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Gideon Haigh on the unsung 
heroes of the cricket pitch

What’s been happening in 
the art world this year?

The first in our summer series 
on the great songs of our time 

Riveting tales after journalists and 
insiders indicted over Holy See leaks

PAOLA TOTARO

If London’s red-top tabloids had 
been charged with cooking up the 
ultimate scandal, they’d be hard-
pressed to beat the byzantine tale 
of sex, lies, spies, red-faced prelates  
and abandoned lingerie unfolding 
in Rome right now.

The story roared to life last 
month when the Vatican took the 
banal — if politically controversial 
— decision to charge two Italian 
journalists with maliciously solic-
iting confidential documents from 
officials of the Holy See. 

Three Vatican insiders were in-
dicted for leaking, and all five ac-
cused risk eight years in jail if 
found guilty.

The two reporters, Gianluigi 
Nuzzi and Emiliano Fittipaldi (see 
box), had just published separate, 
blockbuster books detailing the lit-
any of unholy financial prac tices 
— from alleged money-launder-
ing and tobacco racketeering to 
the cost of buying a sainthood — 
that has haunted the Holy See for 
decades. 

Great, racy reading by all ac-
counts, but much of it had already 
come to light in the wake of Pope 
Francis’s decision to continue with 
the historic, if deeply divisive, re-
forms of the Vatican Bank — and 
his appointment of Australian 
Cardinal George Pell to lead the 
clean-up of its financial affairs.

The first court hearing was held 
behind the Leonine walls three 
weeks ago and while the two jour-
nalists’ accusations of Vatican 
heavy-handedness have been in-
triguing — Nuzzi angrily de-
scribed the charges as 
“Kafkaesque” — it has been the 
sideline antics from their co-ac-
cused that have since riveted the 
European media.

At the heart of the saga is a mys-
terious, 33-year-old laywoman 
and public relations “expert”, 
Francesca Immacolata Chaouqui, 
and a chisel-jawed colleague, 
Spanish monsignor Lucio Angel 
Vallejo Balda, 54. 

Both were members of the pon-
derously named Pontifical Com-
mission for Reference on the 
Economic-Administrative Struc-
ture of the Holy See, the specialist 
body set up by Pope Francis in 
2013 to help reform the Vatican’s 
financial arms.

Very little is known about 
Chao uqui’s past except that she 
had worked as a PR for a Roman 

made him forget his better judg-
ment on the rules of financial con-
fidentiality  but also led him to cast 
aside his vows of celibacy in a Flor-
entine hotel room.

Nobody is quite sure why Valle-
jo Balda also volunteered that if 
evidence were needed of their 
night of love-making, it could be 
found via the hotel staff in Flor-
ence who would confirm they had 
found “il baby doll” — her shortie 
night lingerie — in his room.

The Spanish priest is the only 
one of the five accused languishing 
in custody in the Vatican.

Chaouqui’s rebuttal of Vallejo 
Balda’s claims, vociferous and 
loaded with underlying threat out-
side the hearing, included the an-
nouncement that not only was she 
happy and satisfied with her IT ex-
pert husband but she was now 
three months pregnant to boot. 

Chaouqui denied any sexual 
romp with the crop-haired priest 

Continued on Page 12

law firm and was an employee of 
accounting giant Ernst & Young, 
probably as a lobbyist. 

Dubbed by the Italian press as 
“la bomba sexy” for her expressive 
dark eyes and mane of shiny dark 
hair, she has displayed a penchant 
for indiscreet Twitter posts, 
shameless name-dropping and 
self-publicity, which included get-
ting herself on to a well-known 
television chat show to discuss her 
involvement in the case. 

Chaouqui denies all allegations 
of leaking, insisting it was all the 
priest’s doing, and last week her 
lawyers were granted permission 
to call a series of high-profile 
character witnesses, including the 
Vatican Secretary of State, Cardi-
nal Pietro Parolin, Archbishop 
Konrad Krajewski, the Vatican’s 
chief almsgiver responsible for the 
Pope’s charitable initiatives, as 
well as his old friend, Cardinal 
Santos Abril y Castello. 

A secret hearing to examine 

Whatsapp communications be-
tween Chaouqui and the priest 
also has been agreed — but, so far, 
no new dates have been set.

Outside the court, Chaouqui 
insisted she had been made the 
public scapegoat for the ferocious 
divisions that have been created 
within the Curia over Pope Fran-
cis’s push to bring the Vatican’s fi-
nancial affairs into the 21st 
century. 

“They are portraying me as a 
witch, but I’m innocent,” she in-
sisted.

To date, what has emerged of 
Chaouqui’s life paints a picture of 
an energetic, somewhat obsessive 
woman who claimed to be on first-
name terms with a Who’s Who of 
Rome and who didn’t baulk at ask-
ing for — and calling in — favours 
from a variety of powerful people, 
including the former head of the 
Vatican Bank, Ettore Gotti Tedes-
chi, and a Roman countess and 
close friend of the billionaire Ag-
nelli family, of Fiat fame. 

She boasted about her offer to 
introduce Italian Prime Minister 
Matteo Renzi’s parents to the 
Pope (apparently she failed) and 

At the saga’s heart 
is a mysterious 
public relations 
‘expert’, Francesca 
Immacolata 
Chaouqui, and 
chisel-jawed 
monsignor Lucio 
Angel Vallejo Balda

reportedly was the organiser of a 
ticket-only, celebrity and VIP-
only mass in the Vatican not long 
after Pope Francis’s election. (Her 
priest friend apparently gave com-
munion to the VIP guests and was 
reported to have used a particu-
larly kitsch crystal cup during the 

sacraments.) The most recent rev-
elations allege Chaouqui attemp-
ted to blackmail Silvio Berlusconi 
and his brother, Paolo, the editor 
and publisher of Il Giornale news-
paper, using inside knowledge that 
Silvio held accounts with the Vati-
can Bank. Her price, incredibly, 

was a demand that Il Giornale stop 
publishing stories about her.

Chaouqui reportedly was 
working closely with her husband, 
who also had a rather nebulous, 
advisory information technology 
role with the Vatican via IOR, the 
Institute for Religious Works.

In an article headlined “Really, 
who is Francesca Chaouqui?”, La 
Stampa, one of Italy’s oldest news-
papers,  asked: “(Is she) a financial 
consultant pulled from obscurity 
by Rome’s business network to be-
come part of the Vatican under-
growth? Or is she a spy who, with 

her IT husband, has inveigled her-
self into the Holy See’s computers 
to blackmail and exploit her vic-
tims?”

According to Vallejo Balda’s 
evidence, Chaouqui is simply a 
wily temptress, a woman of “dis-
turbing” charm who not only 

documents reveal that:
• The Pope introduced Pell to 

the Vatican media and has 
nicknamed him the “Ranger”.

• Pell’s first act as newly 
appointed financial tsar was to 
appoint Danny Casey, a close 
friend and colleague from his 
days in Melbourne, as his 
assistant on a €15,000 ($22,750) 
a month salary.

• Casey has been given an 
apartment in Rome’s elegant 
Via dei Coronari, which costs 
€2900 a month, and furniture 
and renovations costing more 
than €80,000 were also paid for. 

• Between July last year and 
January this year, Pell’s office 
spent €500,000 on setting up 
apartments and offices, 
including computers, furniture 
and clothing from one of Rome’s 
oldest specialist religious tailors.

• Pell likes to travel business 
class even on short-haul flights, 
paying more than €1000 to fly 
from Rome to various European 
capitals, including London and 
Monte Carlo. Economy tickets 
cost two-thirds less. 

Fittipaldi says Pell — as Pope 
Francis’s personal appointment 
— is “untouchable” despite the 

high expenditure and the 
pressures of the sexual abuse 
inquiry in Australia. 

“This is not just because 
nobody in Rome, not even the 
media, has made any formal 
criticism of Pell but because it 
was (the Pope) himself who 
promoted him to the so-called 
C9 and to head the new financial 
body,” he says.

“It would be very difficult for 
the church to go into reverse on 
this because the risk of a 
backlash, in PR and media as 
well, would be devastating.”

In his new book Avarizia 
(Feltrinelli, 2015), Italian 
investigative journalist Emiliano 
Fittipaldi tells the stories behind 
the massive cache of documents 
leaked from Pope Francis’s 
inner sanctum. Known as 
Vatileaks II, the paper trail also 
contained details of Cardinal 
George Pell’s first year heading 
the Vatican’s financial reforms. 
The leaked accounts and Fittipaldi’s book 
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contributed to the 85-year-old 
German pontiff’s shock decision 
to become the first pope to resign 
in office in 800 years.

According to the Catholic Her-
ald, the key claims contained in 
Nuzzi’s most recent book, Mer-

chants in the Temple: Inside Pope 
Francis’s Battle Against Corruption 
in the Vatican, include:
• Emails, minutes of meetings 
and recorded private conversa-
tions between the Pope and offi-
cials reveal a Vatican bureaucracy 

that remains entrenched in a cul-
ture of mismanagement, waste 
and secrecy.
• An internal report into the Vati-
can’s financial affairs found the 
value of Vatican real estate was 
€2.7 billion ($4.1bn), seven times 

and went a step further in a later 
newspaper interview, warning 
that her secrecy contract with the 
Vatican expired in eight months 
and what was leaked to the jour-
nalists represented only “15 per 
cent” of what she knew. 

Vallejo Balda, she stated con-
temptuously, had slept not with 
her in the hotel room but with his 
85-year-old mother and if she had 
wanted to be unfaithful it would 
not be with “an old man”.

Pope Francis, who last month 
concluded a triumphant, six-day 
trip through Africa, was unable to 
avoid questions about the trial and 
during the traditional mid-air 
press conference with the travel-
ling Vatican press on the return 
flight to Rome was forced to re-
mark that “at least there is no Lu-
crezia Borgia” in the current saga 
— a reference to the illegitimate 
daughter of Pope Alexander VI 
who became notorious in the 15th 
century as a seducer and poisoner.

Unholy romps aside, the Holy 
See has decided to proceed with 
the trial despite criticism from 
human rights groups and the Ital-
ian state, which prides itself on a 

Continued from Page 11 free press.   As an independent na-
tion-state, the Vatican has delib-
erately countered the journalists’ 
protests that their actions would 
not be criminalised in Italy or any-
where else in the EU and last week 
again defended its right to refuse 
the accused their own regular, Ital-
ian jurisdiction, lawyers.

It also has raised questions 
about Pope Francis’s powerful 
commitment to a free press and 
democratic, civil societies, al-
though some observers suggest it 
is a symbolic move to teach jour-
nalists a lesson in the wake of the 
personal affront and pain caused 
by internal leaks to his prede-
cessor, Pope Benedict.

In fact, journalist Nuzzi was 
himself a high-profile protagonist 
in the original Vatileaks scandal 
three years ago when he became 
the recipient of the financial docu-
ments stolen from Pope Benedict’s 
desk by his butler, Paolo Gabriele. 

These were published in his 
first bestselling book, His Holiness: 
The Secret Papers of Pope Benedict 
XVI.

Dubbed “il corvo” (the crow) by 
the Italian media, butler Gabriele 
was arrested in 2012 and his per-
sonal betrayal was said to have 

higher than the amount entered 
on to the balance sheets.  Rents, on 
the other hand, were sometimes 
30 per cent to 100 per cent below 
market value, including apart-
ments given free to cardinals and 
bureaucrats as part of their com-
pensation or retirement packages. 

The book suggests that if mar-
ket rates were applied, homes 
given to employees would gener-
ate income of €19.4m as opposed 
to the €6.2m presently recorded, 
while other “institutional” build-
ings that today generate no in-
come would generate income of 
€30.4m.
• The average cost of a single cam-
paign for sainthood is €500,00 and 
can climb as high as €750,000. 
However, candidates who inspire 
wealthy donors generally are well 
funded while the poorer causes get 
very little — or are stalled.
• A theft on March 30 last year at 
the Vatican’s financial reform 
commission was an inside job, as 
the thieves knew exactly which 
locker to target to get the docu-
ments.
• Five international auditors wrote 
to Pope Francis in June 2013, re-
porting “a complete absence of 
transparency in the bookkeeping 

both of the Holy See and the Gov-
ernorate”, including that “costs are 
out of control. This applies in par-
ticular to personnel costs, but it 
also extends elsewhere.”

Pope Francis’s election on 
March 13, 2013, is widely accepted 
to have been bolstered by his 
pledge to proceed with Pope Bene-
dict’s reforms of the Vatican Bank. 

His ability to harness the sup-
port of a bloc of conservative and 
influential cardinals included Pell, 
who is now charged with the diffi-
cult task of overseeing reforms that 
ensure the Vatican’s financial af-
fairs abide by global regulations on 
money movement, including anti-
laundering and anti-terror frame-
works.

According to a statement re-
leased to Vatican Radio, the Holy 

See’s spokesman, Father Federico 
Lombardi, insisted the journalists 
and whistleblowers would be 
given a fair trial and that proceed-
ings were being conducted with 
“seriousness and competency”. 

He dismissed much of the 
media criticism as “inappropriate” 
and “entirely unjustified” and said 
there were legal “procedural guar-
antees” in place to ensure a fair and 
proper trial for the five.

The Vatican also rolled out Ce-
sare Mirabelli, a former president 
and now emeritus judge of the Ital-
ian Constitutional Court, who in-
sisted press freedom remained: 
“What needs to be evaluated is 
whether these documents were 
acquired in a legitimate manner; 
whether they were acquired by 
criminal means, whether the jour-
nalists were involved in the illegal 
— I would be inclined to say 
‘criminal’ — removal of these doc-
uments,” he told Vatican Radio.

“So what is being called into 
question is not the freedom of the 
press but an “inappropriate use of 
freedom”.

Meanwhile, a transfixed Euro-
pean press and public await the 
next instalment of the Vatican’s 
very own soap opera.

Pope Francis addresses prelates during Christmas greetings to the Vatican bureaucracy

‘What needs to be 
evaluated is 
whether these 
documents were 
acquired in a 
legitimate manner’

The political anniversary that was 
mourned or celebrated this year 
was the 40th anniversary of 
Gough Whitlam’s dismissal by
John Kerr in November 1975, the 
single most dramatic event in our 
political history.

Contrary to many predictions 
at the time, Australia’s parliamen-
tary and constitutional system re-
covered from the 1975 crisis and 
proved its resilience. The lesson 
was absorbed: namely, that institu-
tions and constitutional powers 
must not be pushed towards 
breaking point. 

Our democracy was tested in 
1975 in a brinkmanship involving 
Whitlam, Malcolm Fraser and 
governor-general Kerr in a contest 
startling in its lust for power that 
exposed the elemental impulses in 
human nature.

Forty years later, however, it is 
tempting to ask whether the cur-
rent lethargy and entrenched 
deadlock in our politics is actually 
a deeper and more systemic prob-
lem than the 1975 eruption, an 
event that is unlikely to recur.

The present political malaise is 
more insidious. Indeed, many peo-
ple insist there is no problem, while 
the political system for much of a 
decade has failed to deliver the 
public policy outcomes essential 
for Australia’s progress. 

As an event the dismissal exists 
to be reinterpreted by each gener-
ation and this phenomenon has 
been on display again. 

The 40th anniversary occa-
sioned the publication of our book, 
The Dismissal: In the Queen’s 
Name, based on about 40 new in-
terviews and 1000 pages of new 
historical documents. Our book 
and the reaction to it testifies to a 
range of old and new mythologies 
about the crisis. 

There are three that are con-
spicuous: that the dismissal was re-
ally a conspiracy driven from the 
US by the CIA; that the Queen and 
Buckingham Palace were “in the 
know” and Kerr’s co-agents in the 
dismissal; and that Whitlam was 
actually going to prevail on No-
vember 11 and had his triumph sto-
len from him by Kerr. It is past 
time, in this 40th anniversary year, 
to engage with these mythologies.

Each of these ideas is astonish-
ing and, on the available evidence, 
completely false. But such ideas re-
veal much about this event. To an 
extent, it transcends history and 
rational analysis. Whitlam’s dis-
missal has become part of our cul-
ture and that culture loves nothing 
more than conspiracy. The para-
noid strand in our political culture 
may be isolated but it runs deep. 
The 1975 crisis, a fantastic event in 
its own right, becomes the cradle 
for another bunch of improbable 
fantasies. 

During the many public meet-
ings we experienced in the mar-
keting campaign for our book 
there was always one certainty: the 
inevitable question about the CIA. 
It seems too spectacular a story to 
throw away. We quote Margaret 
Whitlam in a 1991 interview saying 
she thought the CIA was involved. 
“Gough doesn’t,” she said. But as a 
reader of thrillers she was “pre-

pared to believe it”. And that’s the 
point. It is an idea that excites the 
imagination.

There was a documented crisis 
in security intelligence relations 
between Australia and the US in 
November 1975 but there is no 
credible evidence from a reliable 
source that the intelligence crisis 
precipitated the dismissal. 

Whitlam denied the CIA the-
ory; Kerr repudiated it. The au-
thors, in reading hundreds of 
pages of Kerr’s intimate revela-
tions after 1975, have found noth-
ing on the CIA. The notion that the 
governor-general was so corrupt 
that he would secretly sack Whit-
lam at the behest of the CIA is the 
ultimate proof of a debased politi-
cal system — and this is the motive 
that inspires the mythology. 

There are many criticisms that 
can be levelled against Kerr but 
selling out his country at the be-
hest of a foreign power is not 
among them. However, don’t ex-
pect the myth to die.

A potentially more powerful 
myth has gained currency this 
year courtesy of historian Jenny 
Hocking, Whitlam’s biographer 
and author of a slim book pub-
lished this year, The Dismissal Dos-
sier. Hocking has propagated the 
view that the Queen not only had 
prior warning of Kerr’s dismissal 
but also supported his vice-regal 
intervention.

Once again, this is an astonish-
ing claim made on the thinnest 
evidence. It is tenuous and fleeting. 
It is disputed by other records and 
interviews. In recent weeks Hock-
ing has amplified her view that the 
Queen knew of and supported the 
dismissal.

This contradicts the accounts 
of Kerr and palace officials. Whit-
lam never claimed the Queen was 
a party to Kerr’s intervention.

In Gough Whitlam: His Time
(MUP), Hocking writes that be-

fore supply was blocked in Octo-
ber 1975, “the governor-general 
had already conferred with the 
palace on the possibility of the fu-
ture dismissal of the prime minis-
ter, securing in advance the 
response of the palace to it”.

Hocking argues there were 
“several critical conversations and 
understandings reached” between 
the palace and Kerr concerning 
Whitlam’s dismissal. In The Dis-
missal Dossier, she claims the pal-
ace had “advance knowledge” that 
Kerr planned to dismiss Whitlam. 
She says there was a “secret ar-
rangement” between Kerr and the 
palace about “a well-advanced 
plan”. 

Hocking says palace officials 
gave what could only be called “an 
unqualified green light to Kerr’s 
dismissal of Whitlam”. Hocking 
says the Queen herself was 
“aware” that Kerr was considering 
dismissal and did not dissuade him 
from doing so.

These are explosive claims. If 
true, they transform our under-
standing of the dismissal. Whitlam 
always argued the Queen would 
never have done what the gover-
nor-general did. Any notion that 
the Queen was party to the dis-
missal and through this awareness 
endorsed Whitlam’s dismissal 
could only prejudice the position 
of the monarchy in this country. 

The main evidence for this 
claim is a few paragraphs Kerr 
wrote by hand in a short-lived 1980 
journal. The authors have read
and evaluated this account. 

In this journal Kerr ruminated 
at length on the prospect in 1975 
that Whitlam might have recalled 
him as governor-general. He 
wrote that in September 1975 he 
had a conversation with a young 
Prince Charles in Papua New 
Guinea. Kerr, apparently, told 
Charles he may have to exercise 
the reserve powers of dismissal 

lam’s dismissal. This was also the 
reaction of Charteris as private 
secretary.

Asked about the Queen’s reac-
tion, Heseltine said: “I think she 
was indeed surprised, as surprised 
as we had been. She certainly gave 
no indication to me that there had 
been any thought that something 
like this would happen.

“I would hesitate to say that she 
was shocked. It would be true to 
say that none of us at the time 
thought that this was an ideal solu-
tion to the crisis.”

Every principal involved in the 
dismissal has rejected the notion 
that the palace was a party to it. 
Not only was the palace taken by 
surprise but there was a distinct 
sense of disquiet about Kerr’s ac-
tion. This did not fit the Bucking-
ham Palace culture of no surprises 
and no partisanship. 

The effort, 40 years later, to 
construct a narrative about the 
Queen’s involvement in the dis-
missal, with the Palace giving the 
“green light” to Kerr, is not sus-
tained by the evidence. If true, it 
would be extremely damaging to 
both the office of governor-gen-
eral and the position of the Queen 
of Australia. The cause of the re-
public does not need or justify such 
a misleading historical account.

The third great mythology 
about the dismissal, again promot-
ed by Hocking, is that Whitlam on 
November 11 was about to resolve 
the crisis in a glorious victory with 
his proposal for a half-Senate elec-
tion. This is but the latest version of 
misplaced Whitlam idolisation 
unjustified by the facts.

As is well known, when Whit-
lam went to Yarralumla at lunch-
time on November 11 he carried a 
recommendation for the gover-
nor-general for a half-Senate elec-
tion. Hocking says once this 
became known “the opposition 
senators would have passed the 

budget”. She claims there is “no 
doubt” the Senate election “would 
(have been) both a resolution of 
the crisis and a successful outcome 
for Whitlam”. 

These are ludicrous claims. 
They misunderstand the funda-
mentals of the 1975 crisis. 

Whitlam spent a month after 
the blocking of supply in mid- 
October trying to pressure Fraser 
and the Senate to crack and pass 
his budget. He was unsuccessful. It 
was only after this lack of success 
that Whitlam resorted to the half-
Senate election option, given such 
an election was due before July 
1976. This was a sign of Whitlam’s 
weakness. And Kerr understood. 

When Kerr spoke to Whitlam 
by phone on the morning of No-
vember 11, the prime minister indi-
cated his intention to recommend 
the Senate poll. They discussed 
what time Whitlam would arrive 
at Government House. Kerr asked 
Whitlam whether supply would be 
available for the campaign period 
and Whitlam confirmed that it 
would not. 

For Kerr, this was a crucial 
point. Whitlam, in effect, was ad-
vising a half-Senate election 
knowing the government would 
run out of funds during the cam-
paign. Kerr later wrote that his ac-
ceptance of this advice would have 
led to “financial chaos”. Whitlam 
was telling Kerr he planned to gov-
ern through a Senate campaign 
after supply was exhausted. No re-
sponsible governor-general would 
accept this advice. Certainly, Kerr 
had no intention of accepting it.

By November 11 the half-Sen-
ate election was a dead-duck op-
tion. Far from being the resolution 
to the crisis and a Whitlam victory, 
it offered nothing to advance a so-
lution. That Whitlam was promot-
ing this option on November 11 
reveals his defective tactics, his 
misunderstanding of the crisis and 

and conveyed his fear of being re-
called by the Queen on Whitlam’s 
advice. According to Kerr, Charles 
said: “But surely, Sir John, the 
Queen would not have to accept 
advice that you should be recalled 
at the very time should this hap-
pen when you were considering 
having to dismiss the govern-
ment.” 

Kerr’s journal says Charles re-
ported this discussion to the 
Queen’s private secretary, Martin 
Charteris. The following month, 
Charteris wrote to Kerr. Accord-
ing to Kerr the “advice” from the 
palace was “that if the kind of con-
tingency in mind were to develop, 
although the Queen would try to 
delay things in the end she would 
have to take the Prime Minister’s 
advice”. Kerr made the point he al-

ready knew this — if Whitlam 
wanted him removed then the pal-
ace would act on such advice.

The suggestion by Kerr five 
years later in a journal that he told 
Charles before supply was blocked 
that he might have to dismiss 
Whitlam is astonishing. Its credi-
bility must be doubted. This full ac-
count is not mentioned in Kerr’s 
two volumes of memoirs, one pub-
lished and one unpublished, or in 
any of his other contemporary pa-
pers and files. 

Even assuming, however, that 
it happened, this cannot constitute 
what Hocking claims.

The budget had not been 
blocked at this stage. There was no 
certainty of a crisis. The sequence 
of future events was not known. 
Kerr is not informing Charles or 
the palace of any intention to dis-
miss Whitlam. It is preposterous to 

draw this conclusion. What comes 
through is Kerr’s well-known ob-
session that Whitlam might try to 
remove him as governor-general. 

The advice Charteris conveys 
by letter — if such a letter exists it 
has not been located — is merely 
that Whitlam would be able to re-
move Kerr. This does not amount 
to a prior agreement by the palace 
on Kerr’s dismissal of Whitlam. 
Nor is there any documentary evi-
dence to this effect. 

Hocking’s view is not verified 
by any other document in Kerr’s 
many thousands of pages of files at 
the National Archives or any in-
terview with a participant in these 
events. If it had been Kerr’s inten-
tion to secure the prior agreement 
of the palace, why would he not re-
veal this? 

The answer, of course, is that 
this was not Kerr’s intention, as he 
explains at length. His golden rule 
in the crisis was to cultivate the 
palace, keep the palace informed 
by letter of the progress of the 1975 
events, outline his thinking and 
possible options, but not tell the 
Queen of his intent or the timing 
of any dismissal. 

Indeed, as a proud man Kerr 
wanted to ensure the dismissal was 
his responsibility. He also wanted 
to protect the palace from being 
implicated in the dismissal. Fear-
ing that Whitlam would try to re-
move him, Kerr sacked Whitlam 
in an ambush.

Interviewed by the authors, the 
Queen’s assistant private sec-
retary, William Heseltine, said his 
reaction was “stunned surprise” 
when rung in the middle of the 
night and informed about Whit-

The 1975 crisis, a fantastic event in its 
own right, becomes the cradle for another  
bunch of improbable fantasies

his misreading of Kerr. Hocking 
cannot grasp the obvious — that 
Whitlam’s only window of oppor-
tunity for a half-Senate election 
was earlier in mid-October, when 
supply would have been available 
for the campaign.

Kerr would have granted a re-
quest for a Senate election at that 
early stage. But he could not have 
honoured the obligations of his of-
fice and granted Whitlam a Senate 
poll on November 11, an elemen-
tary point in vice-regal thinking 
about elections.

The final bizarre claim about 
Whitlam as the deserved Novem-
ber 11 victor is Hocking’s argument 
that Kerr should have recommis-
sioned Whitlam as prime minister 
in the afternoon after the House of 
Representatives had voted “no 
confidence” in Fraser as caretaker 
prime minister.

Whitlam has long advanced 
this argument to justify his failed 
tactics after the dismissal. It is un-
convincing and untenable.

The truth is that Whitlam had 
no contingency plan in case Kerr 
dismissed him. A prudent prime 
minister would have devised plans 
to respond to various scenarios, in-
cluding the worst-case scenario of 
dismissal. Whitlam didn’t. The up-
shot is that Whitlam was com-
pletely outfoxed on the afternoon 
of November 11. 

He failed to grasp that the key 
to thwarting Kerr lay in the Senate 
— in denying supply to Fraser’s 
caretaker government. Whitlam’s 
tragedy is that Labor senators 
voted supply to the Fraser govern-
ment by 2.24pm. That action 
meant Fraser could meet the 
terms of his commission and now 
recommend a double-dissolution 
election, ensuring that Kerr’s plan 
was carried to success.

Whitlam’s tactic, on the other 
hand, was to pass a no-confidence
motion in Fraser in the House of 
Representatives and, with supply 
now granted, ask the governor-
general to recommission him.

According to Hocking, passage 
of the no-confidence motion 
meant “Kerr’s action in dismissing 
Whitlam had completely de-
railed”. 

Hocking says Kerr’s refusal to 
act on the no-confidence motion 
was tantamount to a “second dis-
missal” of Whitlam.

She claims there was “no bar-
rier” to Whitlam re-forming gov-
ernment and there should have 
been “no quandary” for the gover-
nor-general against the recom-
missioning of Whitlam as PM. 

It is utter nonsense. Kerr 
sacked Whitlam in order to get a 
new prime minister who would ad-
vise an election. He knew Fraser 
lacked the confidence of the 
House of Representatives. Having 
commissioned Fraser on the basis 
that he would obtain supply and 
advise an election, Kerr could not 
turn around to dismiss Fraser after 
he had fulfilled the terms of his 
commission. 

The Senate passed supply be-
cause Fraser was PM. The house 
vote demonstrated what Kerr 
knew. Kerr was wrong to dismiss 
Whitlam in an ambush without 
warning. Having done that, he 
could not betray Fraser and sack a 
second prime minister on the 
same day for doing what he asked. 

The dismissal sees historical 
 reality and myth in a complex in-
teraction. After 40 years, however, 
the evidence remains clear: the 
CIA wasn’t responsible, the palace 
didn’t know and Whitlam was 
not the thwarted victor on 
 November 11.

No, the CIA and 
the Queen were 
not in cahoots 
with John Kerr

PAUL KELLY
TROY BRAMSTON

Gough Whitlam 
listens to the dismissal 
announcement on the 
steps of Old 
Parliament House on 
November 11, 1975, 
left; Malcolm Fraser, 
left, and John Kerr, 
right, with the Queen 
and Prince Philip 
during a royal visit to 
Australia in 1977, 
above


