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NOTE TO READER 

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a verbatim transcript of the 
spoken word and reflects the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical 
sources. The Parliament of Western Australia and the Battye Library are not responsible for 
the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views therein; these are for the reader to 
judge. 

Bold type face indicates a difference between transcript and tape as a result of corrections 
made to the transcript only, usually at the request of the person interviewed. 

[ ] are used for insertions, not in the original tape. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This is an interview with the Honourable Sir Desmond O'Neil for the Western Australian 
Parliamentary Oral History Project and the Battye Library Oral History Unit. 

Des O'Neil was born in Perth, Western Australia in 1920 and was educated at convent 
schools and Aquinas College. After leaving school he worked for a year as a monitor with the 
Education Department and in 1939 entered Claremont Teachers' College. On the outbreak of 
World War II he enlisted in the AIF and served in Australia and overseas as a Signals 
Officer, he was discharged in 1946. In 1944 he married Nancy Culver, they had two 
daughters. After the war he returned to teacher training and between 1947 and 1957 was 
headmaster at country schools in Roeboume, Dowerin Lakes, Wilga, Nyamup and Donnelly 
River. In 1958 he returned to Perth as the deputy headmaster of the Collier School in South 
Perth. 

In 1959 Des O'Neil entered Parliament as the MLA for Canning and from 1962 to 1980 he 
was the Member for East Melville. In the Brand Government he served as Whip from 1962 to 
1965 and as Minister for Housing and Labour from 1965 to 1971. In 1972 he was elected 
Deputy Leader of the Opposition. In the Court Government he held the portfolios of: Housing 
(1974-1975); Works (1974-1977); Water Supplies (1974-1977); the North West (1975-1980); 
Chief Secretary (1977-1980); Police and Traffic (1977-1980) and Regional Administration 
(1977-1980). He became Deputy Premier in 1975, a position he held until his retirement in 
1980. In 1979 he received a knighthood for his service to the Western Australian Parliament 
and Government. 

Sir Desmond was Chairman of the WA Lotteries Commission from 1980 to 1984 and 
Chairman of the WA Greyhound Racing Association from 1981 to 1985. 

During the interview Sir Des talked of his life with an emphasis on his political career. He 
discussed his work in his electorate and at Parliament, and also the parliamentary committees 
and associations he was involved with. 

The interviews were recorded in Sir Desmond's home in Manning between 3 August 1994 and 
26 October 1994 by Gail O'Hanlon. There are eight tapes. 
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VERBATIM TRANSCRIPT 1 

TAPE ONE SIDE ONE 

GO'H Recorded in Sir Desmond's home in Manning 
on 3rd August 1994. 

Could we start by you giving me your full name, your 
date of birth and your place of birth? 

O'NEIL My full name is Desmond Henry O'Neil. 
was born on 27th September 1920 in Western Australia - 

Perth. 

GO'H And your parents - what was your father's 
name? 

O'NEIL My father's name was Henry O'Neil and my 
mother's name Lillian Frances Egan. 

GO'H And where were they born? 

O'NEIL My father was born in New South Wales. 
My mother was born in Tuam in County Galway, Ireland. 

GO'H Do you know when they got married? 

O'NEIL They were married during the war [World 
War I] . My father was an Australian soldier and 
Australian soldiers were accepted in southern Ireland - 

the Republic of Ireland - whereas British, of course, 
weren't. My mother, I think, was working in London when 
she met my father, and they were married there. 

I was made in London and born in Australia, 
understand - born in 1920 when my father and mother came 
back to Australia after the war. 

GO'H Why did they come to Perth? 

O'NEIL Well, my father's parents had come over 
from the Eastern States and my grandfather worked on the 
mines in Kalgoorlie. That's where my father was brought 
up and where he enlisted. And so they came back to the 
State they knew, of course. 
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GO'H And brothers and sisters? 

O'NEIL I've got one sister, Patricia O'Neil. 
She is 15 months older than I am. She is still alive 
and still well. 

GO'H And your father - what was his 
occupation? 

O'NEIL He was a carpenter. As a matter of fact, 
I had an idea once of writing my own life story and 
calling it "My Father was a Carpenter". But there was 
someone a lot better than I who had a father who was a 
carpenter, [chuckles] so I didn't write the story. 

GO'H Can you tell me a little bit about him? 
What sort of man was he? 

O'NEIL I think a good father. He was a senior 
employee of a firm called Elyards that built the old 
Gloucester Park trotting ground - I think it was then 
called Brennan Park - and he was also in charge of the 
building of the Cottesloe bathing pavilion, which I 
think is still there. He was caught up in the 
Depression in 1933 and was out of work and then started 
to work as an employee of the Government, building roads 
and bridges and dams, including Canning Dam. He was 
working on those sorts of projects as a carpenter. 

GO'H And your mother; did your mother work? 

O'NEIL My mother worked before she was married. 
She worked at a well-known place in London. I can't 
recall the name, but a fashion house in London - she 
worked there. She didn't work after that, of course, 
except to look after me, which was a hard enough job 
anyway! 

GO'H And you grew up in Perth; whereabouts did 
you live? 

O'NEIL From what I recall, from photos that I 
have, we lived originally in Cottesloe and then we moved 
up to West Perth. We lived in Carr Street, near St 
Briqid's Convent. I can recall going to St Brijd's 
school - I can only just recall it, I was pretty young 
then. Then we moved out to Mt Lawley and lived in Hutt 
Street, Mt Lawley. As I recall it, my father's mother 
lived there; I can't remember much about her. Then I 
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O'NEIL 3 

transferred from St Briaid's Convent to the Sacred 
Heart Convent. 

I attended school there until I won a 
scholarship to attend CBC, Perth. Then after two years 
there the school was transferred out to Mt Henry and I 
spent the last three years of my secondary education at 
[Aquinas College], Mt Henry, leaving there in 1938. 

GO'H Right, if you can just go back a little 
bit, can you give me an idea of your family life as a 
child. How close was your family? 

O'NEIL Oh, very close. My mother died very 
young. She died in 1945 when she was 45, so she was 
born in 1900 - on Christmas Day, by the way. But we 
were a very close family. We all pulled together during 
the very bad days of the Depression, and I can't recall 
any major problems. 

GO'H What sort of things did you do together? 

O'NEIL I suppose, really, work. I can always 
remember during the Depression my father got odd jobs 
working for a man called Mr Blain who owned a lot of 
houses in Mt Lawley. All of us went out and cleaned the 
calcimine off the walls and prepared the place for 
painting. I used to water Mr Blain's gardens when that 
was required. But we all worked together - Mum, my 
sister and I and Dad. We were a team. But other than 
the ordinary recreation of going to the beach 
occasionally and holidays. . . . I remember we went on 
holidays up to Geraldton where my father had friends. 
But I can only recall that when looking back on 
photographs. 

GO'H What about religion in the home? 

O'NEIL Well, that is a strange thing. Although 
I was christened a Catholic and went to Catholic 
schools - I'd never been to a non-Catholic school until 
I started teaching - and although my mother insisted 
that I was brought up a Catholic, it seemed to be that 
Dad, who was a non-Catholic, was the one who used to 
take us to church and stand outside the church while we 
were in there. [chuckles] Mum didn't seem to follow 
her religion, but my dad sort of fulfilled his 
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obligation to the Catholic religion in bringing up his 
children as Catholics. So my sister and I were both 
brought up as Catholics and Dad was the one who took us 
to church. 

GO'H Do you know why that was? 

O'NEIL I don't know, I don't know. 

GO'H What about politics in the home as a 
child? 

O'NEIL Well, my father supported the Labor 
Party. I can recall as a young kid ringing a bell at 
street corner meetings when Dad was spruiking in support 
of a Labor candidate - May Holman being one of them. 
But it is a long time ago. I don't know whether Mum 
just followed Dad's politics. In those days, of course, 
I didn't really know what politics were, but I enjoyed 
ringing a bell. [chuckles] 

GO'H Do you remember politics being discussed 
at home at all? 

O'NEIL No, I can't recall that at all. 

GO'H And what about discipline in the home? 
Who was the disciplinarian. 

O'NEIL Mm, I think both Mum and Dad shared that 
responsibility. You know, we used to get a whack across 
the tail if we needed it - didn't do us any harm, I 
think it might have done us some good. But there didn't 
seem to be any domestic problems in our family - as far 
as I can recall, anyway. 

GO'H And your parents - what sorts of things 
did they consider important for you to do? 

O'NEIL I think they insisted that I attend 
school as long as I could. I know that during school 
holidays - once again we were in pretty poor straits 
financially - I worked as a young lad at the Equity 
Clothing Company in Murray Street, which was owned by a 
lady called Nellie Stewart. Year after year I spent my 
school holidays working there earning a few pence in 
order to be able to attend school. When I won a 
scholarship it assisted greatly because all my books and 
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school costs were met from the scholarship fund. But I 
still had to buy clothing and that sort of thing so odd 
jobs that I did during school holidays helped to pay for 
that. 

I think probably that's when I first got the idea of 
"liberalism". I don't know what it was called in those 
days, but certainly free enterprise rather than 
socialism became my goal. I achieved everything that I 
had through, firstly, the full support of my family and, 
secondly, the fact that I worked to achieve my own aims, 
anyway. 

GO'H Why do you think education was important 
to your parents? 

O'NEIL My mother was very well educated. I 
wouldn't say Dad was. He was an ordinary citizen, but I 
noticed some of his spelling in some of the old 
documents I have isn't quite up to scratch. [chuckles] 
I'm saying that having been a school teacher a lot 
later! But both my mother and my father insisted that I 
at least improve my education as much as I possibly 
could. There was never any fight about it; I enjoyed 
school. I loved school. 

GO'H What did you like about school? 

O'NEIL I've always been interested in science 
and things scientific. Maths and physics and chemistry 
were my long shots all the way. I was not a good 
sportsman. I didn't play any team sports. I was a 
little tiny bloke, and I'd also been advanced. . 

Whilst I was at school I was stepped up a grade so I was 
really working with children who were bigger than I was 
and older than I was. So I didn't ever play team 
sports. I just enjoyed school. I liked reading and 
learning. That was my hobby. As a matter of fact, one 
of my first hobbies was building radio sets, crystal 
sets, I'll have you know, and I remember even building a 
crystal set on a pencil. A coil was wound around the 
pencil and little piece of galena, which is the crystal, 
where the rubber should be and a little spring leading 
onto it and a headphone which stuck in my ear. I got 
into trouble at school once for having a crystal set 
built in a book, and I was listening to that instead of 
listening to the headmaster. [chuckles] Everything 
about school I enjoyed. 

GO'H What year was it that you were stepped up 
a grade? 



Des and Lillian O'Neil, Perth, 1936 
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O'NEIL It was while we were at Sacred Heart 
Convent at Mt Lawley - that's the one I was trying to 
think of a while ago. There was a group of us. There 
were five of us who were especially coached to win a 
scholarship. Every year the Christian Brothers had a 
scholarship, as did Modern School and a few others. In 
those days I think there was Infants 1, Infants 2 and 
then six grades of schooling. I think I missed out on 
grade 4. I went from grade 3 to 5. I don't think I was 
alone in that because I think the nuns had a great idea 
that they would, you know, shatter the earth with their 
skills. We were coached especially for the scholarship. 
In fact, we all went to school Saturday mornings and 
there they built us up with tea and scones and soup and 
things like that to make us strong enough. Between the 
five of us we won seven scholarships. Well, six 
scholarships and two Entrances; the ones to Modern 
School were what we called 'Entrances". I won the one 
to go to Christian Brothers and all the others won 
scholarships as well. Or entrances. They qualified to 
get assistance with secondary education. 

GO'H Was it harder to get a scholarship to 
Christian Brothers or to Perth Modern? 

O'NEIL There were only two a year for CBC. I 
think the only government secondary schools were Northam 
High and Modern School - Modern School, of course, the 
top State secondary school. I don't know how many 
scholarships were granted to Modern School, but I won an 
entrance to Modern School and a scholarship to CBC. So 
I selected the latter, not because it was a Catholic 
school but because it was the one that produced the best 
results as far as payment of fees and that kind of thing 
was concerned. So my first two years were spent in the 
Terrace, where the Taxation Department now stands and 
after that Aquinas College was opened out in Mt Henry. 
We the day boys, as we were called; I wasn't a 
boarder, I was a day boy - we used to travel from Mt 
Lawley to the Terrace to go to school. All the day boys 
used to still go into the Terrace and be picked up by a 
bus. We came out along Canning Highway, I think as far 
as the hotel on South Terrace and from there we got into 
a school bus and travelled along a dusty, sandy, bush 
track to Aquinas College. We spent a lot of our time 
then planting lawns for the football fields and cricket 
fields. [chuckles] 

I completed my education at Aquinas. I remember I had 
eight subjects in the Junior Certificate; I've got the 
certificates, by the way. And for the Leaving 
Certificate, which was the top one, I cut that down to 
maths A, maths B, applied maths, physics, chemistry and 
English. 
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GO'H And how did you do in ranking in your 
class? 

O'NEIL Very well indeed! About second all the 
time. The chappie who beat me was another one who won a 
scholarship to Aquinas - or to CBC - but not from the 
same school that I went to. His name was Ken Kelsall. 
Ken became Chief Engineer of the Public Works Department 
and later Chief Engineer of the Metropolitan Water 
Supply Department. Now he is very active in the Old 
Boys' Association at Aquinas. His son, I think, is the 
President of the Old Boys' Association, and Ken and. I 
are a couple of the old-timers - being the "1938ers', 
those who left in '38. 

GO'H You were taught by brothers in your 
secondary school education. What were they like as 
teachers? 

O'NEIL Some of them were pretty tough! I can 
remember some of them were apt to do their lolly and 
belt a kid over the head - something like that. I 
remember on one occasion - no names no pack drill - one 
of the students took to one of the brothers and floored 
him because he had belted another kid around the ears. 
But basically they were good teachers. I was never much 
good at history but what history I did learn was told by 
an old brother with an Irish voice who used to read from 
a book called 1066 and All That. Have you ever read 
that book? 

GO'H I've heard of it. 

O'NEIL I can always remember the Battle of 
Hastings: "There sat poor 'arold, with his eye full of 
arror, on his 'orse, with his 'awk in is 'and." 
[chuckles] I think the only reason I passed history for 
the Junior was that I used to love listening to this 
brother read from that sort of history book. Once again 
I enjoyed it. We used to be next to what was called 
"Guy's Gardens"; the Governor's gardens were adjacent to 
the school and there was a handball court - two handball 
courts. We used to play handball quite a bit, and if 
ever the ball went through the wire netting at the top, 
which had holes all over it, it landed in Guy's Gardens, 
and we had to volunteer to go in. I remember that the 
Governor of the day used to grow his own tobacco and the 
ball used to always land in this little paddock of 
tobacco plants [chuckles] and we were dead scared if we 
ever got in there that the Guy would catch us, you know, 
going after the ball. 
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Sir James Mitchell was the Governor for most of the time 
and aswewere walking from Barrack Street down St George's 
Terrace down to school, having come in by tram, we often 
used to meet the "Guy", as he was called - Sir James 
Mitchell - and he used to tell us, "Don't worry about 
getting into the gardens if you lose a ball", and so on. 
But I can always recall Sir Jimmy, as I think we called 
him in those days. 

GO'H What was discipline like at school? You 
mentioned the scuffle between the teacher and the 
student, but what was discipline generally like? 

O'NEIL Oh, very strict I think. Very strict. 
We had a physical education master called Buckety 
Wells - I don't know what his first name was, I suppose 
the "Buckety" came from the Wells. He was always 
chewing senna pod and he used to keep telling us how we 
ought to do our exercises - do our physical training - 

and chew plenty of senna pod. He had a little tiny 
Austin car about the size of this table. I can recall 
we used to play all sorts of tricks on him. I remember 
on one occasion, we all got round and lifted the front 
wheels of the car up and put them against a tree and put 
a big log across the back. Here is old Buckety's car, 
leaning up against the side of a tree. [laughs] He 
didn't have a very good sense of humour. Neither would 
I if it had been my car, I think! 

Discipline was strict, yes. You had to be on the job 
all the time. There was no messing about. Punishment 
was via a strap - a fairly thick strap, weighted, and 
every brother had one. I must have got the strap a few 
times - everybody did. But I don't think anybody 
objected. We were always under the impression that 
whatever they decided, we deserved anyway. 

GO'H What about religious instruction? We can 
also look at your primary school education. How much 
emphasis was placed on religious instruction in school? 

O'NEIL There was religious instruction. I can't 
recall anyone other than the brothers having a session 
once or twice a week on religious education. You know, 
the usual catechisms and. . . . Not so much the Bible 
as the actual religion. I recall we had a subject 
called, I think it's "apologetics" - the study of 
comparative religions. In other words, we were taught 
about all the different kinds of religions from 
Catholicism right through to nothing at all. That was 
quite interesting. I think the ordinary religious part 
of the thing - specific religious thing - was taught at 
home and in the church rather than at school. 
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GO'H What about your involvement with the 
Church yourself, as you grew older through school? 

O'NEIL Well, I suppose like all boys I became an 
altar boy - didn't enjoy that very much I don't think. 
I think from the time I left school I became an 
agnostic, you know. I had to be convinced. I have 
never, ever practised my religion since I left school; 
let's put it that way. 

GO'H And what of your sister during this time 
while you were at school? What did she do? 

O'NEIL She went to the same schools as I did, 
except at Sacred Heart there was a high school for 
girls. There was nothing there for boys; the boys 
either went on to CBC - there was CBC in Highgate and so 
on. I think Pat first worked at Royal Perth Hospital in 
the canteen as a. . . . I don't know what she did, 
quite frankly. Then later on she became in charge of 
the canteen at West Australian Newspapers. Actually, 
from the time I left high school I went to Claremont 
Teachers' Training College in 1939 [and] the war broke 
out. But I'd been in the Army before the war in the 
then CMF. So I really lost contact with my family 
because the war broke out and I enlisted and went 
overseas and so on, and my sister married. My mother 
died during the war. In 1945 I was on my way to New 
Guinea - no, I'd been there, I must have been on the way 
back - and I had to get leave to come home for my 
mother's funeral. I suppose the actual close contact 
with the family stopped at that stage. My sister got 
married, and I was married in '44 - that's correct - so 
my mother must have been still alive then. [pause] 
Yes. 

From then on there hasn't been close contact. Well, my 
mother died, of course. My father got a sort of a 
roving job in various country towns by himself, until 
finally he reached the age where, by the time I was in 
Parliament he came and lived with us before he went 
to. . . . not Home of Peace, the one in Claremont that 
they're closing down. 

GO'H Sunset? 

O'NEIL Sunset, yes. I was in Parliament when he 
died. I don't think I was in the ministry at the time. 

GO'H But your sister, did she get a 
scholarship at school as well? 
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O'i\TEIL No, no. 

GO'H You just told me that you went to 
Claremont Teachers College. Whose idea was that? 

O'NEIL Well, I didn't want to be a 
schoolteacher. I wanted to be either a chemist or a 
doctor, but in each of these you needed a bit of money 
to help you. So it seemed to me that if I became a 
school teacher there were short working hours and I 
would be able to, in my spare time, study and become a 
chemist. [chuckles] So that was the idea. It was an 
easy job; the Claremont College was run by the Education 
Department, of course, and I had no problem in getting 
in. I spent one year as a monitor at Collier and then I 
got in. Normally you served two years as a monitor 
before you qualified to go to teachers' college but I 
managed to get in after one year. It was during that 
year, 1939, that the war broke out, and I only spent 
about three months or so in college, because I'd already 
been in the militia - that's the Citizen Military 
Forces - before the war and I was called into camp for 
training purposes. I spent a month, I think, in the 
Melville camp and then was finally commissioned. I was 
19 when I became a lieutenant, so that would have been 
in 1939. Then I joined the AIF. 

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE 
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TAPE ONE SIDE TWO 

GO'H You said that you were a member of the 
Citizen Military Forces - Militia. Why had you joined 
that? 

O'NEIL Well, again, a friend of mine - a fellow 
called Frank King, a school mate of mine; he and I 
joined together and I was always, as I said, interested 
in radio and they were calling for vacancies for 
signals. It was then 13th Mixed Brigade Signals, I 
think. That interested me because there was the 
opportunity of learning more about radio and learning 
communications, both morse and so on. The equipment we 
had was First World War stuff [chuckles] - pretty old - 

but at least we learned about electricity and 
communications and the very basics of radio. So we 
became qualified signalmen in morse code and what have 
you. That interested me greatly. In fact, later on I 
topped the Marconi School of Wireless in a special radio 
course when I was either a lieutenant or a captain. So 
radio communications became my hobby. It still is, to a 
large extent, except that it's well and truly gone past 
my capacities with all the latest equipment. I still 
muck about with it - and wreck it, as a rule. 
[chuckles] Sir Charles [Court] always used to call me 
the "gadget man"; he used to buy all sorts of little 
electrical gadgets for me to play with. 

GO'H What sorts of things? 

O'NEIL Well, radios, and even on my desk in 
there now there's an electric heater which I've just 
finished repairing. Small radios, and I think you can 
even hear a clock ticking away there and chiming. That 
was one that I picked up at an old house back in about 
1957 or something. I've repaired it and it's now 
working. That sort of thing - any sort of handyman 
thing. You might notice that I've taken a section out 
of my own recorder over there which I'm in the process 
of repairing because the belts have broken. These are 
the sorts of things I mess around with. 

GO'H Just going back to the Citizen Military 
Forces - how much involvement did you have? How often 
would you meet, and - 

O'NEIL I think we went to the Drill Hall - it 
was in Vincent Street, Leederville, the Drill Hall - I 
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think we went there one night a week - I am guessing a 
bit - and then, I think, a two-week camp once a year, or 
something like that. That was about it, because 
actually the war broke out and by that time I was a 
lance corporal and I was called up for a training cadre 
in 1939 while I was still in college. At the same time 
there was an intake of USPs - Universal Service 
Personnel they were called in those days; young fellows 
were called up. And since I was in training college, a 
lot of the boys in college who knew that I was a lance 
corporal joined signals, including Kim Beazley Senior. 
The war overtook that, because I must have joined up in 
1938, I suppose, and of course war broke out in 1939 by 
which time I was, as I say, a lance corporal. We went 
into camp at the beginning of - it must have been 1940, 
for a month - it might have been 1939 - and I was 
commissioned then. And after that the war intervened 
for six years. I was for six years involved in the 
military service. 

GO'H Before we go on to that, can I just ask 
you - you said you didn't particularly want to become a 
teacher and you spent your first year as a monitor. How 
did you enjoy that? 

O'NEIL I didn't mind it; it was fairly strict. 
You were helping all the other teachers, doing all sorts 
of strange things - playground duty and looking after 
the class while the teacher had something else to do, 
and you had to prepare a lesson for each class, one a 
week, and the headmaster himself would come into the 
classroom and hear you give this lesson and then write a 
report on it and so on. I don't know that I enjoyed 
that part of it, j - a know, somebody looking at me 
working, but that was part of the job. [...]You  had to 
qualify. If you did well after one year as a monitor 
you went into college, if you didn't you had to do a 
second year as a monitor and, as I say, it was 
guaranteed employment because the Claremont Teachers' 
College was run by the Education Department and it 
trained its own teachers. I don't know that I objected 
to it. I think I enjoyed teaching. 

GO'H And when you went to Claremont, what 
qualifications were you actually studying for? 

O'NEIL It was a teacher's certificate. There 
used to be a Teacher's Certificate and then there was a 
Teacher's Higher Certificate. I didn't complete my 
training course, because of the war again, but when the 
war finished I came and did relieving work at 
Beaconsfield and White Gum Valley and did a three-
months' pressure course - a refresher course - which 
virtually gave me the teacher's certificate, and any 
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higher qualification that I had to get was done by 
correspondence while I was still teaching. 

GO'H The war has started and you've enlisted. 
How did you feel about that? 

O'NEIL All right; no worries. I suppose 
everybody felt they had to do their duty for king and 
country, it was in those days. I didn't mind. 

GO'H And what happened? Where did you serve 
during the war? 

O'NEIL Well, for a long time, of course, I was 
in the then Melville camp, which is now a housing 
settlement. They had a number of camps, and No 5 camp 
was specially allocated for 13th Mixed Brigade, Signals, 
and we were in there training and so on, and we did 
exercises with artillery and infantry and so on. 
Signals communications was mobile and worked for 
different people. No 4 camp was the engineers' training 
depot. In those days there were only 13 signal officers 
for every division, 13 Royal Signals, and only one was 
taken from Western Australia for each AIF division, 
which was formed over the whole of Australia. So 6th 
Division had one, 7th had one, 8th was formed later, 9th 
had one, and then the Armoured Division was formed and 
it was my turn. I simply applied for a job with the 
First Australian Armoured Division and got it and became 
a radio officer. We were instructed to raise our own 
little signal unit within our own State, so a friend of 
mine, Doug Buswell and I - he had a motorbike and 
sidecar and we managed through the army to get some 
petrol ration tickets and travelled all over Western 
Australia trying to raise a signal unit. Not very 
successful, we were, but we had a great time [chuckles], 
on the motorbike and sidecar. 

But finally the unit was called together in the Eastern 
States and formed up and we were all fully trained and 
ready to go overseas. We were to go to the Middle East 
to join up with the British Army, and the Japanese came 
into the war. We had all had our embarkation leave but 
then when the Japs came in the Americans followed and 
they came to Australia and we used their equipment and 
they became sort of the major training people for the 
Armoured Division. 

We pottered around for quite some time. Once again 
signalmen, the Royal Corps of Signals, were transferred 
from one division, one place, to another. So I spent 
some time with Armoured Div Sigs and it was broken into 
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two parts, and I still remained with 1st Armoured Div 
and that came over here, back to Western Australia. I 
became the adjutant of Armoured Div Sigs about this time 
and there was an opportunity extended to us to send a 
qualified officer to the Marconi School of Wireless in 
Sydney and I was the only captain of the right age and 
being the adjutant of the unit I had the job of 
nominating who was going to go, so I nominated Des 
O'Neil! And after that, of course, I did a Cook's tour 
of Australia. I was Senior Signal Master Advanced Land 
Headquarters at St Lucia in Brisbane on MacArthur's 
staff. 

When I went there I found myself in charge of 450 
AWAR5 - signaiwomen - and 44 B class and buggered males! 
[chuckles.] I didn't last long, I can tell you. I was 
20 then, and a captain, and I got absolutely fed up of 
wandering around the world doing what I was told. 
Finally they said, "Oh, we've got a special job for 
you - Independent Div Sigs," which is a Beach Landing 
Group. I was in one of those units which preceded a 
landing on islands, so I got a few jobs like that. 

I finished up in Bougainville. I went to New Guinea and 
up into Bougainville where I was Captain Artillery 3 Div 
Sigs and my job was maintaining communications between 
the air force and the guns on the ground. When the war 
finished I had enough points to be sent home. Everyone 
who was overseas was allocated a certain number of 
points. I think anyone who had 200 points was supposed 
to be on the ship the next day. Well, it didn't happen; 
there weren't enough ships to bring us home so that was 
when Sir Charles Court was involved in looking after the 
troops who were still waiting to be transhipped back to 
Australia, and together he and I formed the "Torokina 
University", where he looked after the sporting side and 
I looked after teaching the young fellows who wanted to 
get some secondary education, so I taught mathematics at 
the "university" for these young fellows who wanted to 
get some qualifications for when they came home. 

I didn't think I'd be there long, but I stayed for quite 
a while and then I was transferred to a transit depot in 
Lae in New Guinea where I thought, once again, "Well, 
I'm here now, I'll be on my way home soon." But not on 
your life! I was sent up to Rabaul to take up a 
position in 11 Div Sigs. I kicked up a bit of a fuss 
about this because the then signal commander maintained 
that all signal units should be up to main strength. 
Well, a brigade signal units has two officers - one 
captain, one lieutenant, and the only time they are both 
used is when the unit is advancing with the army and 
they'd leapfrog and the one took over from the other, 
and to me it was quite stupid to maintain a signal unit 
at full strength when there wasn't anything to do except 
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twiddle your thumbs. So for my pains I was sent to 
Wewak [chuckles], which was to the north in New Guinea, 
to bring home 8 Brigade Signal Section, that was the 
story. And I thought, "Oh, well, at least I'm on the 
way." 

So I went up to Wewak and there I stewed for a long, 
long time because ships were hard to get, but finally we 
managed to be shipped back to Australia. I think I 
arrived in about the middle of 1946, and I then had to 
discharge all my troops and get rid of all our 
equipment, pass it in or throw it away or burn it or 
bury it. Some of the lend lease equipment had to be 
destroyed; it wasn't allowed to be used. 

So we came back, anyway, and finally I came back to 
Western Australia where I was honourably discharged. 

GO'H Do you remember exactly when it was you 
were discharged? 

O'NEIL I've got it in those documents there but 
I can't recall it. It must have been about the middle 
of 1946' because I then did a couple of relieving jobs 
and a refresher course and by 1947 I was headmaster of 
the government school at Roebourne. 

GO'H Just to go back, you said that you met 
Sir Charles Court - or Charles Court as he was then up 
in New Guinea, or Bougainville - 

O'NEIL Bougainville. 

GO'H What was your impression of him then? 

O'NEIL He was much senior to me. I remember I 
was in charge of the signal unit at the time, which was 
a sort of post office, if you like, with communications, 
and I had occasion to get in touch with Sir Charles 
because some of his officers had the habit of simply 
picking up the phone and saying, "Get me Captain Smith," 
and putting the phone down. Now, it's not like it is 
today. An officer who rings is supposed to hang on to 
the phone until he is put through probably two or three 
exchanges and reaches the other end. So I got in touch 
with the DA and QMG - that was his title, Deputy 
Adjutant and Quartermaster General; he was a sort of 

'IL was 13 March 1946. 
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chief admin officer of the corps - and told him. I 
said, "Look, some of your fellows are causing some 
trouble down on the switchboard here. They are blocking 
the thing. An officer is supposed to ask, 'Please get 
me Captain Smith at 21 Battalion,' and hang on to the 
phone until the operator has got right through - not go 
all the way down and back. Charlie agreed that this was 
quite so, and so we had a few times when some of his 
officers were sent down to operate the switchboard! 
[chuckles.] 

But I didn't have much contact with him until the war 
had actually finished and we became involved with the 
"University of Torokina", which we named. I had no 
contact with him from then on until I got into 
Parliament. Sir Charles finished as a lieutenant- 
colonel; I finished as a captain/temporary major, I 
think, something like that. But then Charlie became the 
honorary colonel with the SAS Squadron and a long time 
later, in 1982 I think it was, I became colonel 
commandant of Sigs Western Command, or Royal Sigs 5th 
military district. So we both finished up. . . . He 
was a real colonel and I was only a temporary one. 
[chuckles.] And he deserved to be better than I was, 
anyway. 

GO'H While you were involved with him at the 
"University of Torokina", do you have any experiences 
that occurred then that you can recall? 

O'NEIL Not really, no. The real job we had to 
do then was to make sure that the troops were kept 
occupied because a lot of them were married and wanted 
to be home. The war was over and they wanted to get 
back, but it takes a lot of work to shift a corps of two 
or three divisions, shipping and so on, so time was not 
in our hands. And a lot of the signal equipment that we 
had, had to be handed over to what was called Australia-
New Guinea Administrative Unit. The communications had 
to remain so that whoever was taking over - the civilian 
operations taking over still had to have communications 
like phones, telephone lines and offices, things like 
that. So a lot of the jobs that we had to do, apart 
from teaching, was to hand over communications. But I 
didn't get very close to Sir Charles; we were two 
different operations altogether. 

GO'H You said that you married in 1944 while 
you were still in the services. Could you give me some 
details about your wife, please: Her name, when you 
were married, those sorts of things. 
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O'NEIL Yes, Nance was in some kind of services 
organisation and they ran a ball in Fremantle Town Hall 
whilst I was in camp at Melville, and a number of the 
officers from the camp went to the Red Cross ball. We 
met at one of the hotels in Fremantle, we went to the 
ball, and after that we went out a few times, and 
finally I think I proposed in Samois tearooms in 
Fremantle. [chuckles.] We had to wait until the time 
was appropriate. I was posted back to Western Australia 
with the First Armoured Division and a wedding was 
arranged, to be held in St John's church in Fremantle, 
the cathedral, and I think the whole of my unit attended 
the wedding. I think the CO lent us his car for me to 
go to the wedding, because vehicles were hard to get. I 
had no uniforms - they were all packed ready for me to 
go overseas and they were put in store - so I had to 
have a uniform made, and that was a summer-type uniform, 
a khaki-drill uniform which didn't fit very well, but, 
again there were problems with clothing - coupons and so 
on. Anyhow, the wedding went off quite okay. Nance's 
brother drove the car that contained me and my wife. It 
was a black Ford which belonged to her parents and I 
remember Cliff, that's Nance's brother, was dressed in a 
grey dustcoat driving the car. He must have passed some 
rude remark to his sister, who was my wife, because the 
best man ticked him off [chuckles], until we told him 
that the bloke who was driving the married couple was 
the bride's brother. 

GO'H What was Nancy's maiden name? 

O'NEIL Culver - Nancy Jean Culver. 

GO'H How long had you known Nancy for before 
you got married? 

O'NEIL I don't know. It would have been 
probably 12 months, because we met before I went over to 
the ArmouredDiv, and it was when I came back [with my 
unit], probably about 12 months later, that we decided 
to get married. 

GO'H And what was it about Nancy that you 
found attractive? 

O'NEIL She liked me, I suppose that's what was 
most attractive about it! [Laughs.] I don't know. We 
just got on well together, I think that's all. 

GO'H And did you have a honeymoon? 
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O'NEIL Yes, we had a honeymoon at a cottage in 
Mandurah. Some friends of ours owned this cottage and 
we were able to have it. I think we were there for a 
couple of weeks; I'm not too sure of the time because 
once again I was on leave from the army and time was 
restricted, but Nance knew a lot of the people in 
Mandurah, the Suttons and the McLartys and so on, and 
the Sutton girls, as we called them, tacked on to us all 
the time we were there. They had to be thrown out 
[chuckles], and even when we were going fishing, and 
there was me rowing a dinghy around the place with three 
girls in it - two Sutton girls and my own wife - and 
they were very difficult to get rid of while we were 
there [chuckles], and even as they left they threw 
stones onto the corrugated iron roof of the place. 

But it was great fun, and in fact Nance's matron-of-
honour and her husband who was in the air force spent a 
little time down there with us. It was excellent, 
really. They were all friends, so I think it was better 
to have that - company that you knew, instead of being 
alone. 

GO'H And do you and Nancy have children? 

O'NEIL We have two girls, Marilyn Anne and Wendy 
Lee. Marilyn is married and lives in Sydney. She has 
two children, a boy and a girl, a pigeon pair, twins. 
They are now 25 or 26 and the girl is being married in 
March 1995. Wendy is married and she has two girls. 
Wendy lives in Forrestfield in Perth. 

GO'H And their dates of birth, the two 
daughters? We've just checked, and Marilyn was born on 
1 June 1945 and Wendy on 18 April 1951. 

O'NEIL Yes, that's correct. 

GO'H If we could now move on to teaching. You 
said that after you had finished the refresher course 
you became a headmaster. How did that happen? 

O'NEIL Housing was a difficult problem after the 
war, and I met a friend of mine who had been in training 
college with me while I was doing a practice course at 
Beaconsfield State School. He said that he had applied 
to be the head teacher at a school in Roebourne which 
was a one-teacher school in the north-west and he knew a 
teacher who had served there and one of the advantages 
of getting to a country school was that you would be in 
a small town, not at the back of Bushman's Bend, and 
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there would be accommodation provided. So Laurie 
Phillips, this friend of mine, said he would apply for 
Roebourne, which he did. I applied for the north-west, 
an open ticket for the north-west, and as the Education 
Department was wont to do, I got Roebourne [chuckles] 
and Laurie got Port Hedland, which was also a one-
teacher school. But it so happened that at Port Hedland 
there was a convent that had a small class there, but 
Betty, Laurie Phillips' wife, was also a teacher, so she 
did some teaching, domestic work and sewing and that 
kind of thing at the school, but Nance and I shared the 
responsibilities of teaching at Roebourne. I taught the 
girls sewing by correspondence - supervised their 
correspondence sewing classes. 

But we stayed at Roebourne for three years, which was 
most unusual; most of the people did their time in the 
north-west and after two years applied for a transfer. 
You could get a transfer after one year but you would 
need to pay your own travelling expenses, furniture, 
fares and so on. But if you stayed two years you could 
get a transfer and the department met all costs of the 
transfer. 

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE TWO 
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TAPE TWO SIDE ONE 

O'NEIL I didn't apply for a transfer after the 
first two years because, quite frankly, we enjoyed life 
in Roebourne. It was a bit primitive. We didn't have 
any power; there were no telephones; water supply was 
intermittent but satisfactory. But the community was 
very, very good and I became active, as most teachers in 
these small country towns did, in most of the social 
activities, being secretary/treasurer of the RSL; I 
became secretary of the then North West Jockey Club and 
Progress Association. Any sort of community activity, 
as a head teacher I was involved in. There were some 
questions asked as to why I decided to stay an extra 
year in Roebourne, because most people who went there 
wanted to get away as soon as they could. But we 
thoroughly enjoyed it and we made a lot of very fine 
friends, whom we still associate with right up to this 
day. 

In addition, because of the lack of labour on the wharf, 
I was asked - as were other public servants - if we 
would be prepared to help work on the ships when they 
came in bringing in fuel, oil, stores and things like 
that. I got permission from the department to be 
employed provided it didn't interfere with my teaching. 
Fortunately, most of the ships that came into Roebourne 
seemed to come in on the weekend, either Friday or 
Saturday and Sunday. So it was not inconvenient for me 
to do it. In fact, it was much more profitable, I 
found, to be paid from Friday five o'clock until 
Saturday midnight. I got more money working as a lumper 
than I did as a school teacher for a week! So that was 
quite attractive. I. with everybody else, worked on the 
ships, unloading oil drums, fuel for the township and 
loading wool bales and wool, unloading stores - 

including blue asbestos, which is now regarded as very, 
very dangerous. I can remember my arms being torn and 
blistered from scratches from the asbestos out of the 
bags as we lumped it and loaded it. 

I thoroughly enjoyed it [my life in Roebourne]. I found 
that wherever I went I became involved in the actual 
work activities of the community in which I lived. I 
think, to some large extent, that enabled me to 
appreciate the general attitude of the community when I 
finally decided to get into Parliament, because no 
matter what school I taught at, there were things that I 
did within the community and working with the people in 
the community that gave me a broader view of the 
community and its problems and desires. 
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GO'H When you were in Roebourne, was it a one 
teacher school? 

O'NEIL That's correct, yes. 

GO'H And the children you were teaching - were 
they white children or Aboriginal children? 

O'NEIL Well, they were great kids. I will 
describe it as a one teacher school with 45 children, 
four of whom were full-blooded whites! But they were 
great kids. 

There were two problems that the children had: one was 
called sore eyes, and the other was called "bung" eyes, 
both of which were caused by flies. I requisitioned the 
department to supply me with fly spray and castor oil, 
so before the kids went into the classroom I would get 
them to wipe castor oil on their eyelids, which kept the 
flies away; and spray their backs to get rid of the 
flies so they didn't bring them into the classroom! The 
sore eyes were a kind of conjunctivitis, I think, but 
"bung" eyes were caused by a mite which was carried on 
the back of the flies, which were all over their faces. 
These little red mites would jump off and get into the 
eye and sting the eye ball, or inside the eyelids, and 
cause them some inconvenience. 

They were very, very good kids. They were very anxious. 
I can remember one little chappie who was in first 
grade, and he was learning to read. I used to bring the 
little ones out to my table while the others were doing 
some assignment work. They would sit around or stand 
around the table and do their reading. This little 
fellow said to me, "Sir, I can read the next page of my 
book." I said, "Okay, you do that." And so he did, he 
read the next page. I said, "Who's teaching you?" and 
he said, "Daddy is." And I knew his father couldn't 
read or write, so I called out his older brother and I 
said, "Wilfred tells me that Dad is teaching him to 
read", and he said, "That's right, sir". I said, "But 
your dad can't read or write", and he said "I'm teaching 
him! 

So it showed the type of kids they were. They were 
great days, I think, and I lost contact with most of 
them, but all the time I was there I found them very, 
very reliable and very, very friendly. There were 
sometimes attempts by others to keep the kids away from 
school by talking about houses being overcrowded and 
things like that, but fortunately the policeman, who was 
also the Protector of Natives, was a very fine fellow 
and he and I managed to keep these kids at school. 
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GO'H What was your wife doing while you were 
in Roebourne? 

O'NEIL She'd do what other wives would do, I 
suppose, talk over the fence to people. [chuckles] 
They were active in the CWA and these sorts of clubs, 
and I think regularly the women would have a morning tea 
at each one's places and they would chat and do some 
work for, say, the hospital; we had a hospital there. 
They did community work and so on. There was no actual 
work available for them other than just charitable work 
for the hospital or school and so on. 

GO'H Coming from the city to live in a town in 
the north west, did you find it at all difficult to make 
that adjustment? 

O'NEIL I don't think so. I don't think so. We 
got a bit of a shock when we first arrived. It was 
Nance's birthday, I think. We arrived off the ship and 
we couldn't get our furniture. Our furniture was still 
on the ship because it was a long weekend - Australia 
Day weekend. We had to stay at the hotel, which wasn't 
the best of places, overnight. The first day we were 
there a big truck pulled up full of people who were 
going down to the beach and [they] said, "Where's the 
new schoolie and his wife?" We made ourselves known and 
they all took us down to the beach. We all swam and met 
the people there and we got to know them very well. 
From that time onwards we never looked back. I think 
Nance would probably say it was one of the best times we 
had teaching, and it was her first visit away from the 
city.  

GO'H What did you do after your three years 
you spent in Roebourne? 

O'NEIL I was transferred to a school at Dowerin 
Lakes. In those days the district superintendents would 
give a teacher a teaching mark, and if you got 81 out of 
90 you went onto a promotion list. I was fortunate in 
being on a promotion list and so I was promoted to the 
school at Dowerin Lakes. Including my own daughter, I 
think we had nine children there - but it was a 
promotion! [chuckles] I spent only two years there and 
from there each two years I was transferred, usually by 
promotion from one school to another. 

GO'H What was the community like at Dowerin 
Lakes? 
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O'NEIL Dowerin Lakes was a little school out of 
town on its own, five miles or so away from the main 
centre. There was a church, a school house, a school 
and a tennis court. That consisted of the whole of the 
little community. There was a farmer named Don Maisey, 
who later became a federal member of Parliament for the 
Country Party. He owned the property on which the 
school was located. Every Sunday, when the weather was 
fine there was tennis played at the tennis courts, and 
the school house facilities were used to look after the 
tennis players and so on. As I say, it was out of town 
and everything we did we had to go into town. Whilst 
there, Don Maisey used to supply us with milk. I used 
to help him on the farm after school, either ploughing 
when the season was on; I would take over from, say, 
about four o'clock or half past four, and work on the 
tractors until midnight or more, giving him a break 
while he looked after things. In return for that I 
received no pay but he supplied us with milk and when we 
were doing fencing - pulling down fences - I managed to 
get my wood supplied from him. I had an old vehicle 
while we were there and we picked up mallee roots over 
the paddock. When Don was away on holiday, I actually 
looked after his farm, fed his sheep and milked his 
cows - do what usually had to be done on a farm. Once 
again I became involved not only with the community 
associated with the Progress Association, the P & C, but 
also in the sort of employment that was available to 
people on the farm. 

GO'H And where did you go after Dowerin Lake? 

O'NEIL From Dowerin Lake I went to Wilga, which 
was a mill town south of Collie and north of Boyup 
Brook. It was inland, about 12 miles off the main road. 
It was a very, very old mill; it was operated by the 
Adelaide Timber Company. Once again it was a one 
teacher school. The accommodation wasn't very good; it 
was a weatherboard place. I can recall that whoever had 
been there before me had painted some of the walls in 
the house inside and where the curtains covered the 
windows he had painted up to the point where the curtain 
covered the window. [chuckles] Wherever there had been 
a set of shelves or something, the very narrow space of 
the shelf against the wall hadn't been painted - it was 
painted around. When we first got there the fireplace 
was out on the front verandah. It was about six months 
before we discovered that there was a cement path from 
the back door to the outside toilet; it was a 
thunderbox-type toilet. [chuckles] 

Things weren't all that bright, but once again we became 
involved with the community. We started regular social 
evenings. Again I was active, teaching English to new 
Australians, because at that time there were a lot of 
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migrants coming down and working on the mills. I was 
also involved in any other sort of social activities. 
Again, too, we became friendly with some farmers who had 
holidays and so on. When they went away I used to look 
after their farms - milk their cows and feed their sheep 
and so on. I recall we started up some activities 
like. . . . social evenings. It was a Methodist 
community and some were very strict, but we luckily had 
a young Methodist preacher who came out from Boyup Brook 
who was a bit more broad-minded than some of them. We 
even put on a show of dancing girls made up of some of 
these great big hulking mill workers, including me. 

We generally got involved in the community. I still get 
communications from one of the migrant families - the 
Hungarians, Percys, who came down to work on the mill. 
Two nights a week I used to teach English to new 
Australians. You didn't have any type of translation, 
but every school holidays there were courses held in 
Perth. Once again it was mainly at Claremont Teachers 
College where we were taught this situational method of 
teaching English. So that was another activity I became 
interested in. 

GO'H Who were you representing when you were 
teaching the new Australians to speak English? Was it 
the Education Department or the community? 

O'NEIL It was the Education Department. It was 
part of a Commonwealth scheme, I think, but conducted by 
the Western Australian Education Department. It was 
going on all over the place. There was a special 
situational method of teaching where you didn't need [to 
know the student's language] . In fact translation of 
the language was frowned upon; you had to teach people 
by establishing a situation and making them respond to 
the situation, answer questions and so on. It was 
pretty difficult in mill towns, because when the men 
were at work the noise of the mill, of course, precluded 
them from using any language at all. Most of the 
activities in the mill were conducted by sign language, 
you know, cutting the timber and turning the logs and so 
on, because of the noise. The women mainly stayed 
within their own group, but they learned English more 
quickly than the men, which is quite different from the 
normal circumstance, because at least they had to go and 
do their shopping and talk to the storekeeper and so on. 

GO'H Were you approached to take on those 
extra duties? 

O'NEIL Oh yes. I am not sure that we got paid. 
I'm not sure. If we did it wasn't worthwhile, anyway. 
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[chuckles] I suppose we must have because we did all 
sorts of in-service courses in the Education Department 
which were then done in the teacher's time; there were 
no pupil-free days, or teacher-free days. In fact, it 
was while I was at Wilga that I studied for my higher 
certificate by correspondence. I remember, I used to go 
to bed. . . . I'd put in my own little lighting plant, 
a little tiny 12 volt lighting plant. I'd built that 
and put it in myself so I could go to bed and read the 
assignments from the correspondence school, then get up 
early in the morning and do the paper required. I 
remember, the first year I was there I dutifully 
obtained leave to do the exam at either Busselton or 
Bunbury - I'm not sure but one of those towns - and I 
got there and found that I was a week late! [laughs] 
So I had to do the whole damn thing again 12 months 
later. I didn't bother about doing any more study, but 
I passed. But I wasted 12 months. 

GO'H After Wilga, where was it that you moved 
to? 

O'NEIL From Wilga I went to Nyamup which was 
another mill town, and this time a Bunnings' mill, to the 
east of Manjimup. There was quite a big community 
there - a very big mill and quite a lot of pupils. 
Initially there were two teachers on the staff, 
including me, and finally we had a third teacher and had 
to have a classroom in the local hail which was just 
across the way from the school. Again I became involved 
in all sorts of community activities. I found that in 
the country the school was the centre of the community. 
Although there was a club at Nyamup - that's the first 
place we went to where there was a workers' club - it 
was really a social club only; we were able to use the 
old hall for the extra teacher. But, again, most of the 
activities - the meetings of the various organisations - 
were held at the school. 

We had power there for the first time, so my wife had a 
washing machine which worked off electricity and we 
could switch on the lights every now and again. That 
was the first time we had power. 

There were other activities associated with that, of 
course. We became active in the club activities as 
well. Nancy then was employed as the school cleaner; 
she had to sweep the school. . . 

I forgot a little story about Dowerin Lakes. Of course, 
there was no septic system; it was a pan clearance 
there. I remember requisitioning the Education 
Department for a wheelbarrow. Back came the query: 
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"What the hell do you want a wheelbarrow for?" I said, 
"So I don't have to carry the pans on my shoulder 20 
miles into the bush and dig a hole and bury it!" 
[chuckles] So I got a wheelbarrow. I think it must 
have been the first school that ever got a wheelbarrow. 
I used to get paid one shilling per pan per clearance. 
I thought this wasn't fair, so I applied for a rise, and 
I got it - 1/6. I got 1/6 per pan per clearance. 
Fortunately at Nyamup there was a sanitary service 
provided by the mill management, although once again it 
was horse and cart and thunderbox-type operation - as it 
was at Wilga. 

GO'H And after Nyamup, where did you move to? 

O'NEIL Well, that was my last move. I had 
spoken before about Laurie Phillips, when he decided to 
go to Roebourne and I applied for the north west. He 
got Port Hedland and I got Roebourne. It so happened 
that the next school I went to was Donnelly River, and 
the headmaster there was Laurie Phillips, the fellow 
that had been my next door neighbour - although a long 
way apart - in the north west. Laurie by this time had 
a degree - a Bachelor of Arts and Diploma of Education - 

and he was moving up the ladder fairly rapidly. He 
opened the school at Donnelly River and two years later 
he went to Carnarvon - big promotion to Carnarvon Junior 
High, I think, and I took over his school. Whilst he 
was at Donnelly and I was at Nyamup we exchanged visits 
and met one another quite a lot and we were involved in 
the social activities of the teachers in the district. 
But Laurie went back north and I went across to his 
school. There was myself and two other teachers at 
Donnelly. 

Apart from activities associated with the school like 
the Progress Association, the P & C, I was asked by the 
company, Bunnings, if I would take over the chairmanship 
of the Donnelly River Mill Workers' Club. This had been 
the practice since the mill had been operated; they had 
got someone from outside the mill work force to be the 
chairman of the committee. The members of the committee 
were, of course, from the workers but it was felt that 
someone completely independent should be there so that 
the men couldn't accuse the company of having mill 
bosses supervising their leisure activity as well as 
their normal work. So I took on that. 

We formed a progress association when I was there. We 
built another recreation ground, held a big log chop 
gymkhana there and we had trotting races and log chops 
and all sorts of activities, which worked very well. We 
ran picture shows to raise money for the school and I 
recall that for boys' manual training, instead of 
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sticking matches together to make things, I decided I'd 
get the boys to make things which we could use at the 
school. So Bunnings provided us with all the timber 
that we needed. I luckily had my own little set of 
power saws and so on. We built benches for the 
verandah; we built basketball nets; we built a lot of 
things which the boys did during that manual training 
time. In fact we used to have open-air pictures out in 
the playground using the basketball nets to carry the 
screens. We had picture shows regularly once a week, 
either in the school room or, in summertime, out in the 
open. We had a Bell & Howell film projector provided 
which the school had bought and we used to get films 
from the Education Department. But in addition to that 
we could get ordinary non-educational films to show 
people. 

There were still a lot of activities associated with the 
workings of the mill that I became involved in. Once 
again I got used to knowing the sort of lives that the 
mill workers had to carry on and once again I think it 
helped me to broaden my own knowledge of how people 
lived and worked - and the domestic problems they had, 
too, on many occasions. It was sometimes left to me to 
solve some quite nasty domestic problems when I was 
president of the club. 

GO'H What was your motivation in each of the 
schools to be involved in the community? 

O'NEIL I don't know. . . . Well, I think it 
would have been pretty dull just sitting home looking at 
a fire burning [chuckles] or watching the grass grow! 
So I was always anxious to become active in doing all 
these sorts of things. 

GO'H Was it difficult breaking the ties every 
two years? 

O'NEIL No. I think people are much the same 
wherever you go. Kids are kids, and people are only 
kids that have grown up; some haven't! [chuckles] But 
I can recall when we came back to the city. It was in 
1958. I was on long service leave and we moved into 
this house. It was much smaller than it is now; this 
extension didn't exist, and so on. But I can remember 
Nance saying to me, "Now, what are you going to do to 
occupy yourself?" Once again, I was teaching migrants 
English and so on, and had a lot of outside activities 
other than with the Education Department, and I said, 
"Oh, I don't know what I'll do. Perhaps I'll have a go 
at getting on the local council and having something to 
do", and she said, "Well, you'll have to have something 
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to do to occupy yourself because you've always been 
fully engaged in community activities all the time." 

So that was just an idea. I was on long service leave, 
and as events turned out, within 12 months I was a 
member of Parliament. 

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE ONE 
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TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 

GO'H Second interview recorded on 17th August 
1994. In the last interview, Des, we were talking about 
your time in Roebourne, and off tape you mentioned to me 
an instance that happened regarding a funeral. Could 
you repeat that for me now? 

O'NEIL Yes. A country schoolteacher seems to be 
the leader in most of the activities in small country 
towns. I can recall on one occasion the death of an 
elderly man who had come out from England and started a 
big store in Roebourne. In those days there was only 
one vehicle belonging to the council - a truck that was 
used for all purposes. It was for removing sanitary 
pans and tidying up around the town, and it was often 
cleaned up to be used for a funeral. But on this 
particular occasion the town clerk - a lady, Mrs Claire 
Sholl - came to me and said that they were going to bury 
Mr Watson, who was the elderly gentleman, and would I be 
able to produce a plaque to go on the coffin? I said, 
"Look, I'm no engraver. I wouldn't know the first thing 
about this." Anyhow, they said, "You're the 
schoolteacher, you're supposed to be able to do 
everything around the place." They also told me that 
coffins were available - pieces of coffins were 
available - at the local store and they would select 
enough to make a coffin of reasonable shape. A little 
metal shield was to be put on top of the coffin. Anyhow 
I agreed to try to do something about it as long as 
somebody could find out when the old gentleman was born 
and the date he died, and that was it. So I got this 
piece of shield - a metal shield; in those days it would 
have been about two inches by two. I smoothed Eon Ami 
over it and wrote on it with a pen, to remove the Eon 
Ami, putting all the details with a sharp nail and a 
hammer, rested this on a flour bag full of flour, and by 
tapping the nail and following my writing we produced 
the plaque that went on his coffin. 

One one occasion I remember going up to Wittenoom Gorge 
with Cecil Radley who was the contractor for bringing 
Australian blue asbestos down to the ships. I went up 
there - it must have been on a weekend, I think. While 
we were there we received a message - it must have been 
on pedal radio, because there was no telephone system 
operating in those days - to say that at Millstream 
Station we would find a native sitting at the gateway 
waiting for a trip down to Roebourne because he had been 
very ill. So we agreed that we'd call into Millstream 
Station and pick up this sick native. When we arrived, 
sure enough we could see him sitting, leaning against 
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the post. But we didn't realise that he had expired 
between the time that we got the message and the time we 
got there. [chuckles] Rigor mortis had already set in, 
but Cec Radley and I managed to lift him up and put him 
up in the utility in a seated position and take him all 
the way to the morgue at the hospital. The local 
policeman looked after all the dead bodies in the morgue 
and so on; his name was Alf Rodwell. When we got there 
I said to Alf, "We've got that patient from Millstream 
Station and I'm afraid he's expired!" I said Rigor  
mortis has set in and he's expired in a sitting 
position." Alf said, "Don't worry, because probably 
rigor mortis has now passed on and we'll be able to 
straighten him out." So they took him into the morgue, 
straightened him out, and as was the usual custom up 
there they sewed him in a blanket and he was buried. 

The same vehicle, of course, was used for the funeral. 
We had some difficulty in getting the grave dug because 
the ground up there was almost solid rock, or at least 
very hard gravel, so digging a grave was no picnic. 
Anyhow, the fellow who had the job to do had spent the 
previous day - I suppose he'd dug down about 12 or 15 
inches - had to get it filled with water to soften the 
remaining part. So I'm pretty certain that most of the 
people who were buried there had not more than 18 inches 
of gravel on top of them. 

GO'H You also said that after you left 
Roebourne you were placed on a promotions list. Could 
you explain how it was that you gained that position? 

O'NEIL In those days, the district inspector (he 
was called an inspector in those days) would give you a 
teaching mark. It was so many marks out of 90, divided 
up between your skills as a teacher and so on. Anyhow, 
if you received a mark of 81 out of 90 you went onto a 
promotion list for the next grade of school above the 
one which you had. In those days there were seven 
grades of school - 1 being the top and 7 being the 
little one teacher country school. If you had a mark of 
81 or more you went onto the bottom of that particular 
promotion list, and then gradually you worked your way 
through it, watching all the other people move away or 
move up, until you got very close to the top. Then, I 
think one in every four teachers was given what was 
called a "special" promotion. That is by the special 
recommendation of the district superintendent you were 
promoted without being right at the very top. I think 
that in my country teaching career I got three special 
promotions; in other words, I didn't have to wait till I 
got to the top of the list before I was moved on. 
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We got to know other teachers because we used to watch 
them on the promotion list, which always appeared in the 
Education Gazette. So we might have known them by name 
and by the schools at which they taught, but probably 
never met them. I was fortunate; I think I got about 
three special promotions. My first one from Roebourne, 
which was then a school of 45 children - four of whom 
were full-blooded whites - to Dowerin Lakes, where, when 
my two children were included, the total population of 
the school was nine! [chuckles] But it was a special 
promotion from Roebourne. 

In fact, the fellow who had been at Dowerin Lakes before 
me also had a special promotion to go on. His name was 
Bill Eddy, and he lives somewhere around here because he 
was Headmaster of the Koonawarra Primary School - and 
also a very good golfer and was a member of the South 
Perth Golf Club. 

GO'H Right, so by the time you were 
transferred back to Perth, where were you actually on 
the promotions list then? 

O'NEIL In those days, the year I was transferred 
was also a year that I was due for long service leave. 
At the same time as that occurred, the number of schools 
had dropped from seven grades of schools to five. In 
fact, there were a number of us who were headmasters of 
two or three teacher schools in the country who lost all 
the merits of their country service because the grades 
below them were dropped and young people coming out of 
teachers training college went straight into the class 
of school that we'd spent 12 years reaching. So there 
were a number of us who, seeing this, decided we'd come 
back to the city as deputy headmasters of class 1 
primary schools in the city. We realised that if we 
applied, and there was a vacancy, that there could be no 
appeal because we had the seniority already. I applied 
to be deputy headmaster of the Collier Primary School. 
In fact, it was strange; that was the first school I 
ever served in as a monitor. So I had no problem in 
getting that particular job. Going on long service 
leave was another factor and being eligible for a war 
service home was another factor. So I managed to get 
the war service home that we still live in here in 
Manning, and become the deputy at Collier, and also have 
about three months, I think it was, long service leave. 

GO'H So, what were your reasons for wanting 
promotions? 

O'NEIL Well, I think it was the standard 
practice. You could stay in the one spot for as long as 
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you liked, but if you wanted to get on in the department 
you had to prove yourself a good teacher by getting a 
high teaching mark and also make the appropriate noises 
about moving up the ladder. That was the thing; if you 
are interested in your profession you want to try to 
reach the top. 

GO'H While you were at Nyamup you had an 
article published in an education journal. Could you 
tell me a little bit about that? 

O'NEIL Yes. I think it was while I was at 
Wilga, the district superintendent, a very nice chappie, 
criticised the fact that I was not following the 
procedures laid down in what was then the Education 
Department's curriculum, which laid down precisely what 
you taught, when you taught it, and how you taught it. 
In a one teacher school you were responsible for 
teaching all grades at the same time. I believed that 
the method of teaching word building and reading in the 
primary school, particularly in the lower grades of the 
primary school, according to the book, was not right. 
So I evolved a method of my own, and I remember Steve 
Wallace - that was the name of the district inspector - 

pointing out to me that I wasn't following the rules and 
regulations laid down. So I simply told him that I 
didn't think it was right; it was too stereotyped as far 
as I was concerned. 

In order to prove my point, I set out to evolve a method 
of teaching word building in the primary school and 
finally decided to write it up as a bit of an article 
for a new publication which the Education Department was 
producing called Education. While I was headmaster of 
the primary school I committed myself to paper and 
outlined this method that I had used.' I was pretty 
thrilled when in the next issue of Education some bright 
bloke reckoned that I was on the right track!2  
[chuckles] 

GO'H Before we finish with your teaching in 
the country, is there anything further you would like to 
add? 

'D. O'Neil, 'Key words in spelling and word building' Education Vol 

3, No 1, 1954, pp  28-36. 

reply to this article was printed: D.K. Wheeler, 'A comment on 

key words in spelling', Education, Vol 3, No 2, 1954, p  51. 
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O'NEIL Yes. Something that I was reminded of by 
looking through some old photographs was during the 
period I was at Wilga, which was a small bush school in 
a mill town run by the Adelaide Timber Company; that was 
a fairly large number of kiddies there for a one teacher 
school. In those days, of course, country schools 
couldn't avail themselves of the Royal Show holiday 
which all other kiddies got, and headmasters were 
entitled to select a day when there was a country show 
on and have that as their show holiday. I recall that 
we selected the show that was held at Busselton; it 
wasn't too far from Wilga and a number of parents took 
their children and we took our kids to the Busselton 
show. As we were coming back we heard the mill whistle 
blowing, which is usually a warning sign that there's a 
fire or something like that. As we were coming along 
the bush track into the mill town we could hear this 
repeated whistle. We discovered that a very young lad 
named Alan Went. . . . During that day he hadn't gone 
to the show at Busselton; he had been walking through 
the mill area from his mother's place to his 
grandmother's place, and he apparently got lost because 
he didn't arrive where he was supposed to go. So he was 
declared lost and the whole mill and a lot of other 
people - miners from Collie came down - and for three 
days we searched the countryside looking for him. We 
found him, but alas it was too late. While his body was 
still warm little Alan had died. [pause] 

GO'H In 1958 you moved back to the city. 
Given the involvements you had had in the community in 
the country, did you also become involved in the local 
communities that you moved into in the city? 

O'NEIL No. I could always remember when we 
decided to come back, my wife said to me, "What do you 
think you're going to do in your spare time?", because 
country schoolteachers were usually well occupied. I'd 
been in everything from the local Progress Association, 
even the President of the Donnelly Mill Workers Club and 
so forth. I said, "I'll probably find something to do; 
maybe I'll have a look at getting into local 
government." She said, "Well, you'll have to find 
something to do!" I don't know whether that's because 
she didn't want me at home every night [laughs] or 
because I'd always been active in community affairs. 
Anyhow, as things turned out, time overcame the problem 
and I became a member of Parliament instead. 

GO'H Did you follow up at all on getting into 
local government? 

O'NEIL, No, I didn't. There was plenty for us to 
do being on long service leave, and we had to furnish 
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the house because most of the furniture we had after 
dragging it all over the countryside was not in very 
good shape. I can recall that when we first came in 
here we had rugs - carpet squares I think they were 
called - surrounded by painted floor boards and we sat 
in Koolama chairs - Koolama chairs being the directors' 
chairs. They were called Koolama chairs because they 
were used on the boat called The Koolama, which used to 
go from here to Singapore and back. So we had plenty to 
do. Then, as I say, I became involved in politics - in 
getting into Parliament - and that was it. 

GO'H So how did you become involved in 
politics? 

O'NEIL Well, we were home and a young man 
knocked on the door. He was working for the Liberal 
Party; he was an organiser for the area of Victoria 
Park. I've forgotten the name of the federal seat; it 
wasn't Swan in those days, I don't think. Anyhow, his 
name was John Cooper and he came to see whether I would 
require a postal vote for a by-election which was being 
held in the area that I'd come from - around Manjimup. 
He came in and I said, "Oh yes, you can help me, I'll 
fill in the forms", and we found out that his wife and 
my wife went to school together. So we got chatting 
away, and he said, "What are you doing?" and I said, 
"Absolutely nothing. I'm on long service leave and I've 
just come back from the bush." He said, "Have you got a 
car?", and I said, "Yes, I have." He said, "How would 
you like a job canvassing for the Liberal Party?" I 
said, "I'm not a member of any political party." He 
said, "It doesn't matter. You'll get £13 a week if 
you've got a car." I said, "Doing what?" He said, 
"Knocking on doors and finding out whether people vote 
Liberal or Labor or what their intentions are, and so do 
the canvassing for an upper House election - a 
Legislative Council election which in those days was 
voluntary voting. The candidate was a man called Arthur 
Griffith who had been the member for Canning. So I 
could see an opportunity of at least earning some money, 
so I did that. 

During my knocking on doors I was promoted. I became 
the chief postal vote officer for the election, 
[chuckles] which was an office job. I got to know 
Arthur Griffith and his wife fairly well. Arthur said 
to me, "Des, if I win this seat of Suburban Province I 
would like to be able to help you to win the seat of 
Canning." I said, "I'm not even a member of the party. 
He said, "That's no trouble." (I've forgotten what the 
fee was; I paid that up.) He said, "You're deputy head 
of the Collier State School and you live in Manning. 
These two areas went against the Liberal Party at the 
last election but because of where you live and where 
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you work you ought to be able to win this seat. It's 
changed hands seven times in seven elections, and the 
rest of the electorate was across the Canning River and 
included Applecross, Mt Pleasant and so on." I said, 
"Well leave it to me, I'll do some calculations." 

I came home and worked out that I could win the seat if 
I received the endorsement. So I joined the Liberal 
Party and applied for endorsement for the next State 
election which was going to be held in early 1959 - 

March, I think. I spent a considerable amount of time 
then canvassing the area, meeting the branches, telling 
them who I was, and finally I applied for endorsement 
against, I think, four other candidates who applied for 
the Liberal Party endorsement. I was lucky enough to 
get it, and sure enough the area in which I lived voted 
for me and the area in which I taught voted for me. 
Quite frankly, at the election night the only boxes I 
was interested in were those two boxes - one at Collier 
and one in Manning - and when those results came in I 
knew I had won, because the rest of the seat was blue 
ribbon. So I became the Member for Canning. 

GO'H If I could just go back: When you first 
started doing that doorknocking, what were your 
political views then? 

O'NEIL I think I had always been liberally 
inclined. I think that came about through my 
upbringing, even though my father was a Labor supporter 
and we came from what would be a Labor background. I 
believed that I had received my education through the 
efforts of my family and myself, and nobody else. That 
sort of ingrained in me the principle of private 
enterprise: You are as good as you want to be, provided 
you work at it. 

GO'H Had you been involved in any political 
sense in country towns that you were in? 

O'NEIL Not really, other than when I went to 
Roebourne. I was the returning officer for the seat of 
Pilbara, but that was an official appointment and mostly 
schoolteachers did that. We received the ballot boxes 
and dispatched them out to the various polling places 
and filled in all the records and forms and arranged the 
staff at the various polling places and so on. But that 
was the only activity I had. Fortunately, there were 
never any elections held while I was the returning 
officer. [chuckles] The blokes there got elected 
unopposed. One was Aloysius Joseph Rodoreda. A very 
fine fellow - a Labor bloke, but a very fine fellow. He 
had a store in Roebourne - Roebourne Traders, it was 
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called. He had no difficulty in winning the seat there. 
I elected him by nailing his name to the post office 
door - "Elected unopposed. 

GO'H The work that you did while going 
doorknocking: could you describe what it was that you 
actually had to do? 

O'NEIL Well, firstly, Legislative Council 
elections were non-compulsory voting. Now, to win the 
seat you had to do two things: You had to get a list of 
names of people you could call upon on polling day with 
organised transport to drag them to the polling booth to 
make them vote. So the principle of doorknocking then 
was to simply try to ascertain whether the people you 
spoke to were, firstly, on the roll. If not, you would 
ensure that they got on the roll - or try to - and give 
them enrolment forms, because enrolment wasn't 
compulsory either. Secondly, you had to try to 
ascertain whether they were Liberal supporters or Labor 
supporters - or any other kind, but mainly Liberal or 
Labor - and whether they required any other assistance. 
So we had a card which we made out for each house in our 
electorate and we were allocated streets to canvass. We 
marked the name of the occupant, which we had obtained 
from either the local council rolls or the electoral 
rolls. We marked them Liberal, Labor, "doubtful" or 
"out". If they were out, we would ensure that those 
cards were separated and somebody else did a follow-up 
to find out whether they were Liberal, Labor or 
doubtful. If they were doubtful or Labor, we very 
rarely wasted any time, because often a good Labor man 
would hold up a Liberal canvasser [chuckles] to stop him 
from finishing his task. That happened the other way, 
too. 

What happened out of all that was that sheets were 
prepared for each street in the electorate and they were 
divided up into workable components. On polling day 
another organisation had got together to arrange 
transport and every polling place - not the actual 
polling booth but every electorate office - would hand 
out a list of these sheets to a driver and say, "Will 
you call on the people in this street and offer to take 
them to the poll?" or mark them that they had already 
been or they didn't intend to, etc. These records were 
brought back to the central controlling officer of the 
political party, and the whole idea was to make sure 
that you got enough people of your political persuasion 
to actually vote. They had to be dragged to the poll, 
most of them! 

GO'H When you called on the people, were you 
just literally asking them for their voting preferences 
or were you talking politics to them as well? 
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O'NEIL I tried not to talk politics because if 
you talked politics to a Labor supporter he would hold 
you up. If you talked to a Liberal you were wasting 
your time - wasting your actual canvassing time. So it 
was simply a matter of inquiring. You identified 
yourself, of course, as a Liberal. You wore a badge or 
some sort of a tag which indicated you were a supporter 
of the candidate - Arthur Griffith, in our case. Most 
people in the area that I worked knew him because he had 
been the Member for Canning, and Canning was part of 
Suburban Province. The provinces were then made up of 
three or four lower House electorates and combined 
together they formed a province. The seat of Canning 
was in the Suburban Province area. These have been 
changed quite a bit since then, of course. Voting for 
the upper House is also compulsory these days. 

GO'H Once you were transferred into the 
office, what sort of duties would you do in there? 

O'NEIL It was collating the postal votes. Our 
lady supporters used to go through the various hospitals 
and aged persons' homes and so on and offer assistance 
to people to get postal votes. There were also records 
held of previous postal votes. I think the electorate 
records - the actual books which contained the 
electorate roll - were available from the Electoral 
Department and if somebody on that roll had already had 
a postal vote there was an initial "PBP" - postal ballot 
paper - printed on the roll. So you checked that lot 
again. You'd make sure they were all called on. Some 
of them had had a postal ballot paper because they were 
on holidays or had had a baby or something like that, so 
quite a lot of them were not eligible next time. But a 
great number had postal ballot papers because they were 
aged and didn't want to actually travel to a booth. 

So it was a matter of collating all that information and 
having it all ready so that when nominations were closed 
and declared someone could go out and follow up these 
postal votes. 

GO'H And were many people actually paid by the 
Liberal Party to do this? 

O'NEIL Not a great number. I think in the days 
when we had to do this canvassing, which is now done 
essentially by the candidate and his committee, there 
were people who were given travel expenses. I mean, £13 
probably didn't pay for the cost of operating the car, 
because we were using it all the time. I think that was 
the only reason I got some money. There was an 
allocation for electorate expenses, and one of them was 
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hiring people who had a motor car, because a lot of 
people didn't have motor cars in 1958-59. 

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 
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TAPE THREE SIDE ONE 

GO'H You said during this time you got to know 
Arthur Griffith quite well. Could you tell me a little 
about what he was like? 

O'NEIL Arthur had been an organiser for the 
Liberal Party; I think he was in charge of the Young 
Liberal Movement as a professional. Prior to that, I 
understand, he was something to do with insurance, or 
[something like] that - I don't quite know his early 
history - but he was regarded as a very competent 
politician. He must have only been the Member for 
Canning for three years, perhaps, but then he was 
defeated in the seat of Canning which as I told you held 
seven members in seven Parliaments, and so a vacancy had 
occurred in the upper House and he applied for and got 
the endorsement for that. His wife Gwen was a very 
active worker and practically ran the official office of 
the Liberal Party while Arthur was out knocking on doors 
too, persuading people to vote for him. 

But usually at the end of the day we would all gather at 
the office, sometimes go across the road to the pub and 
have a beer but not often; we were too busy sorting 
things out. So we got to know one another quite well. 
Arthur won the seat of Suburban Province and remained a 
member, finished up being President of the Legislative 
Council, was knighted and became Sir Arthur Griffith. 
He died some time ago. His wife Gwen is still alive but 
doesn't keep the best of health, as far as I know. He 
was a stickler for the rules and regulations, a bit 
tough, I think. But nevertheless a man whose word was 
his bond and whom you could trust to the end. 

GO'H So when you were approached with regard 
to standing for election yourself you'd had no official 
involvement with politics. Had you been interested at 
all in politics? 

O'NEIL Not really, not in becoming a member of 
Parliament. I think I probably should have been well 
equipped to be a member because no matter where I was I 
was involved in community affairs and physically did the 
work of the people in whose districts I taught. I'd 
loaded blue asbestos on ships at Roebourne - or Point 
Samson was the port - unloaded trucks of oil for the 
town because, as I had mentioned before, every man and 
his dog had to go down and unload the ships; there was 
nobody else to do it. Then in most of the country towns 
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I was in I assisted farmers in their ploughing, looking 
after their sheep and milking their cows, and so on, and 
even in the bush towns I was always active in community 
affairs, to the extent of being elevated to be the 
President of the Donnelly River Mill Workers' Club. But 
I think all of those things gave me an appreciation of 
what people did and how they thought and how they 
worked, and I think that gave me a great interest in 
community affairs and perhaps by accident I felt I could 
serve the community as an elected member of Parliament 
rather than as a deputy headmaster of a small school. 

GO'H And had you any interest in any political 
reportings that were in the paper at this time? 

O'NEIL I don't think I have ever written a 
letter to the paper, at any time! And if I have they 
haven't printed it [chuckles] 

GO'H What about what was being reported in the 
paper - did you follow that at all? 

O'NEIL Oh, yes. Yes, I am an avid reader of the 
paper, and these days I have it read to me, by 
information radio; I think it is ABC Information Radio 
for the Print Handicapped. So while I am sitting there 
having my breakfast I switch on this radio station - 

it's 300 or something, is it? I've forgotten now. It's 
permanently tuned on one set, and I switch that on and 
they read the paper to me while I am having breakfast. 

But I've always been an avid reader of the paper and 
many publications like The Bulletin and so on. 

GO'H Once you had gained preselection for the 
seat how did you set about making yourself known in the 
area? 

O'NEIL The first thing I had to do was to 
revitalise the four branches that existed in the area; I 
think every new candidate has to do that to get the 
membership of the branches up. The branches usually met 
once a month, and during elections they might meet more 
often. So I had to attend branch meetings and let them 
see me - this was even before I was endorsed - and help 
them with their fundraising activities and so on, so 
that kept me pretty busy, four branches. Then, of 
course, the selection committee that we stood before 
consisted of delegates appointed by each branch and a 
certain number from the division and from head office. 
So there was quite a large gathering, I guess probably 
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36 or 40 people you paraded yourself before, and the 
four candidates in my cases were all interviewed on the 
same night. We were asked to address the gathered 
multitude for five or 10 minutes, then answer questions, 
then sit outside. And at the end of all that the fellow 
in charge of the selection committee would come out and 
say, 'Well, Mr O'Neil, it's our recommendation to the 
State Executive that you be the endorsed candidate for 
the Liberal Party for the seat of Canning.' Then that 
had to be ratified by the recommendation going to head 
office at their State Executive meetings. 

That sort of system applied all the time I was in 
politics, even if there were no opposing candidates. I 
was never opposed for preselection after the first 
election but I had to go through the preselection 
procedures just as if there were a dozen candidates. 
Even as a Minister you had to appear before the 
selection committee where you'd have to sort of report 
on your activities [although] most of them were known 
of. But, again, questioned and then your endorsement 
had to be recommended to the State Executive, and that 
system in essence still applies. It might be different 
in some respects. There are certain emergencies where 
there is special authority given to the State Executive 
to actually appoint a candidate, but basically in the 
Liberal Party candidates are endorsed by branch members 
who are elected by their own branches to form the 
selection committee. 

GO'H You just mentioned that your branches 
were involved in fundraising for the party - for your 
campaign I assume. What sort of fundraising activities 
did they do at this time? 

O'NEIL Well, I'm not too sure. Oh, they might 
have had afternoon teas for the ladies, a raffle or two, 
go round to see local business people in their own area, 
and provided they weren't on the head office list you 
were able to scrounge money from them, but if the head 
office had a prior commitment by these business people 
we weren't allowed to touch that; that was head office's 
list. There was always one thing, a rule as I 
understood it and abided by it: At no time did the 
candidate ever canvass personally for money. I know 
that as far as I was concerned I think my first election 
only cost about £250 or £300, or something like that; 
it's a lot different from what it is today with the 
advertising. But I had always simply said to my own 
campaign committee, which was really the executive of my 
branch, that I would undertake personally to underwrite 
the cost of the election. I never touched any money at 
all. The committee used to meet and determine how much 
was to be spent on advertising and on this, that or the 
other thing; there was always a proper schedule of 
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expenses on how-to-vote cards, pamphlets, press 
publicity and so on, and it was up to the committee then 
to raise the money. I think that in some cases the head 
office of the Liberal Party might have helped a 
candidate or a committee by subsidising them, but in my 
case I don't recall ever receiving any direct 
contribution from the head office of the Liberal Party, 
although, again, the overall broad publicity given to 
the political party, its policies and its policy for the 
election was covered by them. But individually certain 
things had to be done. 

In those days, of course, we also had a schedule of 
street corner meetings. Five nights a week, accompanied 
by a local constable, and often standing on the back of 
somebody else's truck, we made speeches on street 
corners, and in those days of course, too, nobody was 
out - they were all out in the streets watering their 
lawns and we had speakers pointing up and down the 
street, telling them what great fellows we were. And at 
the same time some of our own branch assistants would be 
walking up and down the street handing out pamphlets 
which gave a bit of detail of the candidate. And [there 
were] shop meetings - standing at shopping centres; 
meeting buses and handing people who came off the buses 
in our electorate cards which introduced the member. So 
it was a pretty full-time occupation for at least five 
days a week. Monday to Friday was personal canvassing; 
Saturdays and Sundays was attending all sorts of fetes 
and functions that you could attend. 

But a lot of it was personal effort. 

GO'H So the street corner meetings, would it 
just be you that would be the speaker or would there be 
people from your branch also? 

O'NEIL We used to have a couple assisting us, 
someone from the branch who would introduce you, and 
there was usually a loud speaker on the truck and 
speakers were pointed up and down the street. Most 
people, it was surprising, you could see them leaning on 
the front fence. These occurred at dusk, between, say, 
six and seven o'clock; we didn't go too late because if 
we woke the babies we'd be in trouble, wouldn't get the 
votes. But it was a way of covering it, and we were 
always accompanied by a policeman on a motorbike and we 
had to give the police a schedule of the various corners 
we were going to meet at and the times we were going to 
spend there, and we had to stick fairly closely to it. 
I think the poor old policeman was there to stop any 
riots, but I don't think there were any riots that I 
know of. [chuckles] But we had to follow this 
schedule, had to get approval too for this meeting. 
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Similarly, we had to get approval for putting up signs 
during an election. It was always forbidden to put 
signs on electric light poles and telephone poles and 
things like that, and in fact we had to get approval 
frequently from the local authority as to where the 
signs were going so that they didn't intrude upon 
streets and affect the traffic - even if you had one in 
somebody's house. A list of where your signs were had 
to be given to the local authority, but election signs 
for individual candidates have gone; you no longer see 
them, unless you are in the country somewhere. 
Basically the only signs are now on television. 

GO'H When you were speaking on the street 
corners were people asking you questions, or was it 
purely you just giving a speech? 

O'NEIL I don't think anybody ever came up to me 
and asked a question [chuckles] . They knew I was there, 
but I don't recall a great herd gathering around the 
dais [chuckles] while I was speaking, and I don't think 
it happened to any other candidate either. Once again, 
in front of the post office in Forrest Place used to be 
the collection place for all candidates during the 
polling, and there were huge crowds there, of course, 
and loud speakers and a day allocated to each party and 
a time allocated to the candidate. So there were quite 
a lot of those sorts of large meetings, but in the city 
it would only be Forrest Place. Certainly we had 
meetings in halls to open the campaign; I think Arthur 
Griffith came and opened my campaign. The only reason I 
had more people at my opening campaign than my opponent 
was that I had more relatives. [laughs] Nobody turns 
up to those things. Some of your branch supporters did, 
they had to come along, but I don't think I ever 
addressed a meeting with more than about 15 or 20 people 
in a public hail, which we had to hire. 

I suppose in the country it would have been larger, and 
of course in the city the Forrest Place meetings were 
very well attended. 

GO'H So what other public meetings would you 
have, say, in your electorate? Did you go to schools 
perhaps? 

O'NEIL Often parents and citizens associations 
might invite you to go to a meeting, but I don't think 
we ever tried to organise P & Cs, or parents and 
friends, or bowling clubs, or tennis clubs, but quite 
often you'd get an invitation to attend a committee 
meeting of the Mt Pleasant Tennis Club, for example, if 
they had something particularly they wanted you to take 
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up on their behalf. I remember there was an attempt to 
start up a bowling club in Mt Pleasant. There was none 
existing there, so I was invited to come along as the 
candidate and listen to their proposals for a bowling 
club to be established and undertake to make 
representations to the government for it, and so on. 

GO'H You mentioned that you also went out on 
public days. Did you do doorknocking at all? 

O'NEIL As a private member - that is, not a 
Minister yes. As a Minister there was no way in the 
world you could find the time. In fact, I think that 
was where I probably had some criticism from my own 
branch. The branch used to say to me, "We don't see you 
out doorknocking", and I said, "Yes, but you don't see 
me out doing all the other things I'm supposed to do on 
weekends. I am always on weekends at some function in 
the electorate, a fete, a school fete, or a bowling 
carnival or something like this, and I am available to 
all my constituents, but there is no way in the world 
that a Minister can find the time to go out and knock on 
doors. 

GO'H What about in that first election, 
though - did you doorknock at all in that first 
election? 

O'NEIL Oh yes, yes. In fact, I had most of my 
electorate listed in streets on cards, so I had the name 
and address of everybody in the electorate in little 
boxes. This work was done by ladies in the branch who 
volunteered to get copies of the rolls and write them 
down, so whenever I went out if I was travelling in one 
street I knew precisely who was supposed to be in that 
house and who was in the next house, and if I wasn't 
sure of who was in the next house I asked the neighbours 
before I went on, so I could say, "Good morning, Mrs 
Jones, or Mrs Smith", or as the case may be. 

I also had a policy - it is a personal one of mine - 

that the first person I ever canvassed after the 
nominations closed was my opponent. I'd go and have a 
chat with him, or his wife, and we'd often have a cup of 
tea, because that's about the time I would call, and 
we'd exchange our own little rules about if there was 
anything that my enthusiastic supporters were doing 
which he objected to, "Don't start a fight," I said, 
"come and talk to me and we'll sort it out." So we 
never ever had a real bubble. I can remember most of 
the candidates that opposed me, and I made a point of 
seeing them first whenever we campaigned, just to make 
their acquaintance and to ensure that if there was 
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anything that was going amiss. . . . because we all have 
enthusiastic supporters who do all sorts of strange 
things [chuckles] and often waste our time, so I had it 
sorted out that way. 

I can remember on one occasion my opponent rang me up 
and said, 'Des, do you know that every second lamp pole 
in St Lucia" - which was a suburb - "has got one of your 
signs on it. I said, "Aw, no. And of course that 
wasted almost a day for me because I had to get myself a 
ladder and travel around the suburb of St Lucia taking 
down all the signs which my enthusiastic supporter had 
put up. 

GO'H What sort of signs would you have used 
during this time? 

O'NEIL In the early days we made our own, or 
scrounged them. I can remember getting a friend of mine 
who was a panel beater to cut me a stencil about 15 
inches square, I suppose, with "O'Neil for a square 
deal" [chuckles], and I painted those stencils on to 
cardboard, three-ply which I'd scrounged, and nailed 
them on to poles and put them in the back of the car and 
then travelled round finding out who'd like to put a 
sign up in their house for me. We had to get permission 
to put signs in properties owned by the local authority, 
and I can also recall one day the Town Clerk ringing me 
up and saying there were about 20 signs of mine on the 
local tip; I could have them if I'd like to go and pick 
them up! [chuckles] I'd put them in the wrong place 
and the council workers had pulled them out and dumped 
them. 

GO'H When you were talking about going 
doorknocking you said the first person you doorknocked 
on was always your opponent. After that what sort of 
technique would you use when you called around to see 
people? 

O'NEIL Well, just to introduce myself to them. 
Part of our regalia was an introductory card which had a 
bit of detail about the candidate, his photo, address 
and phone number, and offering help for people who 
needed transport or postal votes and so on, and we also 
tried to ensure that there was something on the card 
which would cause people to keep it. The idea was 
either a calendar, telephone numbers for the local 
district, or something like that which would cause 
people to keep it, especially women who would keep it in 
their purse, so every time they opened their purse to 
find out what date it was or ring up the police or 
something, there would be the photograph of the 
candidate there begging for votes. 
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That was used. It was called an introductory card, and 
we handed it to people and suggested that if they 
thought favourably of the candidate then they might care 
to vote for him. I don't know that I ever asked people 
to vote for me, but indicated that I was the fellow - 

that they should vote for me [laughs]. In fact, I can 
recall many times knocking on a door and somebody 
saying, "Oh, I'm a Labor supporter; I wouldn't vote for 
you", and I said, "At least you've had the pleasure of 
meeting the man you're not going to vote for." 

GO'H What other things would you do during 
your electoral campaigns? 

O'NEIL Worry, mainly There were all sorts of 
things: knocking on doors, street corner meetings, very 
frequently - I might have said this already - local 
organisations would ask you to come and talk to them if 
they had a special problem they wanted you to make 
representations on and so on. But almost anything to 
make yourself known. 

GO'H What about radio, newspapers and things 
like that? 

O'NEIL Well, there were no local newspapers in 
those days. I notice that candidates always use the 
local newspaper. If they can't get a little bit of 
press attached to their photograph these days they pay 
for it, but basically we would do the same. We'd put 
ads in the paper, but it was very difficult for a city 
seat to have a special ad in, say, The West Australian 
because the thing was too big. But if there was ever a 
local production of some kind, we would usually try and 
get in that, but there weren't very many community 
newspapers in those days, so it relied on either the 
introductory card or a pamphlet which described who the 
candidate was and what he proposed to do for the 
district. This would have been obtained by discussions 
with, once again, P & Cs, golf clubs, and bowling and 
tennis clubs. We would make a point of indicating in 
the pamphlet that we would support the building of a new 
bowling club or help in any way we could with any 
community activity. 

GO'H Television was just starting up round 
about this time. Was television used at all in the 
election campaigns? 

O'NEIL The first one I recall was when the ABC 
ran a series called "Meet the Candidates". In that, the 
three or four candidates for each election were allowed 
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to come in and they were sat at a table with a 
microphone in front of them and a red light and a green 
light, the green light to start talking and the red 
light to stop, because they were going to cut you off. 
In the introduction the presenter would describe the 
electorate, the boundaries and so on, and then simply 
introduce the candidates by their political party names 
to the audience, and then we were invited to speak for, 
I think, two minutes - maybe three, I am not sure - and 
we started when the green light came on. And when the 
red light came on we had to stop, and they'd cut us off 
anyway. I can recall practising this; I had my own 
little tape recorder in those days and I practised my 
speech very, very carefully to make sure that the red, 
white and blue statement I was going to make at the end 
got cut off [laughs]. This is exactly what happened. 
We went along, and as soon as the red light came on I 
was just about to issue the address to the nation and 
was chopped off! And I was flooded with phone calls 
about how terrible the ABC was, "What were you going to 
say?" and I said, "I'm buggered if I know." 

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE ONE 
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TAPE THREE SIDE TWO 

GO'H You said before that during the elections 
you would worry. How serious were you when you said 
that? 

O'NEIL [chuckles] I wasn't really serious. I 
think you can gather from what I said that I enjoyed 
electioneering for myself, I think I had a lot of fun 
and I thoroughly enjoyed it. One thing I never did do 
was campaign in a pub bar, never ever campaigned in a 
hotel. I'd often ask a publican - there was only one 
publican in my electorate in those days, at the Raffles 
Hotel; oh, two, Raffles and the one at Applecross - if 
he would mind putting one of my signs on his balcony. 
And he said, "I don't mind at all, Des, as long as you 
know that if I'm asked by the Labor candidate to put his 
up then I will. I said, "That's fair enough." You 
can't be partial in elections. 

GO'H And how confident were you in that first 
election that you were going to be elected? 

O'NEIL Well, as I said, I'd done my homework on 
the statistical side of it before I even decided to 
apply for endorsement, and I believed that I could 
neutralise the Labor vote in the two areas, one that I 
lived in and one where I worked as a schoolteacher and 
got to know the parents and the kids and so on, and the 
rest of it carried itself, really - Applecross, 
Mt Pleasant and that area. Maybe Brentwood was a bit 
"dicey". It was a Housing Commission area and that was 
always regarded to be Labor supporters but it wasn't so 
all the way. But it seemed to me that I had to 
neutralise the vote in those two, and I could see that I 
could do that, and so when the actual polling results 
came through I was mainly concerned with a count from 
the boxes on this side of the river, the Manning-Collier 
side of the river rather than on the other side, and 
when the two boxes over here were counted - or the two 
main polling places were counted; there were several 
small boxes in it - I knew I had won. So within an 
hour, I suppose, or two hours, at least by the close of 
poll, I knew that I'd won the seat. 

GO'H Could you describe for me what you did on 
that first election day, what your role was then? 
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O'NEIL The main job there was simply to go 
around and try to visit every polling place as often as 
you could. Some people worked on the polling booths 
handing out how-to-vote cards for two-hour 
stretches, and probably came back a second time. Some 
would work for longer periods of time. All of that was 
organised by the committee and the branches - they were 
given the responsibility of manning certain booths 
within the electorate - and my job was with my campaign 
chairman, who was also the president of the branch, to 
visit as many of them as possible and continue going 
round and round. We always carried soft drinks because 
polling day was usually pretty hot and sticky, usually 
in March, February-March, and invariably we supplied 
people who were sweating in the sun with an ice cold 
cordial, or something, and I always offered cool drinks 
to the other people handing out how-to-vote cards. 
I always felt that the people handing out how-to-vote 
cards were offering the final service to their 
supporters - you didn't ever win a vote at the polling 
place; it was already done - and they were helping 
people who supported them. And there was no way we 
would have ever got into an argument, so I was always 
happy to offer them a soft drink and perhaps a biscuit 
or a sandwich or whatever we had in the car, on polling 
day. 

GO'H And what about a celebration, after you 
knew that you'd won the seat? 

O'NEIL In my first election we hired a hall in 
Applecross, the RSL hail in Applecross, we arranged for 
my phone to be transferred over to that hall where we 
had a little room where the scrutineers were in counting 
the votes as they were coming in, and every polling 
booth chairman not only had his how-to-vote cards but he 
had an envelope with a lot of pennies - and I think it 
was twopence a phone call in those days - so that once 
he got a count from that particular polling place he 
could go to the nearest public phone and ring the result 
for that box through to our scrutineers. We had 
blackboards up and the totals were added, and anybody 
who was a worker on polling day or had anything to do 
with the election was invited along. We usually 
scrounged a keg of beer from the local publican, or if 
not the committee had to buy soft drinks, but usually 
the ladies would make sandwiches. It would be after tea 
because the polling closed at eight o'clock, so not too 
many people got there before eight, but there'd be 
something to eat and drink and the results would be 
recorded on a blackboard in the local RSL hall. 

But that Was the end of the session as far as 
entertainment was concerned, because once the results 
were known everybody wanted to go home; they'd been 
working hard all day, including the candidate. 
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GO'H How did you feel when you knew that you 
had been successful? 

O'NEIL I don't know. I suppose I was happy. 
Everybody was patting you on the back and saying what a 
wonderful bloke you were and so on, and you had to make 
a little speech and tell them it wasn't you, it was all 
the people who helped you, which is quite true. But I 
don't know that there was any sort of great feeling of 
elation or anything, it was just another job I decided 
to do and we did it well. 

GO'H And what was your idea at this time; how 
long did you think you'd actually be involved in 
politics at this stage? 

O'NEIL I'd always determined that I would retire 
at about 60; I'd always planned to retire with enough 
time left to be able to enjoy myself for a few years. 
And that's one of the principal reasons that I didn't 
contest the 1980 election. I turned 60 at the end of 
September 1980, but there were other factors which made 
me make the decision. The election was held, I think, 
in February or March 1980 and if I'd contested that I'd 
have gone well beyond the planned retirement date, so 
irrespective of what I'd been doing I would have tried 
to retire between 60 and 65. I suppose you were burned 
out at 65 in those days - that's when you got the old-
age pension and nobody wanted you. But I thought I'd 
better have a few years when I can do some of the things 
that I'd been doing all my life. 

GO'H So you saw politics as a long-term career 
at this stage? 

O'NEIL I guess so. Perhaps not the first 
election, but the second one. After the first election 
there was a redistribution of boundaries, and I was left 
with one of the best blue ribbon seats this side of the 
river, the seat of East Melville, because all those 
components which had mainly Labor support had gone; I 
came back to a different area. So the moment I won East 
Melville I knew it was a blue ribbon seat. It's usually 
a fair time before there are redistributions, unless 
there's a great population growth, but in Applecross-Mt 
Pleasant, that area over there, the place was already 
built out, so it was not likely that there'd be a huge 
increase in population. There were boundary changes, 
but not very difficult ones. So it seemed the Liberal 
candidate would win that seat every time. I was opposed 
at every election by every political party there was, 
some that didn't exist when I went in, but the only time 
the seat was won without any contest was after I 
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retired; a fellow named [Anthony] Trethowan was endorsed 
by the Liberal Party and he was unopposed. It could 
have happened to a nicer bloke; it could have happened 
to me. [laughs] It didn't matter. 

GO'H What about the Education Department; did 
you have to notify them that you were going to be 
running for politics? 

O'NEIL Yes. Yes, there were a couple of ways of 
doing it. You could take leave with pay - there was a 
standard practice for all candidates - you could take 
leave with pay on the basis that if you won you would 
have to refund the money that you'd been paid for leave 
with pay, and if you lost it would be deducted from your 
next lot of long service leave. But they had that 
standard rule. I think it was about a month. I think 
you were allowed to take a month's leave from the 
department and you were paid during that period, but on 
the basis that if you won the seat you would refund the 
month's pay. If you lost you would lose that month off 
your next lot of long service leave. I thought that was 
quite a fair prescription. And it applied to every 
candidate; it was common to all candidates no matter 
what party they were in. 

GO'H And did the Education Department have any 
discussions with you about your running for Parliament? 

O'NEIL No. None at all - not even the 
headmaster of the school; he knew what it was all about 
and in those days we weren't allowed to discuss politics 
in school. I remember on one occasion though a lot of 
the kids at the school offered to help me hand out my 
pamphlets, provided that I would pick them up and their 
parents consented. So I made sure that all the parents 
were aware, and I said, "Look, you're not going to help 
me unless your parents are happy that you should come 
out, say, at four o'clock and we'll spend an hour going 
round putting in pamphlets." Anyhow [chuckles], I 
remember even before I left to start campaigning, I got 
to school one day and every kid in my class had his pad 
covered with brown paper and stuck in the middle of it 
was my introductory card. So I had to take them all 
home - here - tear them all off, put new covers on, and 
give them back and I said, "You're not allowed to play 
politics in school." [laughs] But the kids even after 
the first election - and they were working then - would 
come on polling day, and say, "Mr O'Neil, we've got half 
a dozen people here who'd like to come and help you give 
out cards or do something", and they'd be students that 
I'd had at the school. They'd come and offer their 
assistance. 
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GO'H And what about once you were elected - 

did you have to officially resign from the Education 
Department? 

O'NEIL Oh yes, yes. I can't recall precisely 
what happened, but I certainly resigned from the 
department. 

GO'H Once you had been elected, how did you 
set about working within your electorate? 

O'NEIL Well, you still worked through your 
branches. The branches still existed and they still had 
their monthly meetings, and so I worked through them. 
But there were plenty of other organisations which 
called upon you for help, and individuals. They'd 
either ring you up - we used to have a phone here. In 
the early days we didn't have electorate offices; we 
relied upon using our own homes. We were never allowed 
to claim any costs of telephones and that kind of thing 
as tax deductions for an office. That was never allowed 
in the early days. It's changed now. But now, of 
course, every member has an electorate office and is 
allowed to employ I don't know how many but certainly at 
least one [member of] staff. But you were active all 
the time. 

We had no office other than sharing. . . . Well, when I 
first got in there were no offices in Parliament House 
for members. The front part of Parliament House wasn't 
built. When I say the front part - the bit that faces 
St George's Terrace. The two Chambers were there and 
behind them a dining room, and the servery was in fact a 
small bar. But if you had a visitor call on you at 
Parliament House you'd grab hold of any old bentwood 
chair you could find, tuck it under your arm, wander up 
and down the corridors to see if you could find a little 
nook or cranny where you could sit your constituent down 
and listen to and talk with. 

There were two typists available for private members as 
we were called. I had never dictated a letter in my 
life. I had to write in longhand and I remember one of 
these two typists. They were fairly elderly ladies, 
very nice, but one of them said to me, "Mr O'Neil, why 
don't you dictate your letters?" and I said, "I've never 
done it in my life. I don't know how to. And they 
said, "Look, we'll help you." So I paraded myself up 
there, and I'd made a few little notes and dictated and 
the typist said, "You dictate very well. You think very 
clearly", and I said, "Oh, thanks very much." I don't 
know how many typists they have up there at Parliament 
for people now, I don't think too many, but certainly 
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when I was there there were two to service the whole of 
the Parliament, including all political parties. 

Between the two Chambers where there's now an open place 
between the front and the rear, there was a galvanised 
iron building - I think it had been a courthouse in some 
remote country town - and there was a post office in 
there and I think the Hansard people occupied some of 
it, but there was very little in the way of 
accommodation for members. There still isn't, by the 
way, it's a shocking, cramped-up place. 

But people would come and see you, they'd come and call 
here, or else they'd ring me up and I'd go and see them, 
and there were plenty of organisations that held 
meetings - usually on the weekends they held their fetes 
and their sports days and all that sort of thing, and 
you turned up at all of those. But there's always 
someone who will tell you what you ought to do. 

GO'H Where would you mainly work from, from 
Parliament House or from home, in that first term? 

O'NEIL When Parliament's sitting, of course, we 
were at Parliament House, but other than that you were 
home. There was nowhere at Parliament House to work. I 
think when the new frontispiece of the building was 
built there were usually three or four members to one 
room. We had a desk, a little filing cabinet, and I 
think one phone to service the four of us in that one 
room, no air-conditioning - we could get an electric fan 
and in the winter if you were lucky you could pinch 
somebody else's heater while they weren't looking, which 
I often did [chuckles], but it was fairly primitive. As 
Deputy Premier I did have a room. The Premier had a 
room and a reception area where he had a stenographer 
and his private secretary, and the deputy used to hang 
on the outside and if any of them had nothing to do I'd 
give them something to do, but there was no special 
provision in the House for the members. 

There were two meeting rooms, one for each political 
party, and I think our party secretary would have a desk 
in there with a phone, so he was accommodated, but even 
today it's pretty poor. I don't know whether you've 
been there recently, but from the rear entrance in 
Harvest Terrace there is a door leads through into the 
main corridor and there are two people occupying that 
space - if the door is closed off those two people 
occupy that space. Hansard are in little boxes all over 
the place, and so there is no ventilation, and the place 
is just overcrowded and it is very, very uncomfortable 
for the staff, very uncomfortable. 
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GO'H When you first started working in your 
electorate, what sort of hours would you be working? 

O'NEIL A survey was done, I think - a census - 

and somebody asked me how many hours a week I worked and 
I said, "Not less than 8011 , and they were astounded, and 
I said, "I'm away from home not less than 80 hours a 
week, so when I'm away from home I'm working." But as a 
Minister I think I worked shorter hours in the office 
than most Ministers. I would get to work about 8.30 in 
the morning. Of course, when Parliament was sitting you 
went up from your office when Parliament started and 
you'd work till late, all hours of the night. But 
during the ordinary working day I never found it 
necessary to work after hours and keep staff behind. If 
ever I did have something to do, I would bring it home 
and do it at home, but meyer kept staff on overtime. 

GO'H And what about your constituents; what 
sort of things would they come to you about? 

O'NEIL Anything. Naturally, nothing to do with 
the federal scene like pensions and that kind of thing, 
but problems with education, schooling, housing, almost 
any personal problem. Very frequently it was a matter 
of simply putting them on the right track - telling them 
who to see or arranging for someone to see them or 
someone to ring them up. But mainly that kind of thing. 
Once again, community activities took up a lot of time, 
school sports day, P & C meetings and those kinds of 
things, but individual things were so wide and varied 
it's very hard to identify. 

GO'H Can you give me perhaps some examples 
that you can recall, of the sort of problems people 
would bring to you in the early days? 

O'NEIL One's rather amusing; I remember a very 
tearful lady and her husband and a little child called 
at my door here and they were looking for housing. 
Something had gone wrong and they had nowhere to live, 
so I offered to represent their case to the State 
Housing Commission, and finally they did get a house on 
a corner in Manning. I'd simply made the 
representations, there was no favouritism in this, but 
they swore that they would forever remember me for all 
the help I'd given them. So at the next election I 
thought, "Now, there's a good place for one of my 
signs", so I toddled off up the road not far away to ask 
them if they could have my sign up, but they had my 
opponent's sign up in their house [laughs], so their 
gratitude didn't last very long. But it didn't matter. 
There was never any question of saying, "Vote for me and 
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I'll help you", or, "I'll only help you if you're a 
Liberal supporter." In fact I can remember Jack Tonkin 
who was Premier, Honest John, he had the seat of 
Melville while I had the seat of East Melville. Now we 
never ever crossed borders. He would often ring me up 
and say, "Des, there's somebody who lives in Kintail 
Road. They've got a problem. They're in your 
electorate. Will you go and see them?" I'd say, "Okay, 
Jack, I will." And that was the way we worked. We 
didn't cross borders to use our influence to persuade 
them that we were the people we should vote for. But it 
was similar to the fact that when I became a Minister 
frequently local government would ask me to introduce a 
deputation from one of my local government areas to 
another Minister. Now a Minister doesn't introduce 
deputations to another Minister because you can see what 
happens, when you get two people at the top who are 
having a fight. So I used to simply say, "Look, I'll 
get one of the Legislative Councillors " - and I was the 
only Liberal in the area, by the way, I must tell you; 
all the other seats were held by Labor and the three 
upper House seats were held by Labor. I said, "I'll get 
Des Dans, or one of the Labor fellows, to introduce the 
deputation from the local government to the Minister. 
There's nothing political about it." And so we worked 
that way very carefully. We never ever, say, crossed 
borders, and I never ever tried to take advantage of my 
political persuasion to do something which my next door 
neighbour in Parliament could do. 

GO'H With working from home and being on call 
to your constituents, did you ever feel that that 
invaded upon your privacy? 

O'NEIL I suppose it did, but I didn't feel that 
way because I elected to take that responsibility. It 
was part and parcel of the job. There were plenty of 
times when I wished I could spend a bit more time at 
home. I remember my daughter, who is now in Sydney and 
has her own business, saying to me one day, "You know, 
daddy, I haven't seen you for a week", and we lived in 
the same house. Now, I'd probably gone off to work 
before she'd gone to school, and she was in bed by the 
time I got home. We'd lived in the same house for a 
whole week and we'd never seen one another. 

GO'H What was Nancy's reaction about your 
decision to run for Parliament? 

O'NEIL I don't know whether I asked her. 
[laughs] I think the earliest was that she was certain 
that I would have to find something to keep me occupied 
in the community rather than sit at home twiddling my 
thumbs, and that's when I said, "Oh, well, I might have 
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a go at local government, just to keep myself occupied, 
because teaching in the country I'd be lucky to have two 
nights at home. There were P & C meetings, there was 
running the club, running the pictures for the P & C and 
all those sorts of things; plenty of things to do. She 
felt that I would have to find some extracurricular 
activity that would keep me busy. I thought it might be 
local government but I made a mistake. 

GO'H And did she help at all, with your 
campaigning? 

O'NEIL Oh yes. Not so much in physically going 
out and doing things but you need someone at home base. 
You've got to have someone whose shoulder you can cry on 
when things go wrong, and you've got to have clean 
clothes and someone who makes sure that you dress 
properly and all that sort of thing. So it was a family 
concern. I remember explaining after I received my 
knighthood that it was a family concern; if it hadn't 
been for the family I wouldn't have been able to do the 
things that I did. 

GO'H And how did Nancy feel - if you know - 

about her home being invaded by the community? 

O'NEIL I don't think she minded because, quite 
frankly, as a schoolteacher that was the way it was 
anyway. There were always activities around the home 
that the community was involved in, and so it was no 
different, I don't think. The only time we had a fair 
number of people here would be actually on a polling day 
when we used our place as committee rooms. But mostly 
the committee rooms, in later stages, were held at 
offices of the Liberal Party in the area. You know, the 
Liberal Party has its own divisional office, staff and 
so on, and usually has a meeting room attached to it, 
and so most of those kind of extracurricular political 
activities are held in the branches that have their own 
accommodation. 

GO'H Is there anything further that you'd like 
to add about your work within your electorate in the 
very early days? 

O'NEIL I don't think so. I think the only thing 
that did worry me was most functions run by bowling 
clubs, tennis clubs, yacht clubs and the like occurred 
on weekends, because during the week everybody else 
worked at something else, so there was a great intrusion 
on your weekend. When I became a Minister my son-in-law 
used to play football for Claremont and in the early 
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stages he played for Beverley, and my great escape was 
every Sunday to take a big bundle of pasties, a few 
cans - oh, we wouldn't have cans in those days - 

probably a couple of bottles of beer and go up and watch 
Beverley play football in the Avon Valley [chuckles], 
and then meet the footballers afterwards and have a few 
beers with them and so on, and come home. But that was 
my sole escape; there was no other way you could get 
away from the phone. 

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE TWO 

TAPE FOUR SIDE ONE 

G'OH Third interview recorded on 31 August 
1994. 

In the last interview, Des, you were telling me about 
what Parliament was like when you first entered in '59. 
I was wondering if you could tell me, before you 
entered, did you have any prior knowledge of the 
procedures that were expected of a member of Parliament? 

O'NEIL No, I didn't. It wasn't till after I 
became a member that I set about studying it from 
various records and books, and discussions with the 
staff of the House and so on that I came to have some 
knowledge. These days, as far as metropolitan people 
are concerned, children anyway, there are regular visits 
to Parliament House organised by the local member for 
the district, and sometimes he conducts them over the 
House and explains the operations of the House. Or 
alternatively, there are members of the staff who will 
take children over - and adults, too, by the way - and 
explain to them the workings but, having been in the 
country most of my time since the War, I didn't benefit 
from any of that. But I got to know a few things that 
they didn't know. 

For example, I had a bit of a habit when I was a 
Minister that I insisted that all my documents were tied 
in white tape, not red tape, because red tape was always 
a sign of delay and procrastination, but I discovered 
that red tape came from the tape that was tied to the 
swords of members of Parliament and to be hung on a 
certain place within the building in the very early 
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days, probably in the British Houses of Parliament. I 
also found that on the floor of the chamber there were 
two lines, one in front of the Opposition bench and one 
in front of the Government benches and suddenly I woke 
up to the fact that those two lines were exactly two 
sword lengths apart! So there were little odds and ends 
that I happened to learn from my study of the British 
House of Commons that a lot of the people in our 
Parliament didn't even know the reason thereof. 

GO'H And who was it, if you can recall, that 
helped you with familiarising yourself with the 
procedures? 

O'NEIL Well, I think essentially the Clerk of 
the Legislative Assembly. His name escapes me at the 
moment but I can picture him. A very fine old 
gentleman - well, he was old according to my age[laughs] 
at the time, but he was a great help to all members. He 
was sort of father confessor to all the brand spanking 
new members and told them how to behave, when to wear 
ties and what to dress like and so on and so forth. But 
there were, I think, four or five different Clerks of 
the Legislative Assembly that always were willing to 
help other people. The last one I think was Mr [Bruce] 
Okely. In the upper House, of course, Brigadier John 
Roberts was the Clerk of the Legislative Council. He 
was a military officer and, strangely, John Roberts and 
I both belonged to the Royal Corps of Signals before the 
War. 

GO'H What about members that were in 
Parliament already? Were they able to offer you any 
assistance? 

O'NEIL Yes, I think there was always - on either 
side in those days everyone was prepared to help you out 
if you wanted to know anything, put you on the right 
track. It was a very happy little family in those days 
and quite often we discussed matters in the corridor. 
Corridor conversations were absolutely sacrosanct. 
They were never quoted in the chamber. You could be 
fighting tooth and nail across the floor of the chamber 
but after that you went outside, had a cup of tea in the 
corridor or else a beer at the bar and you were all 
members of Parliament. 

GO'H Is there anybody who stands out in your 
mind that helped you, any politician that helped you 

The clerk of the Legislative Assembly from 1948-1966 was Francis 
Islip. 
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when you first went into Parliament? 

O'NEIL No politician specifically. Sir David 
Brand, of course, he became Premier when I won a seat in 
Parliament. He'd been there before and he was a great 
help, I think, to everyone. He was a well-loved person 
on both sides. 

GO'H You were saying that there was a good 
feeling between the parties at Parliament at this time. 
Can you give me some examples of that? 

O'NEIL Well, I can remember Herbie Graham was a 
pretty tough politician. He was on the opposite side 
and when I became Government Whip - that was after three 
years on the back bench - we had a major debate going on 
in the House. I can recall being the Whip advising the 
Premier and the Minister in charge of the Bill what the 
feeling of the back bench was. That meant I had to keep 
leaning over and talking to the Premier and so on. I 
recall Herbie Graham calling me Schickelgruber O'Neil. 
"Look at Schickeigruber O'Neil breathing down the neck 
of the Premier," and I looked up and he had a grin on 
his face [laughs] so I knew that it was just a part of 
the act because, when that debate was over, he stood at 
the door of Parliament and beckoned me to come out and 
said, "Come and have a beer, Des." Now, that was the 
sort of thing that personified parliamentarians in those 
days. You could fight tooth and nail for what you 
believed in in the House but beyond that you could be 
personal friends. 

GO'H And you were talking about having a beer 
in the bar etc. What other types of recreational 
activities would members of Parliament be involved in 
actually up in Parliament House? 

O'NEIL Well, very little. I mean, there was a 
tennis court there. Bert Hawke was a famous, good 
tennis player and the Comptroller of the House, who 
lived in the building, he used to play a bit of tennis 
and they played on the local tennis court. I was never 
much good at sports. There was always a parliamentary 
bowling club and they played against the police and the 
public service and the army and the navy. That 
parliamentary bowling club still exists and every year 
there is a competition between the parliaments of the 
various States, and the ex-members association as well 
now play bowls, but I was never much of a sportsman. 
There was a billiard table upstairs and I used to go up 
there and have a game of billiards with quite a few of 
them, but there was no other means of any recreation. 
It was long after I left that they established some kind 
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of a gymnasium in the House. I've never seen it and 
I've never been in it, but that was I think when Mr 
[Michael] Barnett became the Speaker. He set up a 
fitness gymnasium and so on to keep everybody fit, I 
suppose. 

GO'H How useful do you think this personal 
contact between members of Parliament was in terms of 
being able to do your work as politicians? 

O'NEIL Well, there was a great deal of 
cooperation. I can recall that when I was the Member 
for East Melville, the ex-Premier, Jack Tonkin, was the 
Member for Melville, and if ever there was a problem in 
the electorate we never hesitated to refer the person to 
the member for the district rather than to the one they 
wanted to come to. I mean, Jack Tonkin would ring me up 
and say, "Des, there's a constituent of yours living in 
such and such a place who's been to see me about so and 
SO. Would you like to take it on?" and I'd say, "Okay, 
I'll go and see him." We didn't intrude beyond one 
another's electoral boundaries. 

Another thing that I was reminded of was that when I was 
the member for East Melville I was the only Liberal in 
the province which included the seat of East Melville. 
All the rest were upper House Labor members or lower 
House Labor members. Very frequently a local authority, 
Melville City Council in particular, would want a 
deputation taken to a Minister. When I became a 
Minister there was a policy that Ministers didn't 
introduce deputations to other Ministers, because you 
couldn't take sides in the matter that the people you 
were taking on the deputation for showed. So it was 
quite common for me to say to the council if they rang 
me, "I'll arrange for one of the upper House members to 
take the deputation to the Minister," and the upper 
House member, of course, would be an opposite in party 
politics, he'd be a Labor man. In other words, party 
politics didn't intrude entirely into the whole of your 
occupation. There were certain matters of policy that 
the Liberal Party believed in and policy that the Labor 
Party believed in, and they were traditionally kept to 
within your own party organisations. But the ordinary 
problems of people like housing and bus stops and all 
those sorts of things were not party political at all, 
and so there was never any question about passing the 
problem on to the appropriate member of Parliament, no 
matter what his political views. 

GO'H Is there anything else that you can 
recall, any other examples from that early period that 
can give us some idea of what it was like in Parliament 
House at that time? 
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O'NEIL No, I don't think so. There was a very 
small bar at one end of the dining room. It's now the 
main servery. The bar that's there now didn't exist 
when I first got in. In fact, the two chambers simply 
projected into the air. There was nothing in the middle 
and nothing in front. When the freeway was built and 
the old Barracks Archway became a matter of some 
contention, the rest of the building was completed and 
now it's completely overcrowded. 

GO'H You were just mentioning when you entered 
Parliament the parties were divided on certain areas of 
policy. Are there any areas in particular that stand 
out in your mind? 

O'NEIL I think basically that the Liberal Party 
was principally conservative and believed in the rights 
of the individual, and that Parliament and the 
Government existed to enable the individual to develop 
to the maximum of his own ability, whereas the Labor 
Party, which was a socialist party, believed in the 
State being all important and that all the people were 
servants of the State. So that was basically the simple 
way of expressing the philosophy between socialism and 
conservatism or free enterprise, but there were things 
that were common to both political philosophies. In 
fact, it's quite remarkable the number of Bills that 
actually pass through the Parliament, and the Parliament 
is really a legislative body making the laws, that had 
the support of both sides when it came to a vote. It 
was important for the Opposition to point out the likely 
faults in the legislation, that's their job, but when 
the thing actually went to a vote there was very rarely 
a division to actually count heads. Only when it really 
concerned the basic philosophies of both parties then, 
of course, the fight was on; there was a division and 
the heads were counted and the Labor Party voted on one 
side of the House and the Liberal Party and then 
National Party or Country Party voted on the other. 

GO'H Your maiden speech in Parliament, can you 
recall how you felt when you made that speech? 

O'NEIL Very nervous [laughs] . Very nervous. 
Yes, I can't recall even what I said, really, except 
that I did use some sort of expression to the effect 
that I would hope I would be able to contribute to the 
glory of the State. Now, that word 'glory" haunted me 
for the rest of my life. I don't think anybody ever 
read it or noticed it but [laughs] it seemed to me to be 
a quite stupid remark. But there are many politicians 
making remarks today just as stupid. [laughs] 
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GO'H In your maiden speech you made some 
comment that one of the reasons that you entered 
Parliament was so that you could voice your objections 
to some acts of a socialist nature.' 

O'NEIL That's right. 

GO'H Can you recall what some of those acts 
were? 

O'NEIL Well, they were basically what I said, 
that the idea of the Labor Party in those days was that 
that the State was all important and all the community 
were cogs in the welfare of the State. Whereas our 
philosophy was that the Parliament and the Government 
should provide the environment and the atmosphere in 
which every individual could develop his own capacity to 
the maximum. Now, that was really the reference, simply 
identifying the difference between socialism and 
conservatism. 

GO'H Were there any particular areas that you 
felt this? 

O'NEIL Well, there was one that's always been a 
bugbear and it's on all the time now, and that is the 
gradual intrusion of the Commonwealth into what are 
legitimately the affairs of the State. People must 
recall that each State in Australia was a self-governing 
colony with a constitution devolved upon it by the 
British Acts of Parliament, but designed by the people 
in the State, and the State surrendered certain powers 
to the Commonwealth - defence, foreign affairs, postage, 
communications and matters that were essentially of a 
national concern. All the other responsibilities, 
including taxation, were left to the States. In other 
words, the States had to raise their own tax for their 
own purposes and the Commonwealth was able to impose a 
tax on top of that in order to run those parts of the 
responsibility of government which had been ceded to the 
Commonwealth. 

Now, the Labor Party has always believed in one 
government, central to Canberra, and the gradual 
elimination of the States. There is no denying that. 
It might appear otherwise at the moment but that was the 
basic philosophy of the Labor Party, to abolish the 
bicameral system of parliament, the two house system, 
and that's been done in some States; and also to assume 

1WAPD, Vol 152, 9 July 1959, p  277. 
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more and more powers. A little flaw, I think, in the 
Constitution today has enabled the Commonwealth to 
gradually take over what were responsibilities of the 
State. This is the international affairs or the foreign 
affairs powers. The Constitution makes provision that 
if the Commonwealth has entered into any international 
agreement of some kind, then it can use that power to 
make sure that the States toe the line. This is what's 
happening, for example, right at this very moment that 
we're talking about, the homosexual legislation in 
Tasmania. They are using the Commonwealth powers as a 
result of some agreement they have internationally to 
take over that responsibility from the States. It's 
happening in so many ways that little by little the 
States are, in fact, losing their power. 

There has been even just before my time a move for 
Western Australia to secede from the Commonwealth 
because of this. In fact, the leader of the secession 
movement was a member of the Legislative Council, a 
Liberal Party member of the Legislative Council when I 
became a member of Parliament. We haven't seceded, or 
it hasn't been successful as yet and I don't think the 
great bulk of the people want the States, any State, to 
secede from the Commonwealth but they certainly want the 
Commonwealth to get their cotton picking fingers out of 
the States [laughs] 

GO'H From 1962 to 1965 you were the Government 
Whip. How did you gain that position? 

O'NEIL Well, firstly - and I think it was 
probably before my time - the Government Whip was kind 
of father confessor to the back bench and an adviser to 
the front bench. In other words, people who were not in 
the ministry might have some questions or queries about 
the legislation which was being handled in the 
Parliament. They would talk to the Whip and the Whip 
would whip around and find out just what all the people 
thought. He would advise the front bench, the 
Ministers concerned, as to what the feeling of the back 
bench was. On many occasions this caused the 
adjournment of the debate whilst the little problems 
were sorted out. 

The Whip in the early days was not an officer of the 
Parliament. I think he is now, but he was originally 
paid by a deduction from the wages of the Ministers. 

'In 1995 the United Nations recognised an appealmade by a Tasmanian 

gay activist, Nick Toonen, in protest against Tasmania's homosexual 

laws. 



O'NIL 64 

They paid the Whip. It was just a party position. 
Fortunately when I was there I think I was paid all the 
time, but probably underpaid anyway. The function then 
was also to count heads. When there was a division 
taken, the Speaker or the President, would appoint the 
Member for Canning or the Member for East Melville as 
teller for the ayes and the member for so and so teller 
for the noes and that member happened to be the Whip. 
He had to keep a record of how the House voted. 
Sometimes they were on one side of the House and some on 
the other, and sometimes there were members who had 
crossed the floor, so a very detailed record had to be 
kept and submitted to the Speaker so he could give the 
vote according to the wishes of the House. 

In addition, in our House there was only one Whip on 
either side but in the House of Commons there are 
several. The expression "Whip' was used in the notice 
which were sent out to all the members to assemble to 
form the Parliament. I think in the House of Commons 
and probably the same today there aren't enough seats 
for all the members, and there used to be a call to 
arms, if you like, by letter to all the members when 
Parliament was about to meet. There were three 
different kinds of Whips; a one-line Whip, a two-line 
Whip and a three-line Whip. A one-line Whip means "Turn 
up if you feel like it". A two-line Whip meant "We 
think you ought to be there just in case", and the 
three-line Whip says, "If you're not there you're 
sacked"! [Laughs] That's roughly my interpretation, so 
that's another expression that was used by the Whip. 

I think it was also regarded as a stepping stone to the 
ministry. If you could perform your duties as the Whip 
without getting into too much trouble, by counting the 
wrong heads or giving the wrong decisions or wrong 
advice, then when a vacancy occurred you were usually 
first in line on our side of the House to be a 
Minister - remembering, of course, that in the Liberal 
Party only two members are elected in the Legislative 
Assembly and that is the leader, who becomes the 
Premier, and his deputy, who doesn't necessarily become 
the Deputy Premier but he becomes eligible to be in the 
ministry. All the other Ministers are selected by the 
leader in consultation with his deputy. Whereas, on the 
Labor side - and it still pertains - and that is that 
Caucus decides who's going to be the Premier and usually 
the leader of the Labor Party is not the chairman of 
Caucus, he's a member of the floor of the Caucus, and 
the Caucus votes for those who are going to be submitted 
to the Premier for portfolios in the ministry. So a 
Labor Prime Minister doesn't have a great deal of choice 
as to from whom he's going to select his ministry; 
that's usually done by the Caucus. Whereas in the 
Liberal Party, other than the leader and his deputy, the 
rest are selected from the members of Parliament. 
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GO'H And was that the same case with the 
selection of a Whip? 

O'NEIL I can't recall whether the Whip is, in 
fact, elected. No, I think he's elected, and this is 
probably the only indication other than the leader and 
the deputy of a person that the members of Parliament 
think might be suitable because, if I recall correctly, 
it was the secretary of the parliamentary party and very 
frequently he's not only the secretary of the 
parliamentary party but he's also the Whip. I think 
that a fellow called Ivan Manning was the secretary and 
Whip when I first got in, and then when I became the 
Whip they separated the two and I became the Whip and 
Ivan, I think, remained as the secretary of the party, 
or somebody else might have got it. That's just the 
secretary of the parliamentary party which met every 
week to decide on what they were going to do about 
legislation. 

GO'H Can you recall, if an election took 
place, did you nominate yourself or were you put 
forward? 

O'NEIL I've never nominated myself for anything 
other than the seat in Parliament [laughs]. Whatever 
I've been elected for in the parliamentary scene I've 
been nominated by one of my colleagues in the 
Parliament, and I don't think we've got provisions for 
nominating ourselves. 

GO'H And you can't recall who it was that 
nominated you for Whip? 

O'NEIL No, I can't. 

GO'H Can you think why it would be that you 
gained election for that position, what characteristics 
you had? 

O'NEIL Oh, I think they all liked me [Laughs] 
No, I'm not sure. I think you had to be, oh, had to be 
acceptable to both sides, especially when you're a Whip 
and there's a division coming on; you had to be able to 
work very closely with the Opposition Whip and record 
the people who are paired. Sometimes, if there's a 
division, there are functions outside the House or 
business outside the House which require the presence of 
a member and usually the arrangement is that, if it's a 
Government member who's got to be away and it's accepted 
that way, then one of the Opposition stands aside and is 
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paired with the Government member. So there needs to be 
a fair amount of cooperation and respect between the two 
Whips to ensure that the actual business of the House 
can proceed when there are certain things which call 
members away from Parliament. There's often an 
Opposition member or a Government member who's required 
to be other than in Parliament when the debates are 
going on; a commitment to represent his leader at a 
function, or be interviewed or something like that, and 
so there needs to be a very close cooperation between 
the two Whips to ensure that the process of Parliament 
can go on without any argument or disruption. 

GO'H You mentioned earlier the Whip's role as 
father confessor. Can you give me some examples of 
that? 

O'NEIL Well, I don't know that I can be 
specific, although - not without mentioning Ministers - 

but very frequently a Minister would not be handling a 
Bill the way the members felt it ought to be done and 
they might be saying, "Look, we didn't agree to this" 
when the legislation went through. One of the things 
that happens, at least with a Liberal Government, is 
that before the legislation is introduced it must get 
support of the parliamentary party. The legislation 
then is prepared and it's explained to the parliamentary 
party and they approve of it being introduced into the 
House. Now, if it happens to breach any agreement that 
was made in the party room there can be a bit of a 
problem and the members will say, "Look, we didn't agree 
to that particular clause in the Bill" - because the 
first time they see it is when it's read a first time 
and the Bill is actually tabled in the House - and after 
they've had a look at it they say, "It's not quite in 
accord with what we wanted." So you would go and see 
the Minister and explain this to him and if he said, 
"Look, that's what it's going to be," the Whip would 
say, "Well, you're heading for a pretty rough passage." 
So he would then usually agree to the debate being 
adjourned while the matter was resolved. A little group 
of the disgruntled members would gather in the 
Minister's office - he didn't have an office in those 
days; he used to share one with everybody else - but 
they would discuss with him what their problem was and 
he would either agree to accepting an amendment moved by 
one of his own members, or else put an amendment on the 
Notice Paper which would sort out the problem and then 
the Bill would proceed. 

It's very difficult to be specific about it because it's 
a long time ago, but I can assure you it happened more 
than once. 
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TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO 

GO'H Was the position of Whip very time 
consuming? 

O'NEIL Oh, not really, not really. I think a 
bit more than the ordinary backbencher, because you had 
to be in Parliament for quite some time before the House 
assembled and discuss with the Government just what the 
legislation was going to - this is when you're in 
Government - what legislation was on the Notice Paper 
and check it out and find out from members whether they 
were going to be there. You had to make sure that you 
had a sort of attendance book to find out where the 
blokes were going, or sometimes discuss with the 
Opposition Whip - or the opposing Whip, because it 
applied to both Government and Opposition - discuss with 
him who wanted to be away and why and so on. So that 
there was a lot of extracurricular work which was not 
related to your electorate job but mainly concerned with 
the operations of the Parliament. These days they have 
a House manager who, with the Opposition. 

[Interruption in background.] 

GO'H You were just saying about the House 
manager? 

O'NEIL These days they have a manager - two 
managers; one on the Opposition side and one on the 
Government side and together they determine the orders 
of the day. The orders of the day is the sort of notice 
of motion of the business and the order in which it will 
occur. Somebody whom the Opposition wants to debate or 
be the leading speaker on a certain Bill may not be able 
to be there at the next sitting, so they'll determine 
that that item will be dropped down the Notice Paper or 
put at the bottom. So the Notice Paper, which is a 
schedule of events to occur in the Legislative Assembly, 
that is sort of sorted out. In my day the Whip did that 
part of the work as well as the other jobs that a Whip 
would have. The House managers are separate from the 
Whips. The Whips these days I don't think do quite as 
much as they did in my day. There were fewer members, 
of course, and fewer Ministers so there were less 
problems. 

GO'H And overall how did you feel about doing 
that job? 
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O'NEIL Oh, I enjoyed it. I think it's probably 
more or less essential to do a job similar to that to 
make you fit to become a Minister, or even a 
parliamentary under secretary as they had in those days 
too. They disappeared, by the way. There used to be a 
Minister and he had a parliamentary under secretary who 
was a member of Parliament. I don't think he was paid, 
but he would be the sort of backstop of the Minister and 
run his messages for him rather than the Whip. The 
Whip, of course, I think really ran the messages for the 
Premier. He would be more or less the parliamentary 
under secretary to the Premier. These officers of 
Parliament have changed and keep changing, but basically 
the tasks to be performed are the same. It's just that 
if you've got more members and more Ministers there's 
more work. 

GO'H And the position of Whip, was there 
anything that you particularly enjoyed? 

O'NEIL Being able to tell people where to get 
off! [laughs] No, I didn't - well, I don't suppose I 
enjoyed that but at least you could muster a great deal 
of respect from the back bench if you did your job well. 
In other words, if you kept liaison between the back 
bench and the ministry and kept the Ministers from 
getting stuck into the back bench and the back bench 
respecting the point of view of the Minister. That was 
a very satisfying situation. I can't recall ever having 
any major arguments between one's back bench and the 
ministry. There may well have been some discontent as 
to decisions that were made, but I think basically it 
was accepted that they were made in good faith. 

GO'H Is there anything about the position of 
Whip that you didn't enjoy doing? 

O'NEIL No, I don't think so. I don't think 
there's anything I've ever done in my life that I have 
not enjoyed. 

GO'H In another interview you told me that you 
won the blue ribbon seat of East Melville and also that 
you weren't, in terms of preselection, you were the only 
candidate after the first one that was preselected for 
various electorates - and also now you've just told me 
that you became Whip which was a prerun for becoming a 
Minister. Was there ever a feeling of you being in some 
way groomed for a position within the party? 

O'NEIL I didn't feel that. I didn't feel that. 
It seemed to me to be just sort of a natural sequence of 
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events which wasn't. . . . I think at the election 
before I became a Minister I went to a Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association Australia-wide conference in 
Tasmania and another member called Graham MacKinnon, who 
was the member for South West Province, an upper House 
member, went with me. We were so certain that we were 
going to win the election that we nominated to be 
delegates for Western Australia at this particular 
conference in Hobart. I don't think anybody else 
nominated because they were all a bit nervous about 
whether they were going to win, but we felt so cocky 
about it that we both went to this conference. 

We took our wives with us and we had arranged that after 
the conference in Hobart we would all go to Sydney to 
meet my daughter, who was then working in Sydney. She 
had a job here with Custom Credit Corporation and she 
and her girlfriend both were transferred to Sydney. 
However, whilst we were at the conference in Tasmania we 
received a message that we had to get in touch with the 
Premier of Western Australia, who was then Sir David 
Brand, and do it immediately. There was a delegate 
there from New Zealand, a Minister, and he said to us he 
said, "Oh, you fellows are going to be Ministers, "  and I 
said, "How do you know?" He said, "This is what always 
happens. You're away at a conference or doing something 
and you get a mysterious phone call to get in touch with 
the Premier URGENTLY." He said, "So you're going to be 
Ministers." 

Anyhow, that's what happened. We were told to return 
and that I would become a Minister in place of one of 
our Ministers who was going to England as Agent General. 
The other one would become a temporary Minister or an 
honorary Minister because in those days the Statute only 
provided for ten or twelve Ministers, I'm not sure 
exactly the number. But there were certainly no 
vacancies for anyone other than me because one Minister 
was going to England and that created a vacancy. So we 
returned to Western Australia. My wife and Graham 
MacKinnon's wife went on to Sydney to spend some time 
with my daughter - we didn't have time - and we returned 
to Western Australia where we were completely ignored. 
[Laughs] Nobody knew we were there or why! But in the 
long term we discovered that we were to become 
Ministers. I was to take the place in the ministry and 
Graham MacKinnon and another member called Ray O'Connor 
were to become honorary Ministers. They had to wait 
until the parliamentary session which started in July 
that year for the Act to be altered to enable an extra 
two Ministers to be appointed. 

GO'H So could you just tell me, when you 
arrived back in Western Australia after being urgently 
called back, what exactly happened when you arrived? 
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O'NEIL Well, I think we both came here to this 
house where I was living at the time. My wife wasn't 
here but we had to have somewhere to live. I got in 
touch with my local branch and Graham and I went to see 
them, and they didn't know much about it. They'd only 
read in the paper about what was going to happen, so I 
said to Graham, "Well, there's no good sitting around 
here." He tried to get in touch with the Premier but he 
wasn't available, so I said, "How about we go down to 
Bunbury and have a look at your people?" He lived in 
Bunbury itself, so away we went to Bunbury and everybody 
ignored us down there too! [Laughs] 

Finally we came back and the Premier got in touch with 
us and everything was sorted out, but it was no great 
shakes for them to have new Ministers but it was for us. 

GO'H At any stage did you doubt that you were 
going to be getting the ministry because of this? 

O'NEIL Oh, I didn't think so. I didn't think 
SO. 

GO'H If we could just go back, you just 
mentioned that you were in Tasmania at the time at a 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association conference. When 
did you become involved with the Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association? 

O'NEIL Well, firstly, all members of Parliament 
for the British - then called the British Commonwealth 
of Parliaments - automatically became members of the 
association. I'm not sure just when I was elected to 
the executive but certainly every year there was an 
election for our own Western Australian branch of the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association executive and I 
was elected, I think, probably while I was still Whip. 
I'm not sure, but I remained a member of the executive 
for some considerable time. I think even after I became 
a Minister I was still elected to the executive. 

There were area conferences, one which was held in 
Hobart. Every year there was one held in each State. 
It only lasted a few days and then every so often there 
was a major one held in one of the British Commonwealth 
countries. I attended one in Malawi as a delegate from 
Western Australia to Malawi. I think I was Deputy 
Leader of the Opposition at that time. 

I don't think there were any other operations that I was 
involved in, except that while I was on the executive we 
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made arrangements that every year members would be 
elected to attend these international conferences, and 
the funding came through the Premier's Department to the 
CPA - Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. We also 
decided that because these visits were rare we would ask 
the Premier's Department to grant a sum of money each 
year for someone who would set out a program of visiting 
some country of the world, mostly it had to be a British 
Commonwealth country in the main, and lay out the course 
of study they wanted to do - it had to have something to 
do with Parliament - and the way they could assist. 
They were required to put in their precis and then were 
selected by the executive committee and their fares were 
met by the committee. They also had to come back and 
report to Parliament as to where they'd been and what 
they'd done and whom they'd seen, and the outcome of 
their visit. 

This was done because of the fact that otherwise it was 
very rarely that a member of Parliament could have an 
opportunity of going overseas. I think out of this grew 
the imprest system which is under some criticism today. 
In those days members had to make application, be 
selected, have a program they were going to follow and 
would put in a report to Parliament when they arrived 
home. Out of that grew this imprest system where it was 
decided that a sum of money would be set aside for all 
members, any member, to be able to accumulate enough 
funds to have an overseas visit. But unfortunately, 
under this scheme that's operating now, there was no 
accounting for the money, where it was spent or what 
they did or whether it was worthwhile, and I think 
that's why there's some criticism of the imprest system 
as it is now. I think it was our Government, Sir 
Charles Court's Government, that actually set up the 
imprest system which catered for some overseas travel 
for all members of Parliament, but I don't think we ever 
envisaged that it would be unaccountable. I think we 
always envisaged that whoever went had to account for 
what they did and why and where they spent the money. 
But that area of accountability seemed to disappear 
somewhere along the way. 

GO'H So what was the main function actually of 
the CPA? 

O'NEIL Well, when they say Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association, it was the British 
Commonwealth of Nations. In fact, we have the 
Commonwealth Games that were on just recently. All 
members of the British Commonwealth are members of the 
Commonwealth. I don't think we use the expression 
"British Commonwealth" any more. We use Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association. We were the parliamentary 
side of it, so all members of Parliament in the British 
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Commonwealth, no matter whether they were from republics 
or from constitutional monarchies, are members and they 
take it in turns to hold a conference nationally, and 
every branch of the Commonwealth Parliamentary 
Association is entitled to send a number of delegates. 
They are elected by their various States and the 
Commonwealth of Australia as well. They meet in many 
countries. As I say, my experience was going to Malawi 
in Africa. Hastings Banda's country. 

GO'H Could you tell me a bit more about that? 

O'NEIL Well, I took the opportunity to spend 
about a week or ten days in South Africa on the way. 
There was an organisation called the South Africa 
Foundation. It was a bit like our business 
organisations here. Sir Charles had already been there 
and he recommended that I take a bit of time to have a 
look at what was going on in Africa. I was interested 
in having a look at their development of new states and 
also the type of housing that was being provided by the 
South African government for the black people of Africa. 

I had no trouble in seeing anything that I wanted to 
see. I was taken all over the place; spent some time in 
Soweto which was a 'village" of a couple of million 
people just outside Johannesburg, and there I saw and 
visited many of the native South Africans in their local 
councils and their businesses and their sport. I was 
quite impressed with what was going on there. Then, 
having spent some week or ten days there we went on to 
Malawi, which was a very small country in central 
Africa. It's the country where somebody found somebody 
and said, "Dr Livingstone, I presume." But the 
President of Malawi was Hastings Banda who was a medical 
practitioner, I think also qualified in law, had been 
trained in Britain, and he was the Prime Minister of 
Malawi which was a very tiny country but I was quite 
astounded at the amount of money that had been poured 
into there by, say, communist countries like Russia and 
other countries who wanted to curry favour with the 
South Africans. I was astounded at the absolute waste 
of money where there were huge buildings with 
magnificent lathes and equipment in there supplied by 
these countries who were pandering to Malawi, but with 
no-one to teach them how to use the equipment. 

Coincidentally I was a bit amused; the subject matter 
before the conference being discussed by all members of 
Parliament from the British nations was Zero Population 
Growth. When we went there we were all given a small 
booklet which identified all the delegates, where they 
came from, how old they were, their marital status and 
what their principal speeches were to be at the 
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conference. I noted two of the main speakers on zero 
population growth both came from India, both were about 
35 years of age, both had not less than seven children 
and it struck me as quite ridiculous that these people 
were telling us how to restrict the growth of population 
to 2.1 per cent because they weren't making any great 
contribution! So I became a bit disenchanted with the 
subject matter, so I found time to go and have a look at 
the other things that were happening in Malawi; you 
know, the growth of the country, how they looked after 
their indigenous people, their farming habits and, 
strangely enough, the growth of jarrah trees which were 
grown from trees sent over from Australia. I 
spent most of my time just looking at the people and how 
they worked. 

A thing that quite amused me was the length of speeches 
that were made by Dr Banda and anybody else. It seemed 
that at the dinner table they would get up and speak for 
not less than an hour and a quarter, an after dinner 
speech, supposed to be humorous. During this time the 
entourage, which included the chief of police and the 
chief of the army all dressed in uniforms more suited to 
Britain than the heat of Malawi, standing to attention 
for the whole time with perspiration pouring off them. 
It seemed to me quite ridiculous. Still, I enjoyed 
being there. 

It wasn't a very rich country. In fact, we the 
delegates were accused of eating all the chickens in 
Malawi because that seemed to be the only food we ever 
got [laughs] was roast chicken. But I enjoyed it and 
flew back to Australia and submitted my report, of 
course, as we had to do in those days to the Parliament 
as to where we'd been and what we'd done and what we'd 
seen. 

GO'H You said that you were particularly 
interested in looking at the housing of the people in 
Malawi. Was there any reason why that was important? 

O'NEIL Well, I had been Minister for Housing and 
I had during my time sent senior officers of the State 
Housing Commission as it was called then - not 
Homeswest - to various countries to see how they were 
catering for the problem of housing indigenous people. 
In fact, there were some exercises done in building 
houses for people who lived in the desert by the 
architects of the Housing Commission which were not very 
successful. They were built, as one would expect the 
houses to be built in places like the Sahara, built in 
such a way that the breezes came the right way and did 
all sorts of things, but it was a good exercise for the 
officers of the commission to learn how other people 
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were handling the problem of housing people like our own 
Aborigines. In fact, with all of the departments under 
me I made sure that senior officers went overseas to see 
how other people were doing the jobs that they were 
doing. I suppose if I remained there long enough I 
would have been the next one on the list to go and have 
a look at some of these countries, but I've got to say 
that I never ever travelled overseas at the expense of 
the Government. 

GO'H Were you able to recommend anything about 
our indigenous population's housing from your trip to 
Malawi? 

O'NEIL Not really. I found them quite 
different. It was, in fact, to use an expression, a 
"black country". All the people were black and they had 
people who lived in rural communities and people who 
lived in cities and, you know, there were people who 
lived in cities who were quite wealthy and well spOken, 
all seemed to be well educated. There were no sort of 
tribal people there any more. The only thing that 
struck me as strange, it wasn't to do with housing, was 
that we as a British Commonwealth were imposing upon 
people of Africa the Westminster system of government. 
I could always feel in my own mind that disaster was 
going to occur in Africa because we were trying to 
impose upon a people who had their own ways of life and 
their own religious rites and their own customs and 
habits a system which had grown up in Britain. I always 
felt that once the British had gone that these people 
would perhaps not be satisfied with the Westminster 
system of government and there would be riots and 
bloodshed and so on, and I think my suspicions and my 
fears are now founded as you can see what's happening 
there now. Even in countries that - well, they are 
black countries - ruled and they've been left with a 
system of government which doesn't suit the nature of 
the people who live there. There are big troubles in 
Africa where two tribes can't live together in one 
little tiny country and fight one another and all these 
people dying of disease and so on. I think we're 
fortunate that that hasn't yet happened in South Africa, 
and I use the word "yet" purposely. 

GO'H Just to go back, why did you originally 
become involved with the executive of the CPA? 

O'NEIL Oh, I think a vacancy occurred on the 
executive and I was elected. I'm not sure just how it 
happened but each year the executive was - I'm not sure 
whether all positions were declared vacant or only a 
few, but I was simply asked to nominate and I was 
elected. That's the way it happened. 
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GO'H Did you have any interest in joining the 
executive? 

O'NEIL Well, I think so. It was a matter of 
finding out just how other people, other Commonwealth 
countries, behaved and what their beliefs were and so 
on. There were other organisations I could have 
belonged to but they were not parliamentary. This is 
the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. There were 
other things outside Parliament but I didn't feel 
inclined to join them. 

GO'H And the executive, could I just have if 
you could recall some of the details from when you first 
became associated with them, how often would they have 
meetings? 

O'NEIL They have an annual general meeting and 
I'm still invited to that every year. I'm guessing but 
I think probably monthly, a monthly meeting which didn't 
last very long, an executive meeting. I don't know what 
they're doing now but certainly one of the big jobs was 
to select those delegates to go to Australian area 
conferences and to the international conferences, or 
British Commonwealth of Nations' conferences, and also to 
select those who were doing study tours. That seemed to 
be the main function. 

GO'H What about publications? Have they 
produced a publication? 

O'NEIL I'm not sure. I think there's always - 

oh, there's an annual report to members but I don't 
think there's a publication per Se. The history of it 
appears in the handbook of the Western Australian 
Parliament giving an outline of just what it's all 
about, but I don't think there's any specific 
publication relating to it. 

GO'H Were you ever involved perhaps with 
members from other of the Commonwealth Parliaments 
visiting Western Australia? 

O'NEIL Yes, that's right. Where delegates from 
Australia went to another country to see people they 
were looked after and entertained by the executive 
members of the CPA of that country, so the same thing 
happened when delegates from, say, India or England, 
would come to Australia as delegates, and if they came 
to Western Australia then the executive committee would 
arrange for their entertainment and show them round the 
place and so on. 
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GO'H Can you recall any examples of that 
occurring? 

O'NEIL I can't really, not specifically. 

GO'H And other people that were on the 
executive with you, are there any names that stand out? 

O'NEIL Not now, not now. The principal officer 
of the thing would be either the Clerk of the 
Legislative Assembly or the Legislative Council. They 
took it in turns to be the chief executive of the 
association and they looked after the books and the 
records and what have you, but I can't really recall any 
of the members specifically. 

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO 
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TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE 

GO'H Fourth interview, recorded on 28th 
September 1994. 

Also in your early years of Parliament you were a member 
of the Joint House Committee from 1964 to 1965. Can you 
explain to me what the Joint House Committee's role is? 

O'NEIL The domestic side of Parliament is run by 
a Joint House Committee - joint meaning both Houses of 
Parliament, Legislative Council and Legislative 
Assembly - and all parties, and there is a House 
Controller and he looks after the domestic side of 
making sure the floors are swept, the rooms are clean, 
and all that sort of thing, and he is the Secretary of 
the Joint House Committee. But the decisions as to 
whether we are going to employ somebody else, get some 
paintings, or do anything like that - anything of the 
domestic nature - is discussed at a meeting of the Joint 
House Committee which usually meets once a month. The 
Presiding Officers in the Legislative Council and the 
Legislative Assembly, the President and the Speaker, are 
the joint chairmen of the Joint House Committee, so that 
is their function. I am not too sure whether the 
political parties nominate members of the Joint House 
Committee or whether they are elected; I think they are 
nominated. In any case, there are an equal number of 
members of all political parties and an equal number 
from both Houses of Parliament, and [the committee] is 
purely to look after the domestic arrangements of the 
building, because the bar, the dining room and all these 
sorts of things are really domestic arrangements 
controlled by the Joint House Committee. 

GO'H What sort of things were you involved in 
during that period in 1964? 

O'NEIL Well, I am not too certain. We would 
have had something to do with the furbishing of the 
extensions of the building, if there were any special 
arrangements. I remember saving the great white gum 
tree which is right in front of the building. The 
builders wanted to take that down but it stood just to 
one side. It is a beautiful tree, a very tall tree, and 
it is still there, but it was right where they wanted to 
put the foundation stone [chuckles], but we made them 
put the foundation stone somewhere else. So that was 
the most important decision I made, I think. 
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Later on I became Minister for Works and it was always 
important, I think, to have the Minister for Works on 
the Joint House Committee because any of the major 
alterations to the building, including repairing the 
ceilings, as we had to do when there was that 
earthquake, at Cadoux or Meckering or somewhere. The 
ceiling all started to crack as it did recently and 
arrangements had to be made for that to be repaired, 
and, again, most of it was done through what was then 
the Public Works Department, not the Building Management 
Authority as it is now. But [the Joint House Committee 
was responsible for] anything to do with the domestic 
arrangements - heaters, and if there were any air- 
conditioning to be done. There is very little air- 
conditioning in that building at all, but that was 
always the responsibility of the Joint House Committee. 
[Another responsibility was] to allocate rooms to the 
political parties so they could allocate them to their 
members in that building; anything that had anything to 
do with any domestic arrangement, except cooking. But 
we employed the chef [laughs]. 

GO'H Why did it not include cooking? 

O'NEIL Because I can't cook [laughs]. 

GO'H Was it a very time-consuming committee to 
be involved in? 

O'NEIL Not really. I think we met probably once 
a month and a meeting would probably last an hour, an 
hour and a half, or something like that, unless there 
was some special reason for a meeting and then the 
presiding officers would call the committee together and 
discuss what was happening. It was a bit like the 
installation of those lights in Parliament House quite 
recently; the decision appears to have been made by the 
presiding officer but basically it would have been done 
by the Joint House Committee with the presiding officer 
being the chairman of that committee. I am certain that 
the presiding officer wouldn't have done that without 
consultation. 

GO'H Is there anything else you'd like to add 
about your work on the Joint House Committee? 

O'NEIL I remember we decided we'd have a house 
wine for the Joint House Committee, a red wine because 
the Legislative Council is furnished in red, and a white 
wine, because the Legislative Assembly is furnished in 
blue; that was as close as we could get. We even went 
to the trouble of designing the labels, and I had a lot 
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of them somewhere' - I probably still have - and they 
were a print of Parliament House, and these wines were 
to be purchased, bottled and labelled for Parliament 
House use. We had several expeditions into the Swan 
Valley, a little subcommittee of the Joint House 
Committee including one lady member, but I don't think 
we ever got round to do other than sample all the wines 
that all the vineyards had [chuckles], but anyhow I 
think we probably came back to Parliament, tossed a coin 
and had a few more wines and decided on what we were 
going to get [laughs] . But I've got to say it was an 
absolute failure because the wines we decided to buy 
were absolutely shocking, and the members wouldn't 
[chuckles] drink them. So that was the greatest failure 
I think I ever had on the Joint House Committee; but I 
enjoyed it. 

GO'H Do you recall approximately what year 
that would have been? 

O'NEIL Oh, not really. It must have been after 
the new building was completed, but it must have been 
before I was a Minister, I think, because I wouldn't 
have had time to dash around sampling wines in the Swan 
Valley. 

GO'H Which leads me on to the next section, 
your role as Minister. In the last interview you told 
me about how you were notified about being a Minister. 
Could you now tell me what happened regarding the 
procedure for being allocated a portfolio? 

O'NEIL I think as far as I was concerned there 
was a vacancy in the Ministry, because Gerry Wild went 
to England as Agent General and I took his place in the 
Ministry. At that time there were only 10 Ministers, 
and two others were appointed as honorary Ministers 
until such time as we could alter the Act in Parliament 
to create an extra two. The other two were Graham 
MacKinnon and Ray O'Connor. They became honorary 
Ministers and it wasn't until Parliament met in July 
that the Act was changed, and so they were able to fill 
the other positions. 

There was the ordinary briefing, I think, by the 
Premier, as to what our functions were and so on, 
although with being in Parliament for some little time 
we were quite accustomed to how the Ministers operated; 
we'd met them once a week in the party room and they'd 
explained our legislation and so on. Then when I became 

'Labels were located and copies follow. 
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Minister for Housing and Labour and Industry I asked the 
head of the department to contact all of the senior 
officers in the department and tell them that I wanted 
them to come and see me at an appropriate time in my 
office and be able to brief me on precisely what they 
did. So that's how I came to learn how the department 
functioned, by having these fellows up before me, and I 
think some of them were quite surprised to realise they 
had so much to do [chuckles] . None of them were 
surprised that they didn't have enough to do! 

But that's the way it worked, and then I also, when time 
permitted, would go for a stroll through the department 
into various sections - it's all compartmentalised - and 
talk to the officers there and so on, and become 
acquainted with them, even, say, in the Housing 
Commission, standing in the main hall where the 
customers would come up to the counter and I'd be 
keeping an eye on how they were treated and so on. And 
also with respect to the actual board of the Housing 
Commission; I attended every one of the board meetings 
and they occurred, I think, only about once a month. So 
it was a matter of learning on the job, but there was 
always a background of knowledge from what the officers 
had told me, and most of them were extremely helpful. 

GO'H Can you give me an idea of some of the 
names of the people within your departments? 

O'NEIL Oh, goodness gracious me! I think that's 
going back a while. I think the general manager of the 
Housing Commission was a fellow called Bruce McKenzie; 
Bruce Brotherson was Registrar of Building Societies. 
We had a young officer there, Phil Herlihy; he 
represented war service homes because the State Housing 
Commission operated the War Service Homes Department for 
the Commonwealth. A fellow called Alan Jones was the 
secretary for Labor. Most of the heads of departments 
were then either called managers or secretaries, and he 
had under him a whole lot of people operating various 
branches, weights and measures, factories and shops 
inspection and so on. And later on, of course, as 
Minister for Works, it was a fellow called Tom Lewis who 
was the Under Secretary for Works; they called them 
under secretaries or secretaries, it depends on the size 
of the department and the importance, but Tom was under 
secretary. They are now general managers; I think 
that's the sort of expression they are using these days. 

But then below them, of course, were all the technical 
staff, the Director of Engineering in Public Works 
Department, Water Supply. Later it became the Building 
Management Authority. I can recall some of them, but it 
is a fair way back now. Bruce McKenzie is still 
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contactable; he and I were the foundation members of the 
"Chopper Cropper Club" because we crashed in a 
helicopter on doing an inspection over the northern 
suburbs looking for areas that the commission could buy 
to develop as housing. But by that time we as a housing 
commission didn't do all the development. We ensured 
that it was a blend of private blocks and state housing, 
to combine the two; those who needed government housing 
assistance and those who wanted to do their own housing 
privately. 

GO'H Could you tell me a little bit more about 
the "Chopper Cropper Club". 

O'NEIL Well, we were doing, as I say, an 
inspection by air. There was a committee consisting of 
Bruce McKenzie who was the General Manager of the 
Housing Commission; I was the Minister for Housing and 
there was an engineer from the Public Works Department, 
Bob Hillman. There was a reporter from The West 
Australian [Frank Platell]. We had had a good look 
around the southern suburbs and we'd crossed over Perth 
and were travelling north. We weren't very far up, only 
I suppose a couple of thousand feet up, and we'd no 
sooner got past Perth when the engine of the aircraft 
started to play up. It coughed and spluttered and 
finally gave up the ghost [laughs]. So we had to land. 
I think membership of the "Chopper Cropper Club" 
depended upon you having survived the unplanned descent 
of a sick chopper [chuckles]! Anyhow, I was sitting in 
front with the pilot and there were three seats at the 
back. The thing only carried five. It was a small 
chopper, but you could see all around; the view was 
excellent. When it was decided that we would have to 
land, that the engine had cut out, apparently the pilot 
had three choices: the Ascot racecourse, the Swan 
River, and the Bassendean rubbish dump [laughs]. He 
made the decision that the rubbish dump was the 
clearest; there were no cables and no power poles and we 
wouldn't get wet, and so we landed and struck Mother 
Earth a glancing blow. Nobody was hurt, and as a matter 
of fact I had a little movie camera and I photographed 
the descent. But the fellow who was sitting in the 
middle of the back seat appeared to be in the welcoming 
party because somehow or other he managed to get between 
the pilot and me and out of the aircraft before anybody 
else. [laughs] He then became the president of the 
"Chopper Cropper Club". 

But it was a funny thing, the shire employee who met us 
and arranged for us to be picked up and so on was the 
father of a lad I had previously taught at the Collier 
State School. We were taken to the shire offices, and 
the first thing we all did, of course, was ring up our 
wives and say, "We are all safe, nobody got hurt, but 
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the media will be talking about it: 'Minister narrowly 
misses death . "  Of course there was no such thing, but 
we just struck Mother Earth a glancing blow. 

The Chopper Cropper Club still exists. We meet once a 
year to toast our patron saint, Humpty Dumpty, and have 
a few beers. We must carry identification. If we are 
caught by another member without identification we have 
got to pay $10 to the Flying Doctor Service. But that's 
about all it is. We have international members. Every 
time there's been a chopper crash - except during war 
time, I think - we would write to them and invite them 
to become members, even honorary members of our club. 
But we only meet once a year. 

GO'H What were you thinking while the 
helicopter was descending? 

O'NEIL I wasn't worried. I recognised that the 
pilot had everything under control. It was not as 
though we'd lost the rotor and the helicopter was 
spinning underneath the main blades. We were making a 
forced landing and it was no different from when I'd 
been in small aircraft and coming in to land on a 
farmer's paddock, you know, it's no different. We 
weren't tearing down at a rate of knots; we actually 
floated in. The original autogyro, of course, had no 
engine. A helicopter has a motor but an autogyro 
didn't. The propeller blade gyrated by itself. It was 
often towed along by a motor in front of it but the 
rotor wasn't driven. 

GO'H Going back to when you became a Minister, 
was there any provisions made for you to have a handover 
takeover with Gerry Wild? 

O'NEIL Yes, I think so. It was a normal meeting 
in the office in the presence of the general manager, 
and I think also the retiring Minister introduced me to 
the key officers of his department. I think that was 
the normal sort of thing. It's just like any other 
takeover; there was nothing special about it. I mean, 
we didn't have a rip-snorting tea party or anything like 
that. We just handed over the keys of the office. 

GO'H Where did you work from? 

1The incident occurred on 8 January 1970. 
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O'NEIL In the first place, from the State 
Housing Commission in Plain Street. The building is 
still there. It was a timber and weatherboard 
building - quite a rambling affair. I think the State 
Housing Commission might still operate from there, as 
far as I am aware. There was one good point about it: 
the State Housing Commission had its own building 
organisation - not that they'd built many houses but 
they did a lot of repairs, so if there were any 
alterations needed to be done to this weatherboard 
building it was quite easy to get some of the fellows to 
come in and do it. But the office accommodation was 
just a small office, not as big as this room that we're 
sitting in; this room is 16 by 25 feet. 

GO'H What about personal staff? Did you have 
personal staff as well as the departmental staff? 

O'NEIL No. I'm wrong! We had staff who worked 
for us personally but they weren't selected by us 
personally. The Minister could select his own private 
secretary from a panel of three who were presented to 
him by the Public Service Commission. That fellow - it 
was a man in most cases - became your personal 
secretary. There were also typists but they were shared 
by the top echelon of the departments in those days. 
The Minister didn't have his own personal stenographer 
or personal secretary, as far as I was concerned, in the 
very early days. 

As things got busier, then of course you were entitled 
to your own stenographer - typist - and she also used to 
make the tea and look after visitors and bring cups of 
coffee - the usual thing. But at no time while I was in 
the ministry were we permitted to bring in our own 
personal private secretary or political advisers; we had 
to do that ourselves. Now of course it's different. 

I can recall, though, when there was a change of 
government and people were either appointed by the 
Minister from the outside, from his local party, that 
some of us sat down to make some recommendations to our 
particular political party if they won office again. 
One of them was that the only person we believed that 
should be appointed by the Minister personally from 
outside the Public Service was a political adviser, who 
would operate under contract, but all the others we 
believed should come straight from the Public Service. 
They should have been selected or a panel of names given 
to the Minister and he could select the ones he wanted. 
The Public Service Commissioner was responsible for the 
employment and sacking and promotion of all these people 
albeit sometimes from a distance. But I believed at 
that time that the Public Service was just what it says 
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it is - public service. Its private political views get 
kept to itself, but it served the public and it served 
the Ministry no matter what political party happened to 
be in charge. 

GO'H Approximately what period was it that you 
had the discussions with the Liberal Party about the 
appointment of ministerial advisers. 

O'NEIL I'm sorry. I'm talking now about after I 
retired when I was discussing that with Graham MacKinnon 
and in fact the fellow who had been the head of the 
Premier's Department recommended that we revert to the 
situation that existed when we were in the ministry. Of 
course things have changed so dramatically since then, 
but we believed that the Government should rely more 
upon the experience of the trained public servant rather 
than the amateur political adviser. 

GO'H Who was the person that was appointed as 
your personal secretary/adviser during that initial 
period? 

O'NEIL The first one was a fellow called Bill 
Lewis. Bill Lewis was a little but very efficient 
fellow. He'd been a schoolteacher in England - he was 
an Englishman. He'd been a captain in the British Army 
and, as a matter of fact, he was evacuated from Dunkirk 
and then spent a lot of time in the Faro Islands - if 
you know where they are, right up in the cold north. He 
married a woman called Dorothy Lewis with whom we are 
still very, very friendly. He became a great mate of 
mine. We worked together very closely. I think at some 
later stage we had a clerical assistant to the secretary 
to the Minister, but he was a public servant, too. 

Bill died and we have kept in touch with his wife 
Dorothy. As a matter of fact we saw her at Mandurah; 
she lives down there now. He had two sons. He married 
Dorothy - Dorothy came from Ireland, northern Ireland I 
think, and he decided that he would come to Australia. 
I think he originally had ideas of going to Canada to 
live but they decided to come to Australia and, as I 
understand the position, he tried to get a job as a 
teacher with the Education Department here. He'd been a 
teacher in England. However, when he called into the 
old Treasury buildings looking for employment he was 
told that there were no vacancies at that time for 
teaching, and as he walked down the corridor he saw a 
door marked "Public Service". So he went in there and 
told them who he was and got a job straight away. He 
worked for the Housing Commission - something he'd never 
done before, but he was a pretty intelligent young man. 
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He was young then, too. But we became personal friends. 
We worked very closely together. 

GO'H Prior to you having the portfolios of 
Housing and Labour, how much knowledge did you have of 
those areas? 

O'NEIL Nothing much, other than the fact that my 
father was a carpenter! [chuckles] I don't think it is 
necessary to be able to use a hammer and a nail to be a 
good administrator; it doesn't matter. I have always 
had the feeling in fact that Ministers should not 
specialise privately in the work they do as a Minister, 
because after all the Government works for the people, 
not for the Minister. I never believed that a doctor 
should be Minister for Health. The people should be 
able to tell the Government what they need in the way of 
health services. Admittedly the Minister then makes the 
decision on finance and on organisation and those kinds 
of things, and persuades the Cabinet of the day to pass 
the appropriate legislation to implement the wishes of 
the people. It is the same thing for teaching. I don't 
believe a teacher makes a good Minister for Education; 
he might make a good Minister for something else - 

because I did [laughs] - but I don't think a teacher 
should be Minister for Education. I don't think an 
engineer should be Minister for Works. I mean, you've 
got staff to do that. As I say, governments exist for 
the people, not for the particular occupation that 
they're directing. 

I never, ever wanted to be Minister for Education, and I 
think if you look back and see the failures that 
Ministers for Education - ex-teachers - have been you'd 
appreciate why. I mean, they get blamed for everything. 
I notice that the present Minister for Education's 
getting blamed for closing schools. Well, that's 
ridiculous. I mean, schools are being closed every 
year. In fact - I think I might have said this before - 
every school that I taught in in the country is now 
closed. Maybe I did too good a job and they didn't need 
them! But schools are closing all the time. In this 
district alone you don't see little kids running around 
any more - because they've all grown up and they've gone 
to some other suburbs and are screaming their heads off 
to get new schools built there. And the schools that 
they went to are becoming less and less important. 

Anyway, that's by the way. They're my ideas but it 
seems to me that there are still some people who believe 
that a doctor or medical practitioner makes a good 
Minister for Health. He doesn't. Most of them don't. 
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TAPE FIVE SIDE TWO 

GO'H So what qualities do you think a Minister 
should have to make him a good administrator? 

O'NEIL I think an ability to make decisions 
quickly, without too much messing around, to ensure that 
he isn't hidden under a pile of paper. I know that 
there were Ministers in the Government that I was a 
member of that would be working back till all hours of 
the night and be surrounded by great piles of bumph. 
Very frequently I used to say, "Look the department's 
just keeping you smothered." You've got to be able to 
delegate authority but you've got to be able to make the 
decision yourself about whatever happens. I used to 
say, "Look, all you need when a file comes up to you to 
make a decision on is not to go through the thing, which 
is probably a foot thick, but get the department or 
whoever's handling it to put a little summary on the top 
about the recommendation they're making and why and just 
quote the particular folios in the file that might be 
appropriate to your decision, then make the decision and 
shoot the file back." 

I can honestly say that I never, ever as a Minister kept 
my staff back beyond their normal working hours. I 
never, ever got to the office before the staff was there 
or the office opened. I'd spend a lot of time at 
Parliament and long hours there and in Cabinet meetings 
and so on, but as far as the actual operation of the 
department I never worked my staff after working hours. 
If they sometimes wanted to stay behind and do something 
of their own accord, I'd say okay, but if there was 
anything that I had to handle and it was pretty 
difficult I would take it with me; even if we went to 
Parliament with my little briefcase I might have some 
files in there, and while other Ministers were handling 
legislation and debates were going on that I was not 
particularly involved in I might be working there or 
even say to the Whip, "Look I'm going to so-and-so 
office because I've got some phone calls to make", and 
you could work like that. But as far as the ordinary 
operation in my department was concerned, I never worked 
my staff overtime, and I never worked overtime myself. 

GO'H Why do you think that's important? 
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O'NEIL Well, why have a Public Service to 
service the public if the Minister's going to do the 
lot? I mean, if you make a blue you'll soon know about 
it, and you make fewer mistakes if you take very careful 
cognisance of what the recommendations are from the 
Public Service. That was the case when I was a 
Minister. I think the Public Service has become very 
largely politicised at the moment and I think that's 
where quite a lot of bother is occurring, because there 
are people being shanghaied, if you like, into the 
Public Service on five-year contracts and so on. 
They've come off the streets, they've been members of 
political parties, and everybody knows it. But the 
Public Service, I think, ought to be restored to 
precisely what it is - a servant of the public. 

I mean, this fellow Black, I think who's now the 
Director General of Education, he was the general 
manager or something of the Housing Commission. Now he 
as an administrator can do both jobs equally well. He 
doesn't have to be able to teach; he doesn't have to be 
able to build a house or dig a sewer main. He 
administers the department; he's got staff under him and 
the secret of it is to rely upon them, and if they're no 
good have them moved. That rarely happens. If the 
Public Service considers that they're being treated well 
by their Minister and their views are at least listened 
to, if not accepted - you don't do everything they 
want - then they're happy in the service. 

The other thing, of course, is that not all decisions 
made by Governments are party-political decisions - no 
matter what the media might imply. I would suggest that 
if there are 100 Bills going before the Parliament - and 
remembering that Parliament is the Legislative Assembly; 
it is the law-making body - the great bulk of them are 
nonparty-political. There are arguments on both sides; 
it is the function of the Opposition to point out what 
could be a weakness, but when it actually comes to a 
vote the great bulk of them are passed unanimously - no 
divisions, no great screams - because they are purely 
administrative matters. But more and more these days 
everything is sort of party-political. And it just 
amazes me. We ought to get back to having a definitely 
firm, well-trained, Public Service - and Ministers who 
don't muck about too much. 

GO'H Why do you think it's important having 
the policy of not keeping your staff back doing 
overtime? 

O'NEIL It wasn't a policy; it was the fact that 
I didn't need to. If you rely upon them you didn't need 
to. As I say, I can remember one of our Ministers - 
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poor fellow - I'd been into his office when I was Deputy 
Premier and he was a Minister, and you couldn't see him. 
There were piles of papers all around him, because 
before he ever made a decision about anything he'd go 
back to the first folio in the file; it might have been 
the one done by Moses And all of that was gone. 
Things had progressed and, as I said to him one day, 
"Look, for goodness sake, you'll never make any 
decisions because you'll never get through the bumph." 
I said, "Get your officer simply to put a little summary 
on the top - what he recommends about this thing and 
indicate which folios you should look at. Do that. 
You'll do it in five minutes. Otherwise, send it back 
and get him to write another report." 

GO'H Can you give me the name of that 
Minister? 

O'NEIL I wouldn't. 

GO'H Did he take your advice? 

O'NEIL I don't know. [chuckles] That's a 
typically political answer isn't it? 

GO'H It certainly is. [laughs] Can you tell 
how, once you became Minister, your workload was 
affected - from being a backbencher? 

O'NEIL Oh yes. There's no doubt about it. Your 
time is gone. You have very little private time. I 
might have indicated in the discussion up to date that I 
didn't work hard, but I did. But I didn't force my 
staff to work at the same rate as I did. I found that 
very rarely did you get any time to yourself, because 
apart from being a Minister you were also a member for a 
district containing 20 000 electors; there were so many 
schools, there were tennis clubs, there were progress 
associations, bowling clubs - and all of the functions 
that they expected the member to attend occurred on 
weekends. So the local bowling club opening would be on 
a Saturday, the school fetes would be on a Saturday or a 
Sunday - always on a weekend - and tennis clubs had 
their openings and their annual dinners and their 
presentations on weekends. So you were committed to 
keeping in contact with your own electorate as a private 
member, apart from being a Minister. 

But being a Minister meant that there were many other 
things you had to do to represent the Government, also 
mainly on weekends, because during the week you were 
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mostly in Parliament anyway. On Tuesdays, Wednesdays 
and Thursday nights you were in Parliament. Monday was 
always Cabinet night. Sometimes if you were fortunate 
you'd get Friday at home, but very rarely; there'd be 
some bunfight to go to and represent the Government - or 
a speech to make and represent the Government. If the 
[function] I was attending happened to fall within my 
own portfolio I used to write my own speeches, but if it 
happened to be another Minister's portfolio and I wasn't 
too clued up on what he was all about, he'd get one of 
his staff to send me the notes or even write the speech. 
But I always tried never to read it, and if I did I'd 
explain why. 

You were fully occupied. I may have mentioned at some 
earlier stage that my daughter, who's now in Sydney, 
said to me one day, "Dad, do you know we live in the 
same house and I haven't seen you for a week" She was 
off to school before I got up or the other way about, 
and she was always in bed when I got home, because, as I 
say, when Parliament was sitting, Monday was for 
Cabinet, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday Parliament sat. 
The •rest of the time was occupied in carrying out 
functions within the electorate. Of course, until such 
time as in the latter stage of my being a Minister there 
were no electorate offices. Your home was your office; 
people called here. There was no provision made for 
electoral offices. In fact, we couldn't even claim part 
of the cost of our telephones from our electoral 
allowances. That was paid out of the member's pocket. 
He got an allowance to do that but the phone bills were 
always paid by him. In fact, I think we used to get a 
postage allowance in those days and very frequently we 
used our postage allowance to pay some of our telephone 
bills. But these days, of course, everything's laid on. 
It doesn't matter what a member wants or a Minister 
wants, he gets, these days. And trouble is one of the 
things he doesn't want, but gets. 

GO'H Do you know how Nancy and your daughters 
felt during this period. You told me the story of what 
your daughter said, but do you know what she actually 
felt? 

O'NEIL I don't know. I think they both 
recognised that they were part of the scheme. I think 
when I was knighted I pointed out it was a family 
concern, that I couldn't have done the things that I did 
without having the support of my family. But again, 
that was a fairly expensive operation, even for a 
Minister, because if you went to too many balls or 
cocktail parties - officially, you know; people used to 
think it was marvellous - but quite frankly they became 
a bore. Your wife couldn't wear the same frock twice. 
She had to have her hair done and all that sort of 
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thing. That was all part of the expense but paid for 
out of the Minister's pocket. They never, ever objected 
to that, because I wasn't home for them to object to! 
[chuckles] 

GO'H How did you feel about missing out on 
family life, to some extent, during that period? 

O'NEIL Well, I used to try to make excuses for 
not being available on a Sunday. My son-in-law who used 
to play football for Claremont as a young man - he's 
still reasonably young - played for the Avon Valley 
Football League at Beverley; he was a paid player. 
Whenever I had the opportunity Nance and I would get in 
the car and drive to Beverley and even talk to the 
members on the way. Ken McIver, who was the member for 
Northam was a great pal of ours - a Labor bloke but a 
very fine fellow, Ken. We'd often call in to see him 
and his wife and we'd go to the football with a stack of 
pasties, which Nance would make, and watch the football, 
and after that go down to the local pub and talk to the 
footballers and so on. That used to be my week's 
holiday. [chuckles] 

During the time I was the Minister for the North West - 
and that was for quite some time - I used to take a 
busman's holiday in the middle of the year, take a 
fortnight off, and travel through the north making 
arrangements to see local authorities, local branches, 
farmers' unions, country women and so on at the various 
towns. In between the two towns we would pull up at the 
roadside and have a barbecue and so on. 

By the way, my private secretary Bill Lewis and his wife 
used to almost always travel with us then. We became 
quite friendly and Bill would have been the fellow who 
did the organisation; he knew where we had to be and at 
what time and who we had to meet. He was magnificent 
from that point of view. He was a very skilful 
administrator and he used to keep me on the straight and 
narrow, if you like, telling me who I was going to see 
and so on. 

I used to do that every year and [for] about a fortnight 
I suppose we'd leave Perth and travel by car. We didn't 
take a driver as a rule; that's if I had Nance and Bill, 
because Bill and I would share the driving and we 
usually had a roof rack on with all our luggage and 
stuff in it, and we would have a sort of working 
holiday. So that was my week, my work, my holiday. 
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GO'H What sort of places would you call in on 
during this time? 

O'NEIL Almost every tiny little town in the 
nor'-west. There wouldn't be a town, I don't think, 
anywhere that I haven't stayed somewhere overnight - 

usually at a pub. My expenses were always met because 
as a Minister you got a travelling allowance, but I had 
to pay for my wife; my wife was never, ever allowed as 
part of the exercise. Bill, too, he would get 
travelling allowance because he was travelling with the 
Minister but his wife had to be paid for by him. The 
wives were not regarded as an essential part of the 
exercise in those days. They are now, I think. 

Even the Premier - if ever he went anywhere and he had 
to attend a ball or a function, his wife would probably 
travel in the car with him, so that was free, but 
clothing and accommodation at the local pub and so on - 

if you had to stay overnight and travel back the next 
day - that was paid for out of the member's or the 
Minister's pocket. I don't know whether that's the same 
thing, but I am almost certain that members take their 
wives at government expense everywhere these days. 

GO'H What sort of things would you be doing in 
these towns in the north west? 

O'NEIL Well, for a start, I suppose, there'd 
always be some complaint about not enough houses or the 
roads or the water supply, or a lot of things which were 
federally based like post offices, health and schools. 
As a Minister, even though these things might not have 
specifically come under you, you were expected to 
receive the messages, listen to the people, make 
appropriate notes, and then when you got back, get in 
touch with all the other Ministers whose functions had 
been questioned and sort them out and get answers sent 
back. You acted as a postman, I guess. 

It was quite strange. I can recall we went to some 
little town - it might have been Cue or Day Dawn or 
Meekatharra, I've forgotten where - and we met a group 
of the town ladies, and they happened to mention to 
Nance that she wouldn't have appreciated the 
difficulties under which they lived and she said, "I 
lived in Roebourne for three years with no water, no 
power, no phones, no refrigeration, no air 
conditioning." They said, "Oh, but the roads were good 
in those days." She said, "Yes, it took us seven and a 
half hours to travel from Roebourne to Port Hedland on 
bush tracks." But she was able to pacify them, because 
there were Ministers - I think this probably still 
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applies - who would come in by air on a small charter 
aircraft, land and spend half an hour, then get back in 
the aeroplane and fly away. I felt that wasn't the way 
to see how people worked and how they lived to get an 
appreciation of their problems, so I travelled by car. 
It was very pleasant for me to say that I'd just come by 
road and they'd say, "Ooh, they're terrible roads", and 
I'd say "Well, I've just driven over and it's not too 
bad, you know." And that'd quieten them down, mainly. 
[chuckles] 

GO'H In an earlier interview you said that 
while you were a Minister you no longer had time to 
doorknock within your electorate - 

O'NEIL That's right, mm. 

GO'H And that you were taken to task over 
that. 

O'NEIL That's right. The committee of my local 
branch said to me on one occasion, oh, we don't see you 
knocking on doors, we don't see you here, and we don't 
see you there. I said, "Well, look, in the last month 
I've been to the annual general meeting of the Mt 
Pleasant Bowling Club; I've attended this and that", and 
I said, "I've been in the electorate meeting the people 
in their various occupations but you haven't been there. 
So you're making a mistake by saying that I'm not 
looking after the electorate." But a Minister just 
doesn't have the time to do those sorts of things. Even 
during election time, these days they have an electorate 
office and they've got staff and they've got a branch to 
do that sort of work for them. But often the Minister 
attends functions in his electorate to which his own 
branch members don't attend. I think that it may well 
have been because it was a blue ribbon seat and anybody 
could have won it; a sugar bag with a Liberal label 
could have won it. I did. [chuckles] 

But I think that's just part of the job. I didn't take 
exception to that. That's just par for the course. I 
think if you have a good branch they ought to be 
concerned that you're doing your job. The only thing 
that did annoy me a bit was that they didn't realise the 
job I was doing, because they weren't at the same 
functions that I was. 

GO'H Did it go any further once you'd 
explained to them what you'd actually been doing? 
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O'NEIL No. There was one occasion when the ex- 
president of the branch, who was also the president of 
the Fremantle division, decided to stand against me as 
an Independent Liberal. It was because of a little 
domestic problem in the little suburb that he lived in 
in the Applecross-Mt Pleasant electorate. It had to do 
with the building of a child welfare centre somewhere in 
the area - I've forgotten now - but it was going to be 
built fairly close to his place. He was a pretty 
prominent citizen; he'd been the mayor of the city and, 
as I say, president of the branch and I think also he'd 
applied for endorsement once and didn't get it. But he 
decided he would stand against me, and I got a message 
from a little church group in that area to say, "Mr 
O'Neil, don't worry about Mr Joseph contesting this 
seat. We'll look after this area for you." So I didn't 
do anything about it. I just let it go and we won - he 
was beaten. 

I think he was forced to resign from the party to stand 
as an Independent - that's right - but later on in the 
piece he wrote to me and said that he wanted to reapply 
to rejoin the Liberal Party; would I have any objection? 
Would I also write to head office and say that I had no 
objection?" - which I did. It wasn't a personal thing. 
It was a personal thing between him and his own little 
group of people. 

But I don't think that was related to the fact that I 
wasn't working in the electorate. That was something 
entirely different. I think I may have said before 
during one of the interviews that during the time I was 
the Member for Canning and East Melville I was opposed 
by every possible colour of political party - 

Independents, I'm not sure [about] communists, not sure, 
National Alliance - all sorts of funny people. Then 
when I retired my successor was elected unopposed! And 
it could have happened to a nicer fellow, but it didn't! 

GO'H It could have happened to you. [Laughs] 

O'NEIL That's right. 

GO'H What was the name of the gentleman - the 
Independent Liberal that opposed you? 

O'NEIL Oh, I don't think he'd mind. I've got a 
feeling Geoff's dead. Geoff Joseph. He was a Shell 
Company operator. I don't know whether you know the 
Shell Service Station that operates opposite Princess 
Margaret Hospital. It used to be the training station 
for service station operators and Geoff was in charge of 
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training Shell operators. Very nice fellow - nice 
children, lovely wife. There was never any sort of 
personal antagonism. That's why I happened to mention 
his name; we were friendly, but if we hadn't been 
friendly I wouldn't have told you. 

GO'H What was your relationship with your 
branch like, generally? 

O'NEIL Oh, excellent, excellent, no problem. I 
think in the initial stages there were four branches 
involved in the Canning electorate - two on this side of 
the river, the eastern side of the river, and two on the 
ocean side of the river. I found that rather difficult 
because you had to attend four branch meetings and they 
usually were held monthly. Then when trying to form a 
campaign committee you had to try to select people from 
the four branches, each branch looking after a certain 
area as far as distribution of literature and pamphlets 
and how-to-vote car and those sorts of things. I found 
that very difficult because often the branches had 
arguments between one another as to who should do what 
and why. When East Melville was created as a seat I 
endeavoured to form one branch - the East Melville 
branch of the Liberal Party. I never, ever quite 
succeeded but at least we broke it down to two branches. 
But then the campaign committee was formed out of the 
committees of the two branches. The electorate started 
at the Swan and Canning junction and went through 
towards Fremantle; one was Applecross-Mt Pleasant and 
the other was Ardross-Brentwood or something. I've 
forgotten the name of them but one branch looked after 
the area on the north side of Canning Highway and the 
other on the south side of Canning Highway. 

I found that as far as trying to handle matters and keep 
things from running amuck it was better to have one 
branch operating in one electorate. That applies 
principally to a metropolitan electorate. A country 
electorate is quite different because you might have 
four or five relatively big rural towns and each one has 
its own branch of the party, so you couldn't gather them 
all once a month and drag them all in hundreds of miles 
to meet at Mukinbudin or something like that. 

GO'H You said that you were able to cut back 
on the doorknocking in order to save time once you'd 
become a Minister, or create more time for yourself. 
Are there any other things that you were able to do that 
would give you more time? 

O'NEIL Not really. Not really. [pause] When 
David Brand was Premier he tried to insist that every 
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one of his Ministers took some kind of holiday. He made 
me take some of these inaugural flights to Japan on 
Japan Airlines, to Malaysia on Malaysian air systems and 
very frequently if there was something else that was 
more or less a bit of a holiday he would ask me to do 
the job for him because he was Minister for Tourism. So 
it was a bit of a break like that, although your 
attendance was recognised as being there at a particular 
function to represent the Premier. But that was about 
all. I think I made the point once before that at no 
time, other than as a member of the Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association, did I travel overseas at 
government expense, or at my departmental expense. But 
I did endeavour to make sure that senior officers in my 
departments went somewhere overseas to find out just how 
their particular responsibilities were being carried out 
in those countries. There was a place like Africa, for 
example, where I was interested in the housing of the 
indigenous people. That became the responsibility of 
the Housing Commission and so I ensured that my officers 
went overseas to see what kind of housing was done there 
and that kind of thing. 

Other than that, perhaps if I'd remained in the Ministry 
it would have been my turn to go, if you like, because 
all the officers had been. I know that Bruce McKenzie 
used to try to insist that I go somewhere, and I said, 
"Look, no, as long as the officers that do the work know 
what they're doing and know that they're up to scratch 
in respect of what other countries are doing, that suits 
me." But there were occasions. I mean, ministerial 
conferences were held every year and in a different 
State every year, and that often presented an 
opportunity to attend the conference, say, on a Friday 
and then stay the weekend and the Minister there would 
arrange for you to see something of what was going on. 

It was excellent education to know what other States 
were doing. For example, we had a ministerial 
conference in Victoria and on the weekend we were taken 
down to Sale, and we flew on helicopters and landed on 
some of the oil rigs. We had a conference held in New 
South Wales on the Snowy River, and after the conference 
we were taken on a tour through the Snowy River 
development to see all the power stations, 
hydro-electric stations and so on. When it was my turn 
to hold a conference here it was about the time that the 
development was starting in the north west. So we held 
the conference in Port Hedland. It was not much 
different for the Ministers coming over to stay at a 
hotel in Port Hedland than in Perth; in fact, they 
preferred to stay at Port Hedland. Then after that time 
we were taken out and shown what was being done on the 
mining sites and taken on helicopter flights across 
where the ship's loading facilities were being built. 
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TAPE SIX SIDE ONE 

GO'H For these conferences that you would 
attend, would Nancy go with you at all? 

O'NEIL No, very rarely. If we were attending a 
conference in Sydney then she would come and she would 
stay with my daughter. A Minister's wife could travel 
by train but not by air. When we went north to Port 
Hedland, often the other Ministers would bring their 
wives and some of them would bring their wives from the 
other States and someone was needed to look after the 
ladies' interests and so on. Normally Nance would then 
come. We needed vehicles, of course, when we went 
there, because the commission in those days had no 
facilities for travel. So any of the officers that came 
up with me would bring their own cars; we would normally 
drive up, not fly, and the women would come as 
passengers then in the cars. While you are there you do 
need transport of some kind, and in those days places 
like Port Hedland I don't think even had a taxi service 
and certainly there were no spare cars lying around or 
people you could borrow them from, so we had to take our 
own. 

But only in the circumstances where it was necessary for 
[the wives] to be there, did they come. Quite 
frequently, even the officers who accompanied other 
Ministers, the Ministers didn't ever come by themselves; 
they usually had their departmental heads and very often 
they would bring their wives with them and have a look 
at what was happening on the other side of Australia and 
that sort of thing. But as far as costs were concerned, 
it was very rarely at public expense. 

GO'H What was the difference that you were 
saying about wives travelling on planes and trains? 

O'NEIL Well, if a Minister travelled on business 
he could claim his air fare, but if he took his wife we 
would have to pay her fare. But every Minister's wife 
was entitled to one interstate trip by train. There's 
another thing; quite frequently I would use the train 
trip for a bit of a break, you know. I would travel by 
train from here to Sydney. The only time Nance ever 
travelled was when we went to Sydney and she would stay 
with my daughter while I attended a conference. But we 
were entitled to one train trip per year. The Minister 
had, I'm not sure but I think it was unlimited. But 
your wife was entitled to one interstate train trip a 
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year. And I think that applied to every member in those 
days, it wasn't just the Ministers. But no other 
expenses in my day in respect of Minister's wives were 
met by the Government. 

GO'H What was your salary like when you first 
became a Minister? 

O'NEIL I couldn't tell you. I've got a record 
of it but I couldn't remember. I might tell you after I 
get the file out, because I've still got the original 
documents. It wasn't a great deal. I think when I 
first got into Parliament my parliamentary salary was 
very little different from my salary as a headmaster of 
a school. It varied from time to time, but, as I say, 
I've got records of it. 

[Break in tape.] 

GO'H Des, we were talking about the sort of 
salary that you received as a Minister and you've 
located some information for me. 

O'NEIL Yes, I've got the certificate from the 
Parliament of Western Australia indicating my last pay 
as a Minister which was paid on 29 February 1980; that 
was when I ceased to be a member of Parliament. My 
salary per fortnight then was $3 563.46, and an office 
allowance paid to a Minister amounted to $665.86 a 
fortnight, so the gross pay was $4 229.32 per fortnight. 
Out of that I had to pay 15 per cent into a 
superannuation fund; that was $356.34. I had to pay 
hospital benefits - there were no Medicare facilities in 
those days - of $48.10 a fortnight; I had to pay $15 a 
fortnight into the Cabinet fund because the nibbles and 
glass of beer or cup of tea that we had at Cabinet was 
not paid for by the public, it was paid for by the 
members of Cabinet. I paid into the Liberal Party fund 
$40 a fortnight, and income tax amounted to $1 491.00 
per fortnight, leaving the net pay of $2 318.88 per 
fortnight. That was the amount that was paid into my 
bank account as a Minister. 

GO'H And as a Minister, in terms of your 
salary, would you receive any other benefits on top of 
your salary? 

O'NEIL No. Even in the ministerial office I 
paid the tea money into the fund. Admittedly, if there 
were visitors who came and the lass had to make a cup of 
tea for them, that sort of thing - that came out of the 
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allowance which I have just referred to. But I paid my 
tea money into the pool with all the other members in 
the office. There were no free lunches in those days. 

GO'H And what about use of vehicles? 

O'NEIL As a Minister, of course, I had the use 
of a ministerial vehicle. We normally didn't have our 
own drivers. If there was an official function that we 
had to attend then we could ask the Government garage to 
provide a driver for that particular function. When I 
was Minister for Police and Traffic and Deputy Premier - 
that's the last five years - I did have a policeman on 
staff as my driver. There were many policemen who had 
those sorts of non-operative work, like in the courts, 
if you like, parading round Government House and so on, 
members of the Police Force who were probably a bit old 
and physically not fit to do any street brawling. They 
were found jobs. And I had one; I had a policeman as a 
driver. 

But even the Premier in those days didn't have his own 
personal driver. If he wanted to go to a function he 
would ring up the Government garage and they would 
provide him with a driver. Sir Charles as Premier used 
to have a black car which he used to drive from home to 
work, that was a Holden and that was provided by the 
Government but once again if ever he wanted to attend a 
function officially and needed a driver then he would 
have to ring up and ask the Government garage to provide 
them with one. Often there were functions which Cabinet 
Ministers had to attend and also, say, judges and other 
people, other very important people, to the extent that 
there were no cars or drivers available, and it wasn't 
infrequently necessary for the Government garage to 
arrange for a taxi to pick up the Minister and his wife 
to take them to those places. So there was never any 
great expenditure of funds on transport. 

GO'H Do you recall the name of the retired 
police officer who was your driver? 

O'NEIL Ron [George]. I've got his name written 
in my book because we still send Christmas cards to him 
and his wife. No, I can't remember his other name. He 
became a great friend. My wife doesn't drive and often 
if there was something that we both had to go to and had 
to go to my office to it, he would come out and pick up 
my wife and then pick me up and away we'd go. But he 
was one of those policemen that was probably beyond 
having to patrol the street and fight off villains 
[chuckles]. 
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GO'H Is there anything further you'd like to 
add about the financial rewards of being a Minister? 

O'NEIL I think basically I didn't find it 
financially difficult to live on that salary. I haven't 
bothered to check on what the difference would be. 
There was one other thing, of course; lump sum payments 
to all members of Parliament then were related to the 
period spent in Parliament. For example, you had to 
spend at least seven years before you were entitled to 
draw any superannuation at all. If you served in 
Parliament less than that time you received your 
contribution to the superannuation fund back plus 
interest. So seven years was the qualifying period. It 
was varied from time to time by the salaries and 
allowances tribunal, whose determination was always 
final; it was never ratified by Parliament. I think 
federally the salaries and allowances tribunal there 
makes a recommendation to the Parliament and the 
Parliament has to sit and ratify it. In our case, in an 
endeavour to try and avoid the criticism of the 
overpayment of members of Parliament, we decided to make 
the salaries and allowances tribunal final with no 
argument. But it didn't work There was still plenty 
of argument [laughs]. 

GO'H Can we just go back to your role as 
Minister now? As Minister for Housing and Labour what 
would you say was your greatest achievement during that 
time? 

O'NEIL Well, I think that as far as housing was 
concerned, there were two. Firstly, the building 
society movement in those days was based on the same 
principle as suit clubs are; they were called 
terminating societies, StarrBoWkett was the name given. 
Normally they were operated oy businessmen in the 
interests of the community, and members of the 
particular group within that society would pay so much a 
week or a fortnight into the funds and then every so 
often there would be a draw taken and whoever got the 
draw was given a certain amount of money which was 
sufficient to provide a deposit on a home. And once the 
particular group of people had all had a draw, that 
particular society was terminated, and so that was 
called a terminating building society. Then another one 
might be started. But they were pretty moribund; they 
didn't borrow any money from anywhere, they were as I 
say like a suit club. Contributors to the particular 
group would pay the money. 

I felt that there was a better role for them to play. 
Bruce Brotherson was the name of the Registrar of 
Building Societies so I had some long talks with him and 
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we decided that we would try to revitalise these 
building societies and make them what they are today, 
where they could borrow money from anyone at interest 
which was approved and then lend money for people to 
build homes. I think that really revitalised the 
building society movement, and so that, I think, was a 
fairly reasonable achievement. 

In the field of public housing, at that time, of course, 
the Housing Commission had been established to meet the 
postwar demand for housing, and money was made available 
by the Commonwealth or houses were bought overseas and 
brought over here, prefabricated, and built. But there 
needed to be an organisation to handle the funds and do 
the buildinq and make the allocation to tenants and so 
on, so the Housing Commission then came into being. 

And it had operated like that even long before I went 
there, but there seemed to me to be a need to blend the 
types of people who lived in houses; in other words you 
didn't want all people under assistance from the State 
living in one little community. So, together with the 
general manager of the Housing Commission, we determined 
that we would acquire the land, subdivide it, and offer 
certain blocks within the subdivision to private 
developers or to individuals who wanted to build their 
own homes with their own money on those blocks of land. 
So you then had a mixture of ordinary citizens, if you 
like, and state-assisted ones, and that's the system 
that exists today. Every time the commission does make 
available land, it does allocate some of the land to 
private developers or to private individuals. Although 
I think the Housing Commission's function these days is 
quite different from that; it also makes money available 
to people to build houses. But in those days there was 
always an endeavour, of course, to sell houses to 
tenants, tenants in occupation, and that's continuing 
on. After tenants had been in occupation for a certain 
time they could have accumulated some equity in the 
building; that could be used to apply to a deposit and 
then they could pay off the house and it would become 
their property. 

So those were the two things, I think, as far as housing 
was concerned, that were innovative. There were lots of 
little things within there; financial assistance to 
other people - but the major ones, I think, were the 
vitalising of the building society movement and the 
altering of the system of housing where private 
developers were blended with State development. 

GO'H And what about the portfolio of Labour? 
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O'NEIL Well, it was Labour and Industry, and it 
wasn't industrial relations as such, it was something 
quite different; weights and measures, labelling, 
certification of scales, and all these sorts of things. 
It was rather a machinery-type operation. There were 
provisions for supervision of safety precautions in 
shops and factories and inspection of sites and that 
kind of thing, but not the sort of industrial relations 
union management arrangements which are in vogue today. 
I don't think the department is called the Department of 
Labour and Industry any more. I think it is the 
Industrial Relations Department or something like that. 
But that's the sort of thing which came about during the 
passage of time. 

I think also when I was Minister the union movement was 
different from what it is today. I often had to deal 
with discussions between the union movement and 
management, but not on the same sort of level as it is 
today. I mean, the trade union movement as such - that 
is the trade unions were groups of men or women who 
belonged to the same trade. Now, the type of worker- 
organisations are quite different. Enterprise 
bargaining is a matter of course. I think the union 
movement outlived its day. They came into being, I 
think, in the 1920s, or something like that, and they 
did have a function to perform, but both management and 
labour has become far more sophisticated these days and 
I think there is a different kind of organisation set up 
to cater for their relationships. 

GO'H How time-consuming was the portfolio of 
Labour and Industry? 

O'NEIL Not very consuming, I don't think. Once 
again, it depended upon the capacity of your senior 
staff, and Alan Jones, who was the head of the 
department when I was there, was a very efficient 
operator. Let me think now, there was of course an 
industrial commission; there were three commissioners 
who would meet with the status of a court, if you like, 
and of these, one was appointed by the unions, one was 
appointed by management, and then there was a senior 
industrial commissioner - and they would be the people 
who would meet to discuss the arguments between 
management and labour. But governments, per Se, 
ministerial-wise, didn't come into it. We never did 
that; we were responsible for the appointment of the 
commission and any amendments to the law which the 
commissioners decided were referred to the Minister for 
action in the Parliament. But in no way at all were we 
ever entitled to tell the commissioners what to do; they 
were equivalent to the judiciary. They were appointed 
for a particular job and acted as a commission on 
industrial relations, so there was an industrial 
relations facility different from what it is today. 
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GO'H Did you have any frustrations in dealing 
with either of those portfolios? 

O'NEIL Not really, no. I don't think that I 
ever had any real arguments. I would have discussions 
with union leaders and management, and if there was any 
legislation that was being prepared it was discussed 
with both. They didn't always each get their own way, 
but they were prepared to accept that they had been 
consulted and that the outcome was the responsibility of 
the government of the day and the cabinet of the day who 
approved the legislation presented by the Minister. 
Invariably these discussions were held in the presence 
of a departmental officer, usually in the Minister's 
office, and the departmental officer was responsible for 
keeping notes of the meeting and so on, and then 
whatever was decided at these meetings, the decision of 
the Minister, would be referred to these people, and 
that was it. 

GO'H In 1974 you experienced a change in 
portfolios and you took on Works and Water Supplies. 
What were your aims within those portfolios? 

0'NEIL I think traditionally the senior 
portfolio was Works, and the pattern for the operation 
of the Metropolitan Board of Works or Metropolitan Water 
Supply had been laid down from time immemorial and it 
was a relatively easy portfolio to administer. There 
weren't many matters of a party political nature. If 
people wanted a water supply they fought for it, and 
when they finally got it the Minister would go and open 
the water supply and turn on the tap [laughs], but it 
was essentially a service portfolio. It wasn't one 
where there were party political differences. I suppose 
every member of Parliament would be asking the Minister 
to make sure that a little country town at the back of 
Bushman's Bend got a water supply some day and the 
Minister would say, "Yes, they will. Some day," and bit 
by bit their needs were met. But I don't recall - and 
it may be so - any decisions to put water into a town 
were determined by an election or a by-election. 
Desalination became an experimental operation and the 
town of Onslow was provided with desalinated water. In 
fact Onslow, I think, had two water supplies; one was 
rather brackish which was allowed to be used for washing 
clothes, having a bath in, and if you had a bit left 
over you could have a garden, and the other was to 
provide drinking water and that was a desalination 
plant. I am not sure that it was Onslow, but certainly 
I remember opening it; the first desalination plant in a 
very small country town. 



O'NEIL 106 

Other problems occurred, like finding an adequate water 
supply for Rottnest, and these sorts of things, but 
again they were engineering problems and the main 
function of governments was to find the money to do the 
jobs that these people had determined should be done. 
But again I don't recall in those kinds of operations 
there were any party political considerations. 

GO'H What about your staff within those 
departments? 

O'NEIL Well, there were thousands Ofi them, I 
suppose, but you didn't know them all, but you got to 
know the heads. There'd be the chief engineer of the 
Metropolitan Water Board, there'd be the Principal 
Architect who was responsible mainly for designing 
public buildings and also farming out tasks to private 
architects to design public buildings. So you got to 
know those sorts of people because they were often 
coming in to have a chat with you about something or 
other, and of course even just passing through the 
building you got to know people who were in the same 
lift that you caught up to your office every day and 
that kind of thing. But, as I say, there was never 
any . . . . other than attending some of their social 
functions, which we used to do. They would hold their 
own social functions, a ball or a picnic or a dinner, 
and the Minister was usually invited to come along, and 
if you possibly could you always attended. You had to 
maintain good relationships with the staff. But, as I 
say, it is probably a department that would be operated 
just as well under a permanent director. In fact, I 
think, in the very early days of the colony the 
Commissioner for Main Roads and the Conservator of 
Forests were appointed and were autonomous. They 
weren't subject to any government; they were given the 
task of looking after the State's resources and building 
its communications networks without any political 
interference at all. Main Roads and Forests are the two 
that come to mind. There could have been others too. 

GO'H Another portfolio that you held, taken on 
in 1975, was that of the North West. Was that a time-
consuming portfolio? 

O'NEIL Not really. I established a system of 
regional administration while I was there and every 
region had a central administrator. I personally saw 
all these people, interviewed them and offered them the 
appointment as administrators. They had the task of 
being the quasi lord mayor, if you like, of the little 
town, say Kununurra or Wyndham - no, it wouldn't be 
Wyndham; Wyndham would be in the Kununurra region - but 
there were all sorts of administrators appointed. But 
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there was a Department of the North West and an engineer 
named Roy Hamilton was in charge of that, and he and I 
set up the Department of Regional Administration and 
they sort of looked after the domestic problems of the 
people and so on. One of them is now the chief of the 
RAC. Some of them have got some pretty good jobs. Most 
of them were either engineers, architects, accountants, 
and very highly qualified, and they had the capacity to 
administer these places, but they were regional 
administrators, in other words. 

All the problems of the district come on their plate, 
and if they couldn't resolve them then they came to the 
Minister, and Roy Hamilton who was the chief of the 
Department of the North West would discuss it with me 
and we'd decide on what we needed to do. But again it 
was a service to the community and it worked very well. 
There was some criticism that it was overloading, taking 
over from local government and a few other things like 
that, but it wasn't that; it didn't happen that way and 
they were there to assist local government, because very 
frequently local government was relatively small up in 
those small country towns, and although the 
administration was quite sound, it was pretty well 
limited; nowhere near the responsibility such as the 
City of South Perth or the City of Melville and so on. 
I can remember the town of Roebourne. When I first went 
there the town clerk was a woman, Claire Sholl, she 
lived in a house next to the schoolhouse and the only 
worker they had was one man who used to drive the truck 
that we've spoken about before. But that's grown up 
since then, of course. 

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE ONE 
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TAPE SIX SIDE TWO 

GO'H Fifth interview, recorded on 12 October 
1994. 

In the last interview, Des, we were talking about your 
various portfolios and off tape you've just told me that 
as Minister for Works you worked from Dumas House. 
Could you tell me a little bit about that, please? 

O'NEIL Well, it wasn't called Dumas House when I 
was there, but as with most public works departments 
there was always a chief engineer or a principal 
engineer, a principal architect and so on, and in many 
cases these people were highly skilled and dedicated to 
the development of the State. One such person was Sir 
Russell Dumas who, apart from being principal engineer, 
was also a great developer and worked very closely with 
Sir Charles Court when he was Minister for Industrial 
Development and was responsible for a lot of the public 
works development right throughout the State; not only 
that, but other developments like mining and building of 
dams and the development of the Ord River project and so 
on. The principal engineer when I was there was his 
son-in-law [Bob Hillman] and so I suggested to him one 
day that this building, instead of being called the 
public works building, ought to be named after some 
important person and I suggested that we should name it 
after his father-in-law, Sir Russell Dumas. So it 
became Dumas House and had a little ceremony where it 
was duly so named. 

GO'H Did you know Sir Russell Dumas 
personally? 

O'NEIL Well, I had acquaintance with him because 
he was a very important person during the Court 
Government and the Brand Government and I was a Minister 
in both of those governments. 

GO'H What was your impression of him? 

O'NEIL Oh, a driving force, a real strong man, 
excellent. 

GO'H And was there any objection to the naming 
of Dumas House after him? 
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O'NEIL No. I think at some other stage I had 
also made the point that I had never had anything named 
after me, and I think that applied particularly to our 
government. The only thing that I can think of that was 
named after one of our Ministers or Premiers was the 
Brand Highway, but the opposite colour of government 
always had the tendency to name buildings after its own 
and we never, ever did. 

GO'H And what is your view on that? 

O'NEIL Well, I mean, when there were occasions 
when water supplies were opened or certain public works 
projects were opened there was a plaque to indicate it 
was opened by so and so, but I can't think of anything 
that was named after the person or the Minister who did 
the opening; for example, even recently the opening of 
the cut at Mandurah at Dawesville. It was opened by the 
now Premier, Richard Court, but it's not called the 
Court Bridge and I don't think there is anything else 
that one can think of that's named after a Minister of a 
Liberal government. 

GO'H Would you like to see more things named 
after members of a Liberal government? 

O'NEIL No. 

GO'H In the last interview we were looking at 
your portfolios and in addition to the ones that we've 
already mentioned you also held from 1977 to 1980 - you 
were Chief Secretary, you had the portfolio of Police 
and Traffic and also Regional Administration. Chief 
Secretary - what did that involve? 

O'NEIL Well, the Chief Secretary used to be the 
old colonial secretary and in most States in the early 
days it was the senior ministerial portfolio, and it 
really embraced all those things that didn't have a 
specific place to go. The colonial secretary used to 
look after all the bits and pieces of administration, 
public service, police - no, the police were separate; 
things like racing and gaming and sport and recreation, 
all sorts of odds and ends; generally administration. I 
think the title was ultimately changed to Administrative 
Services in most States. I don't think there are any 
chief secretaries left. It was relic of the old 
colonial system and I think mostly now there is a 
Minister for Administrative Services, any odd bits and 
pieces that don't fall specifically into Works or Health 
or Education would be grouped under this particular 
arrangement. 
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When this occurred I then decided that we ought to have 
regional administration to service various parts of the 
State. Western Australia is a pretty big State; it is 
one-third of the size of Australia. So we decided that, 
or Cabinet gave me approval to establish a system of 
regional administration where we would appoint people to 
be sort of the chief secretaries, if you like, in 
various zones of the State. There was one in the 
Kimberley, one in the Gascoyne, one in the south west, 
one in the goldfields and so on. The members who were 
selected were done by me with the assistance of Roy 
Hamilton, who was an engineer and was in charge of the 
office of the north west. Roy Hamilton had, in fact, 
been principal engineer in construction of the dams at 
the Ord River and many other projects like that 
throughout the State. Coincidentally, his father was 
the Headmaster of the Collier School that I came back to 
serve in after I'd done my country service, but that was 
coincidental. 

Roy was a very, very competent young engineer, had all 
sorts of jobs, and he and I interviewed all the 
applicants for these various jobs of regional 
administrators. There was some criticism at the time 
that we would be usurping the role of local governments 
in the various regions were they were established, so we 
had some difficulty in explaining to the local 
government people that this man was an administrator 
there to assist them. They were remote; communication 
was then in those days fairly difficult, and that these 
fellows would be competent people. Most of them were by 
the way engineers and they would be the main link 
between the office of the north west in Perth and their 
regional administration in the various regions. 

I think it turned out to be very successful. In fact, 
and I'm not surprised that some of our appointees were 
moved on to better things. The chief executive officer 
of the RAC happens to be one of them, Mr West, and I've 
seen where some of the others who've moved on to greater 
things; but in general the whole thing was a great 
success and I think it's now accepted that the system of 
regional administration is of great assistance to the 
remote areas of Western Australia. 

GO'H Were there any areas in particular of 
local government - regions, rather - that were resistant 
to the introduction of regional administration? 

O'NEIL Not really. I think there was a general 
suspicion that we were going to usurp their 
responsibilities, but we could see the growth of these 
regions. They were developing at such a rate that quite 
frankly the then local government didn't have the 
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capacity to handle it. I mean, for example, I know when 
I was teaching at Roebourne, the shire council consisted 
of one person, a Mrs Shall, who was the shire clerk. 
Now, of course, there is a full shire council and so on. 
In the early days they were mainly looking after 
domestic problems of their own constituents, but we 
could see the development of the Ord River scheme and 
the mining was coming and fishing and all sorts of 
things right throughout the coastline, and it seemed to 
us that it was necessary to provide these local 
authorities with further assistance rather than usurp 
their responsibilities - and it worked in the end. 

GO'H In each of these regions was an office 
actually set up or how many staff would have been in the 
area? 

O'NEIL Probably only the regional administrator 
and he would have a secretary/typist and probably an 
office clerk, that would be it. He'd occupy just one 
room in a government building. If there were no 
government buildings there, well then they became 
responsible for getting them established and 
establishing a government building which would be 
occupied by other government servants who were servicing 
that particular area, because prior to that all the 
direction and control of these remoter regions was done 
from Perth. 

GO'H And how would they communicate with you 
as Minister for Regional Administration? 

O'NEIL Mainly through the head of the Department 
of the North West which was Roy Hamilton. I didn't 
directly contact them. If you've got a Department of 
the North West and it became the Department of the 
North West and Regional Administration - then those 
officers would normally go to the head of their 
department, but very frequently Roy Hamilton and I would 
pay a visit to them and see how they were getting on. 
One was established in Bunbury and one in Kalgoorlie and 
so on, and we would discuss their problems, but the 
administration was left entirely to the head of the 
Department of the North West. 

GO'H Would the local regional administrators 
have a chance to meet and discuss issues with each other 
at any stage? 

O'NEIL Yes, most definitely. Usually, once 
again, they'd be called back to Perth to meet in the 
office of the regional administration of the north west, 
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Roy Hamilton's office, and I would probably just attend 
and have morning tea with them, open their conference 
and that was it. I left the administration to the 
administrators. 

GO'H Apart from the initial resistance from 
local government were there any other problems with 
establishing this type of system? 

O'NEIL I don't think so. There was some 
difficulty in getting the right people. We advertised 
Australia-wide for people of competence. We indicated 
what the task would be. It was advertised through the 
Public Service Board, and Roy Hamilton and I either paid 
the fare of these applicants to Western Australia where 
we interviewed them, or in some cases if it was more 
opportune or more convenient we would travel to the 
States where they lived and have discussions with them. 
There might be three or four, say, from Melbourne; 
rather than ask three or four of them to come over here, 
we would go over and see them. It was the cheaper of 
the two methods [laughs]. No, it had its usual, I 
suppose, problems; marital status, children, schooling, 
all these kinds of things but, no, they were no more 
than the sort of problems where someone is taking up an 
occupation in another state. 

GO'H And the portfolio of Police and Traffic, 
what do you consider some of your achievements within 
that portfolio? 

O'NEIL Well, I don't think there are - you could 
talk about achievements. I think it's important to know 
how the department of traffic came about. We had a 
Police Department and the Commissioner of Police is 
autonomous; you do not instruct a policeman what to do. 
That's his job and under his Statute he can only be 
removed from office by a motion passed in both Houses of 
the Parliament, so he's one of those very independent 
kind of people. But there was a move afoot - and I 
think it started off mainly with traffic licensing - 

that all traffic control would be placed under the 
Police Department because, in the early days, traffic 
control in the country, licensing, parking, all those 
sorts of things, were done by local authorities and they 
received certain funds for carrying out those duties. 

Now, we had some problems with our colleagues in 
coalition, in government. The Liberal Party wanted to 
have the whole of traffic control taken over by the 
police and the Country Party's policy was to leave 
country traffic control with local authorities, and so 
quite a lot of heated debates went on about this. 



O'NEIL 113 

Finally, I think it was while Mr O'Connor was Minister 
for Police, they came to some kind of compromise where 
the Road Traffic Authority came into being. All the 
people who looked after the operations on the roads 
were, in fact, ex-policemen. They were still policemen 
but they became part of the Road Traffic Authority. An 
ex-police officer by the name of [R.J.] Court - no 
relation to Sir Charles - he became the head of the 
traffic authority and an arrangement was made that the 
country local authorities could still collect licence 
fees, but that the control of traffic on the roads fell 
to the Road Traffic Authority. It was a compromise 
between the Liberal Party and the Country Party at the 
time. 

It didn't work out very successfully. There werealways 
problems. You notice that still some local authorities 
still retain their number plates and so on, but now all 
of the control of traffic falls in the hands of the 
Police Department. There is now no road traffic 
authority per se. There is a committee, as I understand 
it, a consultative committee which determines what 
recommendations to make concerning traffic in the cities 
and in the country, but the Road Traffic Authority did 
come into being as a result of some disagreement between 
the two parties in coalition, but it's now reverted to 
what it should have been when we started. 

GO'H You talked of your role as Minister and 
with an emphasis on the administrative side. What about 
your role as Minister within Parliament? 

O'NEIL Well, of course, once again, Parliament 
is a legislative body and if there were laws to be 
changed or amended, then that was the Minister's 
function in the Parliament; to introduce the Bills, to 
explain them, to get approval in the party room, and 
then to look after the Bill as it passed through the 
Parliament, and also be there to answer questions mainly 
from the Opposition concerning the administration of his 
departments. But really a Minister's job in Parliament 
is to guide the legislation through and there is little 
else for him to do. He doesn't normally intrude into 
another Minister's portfolio. For example, if there's a 
Bill which has something to do with the Health 
Department, then the Minister for Police or the Deputy 
Premier doesn't get up and involve himself in that 
debate. That is left entirely to the Minister 
concerned. But all other backbenchers, of course, can 
make their contributions. In fact, sometimes Ministers 
might have a small committee of backbenchers to help him 
with the legislation, but the parliamentary duty of a 
Minister is simply to answer questions, mainly from the 
Opposition - sometimes a "dorothy dixer" from your own 
side - but mainly from the Opposition, and to handle the 
legislation - nothing else. 
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GO'H In 1974 shadow Cabinets were first 
appointed. Did that bring about any changes within 
Parliament? 

O'NEIL The shadow Cabinet came into being 
without any approval from anyone. I don't think we ever 
referred to. . . '74 - we didn't ever have a shadow 
Cabinet. We weren't in government in '74 I don't think. 
[pause] The shadow ministry came into being at the 
instigation of the Labor Party in 1974. Previous to 
that we had [a member on the] front bench appointed as 
spokesmen on certain issues. Often there were only a 
few main front bench speakers on our side and when a 
Bill came up concerning something that had to be handled 
by our side, usually at a party meeting we would 
nominate somebody to handle the Bill for the Opposition, 
but we never ever referred - in my day anyway - to a 
"shadow ministry" 

GO'H Of the various portfolios that you held, 
which did you enjoy the most? 

O'NEIL I think those that had to do with rural 
areas; administration, regional administration, the 
north west; housing; labour and industry; things which 
had something to do directly with people. There are 
plenty of things in ministerial responsibility which 
would be done no matter who was in government. For 
example, the building of dams, the building of roads, 
the building of bridges and ports and those sorts of 
things, they had to be done anyway, and there was no 
party political kudos in building the Ord River dam; it 
would have been done anyway, and quite frequently a lot 
of it was done with money provided by the Commonwealth 
on the basis that that's what the money was for and you 
blokes spend it. But those portfolios which had to do 
with close contact with people were the ones I enjoyed 
more. 

GO'H And which were the most time consuming? 

O'NEIL I don't think any of them, really. I 
mentioned before that I didn't ever find it necessary to 
keep my staff back after work and get to the office at 
four o'clock in the morning and leave at midnight. They 
were all time consuming but I don't think any one more 
than the other. 

GO'H If we could look at your party leadership 
now. When you entered Parliament, Sir David Brand, or 
David Brand as it was then, was Premier. What was he 
like? 
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O'NEIL Oh, I think he was a fine man before I 
ever got there [laughs]. David was I think loved by 
everybody. He was regarded as very straight and honest, 
country storekeeper, but a man who had the interests of 
people really at heart; a very sensitive and very kind 
man. Everybody liked him. I don't think there was 
anyone who would have anything to say against David. 

GO'H What about his strengths as leader? 

O'NEIL Because he was such a fine man he didn't 
need to force people to follow him, people followed him 
most willingly. 

GO'H Any weaknesses that you would identify 
about his ability as Premier? 

O'NEIL No, I don't think so. As I say, he was 
very sensitive and he felt things rather acutely if 
things were going wrong. I can remember when the 
Barracks Archway debate was on; that used to be a 
barracks building and it housed the Public Works 
Department before the freeway was built, and I know that 
David felt that people were against him because of his 
decisions on the Barracks Archway. In fact, he offered 
to assist those protesters to have the archway moved to 
the entrance to Kings Park and this didn't happen. I 
also happen to know that the Joint House Committee at a 
meeting decided to agree with the Premier's proposals 
regarding the development of the freeway and the arch 
and so on and the building of a new one. I think one 
thing that hurt him quite a deal was that one member of 
the Joint House Committee who happened to be on the 
other side of the House voted against the wishes of the 
Joint House Committee purely to embarrass Sir David, and 
he felt that badly. I don't know whether that was a 
weakness but certainly he was most sensitive to people 
who didn't do the right thing by him. 

GO'H Can you give me the name of the person in 
the Joint House Committee that voted against him. 

O'NEIL I think I can because in every respect 
this fellow as I've mentioned before was usually a 
straight shooter. Cohn Jamieson it was, but he was a 
straight shooter as a rule. It could well be that 
despite what the Joint House Committee had determined 
his own party had determined otherwise and he does what 
his party tells him. I think that's about it but we 
never ever went into the matter. But I know that his 
turnabout did worry David. It was one of the many 
things that he felt personally affected by, but I don't 
think it was a sign of weakness. 
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GO'H And the Deputy Premier, Arthur Watts, 
when you first went in, can you tell me a bit about him? 

O'NEIL Yes, Arthur was a pretty tough man. He 
was, I think, the last Country Party person to be the 
Deputy Premier. He was Minister for Education and also 
Minister for Electricity, which reminds me of a little 
story. 

I remember that as a very young member there was some 
concern about the provision of sufficient spaces to bury 
our dead - not the parliamentary dead but the community. 
I had seen a strange sort of boring machine on the back 
of an SEC truck - it wouldn't be SEC in those days but 
the electrical department - drilling huge holes to put 
in poles, and it struck me that if you buried people 
vertically you could get more in the same space than if 
you buried them horizontally [laughs], and I quite 
seriously asked Arthur a question in the Parliament as 
to how much it cost to drill a hole for a pole. I was 
quite serious about this but Arthur gave me one of the 
best answers I've ever seen in Parliament. I can't 
remember quite what it was but it had to do with how far 
the hole was from where the posthole digger had been and 
how deep it had to be and all sorts of strange things, 
and the place was in an uproar and I enjoyed it, too. 
I'd love to get a copy of the answer to that question' 
[laughs], but that was about it. Arthur was a pretty 
strong leader and I think everyone got on pretty well 
with him. I've got a feeling he was a lawyer, too.2  
I'm not sure. Just by the way. 

GO'H And the combination of Mr Watts and David 
Brand, can you make some comment on that? 

O'NEIL Well, as far as I was concerned and all 
during my period in Parliament, the Liberal Party and the 
Country Party, by its various names, did never coalesce 
in opposition. Discussions were held with the Country 
Party. They held their meetings regarding legislation 
separately from the Liberal Party whilst we were in 
Opposition. Of course it was only in opposition for 
three years but that was the general rule anyway. It 
was also the general rule that after an election when 
the Country Party and the Liberal Party had the majority 

1Copy attached, from WAPD, 1960, p. 2100, see p.  155 this 

transcript. 

2According to the Biographical Register of Members of Parliament of 

Western Australia 1930-1990, Arthur Watts was a barrister and 

solicitor. 
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and therefore would become the Government, discussions 
were held as to how many Country Party members there 
would be in the Cabinet and how many Liberals, and 
naturally the leading one had the leadership which would 
be the Premier and automatically the leader of the 
Country Party became the deputy. Depending upon the 
numbers that they presented the Cabinet was split that 
way. I think I might have told you in the early stages 
there were provisions for only ten Ministers, so there 
could be six Liberals and four Country Party. Now, of 
those, of course, some of them had to come from the 
Legislative Council but the discussions as to how the 
Cabinet of ten was to be formed would be held between 
the leaders and simply announced to the other members. 

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE TWO 
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TAPE SEVEN SIDE ONE 

GO'H Could you continue talking about the 
coalition between the Country Party and the Liberal 
Party? 

O'NEIL Yes, I think I made mention that the 
parties never did coalesce in opposition. That 
determination as to how many Ministers there would be 
from each party and from each House of Parliament was 
made after the election and I think I mentioned that 
Arthur Watts was, in my view anyway, the last of the 
Country Party Ministers to become the Deputy Premier. 
It was in 1955 that the Hobart conference of the ALP 
resulted in the formation of the DLP - Democratic Labor 
Party - and following that there were several attempts 
made to amalgamate the Country Party with other 
political parties. So their name changed over the years 
from National Alliance to National Party and so on. 

Prior to my getting into Parliament, a Country Party 
member who was the Member for Beverley in the Avon 
district attempted to form the Liberal and Country 
League - LCL. In other words, the political objectives 
of both the Liberal Party and the Country Party were 
very similar - some slight differences in regard to the 
treatment of rural constituencies as distinct from city, 
although the Liberal Party always held more country 
seats than the Country Party. [Laughs] 

James Isaac Mann was a bit of a tiger. He called Arthur 
Watts the taipan. He hated Arthur Watts because I think 
he felt that it was Arthur Watts who prevented the 
amalgamation of the two parties to form the Liberal and 
Country League. But there was a Liberal and Country 
League, and if I'm not wrong I think I was a member of 
the LCL.' But in the end the idea of forming a combined 
party fell by the wayside and the Liberal and Country 
League reverted to becoming the Liberal Party and the 
Country Party again. I noticed with some interest that 
there is still some discussion about whether or not they 
shouldn't join together. But this has been on for 
years. 

1Sir Des stood for election as a Liberal country League candidate 

for the 1959, 1962, 1965 and 1968 elections. From there on he 

represented the Liberal Party. 
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GO'H The next Deputy Premier was Sir Crawford 
Nalder - Crawford Nalder, as he was then - from 1962 to 
1971. What was he like? 

O'NEIL Crawford was a very fine man - a very 
moral man, a religious man. I don't know that Crawford 
was an earth-shattering debater, but he was a good 
leader and a very good friend of Sir David's. Crawford 
was never any problem to us, nor were we a problem to 
him, I don't think. 

GO'H From 1971 to 1974 the Liberals were not 
in government. What was it like going back to not being 
a Minister any more? 

O'NEIL I think it was a bit of a relief to have 
a three-year spell! [Laughs] I think it was prior to 
that that the split occurred in the Cabinet where a 
certain number of the Country Party - whether they were 
National Party or not I'm not sure - left the Government 
and they were replaced by other members from the Country 
Party. Anyhow, we went into opposition for three years. 
Sir David remained Leader of the Opposition and Sir 
Charles Deputy Leader. Sir David's health started to 
fail, so he resigned from the leadership and Sir Charles 
became the Leader of the Opposition and I became the 
Deputy Leader of the Opposition. I mentioned before 
that we never, ever coalesced with the other wing of the 
coalition whilst in opposition. So I was the deputy. 
Then when the Government changed I became the Deputy 
Premier, and I think I was the first Liberal ever to be 
Deputy Premier because of the fact that we did not agree 
to the formation of the Government with the then Leader 
of the Country Party, although they did form part of the 
coalition. I remained Deputy Premier from then until I 
retired. 

GO'H While you were in opposition, John Tonkin 
was Premier. Can you tell me a bit about him? 

O'NEIL John was a fine fellow. He was getting 
on a bit - a bit long in the tooth, like I am now, 
[laughs] but a very fair and decent fellow. He was the 
Member for Melville and I was the Member for East 
Melville. From the constituency point of view we got on 
exceptionally well; we didn't interfere with one another 
and we would pass on problems from one to the other 
without any question. I got on very well with him. 
Even after he retired I always had a good word to say 
for John. 
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GO'H What would you say his strengths as 
Premier were - if any? 

O'NEIL Well, he wasn't there for very long, for 
a start. [pause] I've got a bit of a feeling that his 
weaknesses may have been much more evident than his 
strengths because he'd been there for a long time. He 
had, I think, won the seat of North Fremantle in 1933, 
which was a long time ago. He'd been a schoolteacher in 
the country and I think he had attempted to get into 
Parliament from the south west but failed, and then got 
in in 1933. In 1933 I was 13, so he was a little bit 
older than I. He was always very helpful; I must say 
that about him, but I think that before he even became 
Premier he'd gone a bit beyond it. 

GO'H In 1972, when you became Deputy Leader of 
the Opposition, in a previous interview you told me that 
that position was elected by your party. Is that 
correct? 

O'NEIL Yes. The only two positions in the 
Liberal Party which are elected are the Premier and his 
deputy. The Legislative Council would, from their own 
members, at their own meeting, elect their leader in the 
House. That automatically made that man a Minister. So 
the only three elected Ministers when we became the 
Government would be the Premier, the Deputy Premier and 
the Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council. 
Now the Country Party would provide us with their 
elected people but from the Liberal Party there were 
only three elected positions. The others within the 
Liberal Party were selected by the leader and usually in 
consultation with the leader in the upper House and his 
deputy. 

The Labor Party have a different method. They present 
their Premier - their leader - with the people who are 
going to be his Ministers. In fact, in our party 
meeting rooms - we didn't call them Caucus - the Premier 
sat in the chair, or if he wasn't there the deputy 
chaired the meeting. In the Labor Party - as I 
understand it, and I think it still applies - the 
Premier is not in the chair; they have a chairman of the 
Caucus. The Premier takes his chances with the mob in 
the back bench or in the meeting. 

There were no such things [then], I don't think, as 
factions - what they call them now. I've never heard of 
that before, but it now seems to be that. . . . In the 
Liberal Party you've got wets and dries; what that means 
I'm not quite certain. The Labor Party have got 
centre-left, middle-left, outside-right, left-wing 
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[laughs] - all sorts of things. You've got more 
factions than there are members. I don't know how they 
managed to get enough members to fill the places. 
[laughs] 

All these sorts of things have come about and I don't 
think they improve the situation at all. There is too 
much infighting going on. You elect a leader, and if 
you don't like what he's doing you sack him. And that, 
as far as I'm concerned, is the be-all and end-all of 
it. 

GO'H When you were elected Deputy Leader, was 
there anybody else contending that position? 

O'NEIL When we had to elect a new leader after 
Sir David's resignation, or retirement, from the 
leadership I knew that I was going to be nominated as 
the leader. So I said to Sir Charles, "I don't want to 
be the leader. You are the obvious fellow to be there." 
So I said, "When the nominations were put in - I know 
there are going to be some other nominations - but I'm 
going to withdraw last of all so that you will be 
elected unopposed." I said, "Don't think for a moment 
I'm going to stay in for the final contest." But there 
were other nominations - two or three, I can't remember 
even who they were. But I had told Charles beforehand, 
"Don't be surprised if I'm the second last to pull out 
and you're the last one in so you're elected unopposed." 

So that happened, and then I think I was elected 
unopposed to the deputy. I'm not sure, but the main job 
to look at was the leadership and I felt certain. . 

although I didn't canvass for the job, I didn't lobby 
for the job, I had reason to believe that I would be the 
deputy. 

GO'H What qualities did Charles Court have 
that you saw would make him a good leader of your party? 

O'NEIL Stature, honesty, background, education - 
everything that's possible to have to be a leader. 
Charles was a religious man, as honest as the day is 
long, and very positive in what he did. He didn't stand 
fools gladly. But by the same token he didn't chat them 
either; he didn't criticise them either. He had an 
ability to be able to assess the mood of a Cabinet 
meeting when a matter was being discussed - similar to 
David Brand. They would both allow a debate to continue 
on and then make an assessment. I must say this, when 
we were in Cabinet there was no vote taken on a Cabinet 
decision. Not like the Labor Party; they do have a vote 
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and often the figures are quoted. In Cabinet of a non-
Labor party in Western Australia, discussion would 
continue and, if at the end of the day the Premier felt 
that the decision was not going to be reached without 
further inquiry, he would simply say, "I think we'll 
refer the file back to the Minister for further 
comment." And that was it. Other than that he'd say, 
"I think the general opinion is that we ought to say 
yes." And the only thing that usually appeared on a 
Cabinet file was that Cabinet approved - no other 
comment about who was for it and who was agin it and so 
on. Then it was sent out and all the staff had to do 
was write "Cabinet approves the recommendation" - 

normally - and the Premier signed it and it was sent out 
straight away. 

But there was never anything pushed through Cabinet 
without the full debate and a complete discussion. If 
there was a feeling - and it often occurred, because of 
the nature of the Country Party representatives looking 
after rural interests, as they thought, as distinct from 
Liberals looking after the city businessman - if there 
was any sort of friction there, we would refer the 
matter back for further consideration and the Minister 
concerned would go back and discuss with his 
departmental heads what other way they could approach 
the problem or compromise on an answer. Sometimes a 
Cabinet subcommittee was formed between the Minister who 
was handling the legislation and had put the 
recommendation to Cabinet, the person who mostly 
opposed, and one other. They would get together, sit 
down and discuss it and see if they could come up with a 
compromise. They would then make an alteration to the 
recommendation and it would go through at the next 
Cabinet meeting without any bother. 

GO'H When you became Deputy Leader of the 
Opposition - deputy leader of your party - what was your 
role then, and duties? 

O'NEIL Just to do what the deputy ought to do, 
and that's stand by the leader. Once again, when a Bill 
is introduced by the Government, at the moment they have 
shadow Ministers and so if it's a Bill to amend the 
metropolitan water supply works, then the shadow 
Minister for Water Supply would take the adjournment and 
that was it. But in our day there was a determination: 
somebody would get up and move that the debate be 
adjourned and it was decided at a later stage who would 
look after it. Very often the deputy would be the 
manager of the opposition side of business. They now 
have House managers but we didn't in those days; it was 
automatic that the deputy would undertake the duties of 
cooperating with the Government to facilitate the 
passage of legislation. 
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I think I've mentioned once before that very few Bills 
that go through Parliament actually reach the stage 
where a division is called. The Opposition presents 
what it thinks are the problems that might occur, or 
will occur. The Government presses its point; 
discussion goes on with all sorts of people within the 
Parliament, and then when the motion is that the Bill be 
now read a second time is taken, it's carried on the 
voices. Usually the Speaker says, "I think the ayes 
have it. There has been some criticism of the fact 
that he doesn't make up his mind [laughs]. He usually 
says, "I think the ayes have it" in order to allow 
someone to dispute his ruling without getting into 
trouble. If he says, "I think the ayes have it" and 
there is a division called for, somebody calls "divide", 
members have got to get their names registered as to how 
they vote. 

The real issue to remember is that the Parliament is the 
Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council; it is 
not the Government. The Government consists of the 
Executive, which happens to be the Cabinet. Parliament 
does not govern; the Executive governs. The party that 
has the majority in Parliament appoints an Executive, 
which is the Cabinet, and they govern the State. Not 
the Parliament. 

GO 'H 
your party, 
leadership? 

O'NEIL 

GO'H 

When you were elected deputy leader of 
what skills do you think you had in 

Ooh, I was a magnificent Minister! 

Obviously. [laughter] 

O'NEIL I don't know That' s something you 
should ask someone else. The members of my party 
believed I could do the job. I suppose that's it. I 
usually got on pretty well wi h them. 

GO'H On your retirement, some members of 
Parliament were in fact asked about your abilities, and 
Sir Charles was able to say that you would be a great 
loss to Parliament, not only being a very capable and 
effective Minister and member whose integrity was 
unquestionable, but you were above all a good team 
player. [He made particular mention] of your standing 
in Parliament and the respect you enjoyed from both 
sides of the House. He said that some members were more 
in tune with the day-to-day workings of Parliament than 
others, and they did much to oil the works and help make 
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things go more smoothly. He said, "Des O'Neil is one of 
those people. He will be a great loss to the 
institution of Parliament, as well as the Liberal 
Party." Some other senior MPs were reported as saying 
that you were 'one of the most capable MPS in 
Parliament, with an outstanding ability to comprehend 
complex situations quickly" and that you were also a 
good chairman. 

O'NEIL I remember that my last speech to 
Parliament was on the final day of the sitting. The 
Premier, Sir Charles, was absent - I'm not sure where - 

and it is normally the responsibility of the leader on 
both sides to offer thanks to all the staff of the 
Parliament for the assistance that's been given to them 
and the cooperation of other members and so on. So I 
decided that I should say all the nice things about me 
that Sir Charles would have said had he been here - I 
hope And so I wrote my own speec2

h, telling people that 
Charlie thought I was pretty good. 

GO'H What do you think Sir Charles meant when 
he said that you were a good team man? 

O'NEIL Well, probably because whilst in the 
Parliament I was able to find out precisely what the 
members were thinking about. This started from when I 
was Whip and I was able to keep the ministry advised as 
to what problems there were, and very often I was able 
to resolve them myself. Alternatively, if there was 
something troubling members, or even with certain 
legislation that some newer Ministers might have been in 
a bit of bother with, I was able to pick up the threads 
of the debate and be able to suggest that they adjourn; 
we would have a discussion, then they would carry on. 
So it was a matter of being sort of captain-coach if you 
like - Charlie was the captain, I was the coach - but 
just to keep the team operating. Very rarely did we 
have any problems which caused disruption within our 
team. I think that was one of the jobs of the deputy to 
make sure that the Premier was advised as to the feeling 
of his team and what we ought to do in order to make 
sure that the place didn't explode - and it never, ever 
did. 

1These comments are from undated newspaper articles by John Arthur 

in Des O'Neil's personal scrapbook. 

copy of 'Sir Charles court's letter and Sir Des O'Neil's 

response from WAPD, 1979, pp.  6043-44 are attached, see pp. 

156-157. 
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GO'H How difficult did you find doing that 
within Parliament? 

O'NEIL Well, I think it boiled back to the fact 
that I had a lot of experience as a teacher, and members 
of Parliament are only kids who have grown up anyway. 

GO'H The reference to you being a good 
chairman - what were your views on being a chairman? 

O'NEIL I didn't realise that that was ever 
thought about, except that I know that whenever the 
Premier was absent I chaired our party meetings. Very 
frequently the Premier had to be away, either overseas 
or out of the State on conferences, so I took on the 
responsibility of chairing the party meeting. I was 
also often in the chair during other discussions about 
certain things. I did have, I think, a capacity for 
being able to sort the problem out into what its 
elements were and which were the important ones, and 
keep the argument based on the ones which seemed to be 
troublesome. That's about all. Somebody else would say 
that I'm a good chairman - I wouldn't know. 

GO'H In 1974 the Liberals regained power, with 
Sir Charles as Premier and initially Ray McPharlin as 
Deputy Premier. Can you tell me a little bit about him? 

O'NEIL Yes, well, Ray was one who came into the 
unfortunate position of coming in after [pause] a bit of 
a problem. There was one member of Parliament, 
[Matthew] Stephens, who was always a problem child - not 
because he was Country Party but he was not liked by 
anybody. In fact, I think the ex-members association 
has been careful not to invite him to become a member of 
that association. I don't think anyone has ever seen 
him since his time in Parliament finished. He was 
regarded as being responsible for creating a difficulty 
in which the then Country Party broke its arrangements 
with the coalition and Ray McPharlin, of course, was the 
fellow who bore the brunt of all that sort of trouble. 
He went, and I'm not sure, quite frankly, how it was all 
resolved other than the fact that there were other 
members appointed to replace Ray McPharlin and Stephens. 
It was a pretty traumatic time, mainly due, I think, to 
the personality of one man - Mr Stephens. 

GO'H In 1975, when the NCP withdrew from the 
coalition, can you recall how you felt at the time about 
the whole issue? 
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O'NEIL It was building up for quite a while. 
There'd been lots of changes in parliamentary 
representation, I think on both sides, and instead of 
the two non-Labor parties getting closer together they 
were drifting apart. I think one could see this problem 
arising. The then Country Party had made many attempts 
to amalgamate with other parties, forming a National 
Alliance, a National Party and so on and so forth. In 
order to establish themselves as a party which 
represented the whole of the people - rather than in the 
old days representing the rural constituency; despite 
the fact that most country seats were held by Liberals 
anyway, they felt that they were rural representatives 
representing a rural community - an endeavour was made 
in order to present themselves as a party capable of 
representing everybody - city and country dwellers. 
There were a lot of problems occurring during that time. 
Their efforts were not successful. They were 
[successful] in Queensland. Queensland was the only 
State which had a National Party Premier - Mr Bjelke-
Petersen, Sir Joh. 

GO'H What was the feeling within the Liberal 
Party after the NCP had withdrawn from the coalition? 

O'NEIL I think most of our members were 
grateful - but they couldn't see that we would have 
enough members on our own in order to be able to govern 
in our own right. So they accepted that there would 
still have to be a wing of the coalition which was 
represented by the Country Party, or whatever name it 
happened to have at that time. Naturally all political 
parties would dearly love to rule in their own right, 
but I don't think that's ever happened in Western 
Australia. It could, but it hasn't. 

GO'H Why do you say the members were grateful. 

O'NEIL I did say grateful, did I? 

GO'H Yes, you said grateful. 

O'NEIL I think they were grateful that things 
had finally come to a head and that all the problems 
which were seething below the surface had now virtually 
become resolved. These problems had been occurring for 
quite some time and the final withdrawal of the Country 
Party from government at that time sort of resolved most 
of the problems. 

END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE ONE 
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TAPE SEVEN SIDE TWO 

GO'H Sixth interview, recorded on 26th October 
1994. 

In the last interview, Des, you said that 
you believed Matt Stephens' role in the withdrawal from 
the coalition was paramount. Can you expand on that, 
please? 

O'NEIL Well, I don't know what happened in the 
Country Party's meeting rooms, but certainly all the 
Liberals believed that it was Matt Stephens who disliked 
the Liberal Party so intensely that he prevailed upon 
the then leader to withdraw from the coalition - rather 
reluctantly, I think. It wasn't until quite some time 
later that the Country Party rejoined the coalition. 
That must have been while we were in government, of 
course, because we didn't ever coalesce with the Country 
Party or the National Party whilst we were in 
Opposition. I'm trying to think of the name of the then 
Leader of the Country Party. . 

GO'H Ray McPharlin? 

O'NEIL Ray McPharlin - that's right, it was Ray 
McPharlin. Ray was, I don't think, a very strong leader 
and I think he was persuaded by Matt Stephens to take an 
attitude to the Liberals in government which persuaded 
Ray to withdraw the Country Party from the coalition. 
It's fairly significant, too, that Matt Stephens I don't 
think has ever been seen in Parliament House since he 
left Parliament. Neither has any of the organisations 
associated with Parliament endeavoured to ask Matt to 
become a member of the association. He was not a very 
popular fellow with his own people at all. 

GO'H Do you know what Matt Stephens' motive 
was for wanting to withdraw from the coalition? 

O'NEIL I think it must have been only because of 
a hatred of Sir Charles Court and the Liberal Party. I 
can't think of any other reason, because we worked very 
well together as a coalition in government. 

GO'H And did you take part in any of the 
negotiations between the Liberal Party and the Country 
Party during this time? 
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O'NEIL No, no, there were no negotiations. They 
simply withdrew. Whether Sir Charles had anything to do 
with the Country Party rejoining the coalition under a 
new leadership or not, I don't know. 

GO'H You were going to tell me some more about 
the meetings? 

O'NEIL Yes, I don't recall meetings. Certainly 
if there were meetings between the leaders of the 
Liberal Party and the Country Party discussing the 
matter of our coalition, then no doubt Charles would 
have asked me to be present. But it's so long ago and, 
in fact, so unimportant in my mind, that I just don't 
recall them. 

GO'H In 1975 you became Deputy Premier. How 
did you feel about that? 

O'NEIL I was pretty pleased. I think I was the 
first Liberal ever to be Deputy Premier, because under 
normal circumstances, when we coalesced with our 
partners in coalition, the leader of the Country Party 
became the Deputy Premier. That was automatic. I think 
probably in the discussions that took place and which 
were reported in the Press, the decision must have been 
made that the Country Party would no longer hold the 
position of Deputy Premier, so that's why I became 
Deputy Premier. 

GO'H And what did that role entail? 

O'NEIL Nothing really. It's not something I 
think that's recognised as a parliamentary position; 
it's a matter of being the deputy leader of the 
government party - the Liberal Party. You stand in for 
the Premier whenever necessary. If the Premier was away 
you become Acting Premier in his stead - if he's away 
for more than a few days. It is just what it means: 
"Deputy Premier" - assistant Premier, if you like, or 
21C, second in command. 

GO'H Were you ever in a position to be Acting 
Premier? 

O'NEIL Yes, on a number of occasions. I can't 
recall all of them, but the Premier of course was a 
pretty busy person and if ever he was out of the State 
for more than a couple of days then I was gazetted as 
Acting Premier. There were occasions, too, when I 
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accompanied the Premier to, say, Loan Council meetings 
and those kinds of things, mainly to keep myself au fait 
with what the Premier was responsible for. 

GO'H And did it entail a lot of extra 
responsibilities during the times that you were acting 
as Premier? 

O'NEIL I don't think so. I suppose as the 
deputy there were lots of jobs which you did for the 
Premier in any case, and they continued on. I mean, if 
there were important functions to attend to or 
conferences to go to, and the Premier couldn't go, the 
deputy took his place. I think it is a matter of 
sharing the responsibilities and Sir Charles was a very 
easy man to work with. A lot of people didn't think so, 
but I did. We cooperated in sharing the 
responsibilities of the leadership. 

GO'H In what way did you find him an easy 
person to work with? 

O'NEIL I think because he was a strictly honest 
man and the fact that he referred to me as being a team 
fellow. We did work as a team, and whenever he found 
some difficulties with things he would discuss them with 
me, and I would do the same. If I found there were some 
difficulties in my portfolios I would have no problem in 
simply calling on the boss and asking him for advice. I 
think that's about all. 

GO'H Were there any points of disagreement 
over issues between you and Sir Charles? 

O'NEIL I can only remember having one argument 
with Sir Charles. I slammed the phone down and he rang 
back and apologised for upsetting me. It was a case 
where there was a by-election held for the seat of 
Kimberley. There'd been an election which was declared 
null and void; someone had delivered a 44-gallon drum of 
wine to the natives in Turkey Creek, I think it was, 
somewhere up there. There was an appeal to the Court of 
Disputed Returns and a new election was ordered. I was 
in charge of the Electoral Department and I simply 
assured Charles that an election would be held according 
to the letter of the law; there wouldn't be any messing 
about. He rang me one morning and said he'd heard about 
something going on in the Kimberley - can't recall what 
the item was - and I said, "Charles, the election will 
be run according to law. You have my assurance, and I 
don't want anyone, including you, to interfere with the 
operation." And I slammed the phone down. [Laughs] He 
rang back and said I was right and apologised. 
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GO'H That would have been in the forerunner to 
the Noonkanbah issue, is that correct? 

O'NEIL Yes. I don't think that was the issue at 
all. It was simply that Alan Ridge was our candidate 
and Ernie Bridge became the Labor Party candidate. In 
fact, when Ernie was asked why he didn't stand for the 
Liberal Party he said he wasn't asked! Ernie was sort 
of king of the Kimberleys, if you like. He pretty well 
owned Halls Creek and he was very popular. He was, he 
still is, a pretty wealthy man, as I understand it. But 
we regarded it as a bit of a trick to have "Bridge' and 
"Ridge" competing for the one seat. 

I think some of our enthusiastic supporters, unbeknown 
to us, had delivered this line during the first 
election. It went to the Court of Disputed Returns and 
a new election was ordered, and I think Ernie Bridge 
then won the seat and Alan Ridge was defeated. 

GO'H Can you recall what it was that Sir 
Charles wanted you to do, that you had the argument 
about? 

O'NEIL No, he said that there was. . . . I 
remember him saying that the Labor Party was up to some 
tricks in the Kimberley; I can't remember what it was. 
That's when I told him that I was taking a personal 
interest in the conduct of the election only to ensure 
that the election was fought under the Electoral Act, 
without any interference from outsiders. When Charles 
rang, I simply said, "Look, I've got my eye on things. 
Don't worry about it and it will be run according to the 
electoral laws." 

GO'H Did you have any views on Noonkanbah 
yourself, while it was occurring? 

O'NEIL [pause] I don't think so. To me it was 
a normal operation. I can't understand why there was 
such a great fuss about it. I think there were 
allegations that a police escort was used to allow 
mining companies to go in and drill; I can't recall 
precisely what it was. Anyhow, I think part of the 
arrangement was with the native inhabitants there that 
we would leave behind an adequate bore water supply for 
them and so on. I can't recall, quite frankly, what the 
real arguments were. 

GO'H In a previous interview you mentioned 
that one of the roles of a Deputy Premier was selecting 
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members of the Cabinet in conjunction with the Premier, 
and you've also told me that you personally didn't 
believe that a teacher, for example, should be Minister 
for Education. What criteria did you use in the 
selection of Ministers and portfolios? 

O'NEIL Well, the Premier would select and I 
would simply tell him whether I believed that person 
would be a good Minister or not - just express my 
opinion because of my closer contact with all the other 
members. I have always believed that Parliament exists 
as representative of the people, not of any profession 
or occupation, and it is the people who decide on what 
sort of government they want to have. The people do not 
elect Ministers; people do not elect Premiers. That's 
done within the party organisation. It's always been my 
view that it is the people who ought to determine what 
standard of health care they should have. It is the 
people who determine what quality of education there 
should be, and the worst people to prescribe that to the 
people are professional men. The heads of government 
departments are mostly administrators - not professional 
men at all. But under them they do have professional 
advice. The Under Secretary for Law doesn't need to be 
a lawyer. He's got to be a very good administrator, but 
he's got a lot of lawyers in the Crown Law Department 
who have this specialist ability. The same thing 
applies to works, health, anything you like. The heads 
of departments are administrators and normally, although 
I noticed that in education there used to always be an 
ex-school teacher who was the Director General of 
Education, I certainly don't think the Minister should 
be involved in directing the department as to how it 
should operate. All he is there for is to ensure that 
the department does what the people want, not what he 
wants. 

GO'H So in your consultations over the Cabinet 
with Sir Charles, how much agreement would there be 
between the two of you on who was selected? 

O'NEIL Oh, very little disagreement. It was the 
Premier's job. . . . I suppose you've got to look at it 
this way: the only two elected members of a Liberal 
Government are the Premier and his deputy. They are 
elected by the party room. The Legislative Council has 
the habit of deciding to elect its own leader in the 
council and he therefore automatically becomes a 
Minister. If you are in coalition, then depending upon 
the balance of numbers between your coalition partners 
and yourselves, a number of Ministers have to be handed 
to the coalition. Normally, the Country Party, I 
understand, elect their proposed Ministers and those 
names are presented to the Premier. So apart from his 
deputy, there are perhaps four other people - three, or 
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four or five other people - who are not selected by the 
Premier in a Liberal Government. But the Premier would 
have an idea as to who he would like to serve in his 
ministry. All he would do then would be to say to me, 
"What do you think about this fellow? - or this woman?" 
And I'd say, "Yeah, they're all right", or I'd say, "I 
wouldn't trust him as far as I could throw a grand 
piano." So it was simply a matter of asking my opinion 
as to the suitability of the person for the job. I 
don't know that there were any occasions when we argued 
about it, and I don't know that there were any occasions 
when Charles didn't accept my advice. 

GO'H If you could now look at the period that 
you were Deputy Premier - 1975 to 1980 - what do you see 
as the major achievements of that period? 

O'NEIL Staying in government! [Laughs] I think 
that it was the development of industry in the north - 

the development of the north west, particularly, and the 
industrial development of the State. Of course, that 
was directly under Sir Charles' portfolio as Minister 
for Industrial Development. I think Andrew Mensaros 
stepped into the portfolio of industrial development for 
some time, but by that time most of the proposals for 
iron ore development, the Ord River, the irrigation 
schemes, rebuilding of the south west harbours and those 
sorts of things, they were all pretty well done and it 
was a matter of just keeping your eye on them. I don't 
know that there were any new initiatives in the second 
period that we were in government from 1975 to 1980 - 

that was only five years wasn't it? 

GO'H So in what way do you think these sorts 
of changes in the north west affected the State? 

O'NEIL Firstly it's a huge area. There has 
always been fear of someone else having an eye on it. 
In one particular case, long before my time, there was a 
move to have a Jewish community established in the 
Kimberley. I can only think about that, but there were 
always proposals to bring in other nationalities to 
develop the north. Perhaps the greatest thing that 
happened was that the north was developed by 
Australians - Australian companies. There are still 
some attempts by other people to come and reap the 
benefits of the north west development with pearl 
shelling and trochus shelling and a few other odds and 
ends. A lot of these things - artificial pearls for 
example - are being developed under the initiatives of 
our Government, to the extent that now we produce the 
best cultured pearls in the world - better than Japan, 
although we use Japanese techniques, of course. 
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Agricultural development up there is something of great 
importance. There were a lot of problems - problems 
with cotton, of course. Although we built cotton sheds 
and planted cotton and spent millions on killing the 
bugs that used to spoil the cotton, it is still not 
going well. Sugar cane, too. There has been every 
endeavour in the world to grow sugar cane. I remember 
in my time we selected certain farmers on the Ord who 
got sets of cane from Queensland and the north of New 
South Wales, and our farms under irrigation produced 
twice as much per hectare as did the cane growers in the 
East. There was a great reaction from them to try to 
prevent cane becoming a cash crop on the Ord; they were 
naturally jealous of their own industry. The strength 
of those sugar people I think actually prevented the 
growth of the sugar industry. 

I notice every now and then there is a move to expand 
the agricultural industry in the north. I am always 
amused, too, at these stories about piping water from 
the Ord River through to the city. If water is brought 
from the Kimberley it won't be from the Ord; it'll be 
from areas which are potentially better than the Ord 
irrigation scheme and the Ord Dam, and much closer to 
the city anyway. I think in time water will come from 
the north, but not from the Ord River. 

GO'H What other achievements did your 
Government instigate during this period, other than the 
development of the north west? 

O'NEIL I think the other achievements are simply 
nurturing the potential of the State. The State is 
growing; things are changing; we have even with the 
federal Labor Government the selling off of state 
enterprises to the private sector. This is a normal 
method of growth. I think if you start off as a colony, 
then you have colonial secretaries and so on appointed 
to look after certain operations with a very few people 
and little potential. But little by little the need for 
governments to become traders in all these matters 
becomes less and less. The people who handle these 
matters far better are in the private sector; that's my 
belief anyway. Quite frankly, the socialist governments 
now believe the same. 

I can always remember thinking that we would be getting 
closer to the American style of government rather than 
ours where there was private enterprise - or free 
enterprise, as distinct from socialism - and each party 
would select the best of the other party's points of 
view and little by little they would come closer and 
closer together. Then you would have the American 
system where you've got the Republicans and Democrats, 
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not socialists and Labor. There is a labor party in 
America but that has nothing to do with the government. 
But the conservatives and socialists are coming closer 
and closer together. That's why I say it's always 
amused me when I hear people arguing that "you've 
pinched our good ideas". Why not? Either way. If 
you're there to serve the community and the people, then 
surely the Opposition must have some bright ideas. 

GO'H During the period you were Deputy 
Premier, were there any frustrations that you had to 
deal with, or that that Government had to deal with? 

O'NEIL The biggest argument I think we ever had 
was maintaining State rights. It's well to remember 
that it was the States that established the 
Commonwealth. This is again different from the American 
system. The American system started off with central 
government, and little by little responsibilities were 
farmed out to the States by the central authority. Now 
we worked differently: we were a number of independent, 
self-governing colonies, if you like, and it was decided 
that there were many things which ought to be handled by 
a central authority - a national authority, a 
Commonwealth - and these [State powers] were voluntarily 
surrendered to the Federal Government, which was then 
established. The States were all right. 

There was always then a fear that little by 
little. . . . I think the first one was when during 
World War II the States surrendered taxing rights to the 
central authority. It was more convenient that it be 
done that way. I think the States used to get a 
percentage of the tax that was raised - it was 
automatically passed back to them - but in the end the 
Commonwealth had more and more control. Then there was 
always some complaint about this - that the States 
weren't getting a fair share. New South Wales and 
Victoria were always complaining that the other States, 
like poor little Western Australia, got more than they 
deserved - even though we were one-third of the nation 
and had not as good resources as they did! But there 
was this argument of centralism against State rights. 

The Commonwealth was gradually able, by international 
treaties, to pass laws which were superior in effect to 
those of the States. By having these international 
agreements they were then allowed to pass laws of theirs 
and in those circumstances their laws prevailed over 
those of the States. 

This argument is going on at the moment, even with this 
little problem in Tasmania. Tasmanians are pretty tough 
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on homosexuals and other States had attitudes which had 
broadened a little, so the Commonwealth decided to move 
in because the United Nations - and we're a a party to 
many treaties and agreements with the United Nations - 

determined that the Tasmanian laws were not 
unconstitutional but certainly biased. The Commonwealth 
then used its powers to pass a law, as a result of the 
treaty it has with some other country, and then that law 
became superior to the law of the States. Now that 
argument is going on and on and on, and it will go on 
forever, I think. Remembering, of course, always that 
the Labor Party and the socialists, as I call them, 
always believed there should be one national 
government - no States. They would be prepared to have 
a national government and then [States] turning to local 
government form associations of local government within 
the States, all of which could make a contribution to 
the Commonwealth's determinations and what would be the 
laws of the country. 

I don't see that there's any answer to the problem. I 
mean, there's even discussion now that if certain things 
happen and the Constitution is changed, there is some 
suggestion that States could secede from the 
Commonwealth. They formed the Commonwealth, so why 
can't they get out of it? There's quite a bit of that 
going on. 

There seems to be now a tendency on the part of the 
federal Opposition, which is a Liberal-National Party 
coalition, to start to agree that the Commonwealth 
should use its external affairs powers to override the 
States in more ways than one; hence all the big 
arguments about land rights, Mabo, and you name it. 
It's really a conflict of philosophical points of view 
of two political extremes - conservatism and socialism. 

END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE TWO 
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TAPE EIGHT SIDE ONE 

GO'H During the time that you were Deputy 
Premier, were there any Ministers in that Cabinet that 
stand out in your mind as being notable? 

O'NEIL Well, most importantly the leader, the 
Premier himself, who directs the whole of the Cabinet. 
I think it is important to remember that Ministers 
carried out their responsibilities in the normal run of 
affairs without reference to Cabinet. Anything of major 
importance, and anything to do with legislation, 
creating laws or amending laws, was brought to Cabinet 
by the Minister under whose portfolio these particular 
activities rested, and in that case the Minister sent 
the papers to all the other Ministers and he had to 
present his case to Cabinet. I think that Cabinet then 
of course made the final decision. In our government 
there were no votes ever taken in Cabinet. Once it was 
felt that a consensus had been reached, then all the 
Premier would say is, "Can I say that Cabinet agrees?" 
and usually that's about all that was written on the 
recommendation from the Minister - "Cabinet agrees". If 
there was some disagreement then one of two things could 
happen: the Minister could be told to go away and have 
another think and bring back another submission, or, 
alternatively, a small Cabinet subcommittee could be 
formed to consider the matter and see if we could come 
to compromise if there was some difficulty, and then 
that would come back again with the compromise 
recommendation. But it was all done as a team, not as 
individuals. Most of the function of the Minister as an 
individual was to care for his department, ensure that 
it was operating well, when budgets were prepared he 
would be expected by the Premier, who in our case was 
always the Treasurer as well, to examine the submissions 
which came from the department through to the 
preparation of the Budget which asked for an allocation 
of funds for this, that and the other thing, and the 
Minister was expected to keep a very close eye on that. 
But most of that of course was initiated by the Public 
Service and ultimately the bulk of the Budget was just 
agreed to by Cabinet and presented then as the Budget 
papers. 

GO'H If we could now look at the Opposition 
during this time. In 1976 Cohn Jamieson became Leader 
of the Opposition; what were your views on him? 

O'NEIL Cohn Jamieson was a bit of a rough 
diamond. I think we mostly respected him. He was 
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pretty tough. He was surprisingly well educated and I 
think he had learned the hard way. I think he was a 
carpenter by trade,' but he certainly worked hard and if 
he said he would do something or agree to something he 
would stick by his guns, and, as I say, although he was 
a bit of a rough diamond I think he was respected, 
certainly by the Government while he was in Opposition. 
I think it was a shock to us that he was deposed in the 
way that he was, and I think, if I remember rightly, Sir 
Charles allowed him to have an overseas trip at 
government expense, because he'd never had one before 
[laughs], and this was a sort of a recognition of his 
leadership of the Opposition. 

GO'H And when the spill occurred, Ron Davies 
became Leader of the Opposition. What were your views 
on him as a leader? 

O'NEIL I had known Ron fairly well. He was the 
Member for Victoria Park. He lived, I think, initially 
with his mother in a small Housing Commission flat in 
Collier or Kensington or somewhere like that. He and my 
wife got on pretty well together. He was an officer of 
the railways department - I think the railways union. 
Anyway, I didn't know that he was a very strong person 
in Opposition - never had a chance to see how he'd act 
as a Minister, I don't think? He went to England later 
on as Agent General. He certainly wasn't a Minister 
while I was in the Parliament because I was only out of 
the government benches for three years in 21. But there 
was all sorts of intrigue going on behind the scenes. I 
don't know who organised the defeat of Jamieson, and 
Davies' election, but it wasn't very long before, I 
think, the same particular group got together and found 
it easier to get rid of Davies than Jamieson, and as a 
result I think the Burke factor came into play then. 
I'm not sure. He didn't become Leader of the 
Opposition, I don't think . 

GO'H Yes, he became Leader of the Opposition 
in 1981. 

O'NEIL That's right. That was after I'd gone. 

'Cohn Jamieson was a carpenter and joiner, amongst other things, 

before he entered Parliament and was interviewed for the 

Parliament and the Battye Library in 1989, 0H2265. 

2Ron Davies was a Minister from 1971-1974 in the Tonkin Government. 
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GO'H So from your side of the House, what was 
the feeling about the changes in leadership that were 
occurring within the ALP at this time? 

O'NEIL Well, it showed a great deal of 
instability, I think; that was our main concern. I 
think it's important for a Government to face a stable 
Opposition. It's not much good every few months or so 
finding a change of attitude in your Opposition. At 
least while the leader remains there for some time you 
know what the tactics are and what their policies are, 
but the instability of the Opposition, I think, is just 
as bad as an instability of Government. We were fairly 
stable, you see; we didn't have those sorts of problems 
then. [laughs] I can't think of any great leadership 
struggles while we were in Government. There was only 
one change, anyway, and that was when Sir Charles pulled 
out, and I wasn't in Parliament at that time either, but 
I think Sir David Brand retired while we were in 
Opposition.1 So, I don't think there were any major 
changes on our side, at least until I left the 
Parliament and then Sir Charles stayed on. Ray O'Connor 
became his deputy and then when Charles went Ray 
O'Connor became Premier and Cyril Rushton I think became 
the deputy then, but that was after my day. 

GO'H So with the problems within the ALP and 
the split of the coalition, did that create any change 
in the working atmosphere of Parliament? 

O'NEIL No, I don't think so. If one reads the 
media today one would think that there was constant war 
going on between individuals and the party, but I think 
if someone took the time to just go up and listen to 
Parliament debating they'd find that a lot of it is 
media hype - that there are some good, solid, 
substantial, sound debates going on, and it is the 
media, the juniors, who sit up top and who pick out all 
the rough bits and make a big story of it. 

GO'H Did that change at all in your time in 
Parliament, the relationship within the parties? 

O'NEIL No, I don't think so. We still 
recognised one another's right to be in Parliament and 
one another's right to be either in Opposition or in 
Government, and our responsibility to the people who 

'Sir David Brand retired from Parliament in August 1975, during the 

time of the Court Government. He resigned as Leader of the 

Opposition in June 1972. 
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elected us and our responsibility to ensuring that the 
laws which were passed by the Parliament were thoroughly 
and carefully considered. And that is about all 
because, remember, Parliament isn't government; 
Parliament is the Legislative Assembly and the 
Legislative Council, and the only time really that the 
Government is under attack is during question time. 
That is what it's for. The Opposition has the right to 
question the Government on its activities outside the 
legislation. The legislation is argued when the Bills 
come before the House, and most of those are passed on 
the voices anyway; there are no divisions called. The 
proposal of the legislation wouldn't call for a division 
because they are bound to vote the other way. If they 
disagree with the Speaker and you call divide, you've 
got to vote against the Speaker's decision. [laughs] 
But that's about the only time that there can be some 
bubbles; that's during question time. 

GO'H I know that Brian Burke wasn't Leader of 
the Opposition during your parliamentary career, but he 
was in Parliament. What was your impression of him? 

O'NEIL A pipsqueak! [pause] He was a smart 
alec. He was an orator, and he knew it. You could see 
by his stance, and his eyes closed; his control of the 
language was that of a journalist, not a parliamentarian 
at all. I think I have said that if there was one 
person I didn't like it was Brian Burke. His story, of 
course, is that his father was not regarded highly by 
the Labor Party of the day. He was the federal Member 
for Perth and he didn't do at a Hobart conference in 
1955 what his branch in Western Australia told him to 
do, and out of that came the growth of the DLP and the 
split of people away from the Labor Party proper. 

I think Brian Burke felt that his father had been 
somewhat maligned and he must have made a statement at 
some time because I recall that his aim seemed to be to 
restore the good name of the Burke family. He didn't do 
that. He ruined it completely! Only because of his 
self-centredness, I think. 

GO'H In the scrapbook that I borrowed from you 
there was a Langoulant cartoon on the question of 
questions' which depicts you spraying insect spray at a 
buzzing-around-you Brian Burke. Could you give me the 
background to that, please? 

1
Daily News, 23 August 1979. 
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O'NEIL Yes, Brian Burke was a smart alec; I 
think I said that before. Normally, members who want to 
ask questions, and want to be serious about it, put the 
questions on notice. They appear on the Notice Paper 
and when they are handed in to the Clerks of the 
Assembly they are sent down to the Minister's office so 
some background information can be obtained, so the 
answer to the question - which can be a legitimate 
question about government activity - can be prepared by 
the staff. Then the Minister would come and alter it, 
endorse it and so on. But Burke declined to put 
questions on notice. He would simply use question time 
to snipe at the Government and always ask questions 
without notice. Now you can demand that the questions 
be put on the Notice Paper, but if that were ever done 
he would never do that. So he simply used his smart 
alec tactics to annoy people. So I simply got up on one 
occasion and said, "From now on I will refuse to answer 
questions from the member for Balcatta that aren't on 
notice." And that's the result of that. 

GO'H Did you carry that through? 

O'NEIL Yes. I said I would not answer questions 
from the honourable member that were not on the Notice 
Paper. 

GO'H What about other members of your party? 
Did they follow through with that sort of idea, as well? 

O'NEIL I'm pretty certain they did, because I 
don't think he ever asked a question without notice 
after that. 

GO'H At the time that Brian Burke entered 
Parliament there were increasingly younger members 
coming into the Labor Party. Was a similar thing 
happening in the Liberal Party. 

O'NEIL The same thing was occurring there. I 
mean, we were all getting older and so there were much 
younger people coming in. I think the same thing was 
happening with both parties - perhaps not as much in the 
Liberal Party, although I've never taken the trouble to 
find out just how many passed through the Parliament 
while I was there. But certainly after I left . . . I 
think the only member of Parliament who's still there 
when I was there is the now Speaker, [James] Clarko. 
And the President of the Legislative Council. There 
could be some others. I think the attitude was that once 
you reached the age of 60, 65 that was the time to move 
out. There weren't many great statesmen of 80 and 90 
years of age after I left. 



O'NEIL 141 

GO'H And with younger people, politicians, 
entering the Liberal Party, did that bring about any 
sort of change within the party at Parliament? 

O'NEIL I think there was a change occurring on 
both sides. Perhaps I was becoming more senile, or more 
sensible - I'm not sure which - but the attitude of the 
younger members changed. They were in there for a 
stoush rather than for serving the people. I think, 
too, a lot of them were for their own interests and not 
anyone else's. I might have told you that the change in 
parliamentary superannuation rules occurred when Burke 
was Premier, and with the cooperation of the Leader of 
the Opposition. Or it could have been the other way 
about - when the Liberal Party was in government and 
Burke was in opposition. But it was during that 
transition period that changes to the superannuation 
arrangements and parliamentary salaries and so on 
occurred, which certainly enhanced the income of the 
younger fry. I think there was more a tendency to look 
after your own interests rather than those of the 
people. It applied to both sides. 

GO'H We were talking about the Press earlier, 
and another Langoulant cartoon titled "Langoulant and 
the welcome home" shows you, Sir Charles and a press 
officer at the airport when Sir Charles arrived home 
after being overseas. You are saying to Sir Charles, 
after he has lopped the head off the reporter, "Oops, 
Sir Charles, I think that last one may have been 
friendly." What is the background of that? 

O'NEIL I think Charles always objected to street 
corner interviews - doorway interviews and so on. I 
notice that his little bag has "Israel" on it. He'd 
been over I think to plant a tree in Israel - I'm not 
sure quite what the story was. He went over there and I 
was greeting him on his return. But he objected to 
people shoving microphones under his nose when he was 
talking to his important deputy, or anybody else for 
that matter. Arrangements are always made for a press 
conference to be held. Often it's held in a room 
provided at the airport or something like that, and 
those people who come and shove microphones under his 
nose while he's talking or thinking or kissing his wife 
hello annoyed him immensely. I think that was the 
reason for that. He must have snapped at that 
particular press man. I didn't recognise the face in 
the cartoon. 

1
Dai1y News, 25 June 1979. 
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GO'H What was your attitude towards the Press 
while you were in Parliament? 

O'NEIL I got on fairly well with them. I don't 
think there were any that. . . . In fact, I know from 
some reports that there were press men who certainly 
weren't politically inclined our way, but they were 
always very kind to me. I think it was because I didn't 
object to giving them time - to listen. I don't think I 
ever had any arguments with the Press. 

I don't know whether you know Peter Finn. I think he's 
now at Channel 9, is he? 

GO'H I'm not sure of that. 

O'NEIL We didn't have individual press officers. 
Peter worked for probably two or three Ministers and he 
did work for both of them. His job would be to go 
around to the Minister's office each day and find out 
what was cooking and write up a bit of a story. Another 
thing they used to do, too, was - I think I mentioned it 
once before - if I were to give a speech to an 
organisation on behalf of another Minister and I wasn't 
over-clued up on what it was all about, the press 
officer would prepare the notes for a speech for me to 
deliver. In the case of my own portfolios I didn't need 
that to be done, but it was quite reasonable if you're 
out doing something on industrial development for the 
Premier. You'd want to be right, so you'd get your 
press bloke to prepare the speech notes, and they would 
be vetted by the Premier's Department before they ever 
came to the Minister who was doing the job, anyway. 

I never had any trouble with the Press. In fact, as I 
say, I know there were some who were certainly not 
politically minded my way and they were always pretty 
kind to me. Maybe I was kind to them. 

GO'H If you can now look at some other 
committees that you were also involved in - I know we 
talked about some earlier, in your earlier years of 
Parliament. You also in 1971-72 were on the Public 
Accounts Committee - an original member of it, as it was 
formed in 1971. What was the Public Accounts Committee? 

O'NEIL Well, it still exists. It is a committee 
of both Houses of Parliament and all political parties. 
I think the first function was to go through the Auditor 
General's report. Where the Auditor General had made 
some adverse comment about public accounts - State 
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accounts - then the Public Accounts Committee would 
investigate and inquire into it and report to Parliament 
on those sorts of things. I've got a feeling that there 
is a much stronger committee operating now which I think 
looks at budgets and things like that. But the Public 
Accounts Committee was, as I've mentioned, was a joint 
House committee, a parliamentary representation from all 
political parties and it kept an eye on the public 
accounts. It started off usually with an examination of 
the Auditor General's report, because the Auditor 
General is a parliamentary officer, not a public 
servant. He would make comments about the activities in 
certain departments - failure to account properly and so 
on - and the Public Accounts Committee would simply 
examine those and recommend to the Government what 
action to take. 

GO'H What are public accounts? 

O'NEIL Anything the Government has. Taxing and 
disbursement of moneys are all public accounts. 

GO'H Do you know why it was considered that a 
committee should have been formed at that time? 

O'NEIL I think because every other State had 
one. It's a common committee now in all Parliaments. 
Instead of just having the Auditor General make a 
complaint about the Public Works Department spending too 
much money on tea cups and jam, the Auditor General's 
recommendations, or his criticism, would be taken up by 
the Public Accounts Committee. They would examine it; 
they could call in people from the various departments 
when their accounts were being checked over and ask why 
it was done this way, and couldn't they save money by 
doing it another way? and so on. 

GO'H You also were a delegate to the 
Australian Constitution conventions. Can you give me 
some background of what happened there? 

O'NEIL In Gough Whitlam's day - maybe prior to 
that, but certainly there seemed to be a need for 
someone to thoroughly examine the Commonwealth 
Constitution. I think the first meeting was held under 
the auspices of New South Wales and the Prime Minister 
was Gough Whitlam at the time, because I remember going 
to a cocktail party with my wife - we were staying with 
my daughter in Sydney; I was a delegate from Western 
Australia - and it was Gough Whitlam who entertained us 
at a cocktail party in Sydney. There was a 
parliamentary delegation; there were representatives 
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from local government as well - the Lord Mayor of the 
City of Perth and so on - and we met and discussed in 
general terms the Constitution. The Constitution was 
then broken up into certain sections and subcommittees 
were formed to have a look at each section. We met 
again in various States and each one had to recommend to 
the constitutional convention proper as to what 
alterations ought to be made. I chaired the meeting of, 
I think it was called, subcommittee D of the 
Constitution Convention when it came to Western 
Australia. We looked at one particular part of the 
Constitution - I can't quite recall what it was now - 

but the whole thing collapsed in a limp heap. Nothing 
ever was done about it. It's amusing. I've got some 
photos of the delegations, if you're interested. 

GO'H Yes, we could perhaps attach them to the 
transcript when it's done. 

O'NEIL Mm. 

GO'H Bruce Okely, on his retirement, gave the 
vote to the  politician with the best sense of humour to 
Des O'Neil. At this point in the interview, can you 
recall any instances in Parliament or personalities that 
were there that you can tell me about? 

O'NEIL Yes, I think James Isaac Mann, who tried 
to found the Liberal and Country League. He was the 
member for Beverley, a Country Party bloke. He hated 
Arthur Watts - Arthur Watts of the Country Party. In 
sotto voce, which everyone in the Chamber could hear, he 
used to call him the taipan, because I think Arthur 
Watts fought against James Isaac Mann's idea of having a 
one party which consisted of a rural wing and a Liberal 
wing. He tried to form the Liberal and Country League. 
We became the Liberal and Country League - we elected to 
go - but he'd never, ever coalesce properly, so the 
Country Party went back to being the Country Party and 
the Liberal Party went back to being the Liberal Party. 

Jim was a real character - a real old-timer. He lived 
in South Perth. He didn't drive a car in those days, or 
if he did he didn't often drive a car. I used to often 
take him home to his place, or to his daughter's place 
on Riverside Drive. He was one of the characters of the 
Liberal Party. He once said to me, "Des, you know, 
there are no characters left in the Parliament." I 

'A copy of the photograph follows. 

2West, 13 October 1990. 
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said, "I've got news for you, Jim. You are it." 

The other one that I can recall was one that I think was 
quoted by Bruce Okely. The Member for Rockingham, who 
was very keen on looking after bird watchers and so on, 
he was listing a whole lot of birds. . . 

END OF TAPE EIGHT SIDE ONE 
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O'NEIL . . . and as he was going through this 
great long list of 

and 
species or something like 

that, I interjected and said, "What about the double 
breasted mattress thrasher?" The House went into an 
uproar. Even Charlie laughed but I'm certain he didn't 
know what I meant. But everybody else did. 

I can't recall them. The Parliament was never always 
nasty. There were often opportunities for you to make 
an appropriate interjection which calmed people down or 
made them smile, and that helped the thing get along 
much more comfortably. But that's about it, I think. I 
used to interject at the appropriate times with what I 
hoped were the appropriate words. Other than that, I 
just never did my buy - never spat the dummy, I think 
the expression today is, isn't it? 

GO'H During your political career, what do you 
see as the major changes that occurred in Parliament or 
in your electorate work from when you went in to when 
you retired? 

O'NEIL The major change was, I think, was the 
change of appreciation, if that's the right word, of 
members of Parliament by the public in general. Most 
people now think all politicians are money grabbers - 

not worth worrying about; they're there for their own 
ends. That is the major change. It happened on both 
sides of the House, and it happened, I think, with the 
coming in of a lot of young blood who thought they were 
on the side of God and regarded themselves as being much 
superior to the ordinary run of the mill, everyday 
person. They earned the ire of the ordinary, everyday 
person. Now there are very few people who think that 
politicians are as decent as they used to be. 

GO'H What about the granting of electorate 
offices by the Tonkin Government? Did that change very 
much your work within your electorate? 

O'NEIL Not really. I think I mentioned that in 
the Labor Caucus the leader of the party is not in the 
chair. They do have a chairman and Jack Tonkin, as the 
leader, was a floor member. He was opposed to the 
establishment of electorate offices in the electorate 
but was forced by his Caucus to pass the appropriate 
legislation to create the electorate offices. I don't 
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think Sir Charles ever had one, and I think there were 
some others who objected. Sir Charles would rather work 
from his own little dung hill and his own little staff. 
I had one established in East Melville. I can't 
remember the name of the first person. . . . We only 
had a girl there who was really a typist-cum-secretary. 
She used to do a bit of my correspondence and mail which 
was purely electorate work. I never spent any great 
amount of time in the office; I had a ministerial 
office. Other members, of course, who were not 
Ministers probably spent a lot more time there. 

I used to do electorate work from there and any 
complaints that came or queries from the constituents 
who came in would be taken up by the woman [secretary], 
who would send them into me. I would then dictate a 
reply, pass it back to her, and she would type it out 
and sent it back to me, and I would post it from my 
office. I can remember getting into a bit of trouble 
once when Bob Davies, who was the Under Secretary to the 
Premier's Department, came to me and said, "Mr O'Neil, 
your typist out at East Melville is putting propaganda 
pamphlets in your letters to your constituents." I 
said, "Is she?" He grinned and said yes. I said, "Oh 
well, I'll stop that." If we had a little pamphlet or 
something to go out and I was writing a letter, she 
would pop one of these in and bring them back in, 
because the postage was carried on the ministerial 
postage allowance. 

There is room for electorate offices. Members' work, I 
think, is becoming increasingly more arduous; therefore, 
they need some sort of assistance. I don't know what 
they get now, but I know Jack Tonkin was opposed to 
establishing them. I can remember Cohn Jamieson saying 
once that he remembers a case of a Labor member in South 
Australia, where they did have electorate offices, where 
his male secretary in the electorate office became so 
popular with the constituents that he sought 
endorsement, and beat his boss for the seat [Laughs] 
He became the member for the district. I think that's 
probably why some of them were sort of backing off, in 
case somebody in the electorate became more popular than 
the member. 

GO'H Des, you retired from Parliament in 1980, 
and in an earlier interview you said that when you 
entered Parliament you had plans of retiring at 
approximately 60 years of age - and that's why you 
didn't contest the 1980 election. You also said there 
were other reasons. Could you expand on both of those 
points? 
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O'NEIL I think I was getting a bit tired. I 
felt I wasn't as sharp as I used to be. I was starting 
to have a bit of health problems, not serious, but I 
remember once nearly collapsing in the Chamber. 
Dr [Tom] Dadour happened to be in the Parliament at the 
time and he managed to grab me and give me something. I 
started to get a bit worried: I was also very much 
overweight - florid complexion and people were talking 
me into being really sick, too. It was all those 
things. I think I'd done my share - 21 years wasn't a 
bad sort of spell at one particular occupation. 

I knew that if I had continued on after the 1980 
election I would be committing myself to a further six 
years in Parliament, at least, because I knew that Sir 
Charles was going to retire in that particular term. 
That would have been 18 months, and then I suspected 
that I would become the leader of the party and 
therefore Premier. Then I would be morally obliged to 
take the party to the next election in 18 months' time, 
and there would be perhaps at least another 18 months or 
two years. So it would have been, say, five or six 
years after 1980 that I would still be there. As I say, 
my planning had always been to retire at about 60-ish. 
[I would have been] 65, if I'd stayed on I would have 
been well and truly beyond that time. 

So I discussed it with my family and my branch people, 
and I told them that it was my intention to retire, so 
they had plenty of notice. I think I made the 
announcement some time in December; although I left 
Parliament in the election year of 1980 I remained in 
the ministry for a little while, of course. You don't 
lose that for some while until the result of the 
election is known and a new Government is formed. I'm 
not too sure just when I retired from the ministry. 

As I say, I reckoned I'd had enough. I was very, very 
much overweight and not feeling the best, as well. 

GO'H Was it ever identified what it was that 
caused you to collapse in the Chamber? 

O'NEIL I don't know. Nobody. . . . I must have 
been feeling unwell while I was sitting in my seat and 
as I started to walk out behind the Speaker's chair, the 
door behind it, I collapsed and had to hang on to 
something. I don't really know what it was. It was 
sudden and all over in a very short time. 

GO'H What was Sir Charles' reaction to your 
announcement that you were going to retire? 
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O'NEIL He was pretty realistic about all these 
things. We'd worked together for quite some time and I 
think he realised what my intention was. He indicated 
that he was disappointed and that I should stay on, but 
he accepted it was my decision, and my own alone, and 
there was no other influences at all other than my 
decision. So he accepted it - and regretted it. 

GO'H In 1972, when you became deputy leader of 
your party, you said about that in an earlier interview 
that you didn't want to be leader, that you felt Sir 
Charles could fulfil that role. At any stage did you 
have any ambition to be Premier? 

O'NEIL No. Never! 

GO'H Would you have liked to have been Premier 
if the situation had arisen? 

O'NEIL I would have accepted it, but I wouldn't 
have liked it. I wouldn't have sought the position. I 
think in all of my political career I didn't ever lobby 
for any position. I did what my party wanted me to do 
to the best of my ability, but I didn't ever seek 
rewards. What do they say? - "There is a general's 
baton in every soldier's knapsack." I didn't carry a 
knapsack! 

GO'H Given that you would have accepted it if 
the position had become available, why wouldn't you have 
wanted to be Premier? 

O'NEIL I didn't think that seeking a position in 
your own interests is the way to behave. I don't think 
I ever did that. I just did what I was asked to do and 
did it to the best of my ability. But I didn't ever 
seek any leadership whether it be in the Army or in 
Parliament, or any other life. I just took things as 
they came. 

GO'H Your successor as Deputy Premier was Ray 
O'Connor. Could you give me some information about him? 

O'NEIL Ray and I got into Parliament on the same 
day in 1 59. We were quite friendly and matey. He was a 
bit of a scamp, Ray. We had to keep an eye on him 
because he was a bit of a. . . . as I say, a bit of a 
scamp, but he had his heart in the right place. I was 
most disappointed when he became involved in all this 
business about taking money from the Liberal Party - 
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$25 000, and he's still up on charges for that. I think 
Ray was a likeable villain - that would be the best way 
to put it. He shot from the hip. He didn't get his 
brain into gear before he opened his mouth, really, on 
many occasions. But we got on pretty well together. I 
used to sit next to Charles, and Ray was sitting in the 
cross benches just up the way from us in the Parliament. 
We always had to keep an eye on him; see whathe had to 
say, and make sure he didn't put too many feet in it! 

GO'H What were your plans when you retired 
from Parliament? What did you plan to do with your time 
then? 

O'NEIL Well, I think Charles said to me, "What 
would you like to do? Are there any particular 
government jobs you would like that would sort of tide 
you out, slow you down?" I said, "There's really one 
thing I'd like, that would be to sit on the Lotteries 
Commission." He said, "Oh, I'll see what I can do about 
that." He made me Chairman of the Lotteries Commission! 

So for five years I was Chairman of the Lotteries 
Commission. It was because of a change of Government 
that I lost that position, because normally the chairman 
of those [statutory bodies] is a political appointee. 

During the time I was on the Lotteries Commission - it 
was under the Department of Racing and Gaming, they call 
it now, I'm not sure what it was in those days - a head 
of the department came to see me at the Lotteries 
Commission and asked me if I'd become the inaugural 
chairman of the Greyhound Racing Association, which was 
formed under a Statute. I said, "Why me?" He said, 
"Well, they're in some financial difficulty, they're not 
making headway at all." I said, "Because I happen to be 
a Knight of the realm do you think it might sort them 
out?" He grinned and said, "Yes." I said, "Okay, I'll 
take that on." So there was a bit of an overlap. I was 
Chairman of the Lotteries Commission and also became 
Chairman of the new Greyhound Racing Association. But 
once again, when the Government changed there was no 
question about my staying on in either position. So 
that was it. I then retired gracefully from the scene. 
I had become chairman of the ex-members association 
attached to Parliament, so there were some duties still 
associated with the operations of Parliament. But other 
than that, little by little, I withdrew. I suppose it 
was in '85, it must have been, that I ceased to have any 
other activity other than looking after myself. 

GO'H As Chairman of the Lotteries Commission, 
how much time did you have to spend on that? 
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O'NEIL It was quite time consuming. In the 
early days the chairman actually drew the first lot of 
marbles from the barrel - the first four prizes, I think 
it was, and the thing was telecast. John Burgess 
happened to be working for Channel 9 and they did the 
telecast from the Lotteries Commission. But the 
chairman actually drew the first major prizes and the 
rest were then done later on. We always had a guest 
drawer to be there as well; we always had a lunch hour 
meeting, and had lunch with the guest drawer. At the 
same meeting we would determine the distribution of that 
amount of the prize money that went to charity. I think 
it was 5 per cent for administration; 5 per cent for 
government; and the balance went in distributing money 
to all sorts of organisations that were seeking 
financial assistance from the Lotteries Commission. It 
happened quite frequently that older people who saw me 
would recognise me as being the man who gave out the 
money for the Lotteries Commission. [Laughs] They 
never remembered me for 21 years' service to the people 
in Parliament. 

It was quite interesting. I thoroughly enjoyed my time 
with the Lotteries Commission. 

GO'H And the Greyhound Association: was that 
a time consuming board to belong to? 

O'NEIL Once again, yes it was, because my 
committee had committee rooms out there and we always 
attended at least one race meeting. I think there was 
only one race meeting a week then, in any case. Apart 
from that, we would meet as a committee on non-race 
nights and get reports from the secretary of the 
Greyhound Racing Association as to money that had to be 
spent and so on, and approve all the expenditures. That 
having been done, I used to go out one day during the 
week and countersign all the cheques. So that kept me 
fairly busy. 

As chairman, I wasn't allowed to have any financial 
interest in greyhound racing, but my wife and Howard 
Sattler, who happened to be ex-chairman of the Canning 
Greyhound Racing Association, and Bill Saville's wife - 

Bill Saville was the deputy head of the department - 

they owned a greyhound between them called Magic Comet. 
I simply acted as a sort of racing manager - keeping the 
books and making sure everything was done according to 
Hoyle. That occurred whilst I was chairman of the new 
association, by the way. After that, when I lost the 
position of chairman I became interested in greyhound 
racing on my own behalf, and we had quite a number of 
successful greyhounds racing. I can recall, many times 

the breeders, owners and trainers passing a vote of 



O'NEIL 152 

no confidence in the chairman and his committee - which 
was par for the course. After all that, I became the 
patron of the Breeders, Owners and Trainers Association. 
They forgot about all the nasty things I'd done to them 
and thought I could be helpful as their patron! I still 
am the patron of the Breeders, Owners and Trainers 
Association. 

GO'H Why were votes of no confidence made 
against you? 

O'NEIL Again, it's a bit of self-interest. The 
stakes weren't high enough; there weren't enough races; 
the facilities weren't good enough, and all sorts of 
things. The main complaint was that the stakes weren't 
high enough and, of course, one of my tasks was to get 
them out of their financial difficulty. I managed, with 
the approval of the committee, to have the secretary of 
the association and myself as investors of surplus 
moneys so that we could at a certain point in time when 
our interest bill was going to be high, save enough 
money to pay off a lot of the money they owed. I think 
I left an amount of three-quarters of a million dollars 
available to cater for this period. The TAB took over 
the debts that had been incurred and they gave us a 
period of five years, I think, at an interest rate of 
5 per cent, which was quite good. The idea was to save 
this money and then at this cheap interest rate we would 
pay a lump sum off the debt to the TAB, which would 
leave us paying exactly the same amount of money with a 
higher interest rate. 

Once again, the change of Government caused the well 
laid plans of mice and men to go astray. To the best of 
my knowledge, the debt was never, ever paid anyway. 

GO'H Were those positions on those boards paid 
positions? 

O'NEIL Yes, both the Lotteries Commission and 
the Greyhound Racing Association were regarded as, I 
think they call them Class A committees. They were top 
committees - statutory bodies - established under an Act 
of Parliament. As I recall it, both jobs involved the 
use of a car plus $5 000 a year. That was the fee for 
the chairman. The lesser lights I think got something 
like $2 000 - $2 500 a year. There was a period of 
overlap when I was chairman of both committees, so a 
mutual agreement was reached by the Lotteries Commission 
and the Greyhound Racing Association that I would still 
have a car but use it for both purposes and the fees 
were split, too. So I did have the use of a car for at 
least five years after leaving Parliament. 
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GO'H In 1979 you received your knighthood. 
How were you informed about that? 

O'NEIL Sir Wallace Kyle was the Lieutenant 
Governor in Western Australia, and at an executive 
council meeting I used to mostly attend at Government 
House he would sign all the documents - the Exco papers, 
they were called. There was always the Governor and at 
least two members of the Cabinet present. Sir Wallace 
asked me to stay behind at one of those meetings towards 
the end of 1979 and asked me what I thought about 
receiving a knighthood. I wanted to decline. I said, 
"No, I prefer not to receive a knighthood." He said, 
"Why?" I said, "Look, I don't think this is an honour 
that I should take. An ordinary recognition - GMC, or 
whatever they call them - some lesser honour." "No, " he 
said, "I wouldn't be happy to recommend to Her Majesty 
any lesser honour than that." He said, "You've got to 
think of your family, too. It would be a great pleasure 
to your family to have you recognised for the services 
you have done for the State." So with a great deal of 
reluctance I agreed. 

Then the next thing I heard was that the Queen in the 
New Year's Honours, I think, had announced the 
knighthood. I knew it was coming. Nance and I were 
over in Sydney staying with our eldest daughter and her 
husband over the Christmas period. So that's when the 
announcement was made; I was out of the State. 

GO'H Why the reluctance to accept the honour? 

O'NEIL Well, I didn't think I'd done any more 
than my job. You know, I thought that knighthoods were 
reserved for those people who did great things - and 
thought great thoughts! I felt that if there was an 
honour it shouldn't be a knighthood. Not that I 
objected to it, to a knighthood. I think I did state at 
the time that I felt it was a family honour - that my 
family had put up with me being in Parliament for 21 
years, and they deserved some recognition. [Laughs] 

GO'H Is there anything further that you would 
like to add before we finish the interview? 

O'NEIL No, I don't think so. [pause] I don't 
think there's anything that I have regretted during my 
parliamentary life, or my life at all. I trust that I 
haven't trodden on anybody's toes too heavily. I simply 
feel satisfied that I've done my bit. 
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GO'H Thank you, Des. 

END OF TAPE EIGHT SIDE TWO 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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ELECTRICITY SUPPLIES 
Cost of Erection of Street Poles 

18. Mr. O'NEIL asked the Minister for 
Electricity: 

What is the approximate cost to 
the State Electricity Commission 
for the erection of street poles? 
Have tenders ever been called for 
this work? 
If so, how do the tenders compare 
with the cost of erection by State 
Electricity Commission staff? 

Mr. WATTS replied: 
(1) The cost of erecting a pole is 

affected by many variable factors 
and can vary as much as from 
£2 lOs. to over £50 a pole. The 
cost would refer to the labour of 
getting a pole on the site, prepar-
ing a pole for the equipment, digg-
ing the hole, erecting the pole, 
filling in and creosoting. 
The length of the pole used de-
pends on the number of circuits 
the pole will carry and on the vol-
tage. Poles vary from thirty to 
sixty feet and the depth of the 
hole from five feet six inches to 
eight feet six Inches. 
Some of the factors occasioning 
variation in labour costs are— 

the distance from depot to the 
job; 
the size of the pole;  

the type of soil, which can vary 
from hard rock, through various 
clays, barns and loose sand to 
clean, firm sand, varied again 
from dry through damp to ex-
ceedingly wet. Some soils are 
better in winter and some in 
summer; 
whether the hole must be dug 
by hand or is suitable for mech-
anical equipment. This depends 
on surface, road conditions, ac-
cessibility and the type of soil; 
whether a single pole is to be 
erected or a number of poles in 
a run; 
whether the pole is erected in 
the vicinity of live mains or not. 

The figure of £2 lOs. could be re-
garded as the probable cost per 
pole for the shortest single circuit 
pole with a number in a run and 
all conditions generally favourable. 
The figure of £50 would be for the 
longest pole set deeper in bad 
ground with most of the condit-
ions unfavourable. 
No; one reason being that it is 
necessary to preserve safety 'and 
security when erecting poles 
among live mains and experienced 
technicians are required. 
Answered by No. (2). 

the amount of preparation for 
crossarms and other equipment; 
the depth and diameter of the 
hole (related to the length and 
size of the pole); 
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CLOSE OF SESSION 
Complimentary Remarks 

THE SPEAKER (Mr Thompson): This might 
be an appropriate time for me to read a letter I 
have received from the Premier. The letter reads 
as follows— 

Dear Mr Speaker, 
Because of my attendance at the Premiers' 

Conference and Loan Council meetings in 
Canberra I shall not be present in the 
Legislative Assembly when the 1979 session 
of the State Parliament adjourns "to a date 
to be fixed by Mr Speaker". 

However, it would be appreciated if you 
could convey to the Members of the 
Legislative Assembly my best wishes for the 
coming festive season and for the New Year. 

1 am certain that the 1980's will be a 
wonderful decade for this State following as 
it does an important and very successful year 
of 150th Anniversary celebrations in 1979. 

These wishes go to the families of 
Members, as well as to the staff of the 
Parliament and including Hansard. 

My regret at not being present when the 
1979 session adjourns is all the greater 
because I shall not be able to say in person 
what I should like to say, and have recorded 
in 1-lansard, about my colleague, the Deputy 
Premier, lion. Des O'Neil. 

It is my great regret that Des O'Neil has 
decided not to stand for the next State 
General Elections and will therefore retire 
from the Parliament to coincide with the 
holding of the Elections in 1980. 

His retirement will be a great loss to the 
Parliament because he has brought a 
tremendous amount of dedication, efficiency, 
good sense and co-operation to the workings 
of the Western Australian Parliament. 

I know of few men in all my time in the 
Parliament who have enjoyed such wide-
spread respect as has Des O'Neil. He has  

earned this respect because of his decency 
and his reasonabe and understanding 
approach to the many and varied problems 
that have crossed his path. 

His long-term record as a Minister has 
been an outstanding one and he can retire 
certain in the kno' ledge that he has the 
respect of us all and has served the 
Parliament well. 

On a more persoral note, I should like to 
express my apprecirtion for the tremendous 
loyalty and support I have received from Des 
O'Neil. We have worked together over many 
years and through some very difficult limes 
and it is people who have his approach to his 
responsibilities and to his fellow man that 
makes things go along just that little bit 
better and easier. 

I shalt have other opportunities to 
personally thank him for his great service 
and support, but I felt it would be 
appropriate if I 'ere able to record my 
appreciation of his worth and of his service in 
the records of the Parliament. 

Kindest Regards— 
Yours sincerely, 

CHARLES COURT 
Premier 

VL  
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MR O'NELL (East Melville—Deputy Premier) 
0.52 p.m.]: We have come to that day we have 

all looked forward to for so long—some for longer 
than others—and in the language of the classics, 
when the House meets again I will be one of those 
who can say, "I ain't here." 

It is the time of year when we extend our 
grateful thanks to all in the 1-louse—the 14ansard 
staff, the typists, the Controller's staff, the 
policeman in the gallery, and the ladies and 
gentlemen of the fourth estate—for the way they 
co-operate to ensure the parliamentary session 
proceeds along its way. 

I want to thank the Opposition for the co-
operation it has shown to the Government on 
almost all occasions. On occasions members of the 
Opposition have not been as co-operative as we 
won Id have liked, but basically the business of t he 
louse has been carried out fairly expeditiously. 

and 1 particularly want to thank the Opposition 
for its co-operation over the last few days. At this 
time last week it appeared the parliamentary 
session might conclude some time this week or 
next week, but it was not until about 9.30 last 
night that we could really see the light at the end 
of the tunnel. 

To the Leader of the Opposition and his front 
bench and all those on his side of the House as 
well as on our side, I convey my thanks for the 
fact that we have been able to conclude the 
session at a more reasonable hour than on most 
occasions. 

I heard on a news service this evening that this 
was probably one of the longest sessions of 
Parliament. I am not sure that is so. However, it 
seemed to me to be very long, and I am sure all 
will appreciate the fact that I ant extremely 
grateful I have managed to make it to the end. 

On a more personal note, I want to record in 
Hansard my thanks for the kind gesture of Sir 
Charles in having his appreciation of my services 
recorded in the records of this place; and again I 
want to thank the many friends I have made in 
the Parliament. 

One little jarring note was that the member for 
Balcatta did not give me an opportunity to answer 
a question without notice from him, so that 
neither he nor I will ever know whether that 
promise would have been kept. However, these 
little things are sent to try us. We are all inclined 
to get a bit hot under the collar at times and say 
things which perhaps we mean at the time but 
may never have carried out. Those little incidents 
make life in this place at least a little more 
exciting at times. 

On behalf of the Liberal Party and the 
Government, I want to thank also our colleagues, 
led by Dick Old. Dick and I have come to know 
one another fairly well because of our relative 
positions, and I have found him and Mr Jones, the 
Minister for Education, very good to work with. 

To all my other ministerial colleagues I extend 
my grateful thanks, and when I leave the saddle I 
know the members of my own party will elect the 
person most suited for it. 

[Applause.] 

VOL- 2i1 (00 Uf 
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