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n a recent anniversary of the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center in New York City, Elliott 
Abrams of the Council on Foreign Relations and former member of the Ronald Reagan and George 
W. Bush Administrations, wrote a newspaper piece that showed a nice sense of time but not of 

place. He noted disparagingly that President Barack Obama never seemed to tire of apologizing for American 
intervention in Iran, Cuba and other places. Abrams was visiting Sydney Australia at the time, and there was 
no sense that he was aware that in the same city, on 27 July 1977, President Jimmy Carter had made a similar 
apology to ‘perhaps America’s most loyal ally’ through his special emissary, Assistant Secretary of State 
Warren Christopher, informing ex-Prime Minister Gough Whitlam that America “would never again 
interfere in the domestic political processes of Australia”.1 Only two men living, Carter and former Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger exactly know to what he was referring to. The only other witness at the 8 a.m. 
meeting at the Qantas VIP lounge at Sydney Airport was Whitlam’s private secretary, Richard Butler, who 
was astonished at the candor of Carter’s admission, but equally persuaded that Whitlam seemed not to 
comprehend what he had heard. What had he, in fact, heard at this mysterious meeting? Had the United 
States actually admitted to playing an active, secret role in the dismissal of the Whitlam Government by the 
Governor-General Sir John Kerr on 11 November 1975? 

It is this intriguing mystery which is the centerpiece of Unholy Fury, a balanced and deeply researched analysis 
of America’s relations with a smaller partner within the historical context of an alliance, the Australian-New 
Zealand/United States Security Treaty or, simply ANZUS.2 The author, James Curran, an associate professor 

                                                       
1 Gough Whitlam, The Whitlam Government (Melbourne: Viking, 1985), 53. Also see, Norman Abjorensen, 

The Manner of Their Going: Prime Ministerial Exits from Lyne to Abbott (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly, 2015), 
186-187; Max Suich, “Whitlam’s death revives doubts of U. S. role in his sacking,” Australian Financial Review, 30 
October 2014; and Paul Kelly and Tom Bramston, The Dismissal in the Queen’s Name (Sydney: Viking, 2015. 

2 See Joseph M. Siracusa and David G. Coleman, Australia Looks to America: Australian-American Relations since 
Pearl Harbor (Claremont: Regina Books, 2006), 29-31. 
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at the University of Sydney, uses a small goldmine of documents (though, crucially, intelligence sources are 
not included) published in 2012.  Documents on East and Southeast Asia 1973-1976 in the Foreign Relations of 
the United States (FRUS).3 He supplements it particularly from presidential archives, making good use of their 
inconsistent release practices. Curran strips away many obscurities, but, in addition to the background to the 
Carter message, pieces of the jigsaw are still missing. 

Curran’s narrative provides an historical perspective for his research, which is particularly useful for an 
international audience. He writes of the American-Australian relationship from the time Vice-President 
Richard Nixon visited Australia in 1951, the year in which the security treaty was signed between the United 
States, Australia, and New Zealand. He traces Nixon’s relations thereafter with Robert Gordon Menzies, the 
long-serving Prime Minister of Australia and a figure on the world stage. That warm relationship continued 
after Menzies’s retirement in 1966, but promptly ended in 1977 when Menzies criticized Nixon for breaking 
a confidence by revealing to the British interviewer David Frost that Menzies had written to support him in 
1973, after Nixon’s second nation-wide address, denying that he knew about the Watergate break-in. The 
greater embarrassment for Menzies was that he had written injudiciously that Nixon’s speech had done proper 
honor not only to him as an individual “but also to the great office you occupy” (307). Menzies was thus alert 
to the importance of the duality: avowedly “British to my bootstraps,” he asked an Australian diplomat while 
driving to the White House, “Why are my palms so sweaty whenever I go there, but never when I go to the 
Palace?”4  

In December 1972 the Labor Party, under a charismatic and eloquent leader, Gough Whitlam, had brought 
to an end 23 years of conservative rule, six years after Menzies’s retirement. He rode the wave of a confident 
future on the slogan ‘It’s time,’ anticipating a new era for Australia, as a middle power, in great power 
relations and in Asia and China’s entry into the comity of nations.  

Whitlam had as Opposition leader in 1971 anticipated the change in American policy towards China and had 
visited the mainland just before Henry Kissinger’s secret visit. In seventeen hours of conversation with 
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai, the same length as Kissinger’s talks, he stood firmly behind the ANZUS Treaty. 
When he became Prime Minister his first act was to recognize China, but he turned down those who wanted 
to give China centrality in Australia’s regional policies. Achieving the right balance, particularly after China 
became Australia’s leading trading partner, had become the most important issue in Australian foreign policy 
– as it is today. 

Curran writes well of the new mood in Australia and the anticipated changes in Australia’s relations with Asia. 
With regard to its traditional partners, Curran says that Whitlam was motivated by resentment of past 
personal relationships at the highest level that were supposedly prejudicial to Labor to seek to wrench ANZUS 
clean from its Cold War moorings and make the U.S. alliance just one of a number of important links. 
“ANZUS,” observed Whitlam in July 1973, “is not the be-all and end-all of that relationship and never has 

                                                       
3 Foreign Relations of the United State, East and Southeast Asia, 1973-1976 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 2012). 

4 Interview with Ambassador Garry Woodard, Melbourne, 27 June 2016. (The author is indebted to 
Ambassador Woodard for sharing his knowledge of Australian-American relations during the Whitlam years.) 
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been.”5 That sounds too dramatic perhaps, even if it seems to lend some credibility by the course of Curran’s 
narrative. Conservative Australian governments had made the security relationship an electoral asset, but 
through superior skill rather than through covert or overt U. S. cooperation. In the “client-patron 
relationship,” as National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft described it later (306), and which Whitlam 
certainly rejected, the patron had been the more passive. The client actively sought U.S. bases in Australia 
from 1956. When the first, a strategic naval communications facility for the Indian Ocean at Northwest 
Cape, was agreed on in 1962, it was the Australian Government which brought it under ANZUS and turned 
it to political advantage (having almost lost an election). Later in the decade even more secret American 
communications and intelligence stations were set up in Central Australia, and became contentious in 
domestic politics. Whitlam wondered whether there was not “more in the alliance for the United States than 
for Australia” (171), which is an argument without end. 

Vietnam, too, was a deeply divisive issue in Australian politics, with the opposition opposing the war from the 
outset and the Government using its support quickly (29 April 1965) before deployment of ground forces 
alongside the U. S. (27 May 1965) for initial electoral advantage.6 Thus, with a change of Government in 
Australia, in December 1972, Australian-American relations were destined to become rocky, but the 
Christmas bombing of Hanoi, three weeks after Labor took office, got them off to a disastrous start. Whitlam 
wrote a letter of protest to Nixon which its drafter, former Ambassador to Washington Sir Keith Waller, has 
described as “reasonably moderate”: in his view, Nixon probably overreacted because he had never before 
been criticized by an Australian.7 Relations at the highest level, which Whitlam had resented, boomeranged 
against him. Whitlam’s indication that he would be seeking the support of Indonesia and Japan to appeal to 
the United States and North Vietnam to return to the conference table was provocative: the immediate 
reaction and counteraction of Kissinger’s assistant, Winston Lord, meant that when the Australian 
Ambassador in Jakarta entered the presidential compound to deliver Whitlam’s message, he encountered his 
American colleague coming out. President Suharto had passed the chalice to his foreign minister, but Japan 
was rather more forthcoming. 

Some Australian ministers, newly-appointed by their party and not by the Prime Minister, doubtless went too 
far in reflecting the popular outrage by describing the bombing as barbarous or murder. As on other occasions 
in American history, a presidential confidante donned the mantle of guardian of the Office of the President to 
strengthen its incumbent’s natural emotions. Kissinger began pronouncing Whitlam’s first name as “Guff,” 
while Nixon used a cruder four letter word. An additional friction, not mentioned by Curran, was Whitlam’s 
closure of a secret intelligence office in Chile that had been assisting in the CIA’s destabilization of Salvador 
Allende, which is given significance by Whitlam’s apprehension in 1975 that he himself was the target of a 
similar operation. 

                                                       
5 Sydney Morning Herald, 31 July 1973, quote found in Australian-American Relations since 1945: A 

Documentary History, ed. by Glen Barclay and Joseph M. Siracusa (Sydney and New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1976), 110. 

6 Siracusa and Coleman, Australia Looks to America, 51-73. 

7 Sir Keith Waller, A Diplomatic Life: Some Memories (Nathan: Centre for the Study of Australian-Asian 
Relations, Griffith University, 1990), 37. 
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Thenceforth relations were under recurring strains. Always in the background were the American monitoring, 
communications, and intelligence facilities, to which Whitlam had quickly given his approval. In mid-1974, 
when after an early election Jim Cairns on the Labor left became Deputy Prime Minister, the maintenance of 
the bases, and as a corollary the future of the Security Treaty, became a vital concern in Washington. Curran, 
having secured additional documentation, is able to add to the account of American contingency planning 
which is contained in the released documents indicating that encouraging regime change came under 
discussion as an option. Curran shows that the Washington bureaucracy rejected it, and agrees with a view 
held by most Australians that the U.S. was not involved, when, in unprecedented circumstances, the 
Governor-General sacked the Prime Minister on 11 November 1975. There is no conclusive evidence – or 
“smoking gun” - that it ever became official U.S. policy, but one of the still missing pieces of the jigsaw is 
precisely what instructions Nixon gave to Kissinger in a meeting on 1 August 1974, a week before he left 
office.  

Unholy Fury is not the last word, but is certainly enough to start a scene or two, or a movie. James Curran is a 
one-man Antipodean National Security Archive, but his engrossing narrative also provides enough colorful 
background from open sources to give his readers pleasure and make the script-writer’s job easy. 
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