamb Board were mentioned but the
milk quotas were the issue of the moment. Ray McPharlin
withdrew the parliamentary members from the meeting and
we had a special party meeting, parliamentary party
meeting at which it was decided that we would pursue our
policy with respect to milk quotas even if it meant
withdrawing from coalition. Incidentally, Old and Jones
were present at that meeting and supported the motion.
From memory I think the only...
BB
coalition?

Supported the motion to withdraw from the

STEPHENS
Yes, stay with our policy and even if we
couldn't get it, to withdraw from the coalition. Now,
they were present. They voted for it because it was a
unanimous decision of all the members present, and from
my memory I think the only member who wasn't present was
Mick Gayfer. However, it was substantially a complete
party meeting and it was a unanimous decision.
Ray
McPharlin went back into the State council and announced
the decision of the parliamentary party. He was given a
standing ovation and motions to the effect that we carry
on with resolution in the interests of the party members
and the constituents and so everybody was quite happy
with that decision.
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Well, discussions dragged on in Cabinet and I can recall
that naturally I had discussions with Ray McPharlin.
Now, Agriculture wasn't my portfolio but it was a matter
that I felt strongly about and also, because of my
active involvement with the Farmers' Union before
entering Parliament, I always had plenty of contacts
within the Farmers' Union.
I will admit that I was
supporting Ray quite strongly with respect to the stand
that we made, and I had told Ray that I hadn't been
particularly happy about an issue with respect to the
Lamb Board; that if we didn't get our policy with
respect to the milk quota issue then I couldn't any
longer continue in Cabinet.
We had a special meeting of Cabinet during the
parliamentary dinner recess and I can remember the night
quite well, it happened to be May 7th. I remember it
because it also happens to be our wedding anniversary.
The decision was made to pursue the Liberal point of
view with respect to the milk quota issue.
I
immediately told the meeting and the Premier that the
Cabinet had made its decision, which I couldn't accept.
It left me no alternative but to resign so I walked out,
I just excluded myself from the meeting. I then wrote
out my resignation which I took to the next full meeting
of Cabinet and I handed in my resignation, which was
followed by Ray McPharlin handing in his resignation.
BE
Were the Liberal Party members of Cabinet
aware that that decision would pre-empt your
resignation?
STEPHENS
Not until I walked out. At no stage had
I .. . 1 don't believe in threatening. You either do it
or you don't, and although I had in discussions with Ray
[advised him] which I thought was only fair, but, as far
as Cabinet was concerned, at no stage had I ever said
that I would withdraw if they went ahead, no. They made
the decision, that's why I said I made the point, "Well,
you've made your decision and now I've made mine.
I
can't accept it and it gives me no alternative," which,
incidentally, was consistent with the promise that I had
made to Sir Charles when he called me into the office.
I said, "There won't be any arguments. If I can't agree
with what Cabinet [does] I'll resign."
I always felt
that perhaps I wouldn't survive inasmuch as most
Ministers when they get the Cabinet car they usually get
rid of their own vehicle. I always kept my own vehicle.
[Laughter].
.

So we had the next
his resignation.
wasn't withdrawing
Minister; Ray was

meeting and Ray McPharlin handed in
That left only.
that incidentally
from coalition. I was resigning as a
resigning as a Minister. We didn't
.

.

.
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say that we were pulling out of the coalitiion. It was
then up to the party to make their decision, but Norm
Baxter said, "Well, you can't do this. You can't pull
out without consulting the party", you see, so both
resignations were held in abeyance until there were
further discussions with the parliamentary party.
With the Country Party parliamentary

BB
party?

Yes, yes, Country Party parliamentary
STEPHENS
party. This did take place and I might add it was about
this time that Parliament was adjourned for the autumn
recess.
So the party. .we spent virtually a whole day debating
I held out on the
it within the party room.
basis. .there were varying ideas that were brought
forward and none of them were acceptable to me on the
basis that I said, "Well now, we backed down on the Road
Traffic Act." We'd backed down on some aspects, I think
it was the Lamb Board and I said there was no way that I
was prepared to back down any more because there was no
point being in coalition unless you could implement some
of your policies, and these areas were fundamental to
the Country Party. They were agricultural [issues], you
see.
.

.

.

.

Anyhow, late in the day the suggestion came up that we
withdraw our resignations but that, provided that we
come to some understanding with the Premier as to what
from that point on what policies, where we differed,
what policies we would be allowed to implement, so
therefore there'd be a clear understanding that we could
at least see some of our policies implemented. I said,
"Well, you know, I can buy that. At least it makes a
starting point." So it was decided then that the three
of us would meet Sir Charles Court to discuss the
situation.
When we called on the Premier he had with him Des O'Neil
and he said.
Des was the senior Liberal next to Sir
Charles, Ray being the Deputy Premier from the Country
Party, and we had no objection to Des being present.
Sir Charles said, "Now, what's the position?" and Ray
said, "Well, I'm prepared to withdraw my resignation."
That's what he said and I said, "I'm prepared to
withdraw my resignation but consistent with the party
decision, this, this and this." Charles said, "I've got
your resignation in my pocket. You haven't come here to
dictate any terms, " and went on in that vein. I said,
"I take it then, Sir Charles, that you don't want the
Country Party in coalition with you?"
"No, that's not
.

.

.
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it at all." I said, "Well, I'm sorry, you haven't been
speaking as if you want us," and I was supported by Ray
and Norm Baxter.
Then Sir Charles said, "Okay, righto, Ray, you're
Minister for Agriculture.
You are no longer Deputy
Premier. Des O'Neil is Deputy Premier." We never got
We said, "That's totally and utterly
past that.
unacceptable to us."
He had commitments, Sir Charles
Court had commitments during the day so we broke off and
we possibly met three or four times during that day
until, late in the evening, it got to the point where he
wasn't prepared to budge an inch and nor were we. The
deputy premiership was a condition of coalition and from
my point of view we as Ministers had resigned as
Ministers, we hadn't withdrawn the party from the
coalition. The party had sort of agreed with us going
back to negotiate on the basis of staying there provided
we came to some understanding.
We came to no
understanding on that issue and it went worse than that;
he unilaterally breached a condition of coalition, so as
far as I'm concerned the split in the coalition quite
correctly should be laid at the door of Sir Charles
Court, who unilaterally breached that condition. So we
withdrew from coalition.
David Read was the then general president of the Country
Party and I might add in the last fortnight leading up
to this period, because it was a crisis situation, David
had been in touch with me every day.
You know, I
hesitate to say these things because it sounds as if I'm
boasting a bit but he'd said, "Matt, you've got the
strength to stand firm. Make sure that Ray McPharlin
stands firm." That was the tenor of his conversation
every day.
I rang him immediately, said what had
happened and he said, "Tremendous, great! At least the
party will see that we're prepared to stand up."
On the Friday I left Perth to come home and I went over
to the office, and David Read and Arnold Bilney from
Kojonup who was a vice president of the organisation, I
don't know who else, they were there discussing our news
releases and our Press campaign to counter what was
going on, and I left them and came home to Albany to my
electorate.
I was astounded to discover that when I
left them Friday morning preparing our side of the story
to justify our return, withdrawal from the coalition,
that they decided that we'd have to go back into
coalition. I subsequently discovered that during that
meeting and after I left that Doug Anthony had rung
David Read from Canberra and David had taken the phone
call in another office and came back in and said, "Well,
we've got to get back into coalition."
Now, it's a
matter of conjecture what David Read was told by Doug
Anthony.
I have subsequently been told, and this
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shouldn't be released if it's going to be libellous in
any way, but subsequently been told by Geoff Kitney who
was the Canberra correspondent at the time that he can't
say what Anthony promised David Read, but he was aware
that Tom Drake Brockman was withdrawing from his
portfolio position, and Kitney said that he understood
that Anthony was going to promise that position to David
Read being a Senator from Western Australia replacing as
a Western Australian Senator. So you can assume that
that might have been used as a lever, I don't know, but
it marked the beginning of the end of any relationship
that I had with David Read that, you know, he could turn
around so completely in such a short period of time.
Well, of course, there was considerable amount of
discussion going on. We had two joint meetings of the
parliamentary party and the State council sitting
together.
I might add at that stage [in] our
constitution the only decision that was binding on a
parliamentary member of Parliament was a decision taken
by the State council and the parliamentary party sitting
jointly. The parliamentary party had representation on
the State council but any State council decision was not
binding on a member of Parliament, but sitting in joint
session it was binding. We had two successive meetings
which said, "You stay put and you do not go back into
coalition unless certain conditions are met, " and one of
those conditions was the deputy premiership.
Now, I just can't recall the sequence, whether it was
before our second meeting or during the interval between
the meetings.
No... .I've gone forward a bit.
Joh
Bjelke-Petersen came over and I just can't recall which
date, I've missed that file that I wanted to check back
on, but at one stage Joh Bjelke-Petersen came over here
at the request of Doug Anthony and Malcolm Fraser. They
were considering a Federal election and didn't want any
disharmony here in Western Australia and he came over.
We had meetings.. .I've got the time, yes.
This was
before we had our two follow-up meetings. He came over
unexpectedly with a Barry Ca// who was at that stage
Doug Anthony's Press secretary/ adviser type thing, and
certainly was Doug Anthony's hatchet man.
They came
over and we had all of a Saturday and a Sunday in Ray's
offices in the Superannuation Building in Perth where we
were debating the issues. Ray flatly refused to
negotiate further with Sir Charles. It was then decided
that I should go round and discuss the issues with Sir
Charles and so I made up my mind what my approach would
be.
.

On the Sunday morning it was decided that. .Joh BjelkePetersen said that the Premier was prepared to. .no, it
was decided to have another party meeting in Joh's suite
in the hotel.
At that stage he confirmed that Sir
.

.

.

.
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Charles was prepared to meet me but only on the basis of
what we would agree to in coalition. I said, "I'm not
going around there with any preconceived statements
being made. I'm going round there to negotiate or not
going at all." So I didn't go at all. In retrospect I
realised that it was a ploy to stop me from going and
Nick Gayfer went round and came back from that meeting,
and I might add
and this is also significant
that
the only person that didn't turn up to that meeting was
Ray McPharlin.
I subsequently discovered that Tom
Drake-Brockman was with Ray McPharlin in Ray McPharlin's
Superannuation Building office, ministerial office,
where we thought the meeting was going to be held. Once
again, I believe that it was deliberate, the idea being
that they were keeping Ray McPharlin and Matt Stephens
apart. I think that was perfectly obvious.
-

-

Anyhow, Mick Gayfer went round to meet the Premier and
we then had our meeting back in the Superannuation
Building office. Nick Gayfer came back and said that
the Premier was quite prepared to go back into a
coalition
how noble of him!
but that, well, and I'm
quoting Nick Gayfer, "Well, Ray's already indicated that
he's prepared to resign and, Matt, he said, "I think
it'd be in the best interest if you resigned." I said,
"I'll make my own decisions. I don't have to be told by
you." So then arguments ensued and what-have-you and it
was decided that. .1 made the decision there was no way
I was going to back down from the decision which had
been made by the parliamentary party, and had also
really been supported by that motion that I referred to
earlier from the State council.
-

-

"

.

.

So we there and then held elections for leader and
deputy leader and Ray didn't stand and I didn't stand,
and as a consequence of that we were made the returning
officer and scrutineer and we conducted the ballot, you
see. The first ballot
of course these things are kept
secret, but the first ballot resulted in Dick Old
winning by one vote. The second ballot indicated Hendy
Cowan and Peter Jones were even, at which stage Hendy
withdrew and Peter Jones became the deputy leader. He
said to Hendy, "I will never forget this, Hendy," and
that was the last thing that was ever heard of that,
too. So, you know, that was the end of that.
-

I might just go back a minute. On the Saturday night
when we were in Perth I was called out from the members
of the party and at one stage I had Tom Drake-Brockman,
David Read, Barry CasSe?J and Joh Bjelke-Petersen
individually, and at one stage all of them, requesting
me to stay in Cabinet.
"We'll accept Ray McPharlin's
resignation but we want you to stay in Cabinet," you
see.
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Accept Ray McPharlin's resignation?

BB

Resignation, I should say, "but we want
STEPHENS
you to stay in Cabinet with either Old or Jones as the
leader."
I said, "There's no way that I could accept
Old or Jones as leader." As far as I was concerned they
were both Liberals and for either of them to lead the
party would mean its ruination, and that was my stand.
I said, "The other side of the coin is that I'm proud of
the reputation that I've got in my electorate of being
one to stand up and be counted. Now," I said, "I have
said over the period of time some very forceful
statements. If I stay in Cabinet and Ray resigns, now
and this might be necessary to be guarded
we all know"
"we all know that Ray has failed as the leader of
too
the party. I know that you've set in motion ways and
means of getting rid of him." I said, "You don't get
rid of him in a crisis situation, particularly when he's
doing something that the party wants." And so I said,
"If I was to stay in Cabinet and Ray's resignation [is
accepted], he will be seen as a man of principle and I
will be seen as that person who's prepared to do
anything to hold office."
I said, "It's not on," and
Joh said, "Come on, Matt," he said, "if you're
interested you could get out into your electorate and
sell the idea." I said, "Well, you've said it. I'm not
interested. I'm not interested. But", I said, "I tell
I said, "I'm prepared to
what I am prepared to do."
stay in Cabinet if you put Hendy Cowan as leader of the
party." He'd entered Parliament the same time as Old
and Jones, he was younger than Old and Jones, but he had
shone out to me as a person of integrity and with
tremendous ability.
-

-

I made this, and I'm very proud that I made the judgment
here in '75 with subsequent events proving me to be
right, but I said, "I'm prepared to put my political
life on the line, prepared to go out and try and sell it
if you put Hendy Cowan in as leader." They said, "Oh,
we haven't the numbers." I said, "That's strange. You
got the numbers to put Old there or Jones there and you
haven't got the numbers to put Hendy there. You know, I
find that rather difficult." But, however, that was the
upshot of it.
Of course, conducting the ballot and seeing how the
voting went and then with Hendy backing down, I
subsequently said to him, I said, "I've made a serious
error."
I said, "I should've advised you to vote for
yourself.
Not for one moment did I think that you
wouldn't vote for yourself." This gives an indication
of the type of fellow that Hendy is, he said, "Matt,
there's no way I could've accepted leadership under
those circumstances.
I know what was going on, " you
know. I've always had a close working arrangement with
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Hendy and others have noted this, you know, that we were
more or less inseparable and of course later on when we
formed the National Party it was at my insistence that
he took the leadership. With his youth and inexperience
he thought that I should be there but I felt that in the
first instance I never particularly wanted to be a front
I like perhaps the power, the negotiations
runner.
behind the scenes, but I never like being the one in the
front and I promised Hendy that I would always back him
and advise him or anything like that, and so at any rate
he eventually accepted.
The other factor, of course, was I said, "Well, if we're
ever going to make anything as a party I'll be close to
retiring and you'll still be young and", I said, "I
think it's important that you get that background and
that image," and so that's the way we worked.
And
although we differed from time to time we never ever had
an argument.
As a matter of fact, as it's known, I
voted differently from Hendy in my last vote in
Parliament but within an hour and a half the Press came
in to talk to us and Hendy and I were having a beer. I
mean, it never affected our personal relationship which
continues to this day, of course.
BB
negotiations?

What was the final result of all of those

STEPHENS
Well, Old became the leader and Peter
Jones became the deputy and they were still... .they
didn't immediately go back into coalition at that point.
Joh, his final statement before he left Western
Australia and I think he made this public too, I think
it was in the Press, that he didn't realise how
difficult Sir Charles was to deal with until he came
over here but under no circumstances were we to go back
into coalition without the deputy premiership.
Well, we then had another meeting called of the
parliamentary party and I can recall that the secretary
rang me and said that they were having a parliamentary
meeting and Nixon and Solomons who was then, I think
Solomons was then the president of the Federal National
Party.
I might add that we're only affiliated, we're
sort of a federation rather than a straight out branch
structure, and Nixon of course was the third rating man
in the parliamentary Federal Country Party. They were
coming to the meeting and I queried that
why should
they come to our meeting and she said, "I'm only passing
on the instructions." So I said, "Okay, I'll be there."
I did my homework and got some background and what-haveyou.
-
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STEPHENS

Nixon came over and addressed the parliamentary meeting,
and Solomons, they both addressed the meeting and I was
virtually the sole voice arguing against them. They put
forward various ideas and what-have-you, and I can
remember using a lot of the Victorian experience of the
Country Party and was holding my own until such time as
Nixon came out and said, "Well, in similar circumstances
many years ago Black Jack McEwan ignored a decision of
the State council in the same
the constitution
apparently was the same setup as we had here
and he
got away with it, and if you ignore the decision of the
party I'm sure you'll get away with it, too." So with
Hendy or me being the only exception they decided to
rejoin the coalition.
-

"

"-

I might add that between withdrawal from the coalition
and that point we'd held two special meetings of the
parliamentary party and the State council sitting in
joint session. At both of those meetings the decision
had been made that we stay out of coalition unless
certain conditions were met and one of the conditions,
of course, was the deputy premiership.
But
notwithstanding that, after Nixon and Solomon had been
over they went back into coalition without the deputy
premiership. We then called for another meeting of the
State council and parliamentary party sitting in joint
session, which was subsequently held but only if Solomon
and Nixon were present, which they were.
We had a motion along the lines that Old and Jones
withdraw from the coalition or face expulsion from the
That was debated at considerable length.
It
party.
almost.
they obviously were trying to force me up
because it almost was put to the vote without anybody
speaking. Nobody wanted to say anything but at any rate
I had my say and went through the whole resumé of
things, even to the point of stating what Nixon had told
the party, that he had explained that McEwan ignored it
and got away with it and, "You do the same and you'll
get away with it." When I made that [statement] Nixon
hotly denied that he'd ever said any such thing which
absolutely disgusted me. I thought it was bad enough
him saying it but he didn't have the courage of his
conviction to own up to it. It's something that I have
never forgotten nor forgiven.
.

.

.

Anyhow, the upshot of it was, after considerable debate,
might have been three or four hours, as so often
happened in this period we lost the vote by one vote and
so they ratified them going back into [withal coalition
substantially reduced status.
The split in the party
occurred at that time and from 1975 up until we actually
walked out of the party in 1978 we were in fact two
parties. You had the yes men that thought that being
yes men to the Liberal Party was the most important
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thing in life. You had that group that I represented
who believed that in order to justify existence we
should stand up and be counted.
BB
Just go back on that, the time period
then is May 7th 1975 that you resigned from Cabinet in
the first instance.
STEPHENS

Yes. I think it was round about June...

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE ONE
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So that was only really about a month of
BB
toing and froing before the final decision was made?
STEPHENS

That's right.

It must have been a pretty torrid time
BB
for you. How did you feel about it at the end of it
all?
STEPHENS
I was disgusted with the party,
particularly the members of the parliamentary party with
the exception of Hendy Cowan and also with the exception
of my local branch from whom I had the utmost support.
It was a period in which I sort of kept to myself. I
really had from then on for several years practically no
contact with the parliamentary members, so much so
[that] although I was never a heavy drinker, I used to
occasionally go into the bar but after this period I
virtually never went into the bar because the situation
there was such you'd start off with somebody and people
as they came in would just build up and the school would
build up, and it wouldn't be long before you'd have
people there that you detested, so the easiest way to
avoid those situations was to stay out. In this period
I . . you need to have some break from parliamentary life
and so I foisted myself upon the parliamentary Press
gallery. It was the beginning of an association which
endured right through my parliamentary life and
subsequently when Hendy and I formed the National Party,
if we wanted a bit of a casual drink and a bit of light
relaxation after Parliament finished, well, we'd usually
retire to the parliamentary Press room.
When they'd
finished their work for the night we'd have a few
flatters and what-have-you and we built up some
friendships and certainly some understandings with the
Press. Not that that helped us as far as the Press was
concerned because on many occasions, not only with
respect to ourselves but other members of Parliament, I
saw copies of copy that went out from the journalists
and it either didn't appear in the Press or, if it did,
it was edited in such a way that sometimes it altered
its meaning.
The Press, the journalists themselves
often used to criticise the subeditors because they
wouldn't have the overall picture, the overall story.
We understand, of course, with advertising that there's
limitations as to the size that an article can take and
often they have to take out paragraphs.
Well, not
understanding the background and the full story, what
they deleted quite often altered the effect or the
..
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emphasis of the whole story.
So the journalists,
although politicians in particular I'm referring to
because I know how they comment, felt that they were
badly maligned by the journalists, quite frequently it
wasn't the journalists' fault at all.
But we never,
certainly we didn't get any preferential treatment
because of that association.
That's the way I wLed
away my time and avoided any conflict with party members
other than as I say Hendy Cowan, for whom I know what
his stand was right through and I've always had the
utmost respect and kept that.
BB
Were there any journalists that you
particularly admired during that time?
STEPHENS
Yes, there were, and I don't suppose it
would hurt to mention them by name.
The ones in
particular at this period were David Warren, who was
then head of The West Australian team at the Press
gallery; Norm Taylor, who was also representing The West
Australian, and Gerry Maher, who was the ABC
representative. They were the ones that were virtually
the leading ones at the time that I started going in
there but over the years, of course, they changed. The
relationship by and large developed with them all. We
came to understand one another, respect one another's
views and at times we had confidential discussions which
were never ever breached by us or by the journalists,
you know, and I found it a very satisfying relationship
that we had with the Press. It also gave me a better
understanding of the whys and wherefores of the media
I shouldn't say just the Press because it also included
the electronic and the visual and the TV.
-

BB
Do you think that coverage has changed
over the time you were in Parliament?
STEPHENS
No, I can't say that. Right up until I
finished I think it was still basically the same. Quite
frequently members of Parliament were critical of the
way journalists handled their story or their particular
point of view but, as I say, sometimes it was the
journalist's view but quite frequently it was the way
the subeditors had deleted certain paragraphs because of
space requirement in the Press.
BE
Just to go back to the Country Party
again, you mentioned I think on tape that that was
really the beginning of the split, that break from the
coalition.
STEPHENS

1975, yes.
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BB
Would you tell me about that period of
time then that leads up to the split and what happened
during that time.
STEPHENS
Well, after my resignation from Cabinet I
made the decision that henceforth I would do my job in
the interests of the electorate to the best of my
ability and I wouldn't worry much about the party
itself. But within about six weeks, I suppose, I found
stories coming back to me that it was quite obvious that
those who took a different course from me were wanting
to bolster their case by putting out half truths and
lies.
I think it was first brought to my attention
about six weeks after I resigned from Cabinet, when on
several issues in Parliament I had taken a line
different from the party and that was understandable.
Naturally the Labor Party, knowing there were the
divisions there, brought forward motions to test them,
and as I had resigned on a matter of principle I
certainly wasn't going to change my attitude on motions
before Parliament, so I crossed the floor.
This
created. .1 was never criticised by the parliamentary
party because that's our right but some of the lay
members. .became critical.
I realised the campaign
that was being waged against me when one member said to
me, "Matt, I would be more inclined to take notice of
your stands if you could convince me that it's not being
done out of jealousy."
I said, "Jealousy? Who would
want to be envious of a Judas?" meaning Old and Jones.
They said, "Oh, you wanted to be party leader and you
failed," and so this story was being put around. But at
no stage did I want to be party leader and, in fact, at
one stage
I mentioned earlier about the hard
negotiations going on and my refusal
at one stage
Bjelke-Petersen said, "Oh, well, if that's your attitude
why don't you take the leadership yourself?" and I said
that I wouldn't because it was a crisis, it was no time
to get rid of anybody and we were doing the right thing
and things should stay as they were, you see. So I at
no stage, as I say, wanted the leadership but that was
the sort of story being spread around.
.

.

.

.

-

-

Another story went around was that I had deliberately
contrived at creating the situation because I objected
to being in coalition. This was borne out by the fact
that I had moved in the party room before we went into
coalition so that was sort of brought against me, but it
was utterly wrong. I hadn't given it a second thought
quite frankly, but what did motivate me was that if I
was going to belong to a party I wanted to proud of the
party that I belonged to, and I could only be proud of
it if it performed. Certainly we weren't performing by
being in a coalition and implementing Liberal policies
without any ability to implement our own policies.

STEPHENS

57

As a matter of fact, on one occasion in Cabinet, and I
shouldn't talk about that but it's that long ago I don't
suppose this little comment will hurt, we were arguing
the point for the National Party point of view on policy
and Charles Court turned to me and said, "You knew our
policy before you joined the coalition."
I said, "So
what? You knew our policy before we joined, too, so
where does that get us?" and of course that ended the
argument, but I mean that was their attitude. We were
seen to be just the numbers and that was the whole
reason behind my stand. I was in a position where I had
to be counted on the policies that I'd espoused and I
did just that.
But, as I say, obviously if you have
taken a devious line, those people that were involved
and that had to justify it and I found that they were
doing it by, as I say, half truths and outright
falsehoods.
I then made the conscious decision that if I was to stay
in politics, in order to protect my back I had to
develop a system that I met them on their own terms. In
retrospect I believe that I was able to do that without
ever being dishonest or unfaithful to my own beliefs.
It was just a question of making sure I had all the
information.
Somewhere in one of my interviews I
mentioned that I see politics as a bit like a couple of
armies. If a general knows the moves of his opponent it
puts him in a better position to take counter measures
and I see politics a bit in the same light. So I did
already have quite a few contacts and it was amazing the
number of people, in total numbers absolute numbers
would be small but from the point of view of the Public
Service, I was surprised at some of the senior members
of the Public Service, who no doubt respected the stand
that I'd made and I had confidences with them and whathave-you, and out of that not necessarily did they ever
disclose secrets or anything like that, but by hearing
stories from two or three different sources with a
little bit of analysis you can usually arrive at a
fairly accurate conclusion
and I did this on many
occasions
it enabled me to counter those that were out
to destroy me.
-

-

I can remember, of course, in this period between '75 to
1 78 with in fact two parties existing within the Country
Party, whoever lost usually leaked a story to the Press
[laughs], so the dirty linen was being aired frequently.
On one occasion, it was actually David Warren rang me up
and he said, "Oh, you've been up to it again, Matthew,"
and I said, "What's this time?" He said, "I'd like to
read you an article that I've just written and tell me
whether it's...."
He said, "I don't want you to say
specifically but in general terms am I right or am I
wrong?" So he read me the article and in general terms
he was quite right, but there were a few specific
instances where I was put in a very dark role which was
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completely and utterly incorrect and I told him so. I
said, "Well, okay, somebody's prepared to leak a story
to have a go at me so I'll tell you the truth," and I
corrected him in those areas that were inaccurate and it
came in the paper like that.
So at the next party
meeting one of the members stood up looking at me and
said that he was sick and tired of coming to party
meetings which he felt were always conducted in
confidence and then to read details in the Press, and
looking at me he said, "Such as the article that
appeared in the paper the other day." I stood up and I
said, yes, I had spoken to the journalist but only to
correct information that had already been given to him.
I did that and as far as I was concerned if anybody else
leaked a story with a half truth in it or deliberate
variations that I would do the same again.
The net
result of the discussion was that they accepted my
explanation and urged every member to make sure that
they didn't leak a story. But I mean that was the type
of thing that I had to put up with. Anyhow, we survived
it, of course.
BE
You mentioned that you voted against the
What sort of
Country Party a number of times then.
issues were they, can you remember?
Oh, well, there were motions brought
STEPHENS
forward with respect to the lamb marketing situation,
certainly the question of quotas and the Dairy Industry
It was interesting to note that about six
Authority.
weeks after resigning from Cabinet over this issue the
point that we fought for was accepted by Government and
Old then tried to use this as an
amendments made.
argument that you could achieve by negotiation what you
couldn't achieve by confrontation and on the surface
that sounds very reasonable.
But the facts of the
matter are, and we were told at the time, that why the
Liberals were opposed to having the quotas left with the
Dairy Industry Authority was so that some of their
influential and financial friends could dispose of their
quotas to advantage.
Well, I can't state definitely
that they all did that but six weeks certainly would
have given them time to sell their quotas to an
advantage and then they were prepared to introduce the
system that we'd argued for all along, and so I believe
that that was the real reason why it was altered.
Then in 1976.. .1 might add that after I resigned from
Cabinet for a considerable period of time I never went
to joint party meetings.
I always attended the
parliamentary party but in those days we'd have a
parliamentary party meeting and then the party as a
whole joined the joint party meetings because we were in
coalition, you see, but I refused to attend them on the
basis that as a member of the Country Party I wasn't
.
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going round to the joint parties to be told what to do
by the Liberals. As matters were taken on a majority
vote and we were in a minority it's not very hard to see
that you were subject to the Liberal decisions, so I
refrained from going.
BB
Could I just interrupt you there.
On
those joint party meetings, was there ever a time when
the Country Party had its way?
Can you remember
ever...?
STEPHENS
I can never remember one.
It was also
interesting from my point of view
no doubt this would
be challenged by members of the Liberal Party
but if
the Premier had an opinion on the issue he would espouse
it at the beginning of the discussion, and then it was
interesting for those that were honest observers to
notice one member of the Liberal Party after the other
tried to exceed themselves in the way they supported the
motion.
But if there was an issue came up that the
Premier couldn't have cared less about and didn't speak,
well then you had an interesting debate with shades of
view and a different sort of a view from around the
room.
So, you know, they were out to curry favour.
But, no, I can't remember us ever winning a point and
this is what I'm coming to.
-

-

There was an issue, the Labor Party introduced a motion
to do with worker participation and it was an area that
I thought had merit.
I've always believed that a
coalition is a partnership between the respective
parties and it should operate as a partnership with both
points of view being respected.
Equally I've always
believed that employment with a manufacturer was a
contract and that there was a mutual benefit to be
obtained by the employer taking notice of the ideas and
thoughts and feelings of the employee. That to my way
of thinking is what worker participation was largely
about. Now, I can't recall the actual amendment that I
wanted to put to the Labor motion but I brought it up in
the party room and I was beaten.
Well, that's not
surprising, but obviously Dick Old had worries about it
because at the State council meeting Jim Fletcher, who
was the then president of the National Country Party, he
raised it. He had obviously been prompted to raise the
matter and we had quite a good debate on the issue at
the State council meeting on the Monday. The point of
view that I was expressing and wanting to put the motion
was well and truly supported by State council.
Now, the following day at our party meeting I saw that
the issue was brought up again and Dick Old said, "Oh,
at State council yesterday they carried a motion
supporting this amendment but we don't have to take any
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notice of them." That was technically correct inasmuch
as we weren't bound by a decision of the State council,
but by the same token we should've given it due
consideration and only rejected it on the pros and cons
of the issue, not just rejected it out of hand, "We
don't have to take any notice of them." Anyhow, after
further discussion
and this indicates the thinking of
some of the members of the Country Party
one member
got up and said, "Well, let's take it to the joint party
meeting and if it's carried there I'll support it."
Another member said, "Yes, that's a good idea.
I'll
support it, too,
and I said, "D'you know what you
jokers have just said? 'Let's go to the Liberal Party
and ask them what we can do.'" I said, "As far as I'm
concerned I'm not interested in that." So I said, "It
can be brought up at the joint party meeting but I
reserve the right to take what action I think."
-

-

"

Well, I asked Hendy Cowan to take the appropriate motion
to the joint party meeting because I didn't attend them
and he put it up and it was knocked out.
Notwithstanding that, I was working on my amendment and
also on my speech to go with it and, oh, nine or ten
o'clock on that night, the same day as the joint party
meeting, Hendy came into my office quite annoyed and I
said, "Will this amendment suit you?" He said, "I don't
care what your amendment is now, Matt, " he said, "I'll
support you whatever you do. You know what's happened?"
He said, "Charlie Court's just come up to me and said
he's had second thoughts about this amendment on the
worker participation and Brian Sodeman will move an
amendment."
Now, what was particularly galling about
that is, it's an unwritten law that whoever brings up a
matter in the joint party room and it gets carried then
takes that matter into the Parliament so, by rights, if
there'd been any change it should've been Hendy Cowan
that was given the authority to take the amendment into
Parliament but that wasn't done, it went straight to
Brian Sodeman. So Bert Crane had also indicated that
subject to the amendment meeting his approval he would
support it, and so I showed it to him and he wanted to
alter a couple of words which were of no consequence so
I agreed to that and had his support.
I was down in the room discussing it with Hendy in the
chamber and Bill Grayden came up to me and he said, "Oh,
Matt," he said, "I understand that you want to move an
amendment to the worker participation motion,
and I
said, "Yes, here's a copy of it, Bill." He read it and
he said, "Oh, I can see nothing wrong with that." He
said, "Look, Brian Sodeman wants to move an amendment.
Go down and discuss it with him," and he said, "I'm
quite happy to accept whichever one that you agree upon
between you." So I went straight down to talk to Brian
Sodeman and showed him my amendment. Jim Clarko was
sitting next to Brian Sodeman and he said, "We can't
"
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accept that, Matt." I said, "Why not?" He said, "It's
too close to the Labor motion and they'll think they've
had a victory." I said, "It's not whether they've had a
victory or not, it's what's right in the interests of
the people." At that point Bill Grayden came round. He
said, "Oh, Matt," he said, "I've just had a talk to
Charlie and he insists on Brian Sodeman's amendment
going through," and I said, "Well, that's okay, Bill.
We'll see who's got the numbers, won't we?" and, of
course, the motion came up the following night in
private members' business and such are the workings, the
Speaker under Standing Orders gives the call to the
first member he sees which, of course, doesn't
necessarily mean the first member on his feet, and it
was no surprise when I jumped up and as far as I'm
concerned well in advance of the other, but I didn't get
the call and Brian Sodeman got the call and he moved his
amendment.
Well, under the Standing Orders of
Parliament you don't deal with an amendment and if it's
lost you come with another amendment. The only way that
you can handle it is then to amend an amendment and it
becomes fairly tricky, and of course it had to be done
on the spur of the moment. So I sort of got up when I
spoke and moved my amendment to his amendment which
caused a degree of confusion, so much so that the
Speaker, who was Sir Ross Hutchinson, left the chair
until the ringing of the bells.
That is a sort of
mechanism so that we can straighten things out and get
it worded properly. During that talk I discovered that
Cohn Jamieson, who was then leading the Opposition,
wasn't going to support the amendment. However, I had a
few quick words with him and a couple of other Labor
members who wanted to support the amendment did, so they
were prepared to accept an amendment to their own
motion. The debate ensued and it came to a division and
Sir Charles
Court
called
the
first
division.
Immediately he called it Dick Old went to see Ray
McPharhin and Peter Jones went to see Bert Crane, but
notwithstanding that they.
and Hendy and myself, the
four of us with the Labor Party, we carried the day, you
see. So thinking that perhaps a couple of the members
might weaken, Sir Charles called eight divisions in
thirty minutes and lost every one of them. That was in
1976.
.

BB

.

.

Eight?

STEPHENS
Yes, in thirty minutes.
He just kept
calling divide, but he woke up at the finish that he
wouldn't, he couldn't break the four of us.
After the Parliament rose that night Dick Old went to
Bert Crane and to Hendy Cowan.
Now, I don't know any
more what Bert Crane did but I do know from Hendy that
Dick told him that what they had done was taken the
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business of the House out of the hands of Government
which was, you know, a terrible thing to have done.
Mind you, that wasn't strictly correct because private
members' day is just that and the business of the House
is not in the hands of the Government but it's in the
hands of the House so he was completely wrong. But bear
in mind that Hendy was in his first term and relatively
inexperienced and later on that night he came into my
office and I said, "Oh, where've you been? I've been
waiting to have a drink with you," and he said, "Oh, I
went round to Sir Charles Court to explain my position,"
and that's when he told me what Dick had told him. So
he went to the Premier and said to the extent that he
may have appeared to have taken it out of the hands of
Government he apologised, but no way did he apologise
for supporting the amendment. And d'you know that I
think it was the six or half past six news, next morning
there the Premier came on record and said to the effect
that Hendy Cowan and Bert Crane had already been round
to apologise to him. No qualification whatsoever. Now
once again, I don't know Bert Crane's views but I do
know Hendy Cowan's and it left an indelible mark on
Hendy Cowan because he (Sir Charles) had deliberately
misquoted what he said. Hendy lost a lot of confidence
and respect for the Premier over that relatively minor
issue, but if you're like that with the minor issues
what are you like with the major issues?
BB
In 1976 there was also the Select
Committee situation where Mal Bryce faced the
possibility of criminal action.
Yes.
I actually was involved in a
STEPHENS
leading role there and Mal Bryce has acknowledged to me
privately that possibly my actions possibly kept him out
of the criminal court. But mind you, I think that had
he gone to the criminal court the loser of the whole
issue would have been Sir Charles Court.
Mal Bryce
during a debate referred to a couple of Ministers having
sticky fingers and whether he's actually quoted but it
was quite clear that it was Sir Charles Court and Ray
O'Connor. The Premier was present when he said that and
didn't ask for a withdrawal or anything like that so
it's obvious he had second thoughts about it. So the
following day he brought up a motion to refer the matter
to a Select Committee. Now, I can't recall whether the
mover of that motion... .no, it wouldn't have been Ian
Thompson, or it may have been, but I know Ian Thompson
was involved because subsequently in another Select
Committee Ian wouldn't get himself involved because of
his involvement on this occasion.
But anyhow, of
course, Arthur Tonkin was on it and Mal refused to give
any.
answer questions, what-have-you, so they referred
it back to Parliament and then the motion was moved that
the matter be, and I forget the legal jargon, but it was
to request the Attorney General to sort of take him to
.

.

.
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the Supreme Court so that it would be largely a court
matter.
Now, I don't profess to be an expert in law or even the
Standing Orders but I had sufficient intelligence to go
and get some very competent advice from a lawyer, who
explained that, well, first of all they'd be battling
because of Parliament's absolute privilege and once the
member claimed his privilege it's questionable whether
the law would've allowed it to proceed past that. But
let's assume that it did go past that point and a jury
was installed and he said
and this was before the days
of a majority decision or ten; I think it still had to
be twelve members
he said, "There's no way in this
wide world you're going to get twelve Liberals on that
committee, so", he said, "you're not going to get a
decision from the committee, by which time...
-

-

BE

The jury, you mean.

STEPHENS
From the jury, by which time months will
have elapsed, the public would've been confused about
what it was all about, the details, and if the jury
threw it out they would have said, "Well, perhaps Ray
O'Connor and Charlie Court have got sticky fingers." So
there was no way that he could've really won that in the
eyes of the public. But I had some fairly strong things
to say about it and I can't remember verbatim, but I
know that the journalist on the Sunday Times rang me and
when I'd finished speaking they said, "They were some
fairly strong comments. Am I allowed to quote you?" and
I said, "Well, I thought I was speaking on the record
anyhow."
They said, "Right."
Well, it was fairly
strong.
The following Tuesday's joint party meeting the Premier
started off, he said, "Let's forget about all this talk
in the paper over the weekend."
He said, "I suggest
that we amend the motion before the House that Mal Bryce
is in contempt of Parliament and Parliament holds him in
contempt," and Hendy and I jumped up in unison to move
and second it and that was the end of the matter. But
certainly by having taken a stand and getting out into
the public the Premier had second thoughts about it.
BB
What was your relationship like with Sir
Charles by the time this had transpired?
STEPHENS
Oh, I suppose cordial. I mean, we never
ever got into any slanging matches either in the House
or privately. I think that they would've been reserved
but cordial.
There was one occasion about this time

STEPHENS

that on behalf of one of my constituents who was a
winegrower in the early days of the wine industry, which
actually started in my electorate in 1972 when I on
behalf of the then Minister for Agriculture officially
opened, officially picked the first bunch of grapes from
the Agricultural Department's experimental vineyard at
Tony Pearce's place at Forest Hill.
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TAPE FOUR SIDE ONE

BB
This is tape 4 of an interview with Matt
Stephens conducted by Brenda Brush at his home in Albany
on 28 May 1991.
You were just talking about your relationship with
Sir Charles Court.
STEPHENS
Well, as I say, in the main it was
reasonably cordial but perhaps a bit reserved. But on
one occasion when I'd delivered this bottle of wine on
behalf of my constituent, it was just prior to me
speaking in some debate and I knew that I was going to
be critical of the Liberal Party, and as I was leaving
the office as just an aside I said, "Oh, well, been nice
to have a natter with you but, you know," I said, "you
mightn't agree with what I have to say in the House in a
while but you know what politics is all about," and he
actually turned on me and he said, "That's one thing
that you forget," he said, "everything you say about me
I take very personally." I said, "Well, I'm surprised
at that," or words to the effect that "I'm surprised at
that, because you seem to have a lot to say about other
people."
I said, "You're never past pushing the
interests and the merits of the Liberal Party so don't
try and deny me the right to push the interests and the
merits of the Country Party." That was about one of the
rare occasions that there was any sort of strong words
between us. Usually it was just, you know, cordial and
civil.
BB
Can we just go back to those Country
Party changes. I don't think we've actually covered the
split itself that happened in 1978.
STEPHENS
That's right. Well, actually, as I say,
since '75 we'd virtually operated as two sections.
Matters were brought to a head after a Federal election
[in] which the Country Party stocks didn't do
particularly well.
I actually at a State council
meeting moved that we form a committee to analyse the
problem and to come up with suggestions for
alternatives.
I forget what they. .strategy planning
committee they called it and, as I say, I initiated that
move. It was supported more or less universally by the
party so it was obviously a party decision.
That by
coincidence happened to coincide with the time, and I
think it's well known now, that Lang Hancock had engaged
a consultant to have a look at the Country Party and
.

.
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whether, if he injected money into it, it could be a
third force in Parliament.
I've never actually
discussed it with Lang but I think at the back of his
mind, and this is an assumption but I think it's a
reasonably accurate one, is that there had been in the
time of the Tonkin Government retrospective legislation
with respect to temporary reserves which the Tonkin
Government had tried to take from Hancock and he was
challenging it through the courts.
I can recall that
Tonkin came to Nalder and explained the situation and he
said, "It appears that we could lose, " so they wanted to
put this retrospective legislation.
So in effect it
meant Parliament making a decision on a matter that was
then before the courts. In my naivety, it was my first
term in Parliament, I went along with that legislation.
It was subsequently
I think I mentioned in perhaps the
last speech that I made
about the only decision I made
that given the opportunity I would change. I think it
is fundamentally wrong to change an Act during a court
case. I mean, it led me to oppose amendments to the
Electoral Act that the Premier wanted to introduce after
Alan Ridge won at an election, and then there was a
challenge [in the] Court of Disputed Returns and there
was another election.
-

-

Prior to that disputed returns election being held the
Premier wanted to alter the Electoral Act. Well, Hendy
and I took a very strong stand on it, Tommy Dadour took
a strong stand on it and the result of it was that the
voting was equal and Ian Thompson used his casting vote,
quite correctly, to maintain the status quo and that's
the accepted rule, that the chairman in the event of
equality of votes should sort of maintain the status
quo. He was immediately attacked by the Premier to the
extent that, "If he's not prepared to support the
Government he should resign from his position." Once
again, I politically took the Premier on in that matter
inasmuch as the Speaker is an appointment of Parliament,
not of the Premier. Cabinet members are appointed by
the Premier but the Speaker is appointed by Parliament
and he quite rightly, Ian Thompson as the Speaker did
the right thing and the Premier shouldn't have
challenged it.
This led me after the following
elections just to emphasise the fact that the Speaker
was an appointment of Parliament. I actually nominated
a member for the speakership and so it had to go to a
ballot.
Obviously we lost, but I did it purely and
simply to emphasise that it was an appointment of
Parliament, not of the Premier.
There's an interesting little bit here inasmuch as I
used to sit next to Reg Tubby in Parliament at this
time, and I had suggested to Reg that if I nominated him
he had a good chance of becoming Speaker because no
doubt the Labor Party would support it, the National
Party would support it and there was bound to be the odd
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dissident within the Liberal Party who'd support it
because it's a secret vote, you see, by ballot, and Reg
was prepared to take it on. And even on the morning of
the sitting of Parliament he was still prepared to and
then five minutes before we sat he came along and said,
well, he'd overlooked the fact that he wasn't in the
best of health and he looked like having an operation
and being away and he thought it best if he declined it,
So I couldn't do anything about it and I
you see.
subsequently nominated Ray McPharlin who stood but of
course was beaten. I subsequently heard that just prior
to the point of Reg coming in to see me he'd left
Sir Charles Court [laughs], so no wonder he was feeling
sick! [Laughs]
You might have thought he would need more
BB
than an operation at the end of that! [Laughs]
STEPHENS
But it was certainly an item that amused
the Press gallery because as the National Party, as
opposed to the National Country Party, we've always had
a parliamentary Press luncheon to which we invited them.
The last one I attended, of course, was in 1988 prior to
my resignation from Parliament, and one of the originals
of the parliamentary Press gallery in saying a few words
about me brought this one up, how I nearly achieved fame
[laughs].
BB
You were about to talk about the split
and prior to that Lang Hancock's role.
STEPHENS
Yes, the strategy planning committee.
I'm glad I've got you to bring me back on course every
now and then. The two ideas coincided and.
BB
Could I just interrupt you there. There
is a well known and well publicised relationship between
Lang Hancock and Joh Bjelke-Petersen. Would that have
had any relationship to his involvement with the Country
Party at this time?
STEPHENS
Well, it could've, I wouldn't know, but I
really think that one of the things that Lang was
looking for was a strong force to counter what he
perceived no doubt as Charlie Court's antagonism towards
him, because the Liberals in the main supported that
retrospective legislation also. So I think that that's
what he was looking for, a conservative voice that was
prepared to stand up. That was just coincidental with
the strategy planning committee and I knew nothing about
it whatsoever. But towards the end of the sitting of
the strategy planning committee I was told that, as a
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result of their inquiries, investigations and everything
else, that the interests of the party would be better
served if they got rid of Dick Old as leader and put me
in as leader, you see, but of course that was told to me
It was quite apparent that before the
in confidence.
strategy plan was reported back to State council that
Dick Old and Jones became aware of what the long term
strategy was, and they opposed it right through.
I might add that at the time of the coalition split Jim
Fletcher sided with the Old and Jones feud.
Now, I
didn't agree with Jim and in fact we had many
disagreements, but I always respected him as a man of
integrity and I knew that the decisions he'd made were
honest decisions as he saw the facts, as opposed to
decisions that I believe Old and Jones were making which
were really only in their self-interests, and I always
make the distinction. So although we differed quite a
bit I always respected Jim because I felt that he was
genuine. That was at the time of the coalition split.
When we got round to the split in the party Jim
Fletcher, by virtue of the actions of Old and Jones and
the way they'd gone along, had come to the conclusion
that they were not really serving the best interests of
the party and so that heightened the conflict within the
party.
Also, part of the strategy was to move Ron
Elphick, who was the general secretary of the party, to
move him sideways and put in his place Peter Mayo. Now,
I don't know where they got Peter Mayo from. It didn't
come from our side of it, it came from the consultant
that Lang Hancock was using and his name just escapes me
[David Oxer] at the moment.
So Ron Elphick was also
antagonistic towards it.
State council carried the recommendations of the
strategy planning committee
not unanimously, there
were a few dissidents. Ron Elphick then went round and
got a petition of ten members and under the rules of the
constitution if you had a petition signed by ten members
you could call a special meeting, so we had a special
meeting with relation to it. I actually went and saw
Ron whom I respected as a person and said. .because he
told me in that that he would resign if they didn't
change it and I said, 'Well, you know, it won't be
changed.
Don't put yourself in a position to resign
because I think you can serve the party by staying put
for the time being."
But nonetheless the motion was
endorsed by the special meeting and Ron Elphick
resigned.
That then put Peter Mayo in as the new
administrator and there was continual argument. I mean,
the details of it over the period escape me but I know
there was conflict after conflict, and it openly got
round to a point of talking about a split.
-

.

.
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Well, I had Peter Mayo up in my office on one occasion
and we were going through it and I was trying to sort of
push our point of view, but it got round to the point in
the finish where I said, 'The split looks inevitable,"
and Peter said, well, if there was a split he would stay
with the Country Party and screw every last penny out of
it.
Subsequently it would appear that that's what
happened because he talked the Country Party into
selling their headquarters and investing it in a grocery
chain, what-have-you, which within a matter of months
went broke and there were substantial losses.
It was
supported privately by John Patterson and Robert Read
from Kojonup, both of whom lost a substantial amount of
money also.
I can remember years later Tom DrakeBrockman, who subsequently became president of the NCP
after the split, he was aware of the speech that I'd
made in Parliament and I wasn't prepared to say it
outside Parliament, of course, and he made a comment to
their State council [that] it was a pity they hadn't
taken notice of what Matt Stephens had said.
The in-fighting continued and summing up, after we had a
conference in 1978 at which Jim Fletcher, who was the
then general president, he got up and made, well, as he
saw it, remarks which were not well received by Old and
Jones and their supporters. Notwithstanding that, Jim
Fletcher was re-elected as general president.
The
Opposition Old and Jones faction had put up Sir Thomas
Drake Brockman who lost out. Hendy Cowan was elected as
deputy leader of the lay party and we looked to be in
the ascendancy. Well, it then came to getting around, I
suppose, prior to the 1977... .no, it was 1978.. .1 don't
know what brought it up but I do know that Jim Fletcher
came to me and said that. .oh, I know, yes. They then
tried to get
the thought was that we'd put Hendy Cowan
up as leader of the parliamentary party and it was
fairly even within the parliamentary party, one vote
would've swung it either way. I think we were ten and
there were four one way and six the other, something
like that, but anyhow, whatever the figures were it was
worked out that Bert Crane's vote was important in order
to get Hendy Cowan as leader of the parliamentary party.
.

.

.

-

Jim Fletcher came to me and he said, "Matt, d'you think
that it's reasonable that I say this to Bert Crane?"
that in the 1977 election campaign it cost the party
$50 000 for Bert to hold his seat, there was a
substantial. .altered boundaries, substantial challenge
from the Liberal Party; that if he didn't support Hendy
Cowan for the leader that that money wouldn't be
forthcoming in the next election because he questioned
whether there'd be a viable party left.
Now, I know
that Jim came and asked me if I thought that that was
reasonable, so I think it's reasonable to assume that
they would be the words that Jim Fletcher put to Bert
Crane. Certainly Jim didn't make any secret of the fact

-

.
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that he was meeting Bert Crane. He invited Bert Crane
over to the party offices and as a matter of fact Jim
left a committee meeting and told the committee he was
going to talk with Bert Crane.
So I can only assume
that he put that point of view to Bert. As I say, he
was correct enough to ask my opinion as to whether I
thought it was appropriate.
Well, Hendy and I, not long after that, both remember
hearing Bert say that he'd been offered a $50000 bribe
and still the penny didn't drop. Then he came out and
he made the statement in the Press, or it might have
been. .yes, I think it was in the Press that he'd been
offered this $50000 bribe and either by implication or
outright mentioned Jim Fletcher.
Well, it was a
terrible thing to do.
I immediately sought a Select
Committee in Parliament to look into the matter.
Naturally enough it was denied by the Premier. Well, we
had nothing to fear to lose so, you know, the truth of
the matter couldn't be established through a Select
Committee. Bert Crane got up in Parliament and made a
speech which is disputed by some of us because we are
absolutely sure that in his speech, when he finished
reading he said, "and I make this as a statutory
declaration," but when it came out in Hansard that part
was left out. We do know that there was a conversation
between the Speaker, Hansard and Bert Crane after the
speech was made, so whether it was altered but, anyhow,
Jim Fletcher's name was blackened as having been
prepared to bribe. Knowing Jim Fletcher, anybody who
knows him would know that he wouldn't do that and, as I
say, I do know the circumstances and so I implicitly
believed Jim Fletcher.
.

.

Well, then more or less immediately after this at the
next State council meeting there was a motion. I forget
the wording of it.
It wasn't an outright vote of
confidence in Jim Fletcher but certainly in the debate
we said that this in effect was a motion of confidence
in Jim Fletcher and therefore should be supported, you
see
he'd just been re-elected
and amazingly it was
lost.
Then after lunch there was a motion, somebody
brought up a motion of confidence in Bert Crane and, of
course, you couldn't have confidence and. .it wasn't
one of no confidence but there wasn't support for
confidence and this was pointed out in the debate. We
tried to amend it and the then acting chairman, Robert
Uphill, refused to allow an amendment to be put. Now,
that was quite incorrect and we could've challenged it
through the floor, but we made the decision that if
that's the way they wanted it let it be. Jim Fletcher
said that if that motion was carried he had no
alternative but to resign, so the motion of support for
Bert Crane was carried [by a] very narrow majority as
the other one was lost by a very narrow margin, and Jim
Fletcher got up and walked out of the State council,
-

-
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followed by myself and I suppose about a third of
council members. I was subsequently told by one of our
supporters who stayed in that Win Piesse said, "Well,
they'll soon be back, and this supporter said, "I'm
afraid they'll never be back, " and of course that proved
to be the case. But that was the final straw, the fact
that a man of Jim Fletcher's standing and integrity was
questioned and that of Bert Crane who had made this
preposterous allegation got support.
So that was the
final thing.
"

Now, when we left the party there was no prearranged
plan. I mean, it was. .what's the word I want?
.

BB

.

A spur of the moment thing?

STEPHENS
Yes, a spur of the moment decision to
walk out and Jim Fletcher resigned as he said, and Hendy
and I resigned from the party and we thought we'd finish
our days as Independents, and just make our decision
whether we'd stand again or not, but more or less came
to the conclusion that was the end of our parliamentary
run. But there was no way that we were going to
and
these words were actually used
"be guilty of
misrepresentation" because we both felt that by going to
an election and propagating Country Party policies and
ideas, and then going back into Government as a cosy
relationship and taking the line of least resistance of
agreeing to the Liberals, that it was misrepresentation
and neither of us wanted to be a party to that.
-

-

Anyhow, after talking things over we thought, well,
there was a big body of support for the stand that we'd
made. It was interesting that during I think it was the
final debate that we were involved in that a member got
up and said
he was the finance director
"Well, when
McPharlin and Stephens withdrew from coalition," he
said, "the money poured into the party. When they went
back the money dried up just like that." He said that
gave an indication of the amount of support of the stand
that we'd taken, so we thought, well, nothing ventured
nothing gained, so we then decided to form a National
Party and give the public of Western Australia,
certainly the rural public, the opportunity of a choice
and that's what we did. We were successful inasmuch as
Hendy and I survived, Tom McNeil joined us and survived,
Ray McPharlin joined us and survived, then went back to
the Country Party and lost his seat and, would you
believe, he said the man responsible for him losing his
seat was Matt Stephens but I don't know how you can work
that out because, knowing that Ray was contemplating
going back to the Country Party, I spent the whole of
one day discussing and trying to convince him. I said
to Ray, "Quite apart from anything else," I said, "if
-

-
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you go back, Ray, you'll destroy yourself."
He said,
"My supporters will follow me whichever way I go." I
said, "They will follow you up to a point.
They
followed you when you came with us but if you go back
you'll miss out. It's as simple as that." Now, there's
a limit to what people will do.
If a man chops and
changes they start to question, don't they? And that's
what he did, and of course he lost his seat and blamed
anybody and everybody but himself.
I suppose that's
human nature.
I mentioned earlier about a parliamentary Press
luncheon. After having resigned from the Country Party
and believing that possibly it was the end of my
political run, I had appreciated not the support so much
as the opportunity to relax with members of the Press
gallery and I thought that the least that I could do was
to invite them all to a parliamentary luncheon. So I
said to the leader of the Press gallery, I said, "Would
you mind having a parliamentary luncheon with me?" He
hesitated because he obviously had to be strictly
impartial and he said, "Oh, no, if the other parties
invite [us] we'll go with them, too, " you see. And so
this was arranged several months or six weeks or so
earlier and it just so happened that the day that I had
the Press lunch, and it was sheer coincidence, was the
day that we had an official conference announcing the
formation of the National Party.
So we had the
parliamentary Press luncheon the cost of which I met.
It was a tremendous success, so much so that the
following year we had another one but from then on it
was the parliamentary party always met the cost of it,
but notwithstanding that it was always regarded as my
little thing, and even though I wasn't party secretary
or anything, right up until I left Parliament I always
organised the parliamentary Press luncheons.
BE
What was the time period between the
walk-out from the Country Party and official formation
of the National Party?
STEPHENS
I can't clearly recollect but I think
it'd only been a matter of weeks. It might be four to
six weeks or something like that.
It wasn't a great
period of time and I suppose that's why some people
might have thought it was prearranged but I can assure
you there was no prearrangement.
We were all along
fighting to try and win the battle within and the idea
of forming another party didn't really enter our heads.
After we'd pulled out we realised that there was support
there for a genuine one and I do know that
I'm not
going to say hundreds
but I do know that quite a few
members that joined the party for the first time said
that they were prepared to support us now that we were
prepared to stand on our own but they wouldn't have
-

-
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supported us while we were just yes men to the Liberal
This may be another thing that perhaps
Party.
influenced me in the stand that I took right through my
parliamentary life, but even before I went into
Parliament because for very many years I'd always given
out how to vote cards at polling day. Every time there
were a number, it would vary; it might be one or two, it
might be half a dozen, when they would reject the how to
vote card they'd say, "Oh, we used to vote for the
Country Party until it became yes men to the Liberal
Party," or words to that effect. Now, I met that long
before I ever went into Parliament myself. I'd helped
in political campaigns in Albany from 1934 until I
entered Parliament with the exception of the six years
that I was away, four in the services and two when I had
a job in Adelaide and, you know, that came through.
That no doubt also had an impact on my philosophy and
the way I should approach things.
What sort of support did you get once the
BE
National Party was formed?
I'd like to say it was massive but
STEPHENS
considering the numbers I think it was reasonable. Our
finances were always severely strained. As a matter of
fact, in our first campaign the parliamentary members
paid all their own advertising and I think we also put
in money to support some of the other candidates that
were coming in, such was the limitation on our
resources.
BB
election?

So that would have been the 1980

STEPHENS
1980 election. We only fought the two;
1980 in which we held the status quo, 1983, with the
exception of Ray McPharlin who changed, we sort of held
the position, too, but of course we fought ourselves to
a stalemate and there was no way. .we were always
prepared. We offered to exchange preferences with the
Country Party and they wouldn't have a bar of it, and
this is understandable with Old and Jones being there
and their complete subservience to the Liberal Party.
And so we didn't exchange preferences either so the
Liberal Party were the beneficiaries; they'd get
preferences from us and preferences from the &d
faction, you see, and we weren't making any progress.
But we tried to promote our own policies and not to
dwell in the past and certainly not to criticise,
certainly in election campaigns anyhow, the Country
Party. We wanted people to support us for what we were.
But unfortunately even there we were misrepresented. We
had meetings in Geraldton at which the Country Party
never got a mention, other than on one occasion when a
.
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man asked a specific question and was given a specific
answer, and the next thing we hear a report in the paper
where Tom Drake-Brockman's criticising the way we've
denigrated him here, there and everywhere and things
You know, it's a pity
that were never ever said.
I always feel and Hendy's certainly got the
really.
same opinion that if you have to lie or prevaricate to
justify your position, well then perhaps you should
That has been our
review the position you've taken.
guiding light in our political life.
Were you and the party surprised at the
BB
support that you got at that first election? I remember
in the Press there were dire predictions about this
National Party and the results.
No, I don't think we were
STEPHENS
Oh, yes.
surprised. Naturally we were pleased, but we felt from,
you know, expressions of thought that were coming [in]
that we would both hold our own seats and, as I say, I
don't know whether Tomi went up that time or the
following time but he...

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE ONE
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TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO

Perhaps the only one that we had a
STEPHENS
question mark over was Ray McPharlin. That wasn't so
oh, I
much because of Ray but because of Ron.
mentioned his name earlier. He was the deputy chairman
and he'd taken the other line so you had a faction up
there within his electorate that was sort of anti Ray
McPharlin, you see, but in my electorate and in Hendy's
electorate all our branch members, close enough to 100
per cent.
I'm only aware of two members in my
electorate that resigned from the party because of the
split, or didn't join the National Party or stayed
active in the Country Party. Only two in my electorate
and so, you know, basically it was 100 per cent support
Robert
and because of that we felt relatively safe.
Uphill was the name I was trying to think of and he
stayed in the Country Party, and he came from within
Ray's area and we felt there may have been a factor
there but anyhow Ray won it quite comfortably.
.

.

.

What positions did you hold in the

BB

National Party?
Oh, well, I was always the deputy leader
STEPHENS
of the parliamentary party but, as I've mentioned
earlier, there were only two of us to start with and
that was fairly easy. It was a question of us arguing
it out between us and, you know, Hendy didn't really
want it because of his inexperience and his age and all
that but I was able to persuade him to take it. The
only commitment that I had to make was that I'd stay
with him until we either won our point or had been
defeated, you see. Well, of course, we eventually won
our point. And you mentioned earlier that there were
predictions made about the future for us. As a matter
of fact, one of the predictions was made by David Black
and it was on a radio talk where he said words to the
effect of
and I know that this is right because I
discussed it with Hendy Cowan too and he heard the same
conversation
that, referring to the National Party,
well, "the cemeteries are full of the bones of splinter
parties", so David didn't give [it] much hope and
recently, or comparatively recently, when I was on this
committee that Peter Dowding set up, Parliamentary
Standards Committee, I was on that and David was on it
and I reminded him of it and he said, "Oh," he said, "I
can't remember that," he said, "you'd have to show it to
me in writing." I said, "Well, you won't be able to see
it in writing, but" I said, "it did happen because not
only did I hear it but Hendy heard it too." So I was
glad he was wrong.
-

-
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But we did, as I say, just to finish the story on this
aspect, we fought ourselves to a stalemate and on one
occasion, when there were talks, and of course we had
Sir Donald Eckersley, chaired a committee to try and get
the two factions together, and we had always, as I say,
offered to exchange preferences. On one occasion I was
told that the State council of the National Country
Party had agreed to an exchange of preferences. Old and
Jones were not present at the meeting and when they
heard that, they rang up Tom Drake-Brockman and said
that if there was, that they'd resign from the party, so
without mention of it back to them they just changed the
decision, you see. All along the line Old and Jones
sort of held this view that they'd resign. They more or
less said that at the time of the original split. My
attitude was, well, let 'em go, the public would make
their decision and, of course, when the public had the
opportunity of making their decision they made what I
consider to be the right one and got rid of them.
But on another occasion when we were talking about
unity
and this was also said; a member of the Country
Party always kept in touch with me until they barred him
from going to party meetings, and he told me that Tom
Drake-Brockman had got up and said that there'd never be
any chance of unity while Stephens was around. I don't
question that that was said because my friend wouldn't
have rung to tell me. So I thought about it for a while
and to protect myself I went to Jim Fletcher and I said,
"I want to tell you something in the strictest of
confidences."
I said, "If there's ever anything ever
said to you you're to deny it, but", I said, "I just
want you to know that I'm not going behind the party's
back or anything like that," and what I told Jim was
that I intended to approach Tom Drake-Brockman and
Robert Uphill and if they could substantiate their
allegation, I said, "It doesn't have to be 100 per cent
substantiated but as long as they can bring up issues
which are, you know, are open to doubt and all that," I
said, "I'm prepared to resign from Parliament so as not
to stand in the way." But, you know, I said, "What I'm
about to do might be misrepresented somewhere along the
track and so that's why I'm telling you completely off
the record."
-

Well, I contacted them both. They agreed to meet me and
it was done clandestinely, of course, and I just said to
them that I'd heard this comment that was made. It was
disputed, and I said, "Well, okay, but it'd been said to
me it was made and this is what I'm prepared to do, and
if you can substantiate it in some way or other then I'm
prepared to resign from Parliament."
And both of
them.
oh, and Robert Uphill had mentioned similar
things to a party member up in his area, and both of
them denied ever having said it or anything along those
lines.
They even tried to recollect what they might
.
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have said that may have been construed that way but, no,
it didn't happen, one point. As a matter of fact, this
was a standard reaction that I received. Now, I know my
wife didn't like me doing it but whenever it was
reported to me that somebody had said something about me
in the political spectrum I would always ask, "Can I use
your name?" If I was given permission I would go to the
person that said it and say, "So and so has told me
I don't challenge your right to say it but in
this.
fairness to Matt Stephens will you please justify it,"
and never once was anything justified.
It was most
amusing from my point of view to see their
embarrassment, but they could never ever justify it but,
you know, it's very easy to pass these tales around.
I suppose this brings up one issue and that's this
question of the massage parlours.
It was brought up
when I was a Minister, caused quite a furore here in
Western Australia.
I didn't... .it happened when Barry
Cassell was over here with David Read and on that
occasion they were in Western Australia, I think. .1
wasn't told at the time but in retrospect it was an
occasion when I think they were trying to organise a
move to get rid of Ray McPharlin, but they were present
when Jamieson raised the issue by way of a question
without identifying anybody, but of course somebody in
But the
Cabinet had to. .it was a Cabinet member.
incident refers to an incident in 1972, not when I was
in Cabinet but long before that.
.

.

.
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Now, earlier today I mentioned that I'd taken a stand
over the corruption in Borthwicks and the marketing down
Prior to that I'd also been involved, I was
here.
secretary of the high school P and C and
eventually.. oh, president, I should say of the high
school P and C and subsequently, or by virtue of that
office was also chairman of the P and C canteen
committee.
Several people organised me to get these
positions because they were unhappy with the lack of
profit being made by the canteen which was a voluntary
organisation. They knew the throughput but the profits
weren't there.
Whether it was maladministration or
whether it was dishonesty I'm not going to say, but I do
know that when it got round that they were going to
propose me as president of the organisation, it resulted
in the biggest P and C meeting for years.
About 80
people turned up to it, you see. Anyhow, with a secret
ballot I was elected. It took a couple of years but we
eventually doubled the profit on the canteen.
..

I'm only mentioning this because I was a crusader for
correctness. There was the Borthwicks affair, and then
not long after I got into Parliament, naturally I used
taxis from the airport or from the train into town and
on one occasion a taxi driver... .1 never acknowledged
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that I was a politician, I might add
very interesting
and I got a taxi
what you can get out of taxi drivers
this particular night and [he] knew I'd flown up, and
the chap said, "Up for a few days?" and I said, "Yes,
that's right." He wanted to take me round to a brothel
I said, "You know, it wouldn't be
and I queried it.
very nice if the police came, " and he said, "You've got
nothing to worry about the police. They know about it
and it's approved." This is long before the so-called
policy of toleration and containment came out, I might
add. He said, "As a matter of fact I get a commission
on every client that I bring up to the place." Well, he
was talking about Shirley Finn's brothel in William
Street.
-

-

I then made it a point to query taxi drivers, you know,
what-have-you, and as a result of these queries I
discovered that there were two such places.
One was
Shirley Finn's in William Street, the other was Dorothy
Flatman's in Beaufort Street.
I got varying stories
from the taxi drivers; some said they knew the police
were involved and closed their eyes to it, right up to
the fact that they knew the police were getting payoffs, you see, and of course that's what interested me,
was the corruption in the Police Force. So I discussed
If I'd been chasing sex I would've
it with my wife.
gone to those that were recognised and the police never
went near them, but I go round to the little ones and it
was also part of the escalation of massage parlours.
'72 was the beginning of it, you see, and some were
genuine and some weren't and my idea was sort of if
you'd gone in and said you were a politician and were
the police involved, you wouldn't have got very far. So
I went round for a massage on the basis that I got
talking to them and what-have-you.
Now, it hadn't gone on for very long and one night I was
there when the cops came in, you see, so I identified
myself and I was very annoyed with the copper because I
am aware of the law inasmuch as all I had to give was my
name and address, that's it, you know. He asked me what
I did. Well, I could've said I was a farmer which was
quite true but I didn't.
I said I was a member of
Parliament and he immediately said, "Don't come trying
to pull your rank here to get out of your problems, " you
know, which really incensed me but anyhow, that was it.
So I wasn't involved in any way although he did say that
I might be called as evidence, and it did go through my
mind that I should've said, "Well, I'd like to do that
because I could ask why you don't go to these other
two," you know. Anyhow the place I was at was actually
advertised as a health studio and it had certain amounts
of health equipment and all that there.
I was aware
that the girl that was there had only been there two
days and yet they could send somebody in to book her and
yet they had these other places.
As I say, this was
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long before the policy of containment.
Well, having
been there when they came in I thought, well, I'll stop
that, but I never lost my interest in this form of
corruption.
Well, the following year, '73, I went overseas on a
Commonwealth parliamentary study tour. I was looking at
incentives for decentralisation, that was the principal
reason for the trip, and about the time I went or came
back there was this big controversy in the paper about
the police superintendent of Perth raiding a few
brothels and it happened to be Spike Daniels. Well, as
I say, we didn't do anything in concert or anything like
that but I knew that Spike was on the right track,
because he was the man that I'd dealt with here in
Albany. I'm not going to go into the details now but he
got an exceedingly raw deal from the police
administration. I took a great interest in the actions
of the police. At one stage I built up a file on it.
My own view is that we really should have a Royal
Commission into the Police Force. I'm not questioning
the integrity of the majority of the members. I think
they're high standing and do a good job, but I'm also
equally convinced that there's an element there that are
anything but good. We'd never really be in the clear
until we have a Royal Commission and cleanse the system.
You know, you've had corruption in Adelaide, Victoria,
New South Wales and Queensland. Now, by what yardstick
is human nature different in Western Australia that we
haven't got corruption in the force here?
I was very interested to hear Costigan. He was on a
panel on the TV one night when they were discussing the
release of the Fitzgerald report, and Costigan said that
he would like to see a similar exercise in Western
Australia and Tasmania. Apparently they were the only
two States where it hadn't been proven. Anyhow, to come
back, that was essentially what I was chasing.
Now, David Read and whatsisname, Barry...
Cassell.
STEPHENS
Cassell, he was in Western Australia at
the time it happened and Barry said. .bear in mind I'd
only been in Parliament a couple of years and I was all
for coming out and making a statement along the lines
that I've just discussed the background and everything
to it, and Barry said, "No," he said, "there's
absolutely no benefit whatsoever in trying to chase
prostitution through Parliament.
Forget it."
.

.

STEPHENS

80

Regrettably I heeded his advice and sort of just said,
which was factual, "I've had trouble, I was going for
back trouble." I didn't bring in the whole background
at all but I've suffered with back trouble before I came
farming even in 1950 and I've been to chiropractors,
physiotherapists, you name it, I've been there. Some of
them give you relief, some of them don't but I've just
learnt to live with it over the years. So that was the
angle that was adopted but it was on his advice.
I
didn't tell anything that was untrue but I didn't tell
the full story and I think that that was a mistake. In
retrospect it was a mistake that I made.
BB
You spoke about Federal members getting
involved like Barry Cassell. After that split, when the
National Party was first formed, did any of the National
people try and change your minds or come to you with
talk of...
STEPHENS
No, not that I'm aware of. Certainly not
to me. Just one little bit, I was aware, just before
the coalition split, that Canberra or Doug Anthony was
speaking to Old and was speaking to Jones.
I just
happened to be the deputy leader of the party and they
never came near me but I subsequently was told, whether
it was true or not I don't know, that they'd written me
off, you see. Perhaps they realised I wasn't malleable
as the other two. So on one occasion I tracked Doug
Anthony down and I got up at five o'clock in the morning
to ring him because he was out in the country and I got
him at his hotel. I was disgusted with the involvement
over there and told him so and he finished up by saying,
"Oh Matt, give me some credit for having some
experience."
I said, "I'm not questioning your
experience with respect to the eastern States or the
Federal scene, but if you're going to interfere in
Western Australia, come over here and live for three
months and find out the situation for yourself and if
you're not prepared to do that, keep your cotton picking
fingers out of the State." Of course, you know, some of
these top men, they get a bit egotistical and they don't
like being spoken to rather bluntly, and I don't know
that Anthony ever had much time for me.
As a matter of fact, on the following conference when he
came over I stood and gave out these, the coalition
paper that I gave you this morning, "Portfolios before
principles". He actually came after the conference had
started so I wasn't standing on the stairs giving him
one, so I wrote "With my compliments" and got the usher
to hand it up to him. He just [said], "H'm" and that
was that, sort of thing.
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Another comment
you've mentioned about the support
from the Federal members; there was no support but on
one occasion Anthony came over to Western Australia and
he was at a meeting in Esperance and, referring to Cowan
and Stephens, he said, "The weeds must be destroyed,
you know. I put it at the back of my mind and I went to
Federal council after unity took place and the whole
group of us, John Patterson
we were all going out to
lunch, to dinner somewhere and we were just in the foyer
of the hotel. There were about seven or eight of us
there and Doug Anthony came along and said "Good
evening" to everyone. "Oh, good evening, Matt. Pleased
to see you," and that. I said, "I'm pleased to see you,
I said, "Remember you mentioned that the
too, Doug."
weeds must be destroyed? Well, I'm proud to be able to
Old and Jones
tell you that they've been destroyed.
were arseholed at the last election."
[Laughs]
"Well,
I must be going," and away he went.
-

-

BE

So he who laughs last [laughs].

STEPHENS

Yes, laughs longest.

BB
What about Joh Bjelke-Petersen?
there any further involvement?

Was

STEPHENS
No, he didn't really have a lot more
involvement.
When we formed the National Party he
publicly said that he understands the reasons for it and
he wished us well. The only other contact that I had
with Joh was in 1976. Our son was married in Brisbane,
11th of December, and we obviously went over there and I
took the opportunity to pay my respects to Joh and was
invited to have lunch with him in his suite in the
Government office building. The first thing he said to
me was, "How are things going over there, Matt?" and so
I told him that things were pretty tough and that Old
and Jones were proving to be nothing but Liberals. He
said, "Yes, I know," he said, "I'm fairly friendly with
Lang Hancock and I get information from time to time,"
he said, "and I'm sorry I have to agree with you," or
words to that effect. And that's when he also told me
that, he said, "Well, as you know," he said, "I only
came over there at the request of Anthony and Fraser and
I didn't realise until I got there how difficult. .I'd
only dealt with Charlie Court on a Premier to Premier
basis and when I got over there," he said, "I didn't
realise the problems that you had with him." But that's
really the only contact we had.
.

.

BE
So once the National Party was formed and
you were operating in Parliament as National Party
members, were there any issues that came up then that
you particularly remember?
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No. Oh, there were many issues and we
STEPHENS
adopted a policy of voting for each issue on its merits.
We also refused to be involved in petty politicking
which goes on very frequently in the House.
It was
used, subsequently used against us in some ways. Like,
we'd record our vote on the main issue, perhaps the
second reading of the Bill or the first time it came up
in committee, but then for political point scoring, you
know, they might decide to have a dozen divisions.
Well, we wouldn't waste our time with that, wouldn't
join that.
When they subsequently at one of the
elections, 1988 election campaign they went through all
the statistics and showed the number of times we'd voted
and hadn't voted and all that, and they tried to use it
against us. It was misrepresentation on the basis that
they were aware that the public wouldn't fully
understand the workings of Parliament.
For example, we were accused of, I forget the actual
figure, but voting with the Labor Party, say, 50
per cent of the time or something like that. Well, in
actual reality that was quite wrong because when you
analyse it 95 per cent of the votes in Parliament are
taken on the voices, which is tantamount to saying all
sides are agreed, so there was only five per cent of the
occasion when there were disputes. So if we'd voted the
same way as the Labor Party on 50 per cent of the
occasions we'd really only voted the same way as the
Labor Party two and a half per cent of the votes. This
is the way you can manipulate statistics to confuse or
to mislead people. I gave you some literature earlier
and one of the papers is out to counter that sort of
attack.
It brings up another point that I've always argued all
through my political life, that we should have a
mechanism by which we have to substantiate our political
statements, particularly when you're maligning or
referring to a political opponent.
Parliament in its
wisdom has passed legislation to keep the trade honest.
You have the restrictive trade practices legislation and
under that it's an offence to misrepresent, and yet we
have no similar legislation that will bring politicians
to heel for misrepresentation. Now, I know that it's an
area which is rather difficult but I think that it would
be very easy when it came down to facts. It's either
right or it's wrong.
Matters of opinion are another
matter, but when facts are misrepresented, as they
frequently are and certainly we suffered a lot of it at
the hands of the Liberal and Country Parties after we
formed the National Party, but I could never get any
support for that. I think that it's.. .until such time
as we have something like that, politics will continue
to degenerate because there's nothing to pull them up.
Once you had a mechanism like that, my suggestion
and
I'm open to. .1 didn't have any dogmatic ideas about it
.

-

.

.
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but the suggestion I favoured was to have a quasi
judicial setup where you have a magistrate and perhaps a
couple of other people sitting in chambers, so it wasn't
a formal thing, and you go and make your case.
The
statement that's made and [if] the person that made it
can justify it, well, fair enough. If he can't justify
it, well then, they have to make a correction in the
same place that they made the original statement. Now,
once that happens it's going to be self-policing because
nobody's going to like to have to climb down.

BB
Just on that point of rules and
regulations, you mentioned earlier when you were talking
about going into coalition that there was no rule about
how decisions within that coalition Cabinet would be
taken.
As the National Party did you formulate some
sort of rule or system?
STEPHENS
Yes, we very definitely did and it was
based on my experience. It was always a part of our
policy that we enter into a coalition on the basis of
policy implementation, and that we have a written
arrangement with respect to those policies so that there
is no misunderstanding.
And we also felt that more
importantly than the portfolios was an acceptance of the
policy issues where we differed and that should be in
writing. Now, we were ridiculed by the National Country
Party both State and federally. It was ridiculous, it
wasn't legally binding, all these sorts of reasons why
it was a stupid thing to do.
We recognised that it
wasn't legally binding but it was something that was
there in writing so if there was ever a dispute it could
be clearly seen.
It was interesting that just before Ian Sinclair lost
his top job that federally they talked about entering a
written arrangement. You know, notwithstanding all the
rubbish that they'd thrown at us over the years, they'd
come round to that thinking themselves, but that doesn't
surprise me. Hendy and I always. .didn't see ourselves
as progressive but we saw ourselves as progressive
conservatives.
You know, we see that most of the
conservatives, particularly the Liberal Party, aren't
really prepared to challenge anything.
There's the
status quo and drift along with it and if issues are
forced upon them and they can't avoid it, well, they'll
do it but they aren't forward thinking. We were always
prepared to be forward thinking and we were prepared to
change if we felt it was for the better
not change for
change's sake but if we felt it was change for the
better.
.

.

-

I can prove by reference to the Hansard and that that we
were the first party to bring up the need for bike
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helmets for kids. One of our lay members was a nurse
trained sister. She said,
and she was always on it
"You only go round the hospitals and see the brain
damaged children as a result of bike accidents."
I
started questioning it and querying it and raising
Nothing was ever done about it, but
questions.
eventually the Labor Party did take the matter up so we
eventually got there.
-

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO
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TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE

BB
This is tape 5 of an interview with Matt
Stephens by Brenda Brush at his home in Albany on 28 May
1991.
Matt, we were just talking about that period prior to
1 83.
One of the things we haven't touched on is the
1974 national alliance.
STEPHENS
Yes, well, the political analysts at the
time and all that projected it as being a new party. It
never was a party. The National Country Party had an
alliance with the DLP and for the purpose of the
election they referred to it as the National Alliance.
I took a stand on it because the party actually acted
contrary to a motion of a special State council meeting.
It all started with Tom Drake-Brockman, our Federal
member, suggested to the State organisation, I think it
was Senator Cane; anyhow, he was involved in Federal
politics for the DLP.
Both parties' support was
wavering and it [was] felt that perhaps a merger might
be one way to restore the electoral prospects.
They
also offered $50 000 if it was nationalised to come from
the DLP sources in the eastern States. I might add at
this stage that the $50 000 never ever turned up. But
it was debated and a motion was carried at State council
that the two organisations discuss a form of joint
election campaign, and whatever they decided then be
ratified by another State council meeting. I accepted
that motion, as did one of my supporters from down here
in Albany because he had actually moved an amendment
that brought it to that point and we were quite happy
with it because nothing could be done without another
State council meeting to ratify it.
Notwithstanding that they went ahead, "they" being the
two organisations went ahead and decided that instead of
calling it a joint Country Party-DLP that they'd call it
the National Alliance.
Now, it was a name of
convenience; it was never a party in its own right
because there was no such motion to authorise it. I was
amazed when we were approached to call it the National
Alliance and there was a joint meeting with the
executive and the parliamentary party.
I let it be
known where I stood but I wasn't present because
actually I was ill with a severe bout of 'flu. So they
persisted with it and I refused to accept it on the
grounds that it was unconstitutional.
My supporters
down here said I'd better button my lip a bit because I
might finish up without an endorsement and I said, "I'm
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not worried about that because they're unconstitutional.
There's no way they can proceed to that point because
they are running in the face of a motion that was
carried at State council and anything that they decided
had to be ratified by another meeting and that was never
done."
I resisted to the point where Jim Fletcher, who was then
the general president, he said at a meeting I had with
him and I refused to budge and I was accused of being
pig-headed, words to that effect, and I said, "Well, I'm
quite prepared for you to come down and discuss the
matter with my district council." I said, "I'm prepared
to buck State council, I'm prepared to buck the State
executive, but the people that keep me in Parliament by
their support in an election are my district council and
I won't buck them." And Jim Fletcher said, "Oh, that
won't be any good because you'll sway them your way." I
said, "I'm prepared to sit at the meeting and say
nothing other than to correct an error of fact or to
directly answer a question which may be put to me but
outside of that I won't be a party to any discussion."
So Jim came down and it was a 500 kilometre round trip
for him, you see. He came down and we had the meeting
and I was quite satisfied with the outcome of the
meeting. I forget the terminology used but as far as I
was concerned it left me quite clearly in the belief
that the decision was essentially mine. Obviously Jim
Fletcher was convinced that the decision favoured him.
So it then came out in the
I think they had another
that I had agreed to sort of go
executive meeting
along with the National Alliance and which I immediately
refuted and rejected, you see. Jim accused me then of
not being prepared to accept the decision. "Why did you
say it? I've travelled all this distance," and I said,
"Well, you know, you've misunderstood it, not me." So
it was decided then that he'd come down again and I
said, "Right, Jim, come down again but", I said, "this
time I won't make any promise about keeping quiet. So
they came down and I kept out of it and the conversation
went on and then poor old Jim felt that perhaps he had
them on side and said, "Well, would somebody care to
move a motion that the member be told?" and at that
stage about half the meeting stood up and said, "Our
member will be told nothing."
First of all they had
earlier refuted his interpretation of the minutes and
that so we carried out another discussion.
So it was
left to me to make the decision by my own Stirling
district branch.
I accepted that I'd have to
acknowledge the National Alliance existed otherwise it
would look odd, but there was no way that I was prepared
to stand as the National Alliance and that was accepted
by my district council. So when nominations came round
I nominated as the endorsed Country Party candidate.
Mick Gayfer also sent in his nomination as endorsed
-

-
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Country Party candidate but the seat wasn't contested so
he didn't fight an election campaign.
I was the only
All the other
member that stood as Country Party.
members stood as National Alliance and when the voting
statistics were being compiled the electoral officer
rang me up and said, well, every other member was down
as National Alliance and he noted that I had [nominated]
as endorsed Country Party, did I mind being quoted in
the statistics as the National Alliance and I said,
"Yes, very definitely." So I held out and was the only
candidate that [had not] stood as the National Alliance.
Principally, I saw the
My opposition was twofold.
futility of the idea but, secondly, it was
unconsitutional inasmuch as there hadn't been any
ratification of it as required by a motion from the
previous special meeting that was to discuss it. And,
of course, as it turned out the results were disastrous.
Actually I know Jim Fletcher credited me with having a
degree of political nous inasmuch as I'd taken a very
definite stand opposed to everybody else in the party
virtually.
So that would explain why, I think, in
33
the Parliamentary Handbook for that '74 election some
members, and you particularly, are definitely Country
Party, some are National Alliance-CP together, and
others are National Alliance.
STEPHENS

Yes, yes.

33
There was really some ambiguity about
whether people were...
STEPHENS
That's right, no.
There was no. .some
of the political pundits believed that we had a party
called the National Alliance. I mean, constitutionally
it was impossible because there was no motion to
dissolve the Country Party or anything like that, and it
was purely a name that came up as banner to run under
and, as I say, it was unconstitutional inasmuch as it
wasn't ratified as it should have been and of course it
was a disaster.
I think it resulted in some people
saying, "Where have all the DLP voters gone?" They were
mainly disillusioned Liberals who were voting DLP and
when it came to the test they went back to their other
supporters, you see.
But it was just one of these
issues that I felt strongly about and turned out to be
on the right side.
.

.

BB
In 1983 Labor got into Government so that
must have changed the role of the National Party again.
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You've talked about not voting with Labor but sometimes
voting on issues that coincided with Labor. Would you
tell me about that time?
Yes. Well, of course, you wouldn't have
STEPHENS
to be very bright to realise that after we formed the
National Party and saw the futility of trying to work
with the Country Party, we were hoping to hold the
balance of power both at the 1980 election which was our
first contested as the National Party, and again in
1983.
As a matter of fact, I used to, facetiously I
suppose in many instances, talk about the balance of
power experts and what-have-you, so much so that one of
the Press journalists referred to us as the "BOPS" and
so we were nicknamed the BOPS, within the gallery
anyhow
"balance of power specialists", you see.
Regrettably we never ever achieved that fame in fact.
But, no, we really didn't change direction in our
policies.
It just meant on some occasions the Labor
Party would listen to our point of view, something that
the Liberals never ever did.
In fact, the Liberals
carried it to the extreme.
-

On one occasion our member in the upper House, Tom
McNeil, had a boating accident.
As a result of that
accident he discovered a weakness in the legislation, so
he discussed it with Consumer Affairs Department and he
had a Bill drawn up to close that loophole which
disadvantaged people because of a weakness in the Act.
BB

This was the insurance Act?

STEPHENS
I think it was the insurance Act but
anyhow it was in connection with insurance as a result
of the accident and that's how he discovered it.
He
introduced the Bill into the upper House as a private
member's Bill and would you believe that Graham
MacKinnon, who was then the leader of the Liberals in
the upper House, got up and said that the legislation
was a worthy piece of legislation, it was necessary
legislation but they were going to oppose it because the
following year they intended to introduce it themselves.
And so the legislation was tossed out and the public of
Western Australia had to wait twelve months for that
little bit of protection because it hadn't emanated from
the Liberal Party.
That's the extent to which they
considered the National Party's contribution.
Now, we found it rather galling because, perhaps I'm one
of the old fashioned ones, I believe the decisions
should be made in Parliament and not in the Cabinet
room, and that explains some of my actions through the
years. I think it's regrettable that we've allowed our
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parliamentary institutions to degenerate down to
dictatorship by the executive. Unfortunately, as I said
earlier, most members of Parliament when they get there
all believe that they have ministerial capability and
most of them throw their principles out the window and
will do anything to ingratiate themselves to get that,
so it makes it very easy for the leader of the party to
get their support. So whatever the Cabinet decides is
slavishly followed.
I know the Premier, Sir Charles Court, or Sir Charles
Court when he was Premier used to often say, "Well,
we'll take it to Parliament to decide, " knowing full
well that they'll decide anything that he wanted, you
know. Hollow words, really, and that's something where
the public are the losers. I believe that the public
are best served when a Government has a majority of one
and we get better Government then than when you have a
big majority. That is brought about by, as I say, in
general terms most people will slavishly follow but
you'll always get the one odd maverick.
Occasionally
you might get two but rarely any more so that if they've
got a majority of one and a person stands up, the
Government of the day has to listen to that man because
otherwise they may find what they believe an
embarrassment, being beaten on the floor of the House.
So to my mind party leaders don't like it and parties
don't like it but I think the country is best served
when we have a Parliament with a majority of one.
Unfortunately the media tend to beat up the Premier and
a Government as being a strong Government and all that,
but really what we should be talking about is a strong
Parliament with a Parliament that's making decisions. I
think until we can get round to that day... it might be
a bit idealistic but in the early days of the British
Westminster system that was the way it worked.
.

BB
Mal Bryce talked about, when we had a
discussion about electoral reform, that that period of
debate on electoral reform was probably the closest that
this Parliament has come to the Westminster system for
many years. Would you tell us about your role in that
and what your views are on that debate and the outcome
of that?
STEPHENS
Yes, I'll get onto that.
I've just
paused for a moment because I was trying to think. It
was Edmund Burke, I think, round about early 1770-odd, I
think, or something, he talked about the day when
members of Parliament could be swayed by debate but of
course that's long since gone out. I know on occasions
there when we didn't have the numbers and one was a
debate on mining legislation that was introduced by the
Court Government and Bill Grayden, who at this stage was
a backbench member again, took a very active role in
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opposing that legislation and Bill had mining experience
and all that and was very well informed. We actually
independently but coincidentally we had the same point
of view and supported Bill in most of the issues and it
was quite clear that he'd won the debate but you haven't
got the numbers. Nobody is swayed by the debate in
Parliament.
Everybody knows, what-have-you, and you
know it's regrettable really. It would be better to go
back to the old days where Cabinet is entrusted with
bringing in the legislation in the main and then for
Parliament to make a decision, and when that decision is
made for it not to be seen as a success or a failure of
Cabinet but as democracy actively working. But as I say
one of our biggest opponents is the Press because they
say Cabinet's weak or the Premier's weak, what-have-you
and that's not necessarily true.
To come back to the parliamentary reform, I suppose it'd
be appropriate to start from the beginning of my
I first took an an interest in
interest in it.
parliamentary reform round about 1975, 1976, and I
actually made my first speech with reference to it, I
think it might have been an Address-in-Reply or a Budget
debate but I made reference to it then. I mentioned in
that speech about proportional representation for the
upper House members and I clearly remember Cohn
Jamieson interjecting on me and saying, "Ha, hollow
words, because if we had proportional representation in
the upper House we'd at least lose one seat and we
wouldn't be party to that."
I said, "Well, you know,
try me one day." That was my first speech.
Now, the reason for taking an interest in it I suppose
was to some extent self-motivated in the first instance.
I was the only Country Party member down here in a sea
of Liberals.
I was the member for Stirling, Country
Party; you had a Liberal for Albany and the two upper
House members were both Liberals. One of those upper
House members used to go around and say, "Well, you've
got two members for Stirling. You've got Matt Stephens
and you've got myself, we're both members for Stirling,
and what-have-you. I support the bicameral system but I
also.. .and all the Liberals that I've ever spoken to
support the bicameral system and they support the
Westminster-type system which I support also, but if you
go back to the Westminster-type system the power of the
House of Lords is fairly severely circumscribed. Since
1911 when they passed legislation that restricted their
powers anyhow they've been circumscribed.
Yet the
Liberals who support the bicameral system [and] support
the Westminster type were, in fact, running around the
electorate as a second Assembly member.
.

My concept. .and of course the Lords are appointed
rather than elected and to some extent that brings in a
.

.
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difference, I realise that, but the members of the House
of Lords they don't go running around the electorates
like a glorified Assembly member. My argument was that
the upper House, if they're to take a second look at
things, should look at it from a completely different
perspective, from a broader perspective. Admittedly a
member of Parliament representing a single member
constituency, if he's doing his job, has to represent
that constituency so he may take a point of view which
is fairly narrow from the point of view of the State as
Certainly it is in the interests of his
a whole.
electorate but perhaps narrow from the point of view of
the State as a whole and it's difficult for him to take
any other stand. As far as I'm concerned he shouldn't
take any other stand.
He should either convince the
electorate that their point of view is wrong or abide by
their point of view. The upper House being much broader
representation shouldn't be so localised and didn't need
to be so localised and can take a broader.. .but that's
It was really only a
not the way it was working.
replica of the Assembly. The Council members, and I can
understand this from the point of view of seeking reelection, they were racing around creating the
impression that they were also Assembly members making
that personal contact but, of course, couldn't be quite
as direct because they had three times the area and
usually about three times the number, certainly in the
country electorate.
We were really only getting
duplication so I came to the conclusion that if you
support the bicameral system then you have to make it
and you support the Westminster system
you make
work
it work along the lines of the Westminster system and
that is, you remove the ability of the upper House
member to run round as a glorified Assembly member, and
the only way to do that was to broaden the area that
they represented.
So that naturally then led on to
dividing the States into three or four regions and
giving them proportional representation.
.

-

-

I then felt that the upper House members could then
claim their support through their operations through
committees. I believe that the upper House should have
a lot of standing committees and members get on to those
standing committees, and they make their name by the
stands that they make for or against certain issues. My
understanding is that's largely the way the American
House of Representatives [operate]; you know, they have
all their committees and as you know the Cabinet in
America is appointed by the President from industry and
what-have-you, it's not taken from the floor of the
chamber. The members get their kudos from being on the
different committees and chairmen of those committees,
and I believe that the role of the Council should be
similar to that.
So the members are not denied the
ability to project their image within their area but
they certainly haven't the time to involve themselves on
the similar duties to a parliamentary member.
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It was also very wasteful in economic terms. To take an
extreme case that I was aware of, after the
what did
they call them? Department of Decentralisation
no,
that wasn't... .but they set up decentralisation regions.
What did they call them?
-

-

BB
Urban and something, wasn't it?
Department of Urban and something else?
STEPHENS
No, no, the Liberals introduced it.
Anyhow, it was based on decentralisation and we had a
regional director down here, the first one appointed. I
forget the terminology that they used.
It was the
forerunner of what the Labor Party have instituted down
here, the regional development.
On one occasion I
became aware, I was approached by a constituent and when
I took the matter up I discovered that the Albany member
was involved, the two upper House members were involved
and the local director of decentralisation was involved.
Now, it was duplication right through
all the extra
letters, all the same work, you know. Waste of time.
My argument is that if the Assembly member couldn't
achieve it with his approaches I don't think anybody
else could've achieved it either, and that would be true
in general terms.
But there were all those people
involved, all that duplication of letters and time and
everything like that.
-

So this was the background to why I saw the need for a
change in the upper House and so in '76 I made reference
to it in the speech and from then on I worked at it. I
didn't get very far within the Country Party because the
Liberals wouldn't agree to it and of course if the
Liberals didn't agree to it that means Old and Jones
didn't agree to it, it was axiomatic. When we formed
the National Party I certainly took advantage of the
opportunity, promoted this and I got it through all our
State conferences
it may have been amended in slight
terms
we sought proportional representation for the
upper House, that the State be divided into regions and
we refined it.
I honestly can't remember what my
original idea was but I had an idea that I originally
started off with the metropolitan area as one electorate
and the rest of the State, then saw that that was a bit
impractical and also made it. .1 think one of the
weaknesses of that was that
and this mightn't sound
very democratic but I think you have to be realistic at
the same time
if we had those big areas and the
numbers involved, that the percentage of the vote
necessary to win was reduced to the point where perhaps
a single issue party could win. My experience from the
Federal Parliament where you've got one or two single
issue parties, I don't really think that's in the best
interests of the State or Parliament either. So it led
then on to bringing back regions to an area where you
-

-

.

-

-

.
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had to have a higher vote as a quota, and so it finished
up with three regions in the country and I think it was
three regions in the metropolitan area.
Leading on from that, I also saw the need, I
I don't like that word "I personally"
personally
because it's the same thing
I believe that a weighted
vote for rural people is absolutely necessary because of
the tyranny of distance and time. I also believe that a
country constituent has a right to have as close a
contact with his member as a city member and when you
As the
have one-vote-one-value that's not possible.
State centralises more and more it'll be even less
possible in the future.
So therefore, sincerely
believing in the need for a weighted vote for genuine
reasons, I thought that that argument was weakened by
having the dormitory areas of the city such as
Mundaring, Darling Range, there were a couple of others
that just escape me off the top of my head, they
included them as country electorates but they were
dormitory areas for the city, and weakened our argument
saying that there was a need for a weighted vote for
country people because of the tyranny of distance and
the sparsity of population.
So we led on then to
bringing the idea that the metropolitan boundary should
be truly metropolitan. We recognised that it may mean
that one or two who are country people would be slightly
disadvantaged but certainly it would be far different
from the many people who are actually city people being
regarded as country. Kalamunda is another one, and Dale
was the other one. They're the four. Now, Dale does
have a little bit of country people in but it still
virtually comes within the metropolitan regional
We weren't hard and fast on it but our
boundary.
suggestion was that the electoral boundary, metropolitan
boundary, be the metropolitan regional planning [area]
and that made it consistent, you see, but we were
prepared to moderate that.
-

-

As it turned out when legislation eventually got through
that was accepted as the metropolitan boundary.
Up
until that time, of course, Parliament drew the
metropolitan boundary and, you know, it was quite
ridiculous for Parliament to draw a boundary putting
Kalamunda which was ten kilometres or twelve kilometres
from the GPO, calling it a country seat and at the same
time up in the Kimberleys taking a loop out to include
Mt Newman, and I think the Wyndham people were 1 000
kilometres away from Mt Newman. But, you know, that in
my opinion was gerrymandering but I do not see a
weighted vote for country people as a gerrymander,
because independent people
and that was another point
that we made, that the commissioners be completely
independent of Parliament
and they're drawing up the
boundaries to take into account the community of
interest and that type of thing, whereas gerrymandering
-

-
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they're looking at maximising a party's vote within a
given area, and that's why you have these ridiculous
The same in the metropolitan
boundaries drawn now.
area, you see. One side of where the boundaries were
drawn prior to the new legislation, one side of the
street was city and the other side of the street was
But it benefited, I think the
Ridiculous!
country.
Liberals believed it benefited them. My own point was
that you shouldn't seek power in Parliament by
manipulating the boundaries.
If you're really honest
you seek the power by the virtue and benefits that you
can bestow by virtue of your policies. And, you know,
time has shown that given the right policies parties can
win irrespective of boundaries.
I know when. .who was the chap in South Australia? Oh,
he was Premier and [at] one stage he introduced
legislation in the upper House which caused quite
a . . Steel Hall, Steel Hall.
.

.

..

BB
didn't he?

Steel Hall, he lost the next election,

Yes, yes, Steel Hall. Well, I think it
STEPHENS
was. .he altered the boundaries...
.

.

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE
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STEPHENS
Well, he effected electoral reform over
there which was frowned upon by the Liberal Party and,
of course, as we know he resigned from Premier and whathave-you. If my recollections are correct I think the
following election the Labor Party won but then after
that the Liberals got back in, which indicated that the
dire predictions of the Liberals because of those
amendments didn't turn out to be true. The same can be
said of the situation in Western Australia.
But anyhow, coming back to our role in it, the National
Party through our State conferences accepted all these
rules, the policies for electoral reform which I've been
speaking about. We did have a couple of others which
haven't been effected yet, one in particular. We also
saw the need for four year Parliaments and that's been
our policy for years.
Now, some of the other States
introduced it before we did but I think we had it as a
policy possibly before the other States introduced it.
The other one that hasn't been implemented yet that we
do support, and that's the need for double dissolution
procedures in the Western Australian Parliament and that
was something that I would've been working towards had I
stayed in Parliament and I think it's essential.
I question the right of the Council to refuse supply.
Certainly I question it if they can block supply and
don't have to go to the people themselves as the
situation is at the moment. For that reason we believe,
and the party believes, that double dissolution
procedure, similar to the Federal legislation but with
one very distinct difference and that is that if the
double dissolution procedure is triggered then the
election must be held within a specified period of days
after that, you know, something like thirty or sixty
days, a period in which it's physically possible to have
the election but not one that can be dragged on. The
Federal legislation is very lacking here inasmuch as in
recent years there have been elections called for two
double dissolutions and the issues that triggered the
double dissolutions were never discussed in the
elections, because they put it up, have the trigger
there and then put it on ice until it suits them to go
to an election, and they hold the election perhaps two
[years] or eighteen months down the track, by which time
the issue has been forgotten about. Without checking
back I can't remember, I think they were both during the
Liberal-Country Party time and they were triggered but
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then not held for some time afterwards and the issue
which triggered it wasn't mentioned. So we believe that
if you're going to use it it has to be used or otherwise
you lose that right.
My own view and up until now anyhow it's been the
National Party view that the Assembly is the people's
House and it's where the bulk of the power should lie.
Consistent with that view I might mention here that up
until 1986 when we got back into Parliament as a
reunited party, and of a numerical strength which
entitled us to the priviliges of a party in its own
right... .Hendy and I of course had been completely
disregarded on all parliamentary positions, the library
and all those sorts of things, we were ignored, but when
we came back as a party, of course, I got a seat on the
Joint House Committee and being a firm believer in the
role of the Assembly as the people's House, also was
instrumental in changing the function of the Joint House
Committee inasmuch as up until that time the President
of the Legislative Council had always been chairman of
the Joint House Committee, ever since the inception. Of
course, it started off from the days when the
Legislative Council was the only chamber.
My belief
being that the Assembly was the people's House I voted
for the Speaker to be the chairman of the Joint House
Committee and, as such, we changed something that had
existed for many years.
BE
So that was the Speaker of the upper
House or the lower House?
STEPHENS
No, the President of the upper House.
I've just referred to the President. He'd always been
the chairman of the Joint House Committee. But I had
the counting vote, it was evenly balanced, my vote put
the Speaker in as chairman of [the] Joint House
Committee. Once again, I'd taken that stand without any
discussions in the party room and my action didn't
please one of the members. He brought the issue up in
the party room that the member should carry out the
wishes of the party. So discussion ensued and I pointed
out that, you know, the party had always allowed a
degree of flexibility, that the member should take
cognisance of the wishes expressed of the party, but if
he was to be truly a representative then he should have
the right to make his own decisions. I suggested that
that be the course of all our appointments on committees
and it was accepted by the party. So the alternative,
of course, would've been for me to resign because
there's no way I would've backed down on that issue.
However, common sense prevailed and I think it was an
important point actually, that on these parliamentary
committees and that, that any of the issues that were
discussed by the party as such should've been taken into
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account but the final decision be left with the elected
member representing the party.
Can we just go back to the electoral
BB
reform then? You've talked about what your position
was. Can you tell me now about the electoral reform and
your negotiations with the Labor Government at the time?
Well, there wasn't a lot of negotiation.
STEPHENS
When the Bill was first introduced, of course, there
were many aspects of it which we couldn't support. We
had discussions with the Liberal Party and it was agreed
between the two parties that we would try and iron out a
common approach, and that either party wouldn't
individually negotiate with the Labor Party.
If we
couldn't agree to a common approach then we both abide
by our own separate ways, but not then try and do a deal
separately with the Labor Party. So we had many hours
of discussions with the Libs.
I suppose the biggest sticking point was the. .oh, some
of the other issues were problems too but the one that
was as strong as any was the four year Parliament. We
supported the four year Parliament but we objected to an
eight year upper House, believing that eight years was
far too long to elect any member. So our policy was for
four year upper House elections as well. Our reasoning
behind that was that in the early days the concept of
staggering the upper House every three years was that it
was felt that there may be a very emotive and
controversial issue that comes up with a massive swing
one way or the other, which [would] result in the upper
House all being of the same party as the Assembly. Now,
you know, it's questionable whether it would've happened
but it was mathematically possible for it to happen. So
in order to ensure a degree of continuity they split the
upper House half and half and that was fair enough. But
if you were having proportional representation in the
upper House, it doesn't matter what the issue was, there
is no way that all the upper House members could be
defeated at one election. So therefore we believed that
the need for staggered elections didn't exist and
certainly of the two options, eight year terms or all
out at four years, the four years was the preferred one.
We pushed that point of view and the Liberals couldn't
accept that. We did have differences with them in the
regions and the numbers and all that, but that was one
of the major ones.
.

.

So then it came to the legislation...
BB
Just before you go on to that, who were
the members in the Liberal Party that you were
negotiating with?
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Well, Andrew Mensaros was their main one,
STEPHENS
he was their member. Quite frankly, I can't... .oh
no,
I can't remember the others. Eric Charlton was the main
one with me, our upper House member. Gordon Masters was
one of their members but, you know, I can't remember all
of them. But, as I say, we had long talks but we didn't
get very far.
-

Now, after that, we did talk with Mal Bryce but not on
the basis of negotiations, you know, for a quid pro quo
or anything like that.
We virtually enumerated our
position and as far as we would go which was more or
less the amendments that we put up right along. Now,
there was a . . you have to bear in mind that there was a
by-election held while this Bill was being debated.
Now, who was the by-election for? No, I can't recall
off the top of my head who the by-election...
..

BB
Cockburn?

Oh, was it that Labor member who died in

STEPHENS
No, no, it didn't because it was
no, it
wasn't Campbell Nalder who died
for the seat of
Narrogin.
It was quite obvious, although never
acknowledged by the Liberal Party, but quite obvious to
me that they were seeking a deal on preferences with the
Labor Party because this subsequently became a matter of
acrimonious debate between Andrew Mensaros and myself.
I had the greatest respect for Andrew Mensaros, his
tremendous intellect, hard work and all that,
He was
extremely right wing but I respected his right to have
those opinions. This issue was perhaps the only time
that we differed on a matter of opinion as to what
actually happened.
I know that I'd come from a
committee meeting with the Liberals where we hadn't made
any progress and [to get to] my office I had to walk
past Andrew Mensaros's and he was there. Andrew called
me in
this is my recollection of it
and I told him
what our final position that the parliamentary party had
decided this was our final position with respect to the
various issues and the Electoral Reform Bill. Andrew
said that Mal Bryce had asked him what their position
would be and he told me what it was. Now, it differed a
little bit from ours and I can't remember the detail,
but what I can remember is that I rang up Hendy Cowan
and I said, "We could be in trouble over this electoral
Bill because of a proposition that Andrew's just put up.
I believe it might be bought by the Labor Party and
it'll leave us high and dry." Making that phone call is
the point that I distinctly remember.
-

-

-

-

Subsequently, whatever the paper was, Mal Bryce made it
public and I know Andrew Mensaros in the debate said
that he would never ever have anything to do with Mal
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Bryce because he was pretty low to disclose something
that was in confidence. Also, it was only a proposition
that was advanced, it wasn't a final point at all, and
this is where Andrew and I differed.
As I say, my
recollection was built on the fact that I'd rung Hendy
Cowan and Andrew denied that he'd sort of made a
decision contrary to what our agreement was.
It was
only a small point but it did generate a bit of heat.
When the legislation came before Parliament I sort of
put up all the amendments on behalf of the National
Party. Andrew put up all the amendments on behalf of
the Liberal Party and both were rejected from both
sides
at least, the Labor Party rejected both the
and then the
Liberal and National Party amendments
The same procedure
Bill went to the upper House.
followed up there and the Labor Party rejected all the
Then it got to the last clause in the
amendments.
committee stage, which is the stage at which amendments
are made of course, in the committee, and the Labor
Party recommitted the Bill and accepted every National
Party amendment. So that really meant that the issue
that we now have as electoral reform is virtually
National Party policy.
-

-

BB
Were you aware that the Labor Party was
going to make that decision, was going to take that
action?
No. There was a degree of bluff went on
STEPHENS
and things like that. I mean, not in serious discussion
but references were made [to], "Well, unless you bend a
bit you won't get any preferences," and things like
that. Not a serious threat as such but these sorts of
things, to which we always responded, "Well, so may it
be but that's our stand and we're staying, " and we never
varied it. From the amendments that we put up to the
amendments that were finally accepted they were the
same, we didn't change our position at all. As a result
of that we were very annoyed and concerned at an article
that appeared in the paper after the Bill became law.
The story, the headline and in the subheading was, "A
deal was struck and the Bill went through."
Now, I know the journalist that wrote the article, I saw
the article before it went down to the press.
I
subsequently discovered that the editor of The West
Australian rang her and said,
A deal was struck." She
had used the phrase "agreement was reached" and he said,
"A deal was struck."
She said, "There was no deal
whatsoever. A deal means that there was some quid pro
quo."
She said, "There was nothing like that.
They
agreed to it and that's all there was to it, and she
refused to alter the copy.
Notwithstanding that the
"

"
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editor altered the copy, "A deal was struck", and made
it a by-line. It was Don Smith who was then editor of
The West. Hendy wrote to Don Smith protesting about it
and Don's reply was along the lines, well, with
hindsight that what he was talking about may well have
been the situation but you have to bear in mind that
this was written hot after the incident happened, you
I discovered that subsequently he was ropeable
see.
when he discovered that we knew what the original copy
had been and that he'd altered it despite the protest.
So much for the freedom of the Press, you know, and the
National Party more than any other party has suffered at
the hands of the Press.
I believe in freedom of the Press but it takes with it a
need for responsible journalism and we don't always get
it, either from the journalists or from the Press itself
and, you know, the Journalists' Association must hold
some of the blame because they have a code of ethics
I
think there are about eight or ten points
which summed
up can be phrased as, "Is it the truth and is it fair?"
and on many instances it's neither and they know it but
it doesn't worry them.
-

-

BB
Just to go back to that acceptance by the
Labor Party, did it surprise you?
STEPHENS
No. I don't know that I was one way or
the other.
I was certainly pleased because it'd been
one of my ambitions and I suppose rightfully any member
that achieves an ambition should be pleased about it. I
was hoping that they could accept it because I realised
it didn't give the Labor Party anywhere near what they
were seeking, but it was better than what we had and
because it was a step in that direction I always felt
perhaps it was a hope rather than a feeling
that they
would finally bend. But I didn't know until the Bill
was actually accepted and as a matter of fact, by the
time it got to almost the last stage in the committee
and they hadn't accepted anything, I thought it had been
lost and the fact that they then recommitted it was a
little bit of a surprise.

-

-

BE
They actually gave up their main plank
which was one-vote-one-value to allow the electoral
reform to go through, which must have been a big
surprise to everybody.
STEPHENS
Well, it was and certainly as we've
mentioned earlier it was something that disgusted Arthur
Tonkin, any compromise on it at all. But I mean I think
in politics you have to be realistic and a little step
forward or a part step forward is better than no step at
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all. I think that the Labor Party at that stage were
very pragmatic in that they accepted that. It certainly
from our point of view and their
straightened out.
point of view it made the metropolitan boundaries more
realistic. It reduced t1.e degree of vote weighting for
the upper House. I mean, some of the seats under the
old system were as much as fourteen to one, but under
this one I think in general terms it's around about four
We argue, and I still sincerely believe it,
to one.
that the regions in the upper House [are] now under
proportional representation very similar to the Federal
We have a Federal setup where you have
situation.
largely one-vote-one-value in the Assembly but in the
upper House, the Senate, each State has equal
representation and I have never ever heard anybody argue
or query any malapportionment, vote weighting or
gerrymandering or anything with respect to the Senate.
It is accepted.
.

.

.

Now, my belief is that our rural regions make an analogy
with the regions within the Commonwealth which are
we have rural regions, we have city
States regions
regions
and that the analogy is a reasonable one and
that we have roughly equal numbers within those regions,
you know, the representation.
I think it's perfectly
justified and from the National Party point of view, of
course, we've only got three members in the upper House
and they have a large area to cover, so they can't
become glorified Assembly members. But with some of the
other parties, you know, they have more members within
the electorate and they can do that. For example, the
Liberal and the Labor Parties in the south west, they
can have a member domiciled in Bunbury [or] Mandurah
that way and another one domiciled down here in Albany,
so they're covering both sides of the electorate. We
have one member and I believe he is conscientiously
doing a good job but he virtually lives out of a
suitcase and it's a lot more difficult for him.
-

-

Can you still read? I can put the light on.
BB

No, that's fine.

Just to go back to Mal Bryce's comment about the
parliamentary debate, would you agree with that then, or
would you disagree, that during that electoral reform
debate it came closest.. .1 think what Mal was saying at
the time that he was discussing it with me was that
there were amendments accepted from the floor, and
people were prepared to change their view during that
debate. Would you agree with that?
.
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STEPHENS
Yes, but, as I say, my recollection was
that in the Assembly virtually no amendment was
accepted. Differing points of view were put and perhaps
acknowledged but I don't think it led to any amendment,
or if there was an amendment it would be comparatively
minor.
There was one aspect that we wanted and we didn't get
but we accepted that, and that was the Labor Party, when
we put it forward the Labor Party said that we couldn't
alter it without a referendum of the people but that if
we accepted the situation they would bring in the
necessary legislation before the next election. Well,
that promise wasn't kept actually and that was with
respect to the replacement of upper House members as a
result of resignations or death or anything like that.
Under the setup now they go back and recount and whathave-you. That could be a disadvantage to a minor party
such as the National Party. We recognised that and what
we wanted
I know it was quite a change
but that the
casual vacancies be filled by a nominee, from a person
nominated by the leader of the parliamentary party. So,
you know, it was quite clear that if it was a Liberal
then the leader of the Liberal Party would nominate his
replacement. But that required a referendum because it
was necessary for the alteration of the Constitution,
you see. I still think that would be the better way of
fixing it because then a single party or single member
wouldn't be disadvantaged. You could have some party
that gets in with only one member and of course if
there's a recount there's no way that they'd be in the
running to hold that seat.
-

-

BE
Capital punishment was another issue that
the National Party voted with the Labor Government at
the time. Was that an issue that you played any part
in?
STEPHENS
No, when it came to capital punishment
and I know the members of the Labor Party in John
Tonkin's day found this hard to believe, but I can
sincerely say it's the truth
when it came up in the
party room a member got up and said, 'There is no need
to discuss this. It's a matter of conscience and it's
up to each individual to make up his own mind," and that
was the sum total of the debate in the party room at the
time that the Tonkin Government introduced the abolition
of
whipping
and
capital
punishment
Bill.
Notwithstanding that, every member voted against it and
I was one.
I opposed the abolition of whipping and
capital punishment Bill. As a matter of fact, within my
early days in Parliament I didn't have a lot of other
distractions and I took out two books from the library
and read them getting background on it and made a
speech. Afterwards, Don May, who was then a Minister in

-

-

STEPHENS

103

the Tonkin Government, congratulated me and said that my
speech was the best from the Opposition ranks.
I
supported capital punishment but I believed that the
occasions for which it was used should be severely
restricted, that the royal prorogative be maintained but
used very sparingly, and that capital punishment should
never be used when the verdict was on circumstantial, or
that circumstantial evidence played a large part in the
verdict. I was thinking of the Evans case and that, you
know, because you can't do anything about it when he's
hung. I also said that for terrorism and attacks on the
police or the prison officials, if they're killed in the
execution of their duty then capital punishment should
be automatic. But over the years I've changed a bit.
Regrettably from my experience of eighteen years in
Parliament and dealing with the public and the police I
no longer implictly trust the word of the police, and I
could never reconcile myself now to a man being hung
because of the evidence of the police.
It may be
perfectly right but I have no confidence in them. I've
known policemen to lie to me and I'm sure they've lied
to my constituents because I've had supporting evidence
and what-have-you, and if they lie in small things they
could lie in big things. Also, I think as I've got a
bit older, although in some respects I believe that
[for] some crimes they forfeit the right to live, it's a
bit repugnant to me when I think of hanging a man. Even
at the time in '74 I also believed then that we should
do research on different methods of disposing of people
and I favoured a needle actually, something like that.
I know that when I was Chief Secretary and had prisons
under my control I went over Fremantle Prison and I was
taken to the gallows, which at that stage were
dismantled but all the pieces were there.
I saw the
cell where they spent their last night and it's only
just a yard or two away and I was told that from the
time of being taken out of the cell till they dropped it
was about thirty seconds, so there wasn't a long period
there. I thought I would've been quite happy if people
had been given a strong drink or a needle to, you know,
drug them a bit, but I was assured that that didn't
happen. I think for taking a life it's fair enough but
I think a needle or drugging would have eased the way,
but anyway it wasn't.
BB
So when the Labor Government introduced
it again which way did you vote then?
STEPHENS
I think I still voted to maintain capital
punishment.
I'd have to check back on that but I'm
certain that Hendy voted against it.
He's always
opposed the capital punishment.
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BB
And the National Party in the upper House
must have also supported the Government's position at
the time.
STEPHENS
Yes. Well, I think it was a free vote.
I think some of the Liberals supported it too, from
memory.
Matters of conscience are definitely a free
vote in our party and as I say in that 1 74 one that was
the sum total of the discussion. The same thing when it
comes down to prostitution. We may discuss it and all
that but it's essentially a matter of conscience. But
then virtually all our votes in the Country Party and
also in the National Party are matters of conscience.
We have always accepted that if a member couldn't accept
the decision of the vote then as long as he made it
known at the time the vote was taken he was free to go
his own way. What wasn't acceptable was that the member
accepted it at the time and then something happened down
the track and he thought it was expedient to change,
that was frowned upon, but certainly if a member made
his position clear at the time that decision was
respected and all the times that I crossed the floor I
was never called to account. I mean, I acknowledge at
times they mightn't have been pleased about it but they
always respected my right to make that decision.
BB
Have there been any other issues during
this most recent Labor Government that you were involved
in that you recall?
STEPHENS
No.
We mentioned earlier there's no
point in going into it, that was the Privileges
Committee. That involved George Cash. I might add that
Hendy and I have given qualified support to the Western
Australian Development Corporation.
We definitely
supported the concept. We didn't agree always with the
way that the Labor Party operated it but we could see
some merit in developing a department with private
enterprise expertise to advise and assist new and
inexperienced businessmen, particularly in the export
field but certainly in any field, that they should've
been able to help them on their way...
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