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PREFACE

This volume of the Australian Dictionary of Biography, containing 684 entries by 498 
authors, is the last of six for the 1891-1939 section. The two volumes of the 1788- 
1850 section and the four of the 1851-1890 section were published from 1966 to 
1976. The late Douglas Pike was general editor for volumes 1 to 5, Bede Nairn for 
volume 6, Nairn and Geoffrey Serie for volumes 7 to 10, and Serie for volume 11. John 
Ritchie succeeded Serie on 1 March 1988. The chronological division was designed to 
simplify production, for 7211 entries have been included in volumes 1-12. (Volumes 
1-2, for 1788-1850, had 1116 entries; volumes 3-6, for 1851-1890, 2053; volumes 
7-12, for 1891-1939, 4042.) The placing of each individual’s name in the appropriate 
section has been determined by when he/she did his/her most important work 
{floruit). An index will be published in 1991 and four volumes covering those whose 
floruit was after 1939 and who died before 1981 will be published subsequently.

The selection of names for inclusion required prolonged consultation. After quotas 
were estimated, working parties in each State and the armed services working party 
prepared provisional lists which were widely circulated and carefully amended. Many 
of the names were obviously significant and worthy of inclusion as leaders in politics, 
business, the armed services, the professions, the arts, the labour movement, etc. 
Others have been included as representatives of ethnic and social minorities and of a 
wide range of occupations, or as innovators, notorieties or eccentrics. Some had to be 
omitted through pressure of space or lack of material, and thereby joined the great 
mass whose members richly deserve a more honoured place, but thousands of these 
names, and information about them, have accumulated in the biographical register at 
the A.D.B. headquarters in the Australian National University. A selection of 8100 of 
them was published in 1987 as A Biographical Register 1788-1939.

Most authors were nominated by working parties. The burden of writing has been 
shared almost equally by the staff of universities and other tertiary institutions, and 
by a variety of other specialists.

The A.D.B. is a project based on consultation and co-operation. The Research 
School of Social Sciences at the Australian National University has borne the cost of 
the headquarters staff, of much research and of some special contingencies, while 
other Australian universities have supported the project in various ways. The 
A.D.B. ’s policies were originally determined by a national committee, composed 
mainly of representatives from the departments of history in each Australian uni
versity. In Canberra the editorial board has kept in touch with all these represen
tatives, and with the working parties, librarians, archivists and other local experts, as 
well as overseas correspondents and research assistants in each Australian capital. 
With such varied support, the A.D.B. is truly a national project.
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T he Foundation Chairman

When Sir Keith Hancock, the most honoured of Australian historians, died on 13 
August 1988 in his ninety-first year, he had seen ten volumes of the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography appear, and launched the tenth with a sunny speech that 
displayed both pride and modesty: pride in the work, modesty about his own part in 
creating it. The future of his creation is now so solidly assured that we can confidently 
expect a long entry on him in a volume as yet unnumbered. In the meantime Volume 
12, completing the third stage of the grand enterprise which began under his leader
ship three decades ago, is a good place for a brief note on what he did for it.

At Oxford in the late 1940s Professor Hancock was on the central committee of the 
Dictionary of National Biography, later, in Australia, he wrote of that work: ‘Its 
patriotic value, if the phrase may be permitted, is rooted in its scholarly value’. The 
conjunction of patria and scholarship is significant, made by a man who entitled his 
autobiography Country and Calling. Writing his life of Smuts in the 1950s, he had 
good reason to curse the absence of a South African equivalent to the D.N.B. which he 
reckoned could have saved him a year or more.

When he returned to Australia in 1957 as founding director of the Research School 
of Social Sciences at the Australian National University, the idea of a local D.N.B. 
appealed to him, both as an Australian and as a scholar. He shrewdly saw it as just the 
sort of initiative that would make people in the State universities value the A.N.U., 
and one of his first archiepiscopal acts was to summon historians from all over the 
country to a conference on this and other matters, held at the A.N.U. in August 1957. 
His A.N.U. colleague Laurie Fitzhardinge had proposed a dictionary of biography at 
the Australian and New Zealand Association for the Advancement of Science con
ference of 1951 and had begun to compile a national biographical register. Should this 
register be continued? More ambitiously, should a biographical dictionary be under
taken? The historians answered ‘Yes’ to both questions and went home leaving 
Hancock to begin the planning.

By 1960 the enterprise had an Editorial Board, of A.N.U. people and volume 
editors, a broadly based National Committee and Working Parties in every State. 
There was not yet a general editor, or even sufficient agreement around the country 
on Hancock’s plan for having a single person rather than a group of, say, four to do 
that job. He himself was having to give the project more of his own time than he had 
expected. By late 1961 he had convinced everybody, and a committee chose Douglas 
Pike, professor of history at the University of Tasmania, to be general editor from 
January 1962. Then Hancock had to persuade the A.N.U. Council to create a new 
chair and to appoint Pike to it in accordance with regular procedures. To a few 
colleagues he sent a draft of his paper for Council, asking if they thought he had got it 
right. ‘I want to leave Council with the feeling that it is «of being presented with a fait 
accompli. I also want to leave them with the feeling that they will be awful cads, and 
the flouters of nationwide academic opinion, if they don’t help us to get Douglas Pike 
on this campus.’

Council approved. Pike moved to Canberra in January 1964, after two years of 
commuting in which progress was impeded by a conflict between M. H. Ellis, Sydney 
journalist and historian, and everybody else. ‘The good ship ADB’, Hancock said 
later, ‘nearly became a wreck in Sydney Harbour’ until Douglas Pike ‘salvaged the 
sinking ship and set it on course’. The salvage was a joint operation. As chairman of
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THE FOUNDATION CHAIRMAN

Editorial Board and National Committee, and as pipe-smoking neighbour, Hancock 
gave the general editor counsel, blessing and protection while he turned a vulnerable 
project into what Bede Nairn describes at the beginning of Volume 6 as ‘a complex and 
efficient production system’. The appearance of Volume 1 in 1966 was perhaps the 
most gratifying event in Hancock’s first year of retirement. By the time he launched 
Volume 10, twenty years later, he was sure that the makers of the A.D.B. had not only 
made good their ambition to produce a work comparable with the British model, but 
had done better. They had been both more scholarly, he judged, delving deep into 
primary sources, whereas the D.N.B. relied more often than not on published 
material, and also more adventurous, reaching out beyond the eminent in church and 
state, commerce and industry, science and literature and art, to include people 
‘widely representative of endeavour and achievement on every front of our experience 
as an emergent nation’. To prove the point he cited the entry on Eddie Gilbert, 
Aboriginal cricketer. The comparison was deeply gratifying to Keith Hancock as 
scholar and as independent Australian Briton.

K.S.I.
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