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Preface

The modern Australian politician should be of the people, but not one of them. They should enjoy beer, but never be seen falling down drunk. They should swear in private with their friends and allies, but not in public and never at their enemies. They should speak plainly. They should be charismatic. They should know how to give a speech to a room full of people who love them, and how to give a speech to a room full of people who hate them. No matter what, they should never react angrily to scrutiny, or heckling, or personal attacks. They should know poetry and literature, but only talk about these things in private, otherwise they will be considered weak.

An Australian politician should be tough. They should respect sportspeople and follow a team. On grand final day, they should watch with the nation and know the result. They should not back down to bullies. They should always say what they feel, but show restraint in what they say. They must have a considered opinion on all things, or be willing to bluff convincingly. They should answer direct questions, no matter how painful. A politician should never lie, unless it is in the national interest, or a time of national emergency, and then they should lie well, so people can respect them for it.

A politician should be intelligent, but not superior. They should be educated, but not arrogant. They should be of the land, of the factory, or of a trade. They should know how to work with their hands, and this knowledge should inform their political work. They should work hard and live frugally. They should respect the public purse. They should be successful, but not rich, and if they are they should never advertise it.

A politician should have a family and cherish it, but never deploy it as a political weapon. They should cherish their children and govern with their future in mind. They should cherish their god and live by their beliefs, but never judge those who do not. Australians hate a preacher.

They should respect their leader, respect the process and respect their office. They should read the polls and respond to them, but know when to hold through the flak. They should be comfortable with power and know how to wield it like a scalpel, or a sledgehammer, but should never covet it. They should have vision and show leadership. They should include everyone, but know when to make a decision. They should bend, but never break, no matter how much pressure they are under. They should work to improve the lot of all.

This is the ideal of Australian political leadership; a person who cannot exist, has never existed and probably will never exist. Politicians may be afforded the dignity and authority that comes with public office, but politics is full of well-meaning, respectable people, as prone to dumb mistakes, petty vengeance and arrogant self-delusion as anyone else. Some are stone-cold stupid, with no imagination or passion for anything outside their own limited experience. Some may chafe at the party platform but never break ranks. With nothing to say, some may fall back on campaign slogans or talk in folksy clichés. Under personal threat, some may lie. They may talk big, but never act. They may love to win, at any cost, or have discovered a twisted interpretation of the world and their place within it. Others have simply confused their own naked ambition with talent, or had someone else confuse their naked ambition with talent.

With enough time, many politicians can make peace with their flaws and may even overcome them, putting them to work as something personal and unique. Sometimes they may have an opportunity to do some good in a city like Canberra where party lines are being erased and it feels like everyone has become a free agent. Sometimes they may even make something out of that opportunity.

Everyone, eventually, falls short. Every single one. And when powerful people start to look ordinary, those who vote for them start to think that ordinary people might do a better job. Break the illusion enough times and people start to cast around for alternatives.

This is a book about those alternatives. It is not a political polemic or a sociological treatise, though it has something to say on both those accounts. This book is a snapshot of a time when the rules of the game seemed to be changing, when Pauline Hanson had returned despite the odds and people were grappling with what it meant.

In 2016, I went to work as media advisor to Senator Nick Xenophon for five months. I left after being given an opportunity to write a book about what happened after the mining boom. Around that time, various media outlets asked me to write about US President Donald Trump and whether what happened in the United States could happen in Australia. People wanted to know about Pauline Hanson. People wanted to know about populism. People wanted to know about the lives of poor and working-class people, and whatever it was they were thinking.

I didn’t end up writing those stories. Instead I was offered the chance to put together this book as a field report on the health of our democracy, asking why politics seemed to be unable to see the barbarians coming until they were storming the gate. In doing so I had to revisit my brief time in politics – a hazy montage of memories – and work out what I had learned. Then I had to build on it.

The more I thought about it, the more I came to understand I had gone in cynical and I had come out the other side still cynical, but in a different way. Politics, I learned, is a place where the full range of human potential is on display, every day. There are good, decent people in there doing their best, and there are ruthless, calculating psychopaths who don’t care at all.

All, I learned, are prisoners of their circumstances and the certainties of their worldview.

Nothing encapsulated this message more than the unexpected return of One Nation. In a lot of ways, Hanson was the political story of the decade, though as far as I was concerned, Pauline Hanson was the least interesting thing about Pauline Hanson. She was someone who preyed on the hopes and frustrations of working-class and country people. Too much ink has been spilled on taking her apart.

I was more interested in the environment around her. I wanted to know why. Why now? Who voted for Pauline? And what had happened to us, and to the rest of the world, when fear-mongers and conspiracy nuts were suddenly put in charge of nuclear codes and the national budget?

To answer these questions, I set out with my pen and pad to outline the lives and careers of some of those political leaders Australians had chosen from outside the major political parties to represent them and, where possible, to sketch the people who had voted for them, or those who hadn’t. In doing so, I wanted to piece together what had happened in order to understand this ‘populist moment’, although I did not want to write it from the perspective of the major parties, be they blue or red or green. Instead, my book would be told from the perspective of the rogues and the strays who are now sitting in parliament.

This is also a book I never intended to write. I kept no special notebook during my time in politics, though sometimes I would threaten Nick Xenophon with the idea that one day I would write his biography. The stories and observations I share from this time are memories fleshed out as best I can, aided by documents, records, news articles, press releases and conversations with the people I worked alongside, and those I met along the way. A few chapters have been the product of previous journalism, while the rest has been put together by working the phones and heading out on the road, because politics, I still believe somewhat earnestly, is more than the process of passing a bill. It is something that happens out there, on the street corners, in the coffee shops and fields, even in your living room. Power is a cooperative relationship. Parliament may give, and parliament may take, but it’s the people living on the other side of those decisions – the powerless – who define what is acceptable.

So, I figured, if I wanted to understand something like Pauline Hanson with any real clarity, if I wanted to know what the hell happened out there, I had to be out there with the rest of them.


‘There’s something about being surrounded by white boys in blue suits that just crushes my libido.’

Senate staffer on the environment of Parliament House, 2017


Chapter 1

CANBERRA’S RELIGION HAS ANGRY GODS

It was about three in the afternoon when we decided we needed a drink.

We had made our way down to the staff cafeteria through the winding corridors of Parliament House in Canberra, the seat of Australian democracy. An eerie silence had settled over the building and the whole place fell still.

‘It’s a little bit like the apocalypse,’ Jono said.

We were seated in the couch section, over towards the back, and a chef in the cafeteria offered to get us some beer from a fridge in another room. While we waited, we tried to make sense of what had just happened.

Jono and I had been working up in Senate suite S1.56 while the votes were being counted. We had turned up to work at seven that morning, maybe a little earlier, and switched on the television, along with the whole world, to watch the final crescendo of a thundering presidential campaign, to find out what the American people would decide.

For months a sense of denial had knocked about the world of politics. Trump had no chance, the thinking had gone. He was crazy, crooked and vile. Hillary wasn’t perfect, but she was safe, she was experienced and she knew what she was doing. It was only when the results started to roll in that the collective delusion lifted and the realisation dawned that it was Hillary who had lost. It was Trump for President 2017.

Rome burned, and all its allies could do was watch. Donald J. Trump might not have been an Australian president, but the very fact he had climbed his way out of Trump Tower to take control of the biggest economy, military and nuclear arsenal in the world suddenly marked a dramatic shift in what was possible. Every rule of the game seemed to have been redefined.

Jono belonged to that group who had never really believed that Trump had a chance. He was Nick Xenophon’s legislative advisor, a lawyer and a canny tactician with a sunny smile from a working-class family in small-town Burnie, Tasmania. As a kid he had visited Parliament House and rolled down its green hills. Something in that grass must have got under his skin, because from that moment on, all he had wanted was to work in the Big House.

He got his chance with former senator Ricky Muir, an average guy pulled off the street and elevated to parliament by sheer dumb luck. In his job interview Jono told Muir that he had never really worked in politics, but he would work hard if given the chance. Muir liked his honesty and agreed to give him his shot. Together, they got about two years out of it before the major parties ended their streak by rewriting the rules so an unknown quantity like Muir would never be allowed to take office again.

The night of the 2016 federal election, Muir lost and Jono wandered through Parliament House, thinking those were going to be his last hours, until Nick Xenophon floated the idea that Jono might want to come to work for him.

The other camp – those who saw Trump coming a mile off – was represented by Philip Dorling, a bespectacled, jaded ex-Fairfax journalist who had been around Canberra longer than anyone could remember. He had a $100 bottle of wine riding on the outcome of the US election with a staffer from another office, and from the moment the count started he closely monitored the result.

‘Just look at that map,’ Philip said from across the office as the votes piled up. On his computer screen splashed a map showing all the different counties in the United States and which way they had voted. For the most part, California and New York had turned blue for the Democrats. Everything in between was cherry red, bricking up the centre of the country and dividing the world’s last remaining superpower right down the middle.

At that point, the count was only halfway, so I asked whether he thought Hillary still had a chance.

‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘Just take a look. There’s no coming back from that. You just don’t want to believe it.’

Philip had known Trump was coming, he said, ever since he went on a Defence Force study tour during which he ate crabs along a riverbank in some hick part of the United States near where he was working. The Americans he dined with that day were obese, loud, deeply in debt, with no education and no real future for their kids, he told me. These were the people who voted for Trump. They were good, God-fearing people who didn’t care about bad manners; all they heard was Trump talking about how he was going to bring back the good jobs, drain the swamp and make America great again, and they liked it.

It was a line of thinking that made a lot of sense to me. I was a skinny kid from Adelaide’s north who had graduated from an under-resourced public school where I once got stomped on the oval by a guy with ‘newboys’ tattooed across his forearms. The further north you went, the higher the unemployment figure ticked, well above the national average, even as the rest of the country went about its business without a care in the world.

Politics took no real interest in us while I was growing up, and when it did, it talked about the whole region as a problem to be solved, or forgotten, instead of consulted about its future. In the national scheme of things, we were losers. Politics was something the rest of the country did, something we watched briefly on the evening news before they cut to the sport. Not once do I remember a candidate knocking on our front door to ask my family about our views and talk about our problems, and if they had, we would probably have pretended we weren’t home anyway.

A few months before I started working for Nick Xenophon, I published a book about my people, who were watching on as the car industry, the backbone of the local economy, shut down. It was a strange book, for both me and the local community. People with my roots don’t often become writers or work in media, because it doesn’t occur to them that they might, and the stories of people I wrote about don’t normally get told in any depth unless some dumb kid leads police on a chase through the outer suburbs.

It was, however, a book that had to be written. Politics might not have taken much of an interest in where I grew up, but in that moment politics took away the last best thing the community had left on the basis that the rest of the country was no longer willing to subsidise it. During that time, I saw the confusion, frustration and grief in people’s eyes. I listened to them as they wondered aloud about their future, about how they were working two jobs, or no job, and how they worried for the future of their children. And then I wrote it all down in the name of journalism.

It was Australia’s American Dream, I had written, and we were about to wake up to the nightmare.

I might not have known that Donald Trump was coming to the United States, but I knew something was happening Down Under. I had seen enough to know that when people start to worry about their future, they start to look for alternatives.

Before I had signed on for a couple of months with Nick Xenophon – or Nick, as he prefers to be called – I was working as a freelance journalist, a stray grinding out copy for any news outlet that would have me. I had covered Reclaim Australia rallies in two states and watched the return of One Nation with a sense of foreboding. Donald Trump was just a local American chapter of a global story, but whatever happened, however it played out, I knew it would come here eventually.

So, when Nick made me an offer to work in his press shop about a month after my book came out, I took it. I had spent the previous four years living cheque-to-cheque, and had become exhausted by the hustle. To top it off, one crisis after another had taken over the lives of my parents. When that happens, and someone offers to help pay your rent for the foreseeable future, you don’t say no.

Then there was the sense of adventure: it was an opportunity. Agreeing would mean embedding with the ‘feral Senate’, that loose band of political rebels who resisted Tony Abbott’s hard-wired authoritarian impulse to rewrite the way of Australian social and political life.

These senators, those who existed beyond the ranks of the major parties, were outsiders. A defiant group of contrarians – and occasionally straight-out freaks – who had gradually come to represent those Australians who had been left behind. In turn, they became kingmakers. This group of people were simultaneously riding the same global forces that had delivered Trump to the White House while still largely keeping to the rules of the game.

In among it was One Nation. They were something newish, a kind of expeditionary force for the Trump campaign who had clawed their way back from obscurity at the 2016 federal election to secure four Senate seats. In the months afterwards, we watched the situation develop through our daily routines, and, sitting in our office, we came to the understanding that those with the most to lose from the return of One Nation were the independents. Once Trump had gone global, all it would take was one heartfelt lie in a post-fact universe for One Nation to sweep through those areas of the country that were so cynical, so withdrawn, they would turn the whole system on its head for a laugh.

And on US Election Day, One Nation were the only ones celebrating as we walked down to the cafeteria. In their suite, they had popped the cork on a champagne bottle and extended an invitation for everyone to join. We had politely declined.

So, while Philip Dorling ducked out early to collect on his bet, Jono and I went to the cafeteria to take stock.

‘This is one of those days we will remember,’ Jono said. ‘Where were you when Trump was elected? Sitting in the seat of Australian democracy. Some day we’ll tell our grandchildren about this moment.’

We clinked our bottles.

‘You think it could happen here?’ Jono asked after a moment’s pause.

‘No doubt,’ I said. It already was happening here. There was a whole horde of angry people out there in search of a leader. If Canberra’s religion was politics, we were sinners in the hands of angry gods.

It was only a question of who, and how long.
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