Working with Peter Fraser in Wartime
PERSONAL REMINISCENCES*

with Peter Fraser was a rich but arduous experience. It was also
a privileged position in the sense that one had the opportunity to participate in so many events, some great, some less so, to listen and learn and to
get to know a very remarkable man.
In this paper I shall try to offer some additional information based on
personal knowledge of Peter Fraser's thoughts and actions after having
worked so closely with him for many years, having travelled with him so
many thousands of miles, being with him at international conferences and
in discussions or negotiations with other outstanding leaders and statesmen, and also having sat alongside him in our own War Cabinet and at
countless other meetings and press conferences. . . .
My paper will be largely personal impressions of what it meant to work
for, rather than to work with, Peter Fraser, illustrating points about his
personality and his skill and, above all, underlining his practice of looking
for a principle upon which to base decisions and to work. This particular
habit and capacity in a Prime Minister and a politician were to my mind
almost unique; but I hasten to add this did not mean that he was not
equally capable of following the customary lines of political expediency
when needs demanded, and no politician could be more devious, or shrewder or more ruthless in achieving his desired end. He probably showed
himself at his best in the field of international affairs.
I must have known Peter Fraser for about twenty-five years — much
better, of course, after he became Prime Minister in 1940. I was under
twenty when I first had dealings with him in the Parliamentary Library,
and though I had reached the ripe age of thirty-seven when I was appointed
Secretary of External Affairs, he still tended to regard me as that young
boy and one whose youthful duty it was to be on hand at all times for any
task he wanted carried out.
I mention this because it certainly affected the pattern of my working
with him. There is, of course, no limit to the variety of problems that beset
a Prime Minister, and one had to draw for oneself some line of demarcation.
WORKING
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Unhappily, one could not exercise any appreciable limitation on hours of
availability and when I say 'be on hand at all times', I mean just that.
I am bound to confess I was used much more as the glorified Private
Secretary than the Permanent Head my eminent predecessor, Carl
Berendsen, had been.
When it came to hours of work and keeping others waiting, Peter Fraser
was very like Churchill in his lack of consideration for staff. Because he
himself chose to work until late at night and drive himself to the limit of
endurance, he expected some at least of his personal staff to do the same.
This ruthlessness seems to be a characteristic of most able Prime Ministers.
Peter Fraser had little idea of time, and virtually no idea either of
organizing his time or his work. Like Churchill again, he was no administor himself but he demanded good and efficient administration and was
quick to discern any lack of it. Never having had any training or experience
in office work, he preferred oral to written reports; he usually gave his
instructions verbally and would always use the telephone in preference to
writing a letter or to issuing signed instructions. He could be quite a good
listener when he chose but he liked talking better. Talking was not only his
way of conducting business: it was also his chief recreation. He indulged
in a vast amount of this type of relaxation, often to the gross neglect of the
business of the day and to the exasperation of his long-suffering officials.
His favourite conversational gambit was to ask questions and go on doing
so until he put one that you could not answer. This was his moment of
satisfaction in the game of asserting ascendancy. If you were attacked, you
had to counter-attack, but only with clear, forceful argument. People
seldom did counter-attack because they would face being over-awed or
shouted down, but a counter-attack, if soundly based would cause him to
listen and he would take note and often admit you were or might be right.
It has to be remembered that amongst his characteristics was what might
be called a cross-grained nature. He could be downright rude and devastatingly cutting. You never knew exactly how he would react to any person or
in any situation. He was certainly not one with whom it was wise to take
liberties.
Fraser had another exasperating habit. When confronted with a report
or paper of more than a page, he would open it at random, reading a bit
here and there and, like as not, he would by then have grasped the main
points and thus proceed to give his opinion. Or else he would have seized
on some weak point and would thereupon proceed to demolish the argument
with biting scorn. It had to be something that really caught his attention to
induce him to go back to the beginning and read right through.
In somewhat the same way he would invariably come late into a meeting
— he was usually late — sit down, grab the papers, having lost his own,
reading in the random fashion I have described, and then, oblivious of
anything that may have been canvassed or considered before he arrived,
break into the discussion which had, of course, to begin all over again.
To make my picture more complete I should add that he always peered
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shortsightedly at any printed or written matter from about four inches from
the end of his nose. He was very short-sighted and nearly blind — I think
virtually blind in one eye. This meant that his speech notes had to be typed
on a machine with large and specially-faced keys. Because he had such
difficulty in following notes, his prepared speeches were mostly unimpressive and even dull. But if aroused by some cause or if needled into anger,
he could be devastating in his blistering oratory.
When it came to cablegrams, which we were never able to reproduce in
the numbers required in very legible form, I usually had to read them to him.
This meant that often enough if I wanted him to consider an important and
urgent telegram I would have to wait around until I could get at him. It also
meant either after the House rose, and that was some time after 11 p.m.,
or after some important meeting. If he was too tired, he would as like as
not say: T a k e it up home'. (He never, by the way, used the word 'bring'.
I would always be asked to 'take' something into his room, never to 'bring
it in'.) So with somewhat glum resignation I would receive the invitation
to ' "take" the telegrams up to the house and we'll read them there'. The
Prime Minister's car would be ordered, and this about midnight. (What a
job that was, Peter Fraser's chauffeur!). He would then attend to anything
urgent, or otherwise, or somebody else, but eventually we would arrive at
the Prime Minister's Residence in Northland. And Bill Mentz would be
asked to wait to take me home. Then would follow the inevitable cup of tea,
accompanied perhaps by a cosy chat, and eventually I would commence my
reading. In next to no time Fraser's head would begin to nod, but one could
never be sure whether he really slept or not. If I stopped, he would mutter
crustily 'Go on, go on, I'm listening', but there were times when I knew I
was reading to a sleeping man and that meant reciting it all over again when
at last I detected that his attention had returned.
May I be forgiven for interpolating what should be regarded as an
extended footnote. It is offered to illustrate one of the many characteristics
of Peter Fraser's complex character — his strong streak of perversity.
Perhaps the more appropriate word would be one borrowed from his native
tongue: 'thrawn'.
Peter Fraser had no time left for home life after he became a cabinet
minister in 1935, and certainly none after the outbreak of the war and his
assumption of the prime ministership. He virtually lived at the office.
If Mrs Fraser ever wanted to have his company she would come to the
House, preferably for meals which she often made at home and brought
down, otherwise he would subsist on tea and hot buttered toast. No teadrinker was ever more inveterate. After Mrs Fraser's death his loneliness
must have been intense, though relieved by the presence in the Northland
Residence of his step-daughter-in-law, Renee Kemp, and her small daughter
Alice, of whom Peter Fraser was extremely fond. They, however, not
unnaturally chose to go to bed at reasonable hours.
In his last term of office Peter Fraser had begun to tire and to prefer
spending the small hours at home instead of remaining in the solitude of
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his office. It was bad enough to have to leave the office late at night and
follow him home, but for some months in 1947 worse was to come. Some
of you may recall the black-outs in the North Island, due to the hydroelectricity shortage. Fortunately in Parliament Buildings we had our own
emergency plant, otherwise we could not have operated our ciphering
machines, and Parliament could remain ablaze for twenty-four hours a day
if it chose. But the Prime Minister, never content with a smooth passage,
much preferred during this period to shift to Northland in the evening
and then grope around with candles and kerosene lights from 10.30 p.m.
onwards. As I recall it I used to see him only once or twice a week under
these dark and awkward conditions, but if I wanted decisions it was all
the more necessary that I should do so because the absence of electric
light prevented him from reading the telegrams and papers I usually left
with him and which normally would have sent him to sleep in the early
hours of the morning.
The only way to handle Peter Fraser was to wear him down. I had youth
on my side in those days, and was usually able to exercise extreme patience.
Since I had to get a decision — often the matter was of the utmost importance — I would determine to stay until I got it. He was, in fact, the very
devil to get at, but if and when you did, you got your decision. In this
respect he was different from Walter Nash who would, after some delay,
always receive you with the greatest of courtesy and sweetest of smiles,
but he would never, never want to give an immediate answer. 'Leave it
with me', he would say or, worse — the indecisive minister's favourite
delaying gambit — 'Let me have a report' on some aspect or other.
I found, in the days when Nash was Acting Prime Minister, that it took
three days of unrelenting pressure to get him to approve a reply to an
urgent telegram.
Peter Fraser, like Walter Nash, would listen to argument; he would
accept suggestions but, unlike Nash who always knew of a better way,
Fraser would accept a draft. Nash could not resist altering it and usually
added a long and redundant peroration of his own, incidentally adding
little except obfuscation of the preceding text.
Peter Fraser certainly knew his own mind, and I am bound to say that
on any vital matter it was a very clear mind, and his judgment was first-rate.
He was at his best in a crisis. On everyday matters he could be hopeless.
And many of his officials, as well as his political colleagues, were apt to
judge him adversely because of his poor performance on many such
mundane occasions.
His relations with his cabinet colleagues were of interest and significance. He tended to hold himself aloof, perhaps because of the need to
exercise his authority. Except for Walter Nash, he tended to ride roughshod over them. He did not appear to have very close friendship with any
particular colleague, though with the older comrades he did seem to have
closer bonds. Some, like Bob Semple and Paddy Webb, never failed to
amuse him, though he was well aware of their weaknesses. A few of the
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weaker ones aroused his protective instincts and his indulgence. Others
he just tended to bully. Some he never liked. But to all of them, in public,
he gave his full support and loyalty. Usually he addressed his colleagues
as 'Mr' so-and-so — very formally. I never heard him call Nash 'Walter' —•
always 'Mr Nash', despite the fact that Nash almost always addressed him
as 'Peter'.
In meetings he always maintained an attitude of dignity. He never
appreciated levity, though he was quick to appreciate a humorous story
or quip, provided it was good. Such sallies, if successful, were greeted with
a loud roar of laughter. What he could never tolerate was a doubtful story.
The perpetrator, however highly placed, was heard with the frostiest
disapproval and made to feel the Prime Minister's displeasure.
He had a strong sense of humour. He could relish a ludicrous situation
especially where others were involved. His own wit tended to be caustic
or sardonic.
May I interpolate further to add that he was a most austere man, eating
sparingly and at any odd time. And seldom touching alcohol, and never
beer or spirits. Weak tea was his drink.
What detracted from an atmosphere of dignity in conducting cabinet
meetings was his lamentable disregard for method and order. This led to
endless rambling discussion and excessive waste of time with himself as
the most notable offender leading the pack in the pursuit of many a hare.
He just would not be organized. An agenda was an affront, and any attempt
by an official or a colleague to introduce order would only make him
mulish and antagonistic.
In War Cabinet, at which a secretary was present, there was some
attempt to maintain rudimentary procedures. For one thing it was small,
it contained members of both political parties and obviously its decisions
had to be recorded. But, in the domestic Cabinet at which, until after the
end of the war, there was no secretary, chaos often prevailed.
The War Cabinet was completely responsible for the conduct of the war
in all its important phases. It was usually attended by service chiefs and
senior civilian officials who were the expert advisers and those holding
responsibility in the matters under discussion. They would be called for a
particular item — and could be kept waiting around for hours and then
sent away because the subject could not be discussed. This innovation of
having officials and service chiefs, and on occasions their off-siders present
at cabinet meetings and invited to enter the discussion was carried on by
the Labour Government after the war. It was something that Fraser's
successor, S. G. Holland, did not approve. Officials were very seldom
brought into the Cabinet room in the era of the National Government.
If ever they were, they were made to understand what a rare and high
privilege had been accorded to them. Often the most distinguished overseas visitors admitted to meet and address ministers were also told just that.
But Fraser, having come to realize the value of having a secretary in the
War Cabinet, succeeded with some difficulty, after the war, in having his
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colleagues agree to a similar system being followed in the domestic
Cabinet. This procedure was adopted and developed by his successor,
S. G. Holland — himself an excellent chairman, by the way — into a
valuable cabinet secretariat.
Of the many lessons I was able to learn by listening and by watching a
master, one was something of the art and craft of practical politics. And
Fraser was a master. He had not only been brought up in the trade union
movement where he had begun as a militant and a strike-leader; he was
also a founder of the Labour Party and a Member of of Parliament from
1918 onwards. By the time he became a cabinet minister in 1935 he had
swung from left to right in his socialist view-point. As a realist, he had
set out to modify the traditional objectives of the Labour movement —
for two main reasons, I think. He saw that the Labour Party was never
likely to come into power in New Zealand unless the platform was toned
down and made realistic, and Communists, whom he profoundly mistrusted, and extremists were excluded from membership; he also believed
that the Labour movement could only achieve its objectives through
political action in Parliament and not by industrial action. This meant
many a compromise and following many an expedient, and Fraser became
as adept in the ways and means of parliamentary politics as he was in those
of the industrial movement. From the outset of his political career he
became the recognized trouble-shooter. Savage always handed him the
awkward and dirty jobs and the handling of any crisis either to be resolved
or swept aside. And yet Savage never really liked or appreciated Fraser
as he did Walter Nash, who was very much his favourite.
What marked Fraser out was his immense range of knowledge and of
interests. He may have had little formal education but he had read more
and learned more (and remembered far more) than most highly and
formally educated people.
It was perhaps a serious loss that a brain so well filled and a memory
so prodigious should have been untrained. He had what the Greeks
defined as 'curiosity of mind'. But it was not an ordered or disciplined
mind. He brought to politics, therefore, his practical training in the rough
and tumble of unionism, together with a wide knowledge of history and
current affairs. He was that rare phenomenon among politicians and rarer
among prime ministers: a profound student of literature and history;
and, what is more, he had a sense of history. This was always displayed in
his dealings with Parliament and on constitutional matters. He was a
master of parliamentary procedure. In the time of Sir Joseph Ward's
United Government he had been a member of the committee set up to
revise the Standing Orders. His knowledge of Erskine May was accordingly
most thorough, and the import of historical precedent was something he
valued and understood better than any other M.P., Speakers included.
As a parliamentary tactician he was superb. His sense of timing was
uncanny. He understood, as any leader must, the temper of the House,
what it could take, what it could not, when to let up, when to force.
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By the time he became Prime Minister his nose for politics had been so
keenly trained that he sensed a mood, a shift, the likely implications of a
slip or false move, the best direction to take and the shrewdest tactic to
follow, better than anyone else in the House. He had a most uncanny
knack of anticipating an opponent's next move with his own counter-move
in a way that would have done credit to a chess-master. I make this
assertion both because I saw him in action and because he would often
discuss beforehand the political implications of what, or how, some
seemingly innocuous happening or inept utterance could develop. I must
add that Peter Fraser did not usually expose the workings of his mind in
the sense that he thought aloud. But after years of working close to him
one got to know how his mind did function, how he was likely to react to
any situation. One got to know his ways of thought, his mode of expression
and his pet phrases, so that when a new question or situation arose one
could be pretty certain what his reaction would be and what the decision
and how he would want to announce it. This greatly facilitated speechwriting and drafting of telegrams and statements.
In developing this point I have drifted from the one I had started to
make. This habit of meandering was also another feature of the working
of Peter Fraser's own mind. Give him a set of speech-notes (which he
could not see very well anyway) and what he did have before him he felt
he could improve on — and on some few occasions he might; but, having
drifted off on his own, trying to return to the text would often result in a
disastrous muddle.
Clear judgment and far-sightedness ranked highest among his high
qualities, and they were never developed to better advantage than in his
wartime prime ministership.
I cannot attempt any worthwhile survey or evaluation of his achievements in this crucial period. So far as my own association with him is
concerned, they began while he was Acting Prime Minister and the O.N.S.
(the Organisation for National Security) was set up as part of the Prime
Minister's office. This was in 1937. Major Stevens, as he then was, had
been seconded from Army to act as secretary, to provide liaison between
the Prime Minister's Department and the services, and to push ahead with
the preparation of New Zealand's War Book. It was in his attitude towards
defence that Fraser developed those qualities to which I have just referred.
He had long since recognized the menace of Nazism and Fascism. After
Labour took office they were confronted with such crises as Abyssinia,
Spain, the re-occupation of the Rhineland, Czechoslovakia, the re-arming
of Germany and its aggressive actions. In addition, there was the growing
military might of Japan with its invasion of China, all making it abundantly
clear that the Commonwealth and other democratic countries needed to
put their own defences in better order, and that, quickly.
I should make it clear that Fraser had never been a pacifist, though he
had opposed conscription in the first World War and served a year's gaol
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sentence as a result. And if Sir Francis Bell's opinion is of value, the legal
grounds of that sentence were unsoundly based.
Fraser's opposition was to that war itself, which the socialists regarded
as basically being capitalism up to its old tricks — deceiving the workers
into slaughtering each other for imperialists' and armament manufacturers'
profits.
Fraser is on record away back in 1919 as stating that Labour supporters
must distinguish between mere pacifism and socialism and that the choice
had to be made between armed resistance and passive resistance to possible
enemies of the working class or a working class state. What Labour always
feared in those days was the use of the armed forces — conscripts — against
the workers in civil disturbances or strikes.
In view of subsequent criticism about Fraser's attitude it is as well to
reiterate that he always supported the principle of war in a just cause,
and that as Prime Minister and war leader he himself proved to be an
instinctive strategist of quite remarkable distinction.
This appreciation and understanding of defence problems began for
Fraser with his chairmanship of the Pacific Defence Conference in April
1939. This meeting had been called at New Zealand's insistence to discuss
strategic problems in the Pacific, and it had a remarkable educative value
for the Labour Cabinet. Fraser, as chairman, obtained a most useful
insight into a wide range of military information and ideas, including
strategic questions, an introduction which stood him in great stead in the
war years to come. The wartime Chief of General Staff, General Puttick,
said in his farewell address to the Army:
As a professional soldier I must pay tribute to the Prime Minister for his sound strategic
insight and his quick and sound logical grasp of the military problems that arose. . . .
No-one who has not experienced the responsibility of a Chief of Staff can fully appreciate
what assistance such qualities in a Prime Minister render in the sound solution of
problems in the proper direction of the war effort of a country.

After 1938 the Prime Minister's Department had become almost
exclusively involved in the preparation of the country's possible entry into
the war. Before that fateful event, Savage's health had broken down. He
went into hospital in August 1939 and Fraser became Acting Prime
Minister. Savage seldom came back to the office in the latter part of the
year. It was Peter Fraser who assumed the main burden and the direction
of New Zealand's war effort from the outset. He saw better than did most
of his colleagues that war meant not merely the involvement of the armed
services, but that of the whole nation. This had been amply demonstrated
in the 1914-18 war, and it was in this context of complete mobilization of
all the resources of the state that he tried to obtain agreement for a
National administration.
The opposition from within his own party was even stronger than the
resistance to this course by the parliamentary opposition. The successive
formations of War Cabinet, War Council, the abortive War Administration, all exercised the greatest measure of Fraser's ingenuity, persuasiveness
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and skill in compromise. In the end, it was through the small War Cabinet
that the Prime Minister exercised almost personal control of the war effort.
I have already mentioned some aspects of this, and I should have added
that one of the main features in New Zealand's War Cabinet control was
the absence of disunity which so often in the past and in other countries
stultified the war effort. Throughout the period in New Zealand, the War
Cabinet itself worked harmoniously. The only time it was disrupted was
when the opposition withdrew from the so-called War Administration
which had lasted less than three months. After this failure the situation
reverted to the smaller War Cabinet in which J. G. Coates and Adam
Hamilton again represented the opposition. As was inevitable in this
collaboration, opposition and government members learned to respect
and trust each other and to establish personal friendships. It was a great
pity that this did not prove possible in the War Administration, for the
reason, of course, that it did not last long enough and because there was
such a deep incompatibility in the personalities and outlook of Peter
Fraser and S. G. Holland. They could never work together or come to
any common understanding.
I am, I fear, giving a very incomplete picture by ignoring the domestic
front, especially since there were such bitter party divisions, typified by
J. A. Lee — himself an outstandingly able man — and much trade union
restiveness, quite apart from the reinvigorated opposition.
It is a great tribute to Peter Fraser's political skill and dogged determination that he was able to withstand continuous attacks upon his
administration both from within and without, and at the same time direct
personally the country's war effort on both the military and civilian fronts.
Those of us who were so closely associated with him throughout this
arduous wartime period came to share his worries in almost all fields and
to contribute our share in the handling of the problems in our respective
fields. It must be remembered that in wartime almost everything has to be
subordinated to, or directed towards the war objectives — national
survival and the attainment of victory. Fraser's critics seem to ignore this
basic fact.
For us in the Prime Minister's Office the work could not have been much
more strenuous. One had to be young to stand it. How Fraser stood it
and survived was a marvel, but he was often ill and sometimes spent weeks
in hospital. The incessant weight of work and worry and the piling of
disappointments and military defeats overseas on top of domestic acrimony,
impaired his physical condition. This state of affairs was aggravated, so
far as his personal staff were concerned, by the complete disregard of
order and method to which I have already referred. Throughout his career
Fraser pursued his passion for knowing everything. He insisted, though
not to the point of absurdity often practised by his colleague, Walter Nash,
on being told every detail and on seeing all telegrams and messages and
on signing all replies. Moreover, he could not resist demanding information
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on all manner of things that a Prime Minister would not be expected to
concern himself. His curiosity was insatiable.
He had always been of a suspicious turn of mind and tended to open
cupboard doors whenever he saw them shut; indeed, he had an uncanny
knack of unearthing the odd skeleton. He insisted, as any Prime Minister
must, on signing everything, in deciding everything of importance and,
unfortunately, lots of other things which, in his own view, were more
important than in fact they really were. It is extraordinary how few people
can differentiate between what is essential and what is not. Fraser was
not among the few.
All of this took time, and in periods of stress and crisis and absence from
Wellington work would pile up, decisions could not be obtained, replies
were delayed. The day of reckoning came, of course, and there were
recriminations, ructions and irritations all round. Fraser did not like to
delegate, especially to officials. His cabinet colleagues, too, knew better
than to act on any important question without his knowledge or authority.
He was a great upholder of the principle of the collective responsibility of
cabinet and would normally not act himself on any policy or significant
question unless he had cabinet authority. Moreover, he staunchly believed
in the right of Parliament to be kept informed and consulted.
So far as an official was concerned, none of this made for ease of
administration or expedition in obtaining decisions.
Deep interest also derived from working with Peter Fraser abroad.
I have already stated that he could be decisive when he had to be, but he
was at the same time an exceedingly cautious politician, weighing all the
pros and cons. Where the balance was evenly divided he would take infinite
care and a long time to unravel and weigh the issues. He was punctilious
in consulting his colleagues and in observing the principle of the collective
responsibility of Cabinet.
The question which seemed, in my recollection, to take longest to decide
and gave us the greatest agony was that of the withdrawal or the retention
of the Second Division in the Middle East. This long, drawn-out affair had
begun with Peter Fraser's request for withdrawal to Winston Churchill
in November 1942. With the vast improvement in the North African
campaign it was felt that the New Zealand Division should return to fight,
after rest, in the Pacific. The Australians were withdrawing their last
Division, and the limits of New Zealand's manpower resources seemed to
have been reached. This whole question is fully and adequately discussed
in Professor Wood's The New Zealand People at War,1 one of our best
historical works. The principal telegrams have also been published in the
second volume of the war documents. 2 I scanned through these sources
the other day to refresh my memory. But the weeks and months of tension
that I recall, the agonizing, and the uncertainties and doubts that persisted
right up until the last minute, were not as I felt I should have remembered
that wretched period. I therefore turned up some old personal correspondence files and re-read a letter I sent at the time to Carl Berendsen, our
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High Commissioner in Canberra. It was his unenviable task to convey the
Government's decision, so unpalatable, to John Curtin, and a pretty rough
reception Curtin gave him. My letter, dated 26 May 1943, was written just
after Parliament had resolved that the Division should remain in the
Western Theatre and that the one in the Pacific should not be built up
any further.
I should like to quote a fairly generous extract for two reasons, the first
being that it helps to reconstruct the background I felt to be missing in the
published sources; the second that it shows Peter Fraser as a political
tactician.
1 had intended to write at length giving you the full background of our long and
strenuous flap in connection with the Division, but I think the telegram which went out
on Saturday — the bulk of the draft being supplied by the Prime Minister himself —
provided you with the essential facts. I leave to your imagination War Cabinet's discussions on this matter and the halts and shifts that were devised for protracting the
time at which a decision would have to be made and then Cabinet [that is, the domestic
Cabinet] then Caucus and, finally, Parliament informed. When this point did arrive
the Prime Minister was at his superlative best. He decided on rush tactics. First, he kept
the matter entirely confined to War Cabinet. Then, after being on the point of taking
the domestic Cabinet into his confidence, which he delayed for about a week, he broke
the news to them on the Wednesday afternoon following a short session in the House.
There the telegrams were read, with the Prime Minister at his most impartial, calm and
judicial best. He called for an individual expression of opinion, paid deference to all the
views which were opposed to the retention of the Division, restated their opinions, and
gave a comment on the alternative. He ended up the meeting with 5 Noes, 4 Ayes and
2 Neutrals. In the evening he had the Chiefs of Staff and National Service Department
come up to Cabinet for a further meeting and then declared an open slather. As a result
of the cross-talk and the expression of the opinions of the Chiefs of Staff, 3 Noes became
3 Ayes the Neutrals disappeared and he was left with 2 dissentients. Again, after the
Chiefs of Staff withdrew, he went out of his way in summing up to pay special attention
to the opponents' views and almost wept over the distress which this policy was likely
to inflict upon John Curtin.
Next morning he called Holland up and gave him a resume and sent Holland and me
away to go through all the telegrams. Holland, of course, saw the political implications
and was fully prepared to treat the matter as a political question.
In the afternoon the Prime Minister repeated his performance in Caucus, before which
one of his Cabinet opponents withdrew his opposition. Even though Caucus was at first
hostile, it ended up with a clear majority and even some of the most strenuous opponents
. . . said they would not vote against him in the House.
The debate was in secret session which began at 8 o'clock at night with the press also
present, but of course gagged. The Prime Minister spoke until 10.25, again re-reading
all the telegrams. Even Attwell Lake, the Chief of Naval Staff, who was no idolator so
far as Peter is concerned, was overcome with admiration for the manner in which he
steered the debate and anticipated any possible point of criticism. As you would have
been the first to admit, it was a very fine technical job.
Next day the debate occupied the attention of the House for the morning only —
10.30 until 1 o'clock. Lee and Langstone were the only opponents and even Lee stated
that he would have to agree that the Government's attitude would be right if Germany
and Italy were to collapse within a short time but as he did not believe that this would
be so he could not concur. There was no division.
Holland was the only speaker whose remarks tended to draw any fire. He criticised
the Prime Minister for having consulted Australia at all and let it be quite clearly
understood that he did not give two hoots for Australia anyhow. This brought a stiffen-
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ing in Labour ranks, and the Prime Minister immediately seized on this diversion by
emphasising that there was no whine when the Australian Division was captured in
Singapore and that the damage to Australia's good name recently could be ascribed
more to the press than to any other agency. He made this case for keeping Australia
informed and putting before them our point of view. Although the decision was arrived
at with such unanimity, the result was entirely due to the Prime Minister's skill. His own
mind was not made up until the very last moment and I believe it was not until he saw
which way his own Cabinet reacted that he did decide upon his final course. As you will
realise there was a very narrow balance in favour of the one policy against the other.
The factor which decided the issue was, of course, the return on furlough of the 6,000
men of the first three echelons.

In reaching this decision Fraser weighed public opinion against strategic
and other factors. But on issues of grave importance — especially moral
issues — he would adopt the line that it was the Government's duty to
decide and then to lead public opinion.
I could cite many examples, but I will confine myself to one which
occurred during the San Francisco Conference in 1945. This vast international gathering of the United Nations was attempting to provide a
permanent basis for maintaining world order and peace. The end of the
war against Germany as well as Japan seemed in sight. The German
collapse coincided with the early days of the Conference and this meant,
unfortunately, that the United Nations were not under the same spur of
necessity to go on cooperating. This very soon became all too apparent.
As I have already indicated, one of Peter Fraser's chief objectives was
to ensure that the proposed Charter should provide effective means of
preventing aggression in the future. While he was more sympathetic to
Russia than were the allied great powers, he was absolutely rigid in his
stand against aggression from whatever source it might arise. He feared
it would most likely be from the Soviet Union. The treatment of the Poles,
the incorporation of the Baltic States, and traditional Russian attitudes
being displayed towards the Balkans and the re-occupied Middle European
area only served to confirm these fears. The dismal climax of the Polish
question occurred during San Francisco and this disturbed Fraser greatly.
But what spurred him to decisive action was the attempt by Tito's forces
to seize Trieste and the surrounding Italian populated areas.
It will be recalled that, by a quirk of fate, the New Zealanders were
entering one side of Trieste as Tito's partisans were infiltrating from the
other. This incident is treated, again most admirably and fully, by Professor
Wood, and the relevant exchange of telegrams will also be found in the
published official documents.
Peter Fraser saw the moral implications of Yugoslav intransigence as
clearly as he did the political and strategic ones. This to his mind was just
the sort of aggression against which the war was being fought and which
the Charter, then being drawn up, should prevent in future. He felt that
the principles for which the United Nations stood had to be defended, by
force if need be, by the New Zealand troops confronting the partisans in
Trieste itself. If you read the relevant chapter in Wood's history you will
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appreciate the dilemma in which so many people were placed, and
especially the New Zealanders; Freyberg in Trieste, Nash as Acting Prime
Minister in Wellington, and Fraser himself in San Francisco. It was a tense
and highly inflammable situation, rendered all the more unpalatable to the
New Zealand Labour Cabinet by the realization that the Russians would
back the Yugoslavs if it came to fighting. The general consensus in
Wellington was to avoid further fighting and especially against an ally.
To Fraser, Nash's statement of the Wellington views was totally unacceptable. Berendsen, the second delegate at San Francisco, and J. V. Wilson
and I had, of course, discussed developments with the Prime Minister as
they occurred and we fully accepted the validity of his analysis and shared
his attitude.
Normally, Berendsen, before he went to Australia at the beginning of
1943, and I subsequently, would make first drafts of telegrams for the
Prime Minister's approval in accordance, of course, with the instructions
or views he expressed. But on this occasion, because it involved his own
colleagues as well as his own position as Prime Minister, and since so vital
a question of principle was at stake, Fraser waved away my offers of
assistance. He would write his own telegrams, he announced about
midnight. And so he did, sitting up half the rest of the night to do so.
His message to Wellington demonstrates his capacity not only for forcible
expression but, more particularly, his adherence to moral principle as the
basis for governmental decision and action and his refusal to bow to public
or party pressure which might prefer any other course.
Let me quote from Wood: 'It is more important that the methods
adopted and practised by the Yugoslav government should be stopped
finally and completely than it is for the San Francisco Conference to prove
a complete constructive success, which thanks to the decisions of the three
great powers now appears impossible of attainment.' To withdraw the
Division at the height of the crisis would be interpreted as a blow struck
at the United Kingdom and the United States at the very moment when
they 'were firmly upholding the principles for which the war was fought.'
He admitted the possibility that a policy of firm resistance to Tito might
be 'misunderstood and misconstrued by large sections of the [New
Zealand] community' — there was a vocal pro-Tito section among New
Zealand Yugoslavs — but, he added, 'in a crisis public opinion must not
be feared, it must be met.' 3
Having landed myself in San Francisco I shall conclude by recording
some impressions of Peter Fraser's part in the drafting of the Charter of
the United Nations. It was at San Francisco that Peter Fraser established
his international reputation and thus gave to New Zealand an international
stature it never had before — and perhaps I could add, or since.
Along with Evatt of Australia he led a fiercely sustained opposition of
the smaller countries against the 'Big Five' on the veto. He was equally
vigorous in his attempts to promote his strongly held views on the principle
of collective security by trying to have inserted into the Charter an auto-
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matic and universal guarantee binding all members to come to the aid of
a victim of aggression. While it proved impossible to move the great
powers on either of these two issues, Peter Fraser did have the satisfaction
of seeing his concept of international trusteeship embodied in the Charter,
and he did achieve a number of other significant successes.
The sponsoring powers had not succeeded in agreeing on any acceptable
draft chapter dealing with international trusteeship and dependent territories, but they had apparently agreed on having Fraser as chairman of the
Special Committee to deal with this undrafted section. They did so
presumably because he had become well-known for his liberal views on
this whole question. No doubt he was also considered sufficiently responsible not to want to overturn the entire colonial system, especially that of
Great Britain, and liberal enough to satisfy those, including the United
States, who wished to have the colonial system abolished.
It was largely as a result of Fraser's chairmanship and his enthusiasm
for the cause of dependent native peoples that the many conflicting viewpoints were reconciled and the existing provisions of the Charter were
produced. Some of you may have come across an article written by Eugene
Chase, the American who was Secretary to this Trusteeship Committee,
entitled 'Peter Fraser at San Francisco'. 4 He gives a fairly full account of
Fraser's performance though it is somewhat inaccurate in certain respects
and he has rather mangled some of my best San Francisco stories. Chase
was right in stating that this particular Committee was considered most
of the time as the best show of any of the Conference. This, was, he says,
because of the novelty of its subject matter and the controversies it aroused
on explosive issues. But the reason for its popularity was, I think, largely
due to Peter Fraser's chairmanship. For, Chase himself states, all-in-all he
was perhaps the best chairman of the Conference. Indeed, he could hardly
have been more skilled in this business.
In San Francisco in 1945 there were no generally accepted rules of
procedure such as those that later constricted debate and decision in
United Nations bodies in their various forms and so gravely hampered the
effectiveness of the Organisation. It was agreed that each Committee
chairman should lay down his own rules of procedure, so Fraser, at the
first meeting, coolly and blandly announced that he would follow the rules
of the New Zealand House of Representatives which were based upon
those of the House of Commons. None, he said, were more sensible or
fairer, and I think he added that they were the best in the world. Nobody
present could very well dispute this, because no one else had any inkling
what New Zealand rules were. But they soon learned as Fraser proceeded
on his own lines. His speed in ending what he regarded as irrelevant
discussion and in pushing through a motion utterly confounded and outraged the recalcitrant Russian representatives time and again. In contrast
to the interminable discussion of clause-by-clause and even sentence-bysentence to which the Soviet representatives subsequently accustomed
international meetings, Fraser insisted on putting the broad resolution
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with a formula entirely novel to such a gathering, though familiar enough
to us. 'Those in favour say "Aye", the contrary " N o " , the "Ayes" have it',
he would say; and he seldom saw or heard any protest which required him
to have a roll-call or even a show of hands. The astounded and indignant
Russians protested in vain, while other delegates hugged themselves with
delight. Is it any wonder that the sittings of Peter Fraser's Committee were
so popular as a joyful spectacle?
If we go back to the Canberra Conference in 1944 we can refer to the
provisions on this question of dependent territories and international
supervision. From that particular document a joint Australian-New Zealand
position developed. At San Francisco, New Zealand did not put in a
separate draft because Australia did in terms that met our own position.
Moreover, New Zealand was placed in somewhat of a difficulty by the fact
that Peter Fraser was chairman. He startled his Committee somewhat by
announcing that he would represent the New Zealand view-point from the
chair. That meant that the New Zealand seat was normally vacant. Although
I was his alternate, I only occupied that chair when photographs of the
meeting were being taken. Instead, I sat watchfully behind the Chairman
and, in the case of a vote by show of hands, the Chairman raised his for
New Zealand.
There were several draft proposals but the one chosen by Peter Fraser
as the working document was that put forward by Stassen, the chief
American delegate, and what eventuated was largely a marriage between
the United States and the Australian view-points, the latter of which, as I
said earlier, represented also that of New Zealand.
Eugene Chase states several times that while Fraser was a very fine
chairman he had only two weaknesses. One was his complete ignorance of
any language but his own in a Committee in which the Latin-Americans
took a great interest and seldom spoke in English and in which the Frenchspeaking delegates always spoke in their own tongue. Fraser carried out
religiously — this is Chase's word not mine — the Conference agreement
not to discuss territories, and again and again he called to order delegates
who would mention specific and disputed localities such as South-West
Africa, Palestine, British Honduras, and so on. And here is the story that
Chase did not tell so well. One evening delegates listened with embarrassed
delight while a Guatemelan speaking in Spanish, expressed with fiery
eloquence his country's claims against certain neighbouring areas, in
defiance of the chairman's ruling. From the looks on the faces of the
delegates Peter Fraser sensed that something might be wrong, and he
pulled up the speaker and said: 'Is the honourable gentleman referring to
specific territories? If so, I will rule him out of order.' The honourable
delegate, quite unabashed, denied that he was doing any such thing, and
proceeded, to the increasing delight of those assembled. The next stage was
the translation of these Spanish remarks into French and the Guatemalan
had the satisfaction of hearing his out-of-order statements repeated to the
accompaniment of increasing titters which were beginning to irritate the
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chairman not a little. The English interpreter then rose to his feet and had
not been talking for more than a couple of minutes when Peter Fraser flew
into a towering rage, denounced the unfortunate interpreter, and tore
strips off the miserable Guatemalan and ordered that his whole speech
should be expunged from the records.
The second weakness to which Chase referred was what he called a
tendendency to treat the Committee like the New Zealand Parliament and
either to cajole or bully it. This latter tactic, says Chase, he always made
amends for by a cordial affability. I cannot argue that this is a really apt
description of what the New Zealand Parliament was, in fact, prepared
to accept.
It must not be thought that Fraser spent overmuch of his time on the
Trusteeship System Committee. He would shuttle in and out of any of the
other nine Committees in which there were issues of significance for New
Zealand. He, Berendsen and J. V. Wilson all played most active parts in
the political committees. Fraser's other special interests lay in the Economic
and Social Council Committee where he succeeded in his efforts to have
the Economic and Social Council elevated to the status of a principal
organ of the United Nations and where also a fierce unpublicised contest
was taking place between the rival world trade union organizations.
Like Dr Evatt, our Prime Minister wished to be the New Zealand
spokesman on all important issues and occasions. Both were apt to appear
suddenly, replace the sitting delegate, make their speeches with suitable
vigour and then disappear, often to speak in similar vein in yet another
committee. Evatt, because of his even more astonishing ubiquity, his
greater assertiveness — which he carried to the point of brashness on
occasion — and the fact that he represented a much bigger country, was
very much in the forefront and, indeed, he was regarded and hailed as the
spokesman of the smaller powers. But Peter Fraser was bracketed with
him as the small power's champion, and he would exploit his higher status
as a Prime Minister to force his way into or ahead of the queue of waiting
speakers in any committee in which he wanted to debate a point. His
vigorous personality and loud voice were put to most effective use. The
professional diplomats and officials who made up the bulk of the delegations were no match for his seasoned Parliamentary tactics.
I can assure you that Fraser was not over-shadowed by Evatt. And they
got on extremely well together and saw eye to eye on major issues. Although they failed to achieve their main objectives they did make their
presence felt by the great powers and gained some recognition of the
rights, to say nothing of the nuisance value, of small nations.
Let me quote what one of the Australian delegates had to say about
them:
The role of Fraser was certainly not that of a lieutenant to Evatt. His character was
loftier and his political outlook less complicated than that of Evatt. He started his debate
from principles; Evatt looked at principles after he had decided on the issue. Evatt could
see around more corners; Fraser had vision on a wider human landscape, and hence had
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a clearer and steadier purpose. Evatt was sometimes passionate about wrongs he thought
had been done to himself; Fraser was always passionate about wrongs done to others.
Each respected the good qualities of the other. Fraser was perhaps one of the few men
from whom Evatt would take the reproof or homely admonition that was sometimes
needed. Evatt had an ingenuity and a lawyer's knowledge that made him adept in a
Conference whose purpose was to draft a constitution. These comments, necessarily
based on the personal observation of the writer, are offered in order to show that
Australian and New Zealand cooperation was not only between nations but between
persons. The cooperation made both countries an acknowledged force at San Francisco.5

The writer is Paul Hasluck, former Governor-General of Australia.
I have not checked many of my recollections against any official files
and I may very well have fallen into error. I realize that I should delve
more deeply and record more carefully what more I know about Peter
Fraser's prime ministership. It is on my conscience, which at best is a weak
and flexible instrument. While my intentions, like those of most people,
are good, my powers of execution are, alas, on all fours with my conscience.
Only a full-scale biography based on thorough research could do
justice to one of New Zealand's ablest public men. As a politician holding
power under well-nigh insuperable difficulties he deserves the most careful
study. He was also a statesman of whom we have had so very few. Certainly
no other New Zealand leader ever attained such stature and reputation
overseas. This is something that his fellow countrymen have never fully
appreciated. And I am beginning to wonder if history will, in fact, do him
justice. The published material is scanty and in many cases derived from
bitter opponents and other critical sources.
I am conscious also that in this paper, by recalling some of my own
impressions, I, too, may be adding to the growing distortion of his image.
Of course he was a complex character, full of contradictions, but basically
he was a man of integrity; a powerful personality. And having attained
leadership he acted as a leader whom people had to respect rather than
to love.
He was not an easy man to work for. I was often exasperated with him,
in common with many others. But I was also fascinated not only by the
content of the work and the situations involved but also by the astonishing
range of his knowledge and abilities. Moreover, I was continually confronted with the sobering realization that on so many occasions and on
so many issues his perspicacity, his judgments, his far-sightedness and his
courage and determination to pursue a particular course of action, were
infinitely superior to my own.
It does seem to me that the tendency nowadays is to denigrate him as
a reactionary, turning his back on traditional Labour principles and
policies, spurning new ideas and fresh impulses, a big boss, intolerant,
and ruthless in maintaining his authority. This is a grave distortion. Of
course those who opposed him could well claim that they have ample
reason for making these and other adverse judgments. And it is true that
the longer he was in office and the more he had to face responsibilities and
cope with impossible situations the more there was to sustain his caution
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and conservatism. But he was, above all, a realist. He knew what was
possible. He was conscious always of the fact that he was not only the
leader of the Labour Party but that it was his duty and responsibility to
represent the interests of all the people of New Zealand. On a number of
occasions he made it quite plain that certain courses of action, if imposed
by the Party against his judgement and his principles, would necessitate
his resignation.
Fraser was essentially a generous and warm-hearted man. He was never
interested in money — he never had any — but he was a sucker for a
hard-luck story and for all his astuteness and suspicious nature he would
apparently often deem it better to be charitable and accept an appeal
rather than probe to check the facts. Any evidence of hardship and suffering by man, woman or child would take what little money he had out of
his pocket.
The sum of criticisms that denigrators can produce — and there are
lots — must be balanced against Peter Fraser's truly great qualities, and
his impressive record of achievement as New Zealand's war-time Prime
Minister.
ALISTER
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