Stewart Harris

Journalist, champion of Aboriginal and other causes.

Born, Surrey, England, December 13, 1922. Died Canberra, December 6, aged 71.

The most remarkable thing about Stewart Harris as a journalist was his moral courage and utter decency. It was a simple thing. His job, he thought, was to strive for the truth, and to be fair and this had to include fairness to underdogs.

A series of three sympathetic articles on the outcast Builders Labourers Federation must have surprised readers of The Canberra Times, where he was a senior writer in the early 1980s.

“I was not worried,” he wrote, “by the royal commission, by the decision to deregister, by the expulsion from the NSW Labor Council, or by the fines and prison sentence on the BLF federal secretary Norm Gallagher.”

He saw for himself the working conditions: “I looked at the brutal effects of boardroom decisions.” He knew the union used its strength to serve its members and their families and to help others. 

Earlier, during his 18 years as correspondent in Australia of The Times (of London), he thought his most important story was the South African rugby tour of 1971.

He showed understanding both for the police and the idealistic young protesters, particularly the young Aborigines. But he was troubled by the freedom allowed the civilian rugby guards to arrest people. In Adelaide he saw one guard knee a demonstrator and as a witness he tried to report the incident, but found himself charged with hindering police and resisting arrest. In court he was acquitted and given costs against police. He was determined, if fined, to go to jail on principle.

Within a few years Harris had decided to leave the Times and devote himself to the Aboriginal cause, which had increasingly claimed his interest since Charles Perkins’s freedom ride of 1965.

He studied Aboriginal affairs as a senior fellow at the Australian National University. Later he became an adviser to the Northern Land Council and one of the committee of eight formed to promote a treaty between the Commonwealth and the Aboriginal people, working alongside Dr H C Coombs (chair), Judith Wright, Professor Bill Stanner and others. For all the injustices, Australia had become Harris’s own dear country. 

His father, a banker, was English, his mother Australian. William Stewart Harris was educated at Marlborough College and Cambridge, in Britain, where he read history for his masters and won blues in cricket and golf.

After war service with the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, he came on a six-month visit to Australia with his mother and worked as cook on a Northern Territory muster with Aboriginal stockmen. Once hearing shouts of laughter, he found a man acting out wonderfully the English cook’s tortured dismounting after a hard day in the saddle.

He began as a journalist on the Yorkshire Post in 1949, joined The Times in 1951, then returned to Australia and worked for the Brisbane Courier Mail and Sydney Morning Herald before becoming assistant in 1955 to the then correspondent of The Times and, in 1957, chief correspondent.

He covered the 1967 Middle East war from Egypt and part of the war in Vietnam.

Some of his cramped fellow Australians thought his outlook could be written off as heretical, when in truth it represented the honest conclusions of an independent-minded liberal.

He gave a voice to the voiceless: like the English poet John Mansfield, he felt for “the scorned, the rejected – the men hemmed in with the spears”, and thus he campaigned in the Palestinian cause, too.

He was self-effacing to a fault, but he asked the hard questions and he could be quietly unyielding. He could also be scathing about the country’s political leadership and the miseries he believed their economic rationalism was bringing to millions of Australians. He saw democracy at stake, and the country degenerating into a plutocracy.

He deplored the needless collapse of the press into extreme concentration of ownership and foreign control. As far back as his 1963 Arthur Norman Smith Memorial Lecture he argued that editors should be truly independent and known to be so.

His social ideas and philosophy come through clearly in his three short books. Political Football (1971) related the story of the Springboks’ tour. This Our Land (1972) told of the Aboriginal disaster, and It’s Coming Yet (1979) made the case for an Aboriginal treaty.

Harris’s last period was spent in Braidwood, southern NSW, where he and his wife, Mary, rebuilt the Old Rectory (dating from 1842) into a happy family home.

He developed a plant nursery and from there supported his causes, made forays into journalism, and skiing trips to the Snowy Mountains. (In his younger days he had raced in Switzerland).

In bush hat and gear he still cut a figure on horseback. He celebrated his 70th birthday by climbing Mount Kosciusko. 

His Edinburgh-born wife, Mary Deas – whom he married in 1955 – survives him, with their children Nick, Karina, Alastair and Iona.
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