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Building a Nation of character has been the aspiration of untold numbers of Australians of 
Christian convictions for over 200 years.  

It is a largely untold story made up of  thousands of untold stories. 

Let me tell three of them quickly.  

 1. John West and the power of moral character 

Arguably one of the most statesmanlike of Christians who influenced Australian public life 
was John West, Congregationalist minister of Launceston, and later editor of the Sydney 
Morning Herald. He is a marvellous example of what this conference is looking for, since 
he was a man of character who stood for the power of moral principles in public life. 
Politically, West was neither a conservative, nor a radical republican like his contemporary, 
John Dunmore Lang. He was a moderate and a liberal. He could see all sides of an 
argument and he believed in putting all sides on the grounds that the truth will win out 
without any help from biased presentations. He was also quite fearless.  

The combination of impartiality plus courage made him a superb newspaper editor. The 
Launceston Examiner which he founded and edited was a magnificent newspaper. West 
explained that it was ‘not to be a religious newspaper, but what is more necessary, the 
paper of a religious man’.1  

West arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1838. It was a critical time, when the quest for 
representative government became intertwined with the demand to end transportation and 
begin federalism.  

West represented the anti-transportation movement as a ‘moral’ cause and therefore 
attracted Christians to its flag (which was very like Australia’s flag today) like bees to a 
honey pot. The movement reads like an updated anti-slavery society, which of course it 
was, because the thread of Christian conviction which Wesley and Wilberforce began to 
weave into the tapestry of Australian history has been picked up by other needles, such as 
West. 

                                                           
1 John West to F. Haller, 10 March 1842, quoted in Patricia Fitzgerald Ratcliff,  The Usefulness of John 
West: Dissent and Difference in the Australian Colonies  (Launceston: The Albernian Press, 2003), 150; 
see also  Patricia Fizgerald Ratcliff (ed), John West’s Union of the Colonies: Essays on Federation,  Queen 
Victoria Museum and Art Gallery, Launceston, 2000, 102. 
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West sought to win over those who wanted to retain transportation because it gave them 
cheap labour. He argued his case on the grounds of principle and practice. If something is 
right it is not only true, but it also works.  

The principle?  Governments are to ‘guard – not the rights or prejudices of a caste – 
but the order and morality of society’.  

The practice?  Everybody is better off, including the landowner, when labour is 
remunerated well. It is private enterprise with morality and representative 
government which is the route to prosperity.  

Transportation ended to Van Diemen's Land on the colony’s jubilee, 10 August 1853 and, 
appropriately, was rung in by church bells, not the roar of cannon, for it was a moral 
victory. 

John Dunmore Lang, the radical republican, was one who castigated West for neglecting 
the eternal welfare of his congregation in Launceston, while he attended to the temporal 
affairs of the nation. But West would have none of it, arguing that the campaign to bring 
Australia to nationhood was a moral crusade.  

It is interesting to reflect on the power of moral arguments. Research needs to be done on 
precisely why moral arguments were so effective politically then and what has to happen to 
make them potent now. 

 2. Tom Price and the force of passionate character 

When Tom Price became premier of South Australia in 1905, the Welsh Revival was in its 
second year. It may have harvested a hundred thousand souls, made a massive dint in the 
crime rate, brought healing to communities embittered and fractured by industrial strife,2 
and was exported all over the world.  Tom Price was a Welsh revivalist in an antipodaean 
political setting, his biographer reporting of his parliamentary oratory as he might have 
spoken of a great Welsh preacher:  ‘There were occasions . . . when the fire burned and the 
divine afflatus so filled him that no written records could express the thoughts which 
flashed to his tongue for utterance.’3 In his first year in parliament in 1893 his emotional 
speech on the plight of factory workers had so moved a member of the opposition (George 
Hawker) that he crossed the floor, thus allowing the legislation to be passed.4 Passionate 
polies are great, and passionate polies of character are greater. Tom Price was such a one.  

Born in Brymbo in North Wales in 1852, Tom Price signed the pledge as a total abstainer 
with a cross because he was too young to have learned how to write but not too young to 
have suffered from the intemperance of his father. At the Boundary Street Welsh Methodist 

                                                           
2  Eifion Evans, The Welsh Revival of 1904,  Evangelical Press of Wales, Bryntirion, 1969, third edition, 
1987, p.110. 
3 T. H. Smeaton, From Stone Cutter to Premier & Minister of Education: The Story of Tom Price, a Welsh 
Boy who became an Australian Statesman,  Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1924, 143. 
4 T. H. Smeaton, From Stone Cutter to Premier & Minister of Education: The Story of Tom Price, a Welsh 
Boy who became an Australian Statesman,  Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1924, 145. 
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Sunday School in Liverpool, he learned to become a passionate Wesleyan Methodist and a 
passionate reader, both of which he remained all his life,  

Married in 1881 to Anne Lloyd, he enjoyed as hay a marriage as his early childhood had 
been miserable. Both experiences reinforced his evangelical values to make him home-
centred in his philosophy. In matters social, political and religious he adjudged the 
rightness of a policy by its propensity to strengthen the home. He was staunchly ‘family 
first’. Every Sunday evening, even after becoming premier, he gathered his extended 
family around the harmonium to sing Sankey’s revival hymns.5  

After qualifying as a stone mason, Price migrated to Australia in 1883, seeing in every 
circumstance the over-ruling of Providence. In Adelaide, he found the same combination of 
interests as occupied him in Liverpool: the Church, temperance and trades unions. 
Returned to parliament in 1893, he represented the labour interest with the, at first, rather 
fierce indignation of the one who had suffered penury and powerlessness at first hand.  He 
was working class politician who never lost his taste for the best things in life. 

But by temperament and conviction, he came to value social harmony above conflict, and 
his values persuaded him that the propertied classes, too, have rights which the legislature 
needed to respect.  

When he became premier in 1905 Price also took the positions of Commissioner of Public 
Works and Minister for Education. He worked far too hard, and his  many achievements in 
office were won at the cost of his life:  

• he electrified Adelaide’s trams;  
• extended the franchise thus reducing the power of the legislative council;  
• completed Adelaide’s outer harbour to increase merchant shipping;  
• issued certificates to guarantee the quality of exports;  
• increased the minimum wage for government employees;  
• resisted the introduction of the totalisator as a method of gambling on the accurate 

grounds too often neglected by politicians, that legalising something makes it 
respectable and therefore increases the consumption of it;  

• strengthened the Licensing Act in the interests of temperance;  
• negotiated with other state premiers a good deal for SA on the use of the waters of 

the Murray River;  
• offered the Northern Territory to the new federal government who took over its 

control;  
• altered the administration and the curriculum of state schools to make them better 

equipped to prepare students for the demands of the new century, especially 
increasing opportunities for technical education;  

• and promoted the industry and trade of SA to financiers and bankers in Britain, 
opening up provincial markets outside of London.  

                                                           
5 T. H. Smeaton, From Stone Cutter to Premier & Minister of Education: The Story of Tom Price, a Welsh 
Boy who became an Australian Statesman,  Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1924, 151. 
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 As Minister for Education his motto was that ‘The true aim of education is the building up 
of moral and spiritual beings’.6 Probably the last public address he gave was at Victor 
Harbour state school, where he exhorted the boys to develop ‘a backbone’ and to be 
morally pure and the girls to be pure and make the boys better for knowing them and he 
ended with the unforgettable words, ‘CHARACTER IS BEST AFTER ALL’.7  

 3. John Curtis and the value of positive character 

I first met John Curtis in the early 80s on a trip to Broken Hill with my mate, Bob Linder, an 
American Professor who has made a twenty-years long study of the Australian character and I 
hope will address the National Forum on this subject next June. John Curtis extended great 
hospitality to us both. He was then a full-time lay pastor in the Churches of Christ.   

 He dreamed of taking Broken Hill for Christ, which in view of its history as a tough mining 
town with proud Union traditions was an ambitious dream.  In 1982 he and his wife Judy sold 
their home and with another family bought the St Joseph's Sisters of Mercy Convent.   

• There they housed three families, a theological college which was a branch of 
'Cornerstone' (an Australian evangelical training college operating mainly in country 
towns), a youth refuge, a family crisis centre, and a retreat centre for out-of-town 
Christian workers.   

• To reach the rising tide of unemployed youth he purchased a double decker bus and used 
it as a mobile drop-in centre.   

• When the novelty of this had worn off, Woolworths donated their Broken Hill store to 
the Barrier Youth Association of which John Curtis was the secretary, and it was 
converted to a massive games parlour.   

• To provide money for the theological students to help pay their fees, he opened a pizza 
home delivery business, and soon had the whole town converted to pizza consumption.   

• To reach people in times of need, he bought the local funeral business.   
• To reach people at all times of the day and night, he bought the only commercial radio 

station in town, which alarmed the locals until they found that he did not intend to thrust 
religion down their throats.  He had a more subtle approach.  He decided that nothing 
would be broadcast which was incompatible with the Christian faith.  So, for example, 
in a town, notorious for sexism, he would refuse to make any derogatory remarks, even 
in jest, about his wife.  Only positive things would ever be said about the institution of 
holy matrimony.  The radio station was also used to train Christian radio announcers so 
that they could go and do likewise.   

• To give a job to an unemployed, bereaved man who was in danger of losing the fight 
with alcohol, he bought a tourist mine and put the man in as manager.   

His determination to meet people at their point of need from a heart full of love was wildly 
infectious and brought great hope to a community which felt sadly neglected by governments 

                                                           
6 T. H. Smeaton, From Stone Cutter to Premier & Minister of Education: The Story of Tom Price, a Welsh 
Boy who became an Australian Statesman,  Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1924, 138 
7 T. H. Smeaton, From Stone Cutter to Premier & Minister of Education: The Story of Tom Price, a Welsh 
Boy who became an Australian Statesman,  Adelaide: Hunkin, Ellis & King, 1924, 236. 
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and industries.  Now  apparently he has become a member of go-cart fraternity – it has been the 
inspiration for this painting by Pro Hart, here with his daughter – and John Curtis was Kart 
champion in 2001. 

So:  

1. The power of moral character 
2. The force of passionate character 
3. The value of positive character 

Why have we not heard of such people of Christian character? Because our historians, the 
custodians of our collective memory, have been blind to the nature of their virtue. 

What of today’s men of character?  

Here are three of them: they are among our principal encouragers of the projected National 
Forum which is to be held in Parliament House next June and in which many more such untold 
stories will be told. 

 Our Message 

The message of the National Forum is that Australia is strongly shaped by the Judaeo-
Christian ethic, and that our Christian heritage should be understood, treasured and 
applied to the public sphere, the market place and the family. 

 Our Purpose 

The purpose of the National Forum on Australia’s Christian Heritage is: 

• To report on research on the Christian contribution to the development of 
Australia, its culture, professions, and institutions 

• To identify the distinctive values of Jesus involved in this contribution and 
explore their significance for future generations of Australians 

 Projected outcomes 

• To make the data available in book form plus working papers for each 
profession and issue 

• To make the data available for inclusion in the curricula of all schools in 
Australia 

• To influence policy makers in various levels of government and community 

Our program will consist of four plenary addresses in which we will hear reports on 
the latest research on the Christian impact on Australia  

Plenary addresses  

•  Australia’s Christian Heritage  
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•  Australia’s Values  
•  Australia’s Identity  
•  Australia’s Jesus  

 Seminar Topics 

• Culture & Education  
• Business & Commerce  
• Law & Politics 
• Social Services  & the Family  

 See you there – for developments, see the relevant websites 
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