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SPEECH BY THE PRIME MINISTER, THE KT. HON. R.G.
MENZIES, AT OPENING OF ADOLPH BASSER LIBRARY,
ACADEMY OF SCIENCE, CANBERRA, 26TH APRIL, 1962

Mr, President, Dr, Basser, ladies and gentlemens

I want to tell you at once that & great weight has
fallen from my mind since I arrived here this afternoon. I was
here this morning as a sort of soi-disant Fellow of the Academy,
compassed about by the most formidable collection of scientists
that Australia has ever seen, 80 [ feit muted and a little
depressed, But when I came in here this afternoon and saw so
many people Jjust as unscientific as I am, this took a weight off
ny shoulders,

Sir, I want to say, before I make a few remarks that
may be relevant tc the occaslon, that I cannot tell you how I
admire the internationesl organisation which has been directed to
this event, This afternoon I open formally - whatever that means-
the Library and I was told in advance vary kindly by my old
friend Professor Cherry that this was to be directed to
scientific history, or the hislory of science. Today, when I
went into my ofifice I opened up a communication from Hervard - of
which I am, as you might say, a species of graduate - and it
contained a Newslette. and, believe it or not, the subject of the
Newsletter was "Reflections cn the History of Science as an
academic subject - An fmerican vicw', That gave me an enhanced
opinion of the s¢kill with which these people organised their
buginess,

Could I first of &ll say sometaing about the man whose
name we are honouring this aftcrnoon, Adolph Basser, 3o far as I
can make ocut - I haven'!t pursuved him impertincntly - he wasn't
born in fustralla, but all T cen say is that he has 1lived a long
time in Australia and lie has left his mark on Australia, He is
oneg of those men who,; having deccided no doubt that it was time
that he had a hobby, tock up as 2 hobby giving moncy away! This
is an admirable hobby, ind give it away he does, in a magnificent
and spacious, but always well-dirccted fashion, I want him to
know that everyboldy here appraeciates what he has done, and is
doing, very greavly indced,

The other thing that I rant to say to you concerns the
Library itcelf, There arc those - and perhaps I have becn among
them in my time who think therce is some rather deep cleavage
betwecn what we call scientific study in the strict sense, and the
study of the humanities. 1t is very fascinating to me¢ to find how
the lines blur, end how, in the case of thig Librery you can
bring the great business of history into conjunction with the
grcat business of scicnce. The study of history has always
scemed to me to be onc of the most important studies that a man
can dircet his mind to bocause an ignorance of history can so
casily produce a stupid disastoers; and to have it applied in the
case of scicnce scoms to me to be a splendid illustrection of its
valuc - not only to scicnce, but in other fields,

A knowladge of history scems to me to be of great moment
for the conduct of public affaires for ths great conduct of
business affairs for that matter. I spcak subject to correction
but wasn't it Henry Ford himself who, when on oath oddly enough,
in some litigation in fmerica moade that dmmortal romark that
"history is bunk", which satisfied my own mind that he understocd
mass production better than he undorstood history, How can we
handle the zreat affairs of nations unliess we know somcthing
about the past; unless we lknow what hes happencd; unless we
r:ject that single falloncy *that fhappy is the country that has
no history!? I say unhappy is tho country that has people
charsed with Goverrment - the rosponsibility for it - whe are not
able to look back with history ond to realise that there is not
much that is necw, that ther: are many demonstruations of srror and
that the busincss of wisc non is to avoid crrors that have been
committed and confinc themsclves to their own instexzd of
imitating olher pecplc?®se ’
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In science it s2ems to me, as a layman, to be quite
clear that he whe takes the ond result of s.ne pilece of
scientific investigation, accepts it, puts it into opcration, is
not & scientist in the full ssase at all. The men who rants to
conduct investigotion into scicentific principies can never, I
believe, scparale himself firom what went before the last discovery.
He cannot confinc nimself to the discovery itsclf, It is not
sufficient to say ‘what did he do?’ I is very important to
djscover why he did it, and how ho did it. So w¢ have tne great
stream of scientific knowlodge, a stream incrcasing at such a pace
in nod-rn times thot to understand it fully we must occasionally
£o back 2long the strcams and seck the fountainhead instead of just
dividing up the little strecnms, Ther<fore tiae study of the
nistory of scicnce, facilitics for that study, facilities for
quict reading and roflecvion, s.om to me to be of the mest
tremendous importance,

Thers is just one other thing that I would like to say
to you. A rcfercnce was made by Professor Chorry to sound
rocordings, 1 think wve haventt caught up very much yet with the
idea of using tape recordings and othor neans of recording people's
voices cnd idecas, HNebedy, for crample, could properly understand
the history, purposc, funation of this Academy unless - as I
didn’t - I had had thes Tforetiought to put on ny table a tape-
rccording mochine sery time Mark Oliphant cone along with some
impronable story, every time Jehn Becles came clong with sonme
improbablc story - not nceesssarily the same story - or Loslie
Mariin, or evin Sir John Cockcroft the Chaneelior., What a
wonderful thing it would bo to have on record the voice itself,
things that had been said which might, in faet, 1n some scnse,
influence the future course of cvents, In the some way I can
imiagine that if T were o man of scientific bent and were a student
at o University and sat at the foct, if nov of the prophet, at
loast of some equally cainent person, borrowing a little oi nis
own lustre by having been near hiim, it would be a great inspration
to e to be able to listen, thereaftcer, to his vosice describing
soniething, discussing somcthing, provoking a few ideas. Thoercfore
I venture to hepe that in this Library there will be some space
reserved for such things as tape recordings.

o in Australia are disposed to be & cynical, sceptical
people, You are respectable when you are dead. You may have a
fair chance of being fauous or forgotten if you have been dead long
cnough. Buat as for the current state of affairs, well what of it,
I venturc to say that inthis Academy therce ore men and women whose
voices, literally whose voices, would be listcened to with profound
interest by people here in 50 yeors! time, or in 100 years' tinme.
That rcally is why I have only onc doubt about the Basser Library
and that is wvhether it will be big enough. Because as time goes on
the material that it will accurmlate will be larger and larger and
indend more and more significant,

But that we should be able to find established in this
rlace a Library devoted to scientific history is, I think, a natter
for congratulations. I am very well aware of what Tom Cherry says
about duplication of libreorics and T am «il for rationalicing these
matters, I say that as one who has had quite a few libraries
plucked out of him 2 the last few years. 3But at the some time I
arl bound to say to you that I think one of the many proofs of
growing civilisation in our country is that whereas to find a
Library in a University was, not so many years ~ngo, rather a rarity,
we now have quite a few - large, growing, comprchensive. In this
is the very heart of the University structure,

Therefor. Sir, Dr. Basser, in thanking you for what you
have docne about this matter I want to scy guite franlily that I think
our contribution, standing as it dogs in the same building as tois
all which comneriorates the mognificent znd imaginative generosity
of Sir Ellerton Bocker, that this Library will be sonmething that
ou will always be proud to remember that you brought into existonce
y your_thought and gencrosity. Therclore, icdies and goentlemen,

T fornaily déclare tne Libravy open,




