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Foreword

Amanda Vanstone AO

Having been a mate of Christopher Pyne’s for a long time, I thought writing this foreword would be a simple matter. On the other hand …

There’s a Canberra story that, back when Malcolm Fraser was prime minister, the deputy PM, Doug Anthony, and the head of the Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet, Sir Geoffrey Yeend, wanted to meet with Fraser when he was in hospital with a back problem. Apparently, Fraser ruled out one time slot, telling them he wanted to watch the BBC political satire Yes, Minister. Before or after the meeting, Anthony and Yeend watched it with him. There was general amusement all around, until Fraser and Anthony realised, uncomfortably, that Sir Geoffrey was laughing at some parts they were not. Clearly, he had some insights that they weren’t privy to.

Perhaps my years of friendship with Christopher have put me in a similar position to that of Sir Geoffrey. Although I think we would likely end up laughing at the same points in Yes, Minister.

The Insider is an enjoyable and easy read. Unless you’ve been given this book as a gift you’re a lover of politics. You will therefore appreciate that political memoirs are, of course, written from the memoirist’s perspective. You’re looking into a house through one window. There’s always more than one perspective. But rest assured that you have chosen a very good window. Christopher is obsessive. In a bacon and egg sandwich he’s not the chicken, which merely makes a contribution. He’s the bacon. He’s committed. So you know you’re reading the account of a participant, not a bystander. He made sure he was there and he made sure his hands were on any levers he could grasp. This is a tour of the proceedings by someone who knows them well. An insider’s view. The title he has chosen for his memoir is appropriate.

An anecdote will serve to make the point. When Christopher was working for me (or at least that was the theory) we were walking near then Leader of the Opposition in the Senate, Fred Chaney’s, office. I stopped to exchange a few pleasantries with Fred and Christopher seized the opportunity thus created. Smiling, he stuck out his hand to shake Fred’s and introduced himself. Fred turned to me, perplexed, and said, ‘This is the third time; why does he keep introducing himself to me?’ Christopher wasn’t handed his career on a plate. He worked at it from a very early age.

Numbers of shameless people on the right did some despicable things to try to stop him getting in, and then getting anywhere. If they read this book, they should not imagine their sins are mere misdemeanours that have been forgiven or forgotten. It’s more that his career speaks for itself, whereas they have to live with the memory of being both despicable and stupid – not a great combo.

Remember, as the writer Christopher will have chosen what to put in and what to leave out. Writers rarely choose to comprehensively dump on mates. Even with that caveat, the criticisms in this volume seem fairly gentle compared to what they could have been. Pyne’s a nice guy.

One of my favourite parts of the book is the analogy of the solar system. It works well. There are lots of people in parliament who have no grasp whatsoever on where, in any objective sense, they sit. There they are, out there on the extremity, imagining that they are somehow at the centre of things. Christopher was never in that deluded camp. He had the dream of becoming prime minister. He worked assiduously to make it a reality. He gave it everything he had. And then at some point, reluctantly and no doubt painfully, accepted it wasn’t to be. That’s tough going.

Christopher’s confidence comes from self-belief. He must have heard my mother say, ‘If you don’t give a damn about yourself, why should others?’ If you think he can get carried away with himself, you’re right. Who doesn’t, occasionally? Whether you’re inside or outside of the Canberra bubble, read on and enjoy an insider’s view – and learn more about the Insider himself.
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Introduction

There have been several seminal moments in my personal life when I thought, ‘Right, that’s obviously the way it’s going to be for me’ and then just got on with it. For example, the night my father died at our home in Burnside; the first dinner with my future wife at Grimaldi’s; or the morning Associate Professor Ross Haslam told Carolyn and me that our twins were to be born that very day at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital.

My grandfather Maurice died young, long before I was born. When my father, Remington, died at the age of fifty-nine, I was twenty. I decided that I didn’t have a moment to lose – I might die young too – and so I focused like a laser beam on my future career. By twenty-four, I had defeated a pillar of the Adelaide establishment, Ian Wilson, in his seat of Sturt, and, by twenty-five, I was sitting in the House of Representatives. I stayed there for more than twenty-six years.

I took my future wife to dinner between Christmas and New Year in 1992. I was enraptured by her. In one way, I felt I had met my match – she talked and laughed all night. I remember thinking, ‘This girl could make a fire hydrant laugh; she’s the girl I’m going to marry.’ Just like that. Love at first sight. We wed in the winter of 1994 and are still married.

For many years, Carolyn and I tried to conceive through in vitro fertilisation. In her mid-thirties, she successfully carried twins to thirty-one and a half weeks and gave birth to Eleanor and Barnaby on 26 August 2000. It was a very difficult pregnancy. Carolyn was in hospital for thirteen of those thirty-one and a half weeks. Eleanor, or ‘Baby B’ as she was described while in utero, was not expected to be born alive. We had a plot of land for her burial ready at the cemetery at St Peter’s at Normanville, where many of my family have been buried since they helped found the church in the 1850s. Both Eleanor and Barnaby are hale, hearty and whole at almost twenty years of age and have been joined through natural births by Felix, now eighteen, and Aurelia, now twelve.

At each of these three moments, I sensed my life had changed.

There were many significant days and important events during my time in politics – preselections, elections, elevations to high office, swearings-in, leadership changes, major announcements of policy decisions, openings, noteworthy speeches, visits of world leaders, cabinet meetings, sittings of the parliament, passing of bills, signing of contracts, triumphant and disastrous events. But there were only two occasions that for me, equated to an ‘epiphany’.

The first occurred when I was a fourteen-year-old Year Nine student at St Ignatius College, Athelstone, in Adelaide. I had decided that I was going to be a Jesuit priest. I believed I had a vocation. I did, but as it turned out, not to be a priest. Because I’m the youngest child of five and need to garner maximum attention in all things, I couldn’t just declare my intention to the Jesuits; there needed to be a build-up. So I wrote a series of poems of dubious religious quality and even more dubious literary merit and sent them anonymously to Father Paul Mullins SJ, one of the Jesuit Fathers at the school. I wanted him to understand the strength of my vocation. I’m sure the poor man knew it was me. That was the idea, after all.

Eventually, I summoned the courage to tell him that I planned to spend the rest of my life serving God. After his initial surprise and, of course, joy, he explained to me that Jesuits remain a father or brother for their entire service. They rarely rise to monsignor, bishop, archbishop or cardinal, let alone pope. They are the crack troops of the church run by the general of the Jesuits in Rome, not designed to be distracted by matters of church hierarchy. We now know that Father Mullins was wrong: Pope Francis is a Jesuit. But then, the exception proves the rule.

It will come as no surprise that this insight was an unwelcome development. Not long before this conversation, I’d read a novel called The Cardinal by Henry Morton Robinson, later made into a 1963 film starring Tom Tryon. The book traces the rise of a young Bostonian from parish priest to cardinal, culminating in his participation in the conclave in 1939 that chose Eugenio Pacelli to be Pope Pius XII. It seemed like a sound guide to me. Father Mullins, however, saw no path to the papacy for this pupil. I dropped the idea immediately and never considered the possibility again. But as Julie Andrews’ character Maria von Trapp says in The Sound of Music, ‘When God closes a door, somewhere, He opens a window.’

The following year, 1982, I read The Making of the President 1960 by Theodore H. White and discovered a new roadmap to follow. The papacy might be closed to me, but the prime ministership of Australia was not. It was to that destination I set my sail. After that, from the age of fifteen, my education and professional life were angled to how they would affect my climb up the political greasy pole. That choice affected the next thirty-seven years of my life.

The second epiphany came in 2018. (It was a long time between epiphanies!) By then, I’d been in the House of Representatives for over twenty-five years, on the frontbench for over fifteen, in the leadership group for ten, the cabinet for almost six, and the Leader of the House for almost six.

In the week of 20 August, Peter Dutton, the Minister for Home Affairs, challenged the prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull. In the ballot on the Tuesday morning, Dutton lost. After three and a half days of trench warfare that resembled the Battle of the Somme, Turnbull lost a motion to spill the leadership. Dutton, Scott Morrison, the Treasurer, and Julie Bishop, the Foreign Affairs Minister, faced off in a leadership ballot. Morrison emerged with the trophy. I was not a candidate. Mine is a clear eye for the politically realistic. You don’t survive over a quarter of a century in politics and win nine elections – not always in easy circumstances – by being a dreamer.

I had known for a long time that a moderate Liberal from a small state was unlikely to ascend to the top job except in the most extraordinary circumstances. This was not a cause of consternation; it was just the truth. It didn’t make me maudlin or angry. I enjoyed my political career immensely. The evidence of that is available for all to see. I got behind Morrison and corralled the moderate Liberals in the party as best I could and helped him become prime minister.

During that week, I had conversations with many of the leading moderates and close, long-term friends of mine, some who even predated our political careers – Paul Fletcher, the Minister for Urban Infrastructure and Cities; Senator Marise Payne, the Minister for Defence; Senator Simon Birmingham, the Minister for Education and Training; and Trent Zimmerman, the Member for North Sydney. Despite knowing my ambition, no one volunteered to discuss whether or not I should or could be a candidate. They were realists too.

At one point, Zimmerman and I found ourselves alone in my office. As he was leaving after yet another conversation about the numbers, he almost whispered, ‘You know it can’t be you.’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘I know that.’

And that was true.

Still, in the aftermath, it got me to thinking. I was already the longest-serving non-Labor politician in the House of Representatives from South Australia since Federation in 1901. I was number five in the cabinet pecking order. The highest ranked Liberal Party cabinet minister in the House of Representatives from South Australia ever. How much higher would I go?

That week, my party had chosen Morrison (who was elected in 2007) as its leader and Josh Frydenberg, the Minister for the Environment and Energy, as its deputy leader (who was elected in 2010). Despite Morrison, Frydenberg and me being roughly the same age, they were new-generation Liberals, whereas I was of a previous era. With the exit of actors like Turnbull, Bishop and former prime minister Tony Abbott, I was one of the last of the Howard-era ministers, let alone anyone elected in the 1990s. I understood that my ambition, forged in youthful exuberance in the early 1980s, was not going to be achieved. The next few months were a time of considering the future and deciding in early 2019 to exit politics while at the top of my game – and while people still wanted me to stay.

This book is an attempt to explain what really happens behind the scenes in Canberra. It recalls some of the news-making moments and events in national politics from 2007 to 2019 from the perspective of someone who was there, at the centre of the arena, thrusting forward and taking an active part in all the goings-on.

It was a tumultuous period which recorded the prime ministerships of Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Rudd again, Abbott, Turnbull and finally Morrison. It saw oppositions led by Brendan Nelson, Turnbull, Abbott, Bill Shorten and now Anthony Albanese. There were more coups, counter-coups and attempted coups than anyone cares to remember. Careers were lost, careers were made. Throughout, Australia continued to grow, breaking all economic records; while to the people, the political class seemed to prefer the parlour games and internecine conflict in the ‘Canberra bubble’.

Despite that, I will try to explain how the gaining of power, however messy that might be, is necessary to exert influence, to bring about change and to leave an indelible impression. Without power, politicians can become commentators rather than advocates. They fall into the habit of critiquing what others are doing, sometimes positively, usually negatively. They don’t see themselves as being on the field.

That’s not my style. I went into politics to get my hands on the levers of power and use them to move the dial. In this period, by influencing who would be leader and hence prime minister, and through the ministries of Education; Industry, Innovation and Science; Defence Industry and Defence; and as Leader of the House, I did.




CHAPTER 1

The solar system

One of the enduring mysteries of politics is the vaulting ambition of its participants. It’s something that has intrigued me since I was young. Almost every movie I watched as a child – Spartacus, Cleopatra, A Man for All Seasons or War and Peace – was about the ambition of the main characters. Think Julius Caesar, Mark Antony, Napoleon – or Cleopatra, played by that sultry minx Elizabeth Taylor in 1963. The story of Henry VIII and his six wives. The hideousness of Xerxes in 300, played by Rodrigo Santoro in the modern remake of movies about Thermopylae. It’s an inexhaustible list. Ambition has been the cause of much of the strife in Australian politics since the defeat of the Howard government in 2007.

Between the end of the Keating government and the start of the Rudd government, the Australian Labor Party made bloodletting a fine art. In those eleven and a half years, Labor was led by Kim Beazley, Simon Crean, Mark Latham, Beazley again and Kevin Rudd before it finally succeeded. The history of the Rudd and Gillard governments was more like the War of the Spanish Succession than my mother’s bridge group. They managed to change prime minister twice and go into minority government after one term, all in a six-year period. No wonder the public’s collective head was spinning.

But I digress. What this chapter is really about is not so much those people who saw themselves as the rightful heirs to Menzies, Fraser and Howard, or Hawke and Keating, but the theory of the political world resembling the solar system. To know one’s place in this system is a theory I espoused over dinner one night in 2018 with the Minister for Finance, Mathias Cormann, at Canberra’s exclusive Commonwealth Club.

Cormann and I are an odd pairing. I hail from the liberal or moderate side of the party. Cormann draws from the conservative or right-wing side. I am from South Australia, a traditionally liberal state. Cormann is from Western Australia, a traditionally conservative state. We were both educated by the Jesuits. We disagree on more than a few issues. Cormann would argue for less government intervention in all things, whereas I see a role for government in smoothing out some of the jagged edges of the economy and society. Cormann is socially conservative. I’m a liberal when it comes to public policy around social issues.

We were in the leadership group together from September 2015, when he was elevated to deputy leader in the Senate (to Attorney-General George Brandis). More often than not, we (along with Peter Dutton) would find ourselves on the same side of the political argument about what my fictitious Australian couple, ‘Bob and Nancy Stringbag’, would think about a particular issue and how it should be handled. We usually took a common sense and pragmatic approach.

Cormann and I became good friends. In fact, very good friends. When I was in Perth, I would almost always stay with him and his partner, Hayley, at their home in Applecross, even after their children were born. We had some wonderful dinners together with their political and non-political friends, shared a lot of laughs and too many drinks, and got to know each other well. In a world where trust is like gold dust, Cormann and I trusted each other.

During the leadership trauma of August 2018 – and this is something people don’t know – Cormann and I tried very hard to speak in the twelve hours that preceded his announcement that he could no longer support Turnbull as prime minister. That was typical of Cormann and me. Despite the fact that he was one of the leaders of the conservative faction and I was one of the leaders of the moderate faction, we would have wanted to talk about the events that were unfolding that week and how we could help protect our party’s interests against Labor.

Several times over the course of the Wednesday we tried to contact each other by WhatsApp message and phone calls with messages left with secretaries. I wanted to know if he had jumped ship. Later, I found out from him that he wanted to know whether I believed Turnbull was politically salvageable, both in terms of his prime ministership in the short term and electorally in 2019. We will never know what might have happened had we managed to speak that week: whether I would have convinced him to stick with Turnbull, or whether he would have convinced me that Turnbull was unsalvageable and we should move to Dutton. History shows that I supported Turnbull then Scott Morrison and Cormann supported Dutton. Morrison won, Dutton lost, Turnbull left. The scars were deep and raw.

The following week, the Morrison government was sworn in.

Much to my dismay, because of our seniority, we found ourselves sitting next to each other at Government House while the Governor-General, Sir Peter Cosgrove, received and administered the oath of office to the new ministry. We were both distressed. Sadly, the media filmed the entire occasion from behind a ceremonial rope in the drawing room. Footage of the two of us, sitting with our backs to each other, was broadcast for all to see.

After ruminating on this for a few weeks I resolved that I had behaved childishly and it was time to bury the hatchet with (rather than in) my old friend. We had, after all is said and done, worked closely together on election campaigns, as campaign spokespeople, on managing both the House of Representatives and the Senate as respective leaders in our chambers, on managing the Liberal Party’s Federal Council Annual General Meeting (always a fraught affair) and, more often than not, as allies in the cabinet and National Security Council debates over the previous five years. Most importantly, we both believed that the worst Coalition government is better than even the best Labor government. We also believed that disunity is political death.

So it was that Cormann and I had dinner at the Commonwealth Club in Yarralumla a few months after the deeply traumatic week in which Malcolm Turnbull was cut down as prime minister. We spent several hours and a couple of bottles of decent red talking through the week that had been the cause of our political separation. We discussed the curse of disunity and ambition; who had been misled or not misled; how Morrison not Bishop nor Dutton had become prime minister; what the future held for us, and what our chances were of winning in 2019. More importantly, I explained my theory.

If you think of politics like the solar system, at the centre is the sun. During the Turnbull government, the sun was very clearly Malcolm Turnbull. But in anyone’s government, the sun is always the prime minister or the leader. This was something I learnt to my cost during the Howard government, having told him in March 1993 that the party would never return to him as leader and his time was up. Within two years he proved me wrong and would go on to be prime minister for eleven and a half years! I put it down to youthful exuberance. It seemed to take him a long time to agree that youthful exuberance shouldn’t define the rest of your career because it took until 2003 for him to move me from the backbench into a parliamentary secretary’s role. Then another four years from the ranks of the parliamentary secretaries to the ministry in January 2007. I describe that period as the golden age of the Howard government. I was to be the Minister for Ageing for only a short and unmemorable tenure until his government’s defeat in November 2007.

But as I was saying, in every government the leader or the prime minister is the sun around which the planets and stars revolve. Like a comet flash across the sky, some burn out and disappear, never to be seen again. One such comet from the Liberal side would be Jackie Kelly. She was the Member for Lindsay. She was much feted in Canberra, made it to the ministry, but had a short and fiery career ending in defeat in 2007. Another would be Maxine McKew from the Labor side. She won Bennelong in 2007, only to lose in 2010. She was going to be the next big thing but, like most comets, she flamed out.

Other planets orbit around the sun for long periods of time, some closer to the centre, some further away. Some even get to move closer to the sun over time. I was one of those. During the Howard era, I resembled Pluto. By the Abbott and Turnbull eras, I was closer to Mercury. Knowing one’s place in the political solar system can make you satisfied or dissatisfied with your lot, but not knowing can lead to political catastrophe, especially when that is combined with vaulting ambition.

I doubt this will come as a surprise to anyone, but when I was first elected, even when I first became involved in politics as a Young Liberal in 1984, I held ambitions to be the prime minister. I assumed it was a natural progression! Over time, I realised that coming from the small state of South Australia was a disadvantage in Canberra, where the representatives of the two big states, New South Wales and Victoria, regard the prime ministership as something of their own and almost sneer at the idea that representatives from anywhere else could ascend to the top job. It also dawned on me that being a liberal in a party that represented the philosophies of both liberalism and conservativism, despite the strength of the moderates, was also a handicap.

The exception proves the rule and while being a liberal didn’t stop Turnbull ascending to the lofty heights, he is one out of the box, a rare bird; different in a way that Bob Hawke was different; bigger than his party. But even Turnbull was twice overcome, first in 2009 by Abbott with the active support and campaign of destabilisation by elements of the conservative wing of the parliamentary party, ostensibly over Labor’s emissions trading scheme, and then again in 2018 by those same elements, many of whom were the same people, this time using the pretence of the National Energy Guarantee (NEG).

The truth is, there are some conservatives in the Liberal Party who only tolerate, at best, having liberals or moderates in their ranks. They simply cannot accept that the leader can come from the moderate wing. This isn’t a recent phenomenon; they did the same thing to Andrew Peacock in 1985 and again in 1990. Even Malcolm Fraser, despite having defeated the Whitlam government and won three elections, was publicly vilified by members of his own party for daring to express contrary views later in life. I was present at the Federal Council of the Liberal Party Gala Dinner the night Fraser was given life membership and witnessed men at nearby tables loudly rattling their cutlery to demonstrate their displeasure. I was so annoyed and embarrassed, I rose to my feet to ensure Fraser received a standing ovation.

So being both a liberal and a South Australian, I concluded that my most likely position in the political solar system was to be a senior cabinet minister, a leader of the moderates, and a member of the leadership group. I would use those positions to make my contribution to my seat, state and country for as long as I felt that I was making a difference and enjoying myself. Contrast that with those who don’t know their place in the solar system.

Cormann understands his place in the solar system. He revels in being the hard-faced Minister for Finance who requires ministers and parliamentary secretaries to justify their spending at the Expenditure Review Committee. He is a very successful leader of the government in the Senate and chief negotiator with Labor, the Greens and the crossbenchers. He is number one on the Senate ticket from Western Australia and will be so for as long as he wants to. He is a leader of the conservatives.

I was always highly sceptical of the speculation that Cormann wanted to move from the Senate to Julie Bishop’s seat of Curtin because I knew instinctively that he was satisfied with his role.

I explained the difference to Cormann between being happy and aware of your limitations and being convinced you deserved a higher role – and where that can lead.

Peter Dutton is also a friend of mine. I consider him a very sound cabinet minister and savvy politician. We didn’t clash and, contrary to popular belief, we enjoy each other’s company. I like to think that we respect one another. However, Dutton’s mistake in the lead-up to August 2018 was in not recognising that the trajectory of his orbit around Turnbull was where he could do most to support the government and help keep Labor and Shorten out of office in 2019. Dutton left his orbit and it created one hell of a jam.

The problem with Dutton’s ambition was that his view of his place in the solar system was different from almost everybody else’s. He regarded himself as a future prime minister. Most of his colleagues regard him as a reliable, solid and capable senior cabinet minister. He is a top-drawer parliamentary performer who enjoys taking his gloves off and going his opponents in the House of Representatives. Trying to soften his image to make him acceptable to the average swinging voter is a task most public relations companies would describe as ‘challenging’. They might then ask, ‘How much money do you have to spend?’

That divergence of opinion between the Dutton backers and the rest of the Liberal parliamentary party helps to explain why our colleagues were so angry in the aftermath of that week of leadership wrangling. While they respected and mostly liked Dutton, they found the idea of him leading us to an election preposterous and very likely politically suicidal. They felt those amateur-hour backbenchers who had hatched the plot and then executed it had effectively blown out the brains of the Liberal Party, leaving brain tissue scattered across Capital Hill and deep scars for some time. It’s because of that clarity with regard to my role – and my view of Dutton’s – that I always felt we could be friends. It was an honest relationship.

The outcome of an individual not maintaining their orbit was the ignominious end of Turnbull’s prime ministership; the collapse of a government that had objectively delivered on its promises and programme for three years; the resignation of Bishop as deputy leader and Foreign Minister, despite having been one of our better foreign ministers in the last few decades; the severing of previously longstanding and strong friendships; and the shredding of the political reputations of friends such as the Minister for Communications and the Arts and deputy leader in the Senate, Mitch Fifield and the Minister for Trade, Steve Ciobo – both of whom publicly turned on the leader who had elevated them to prominence in the cabinet at his sole discretion. Of course, it also marked the triumph of the coterie that had worked against Turnbull from the moment he became leader again in 2015, not that any of them profited by promotion – Morrison didn’t reach back into the past to fill his ministry.

While Abbott may have whimsically enjoyed a moment of schadenfreude at Turnbull’s distress, it was made bittersweet by his own loss nine months later in his seat of Warringah on Sydney’s north shore. That night, as it became clear that Abbott would not be returned, I paused for thought on Network 10’s election night panel and allowed myself the indulgence of hoping that with the departure of so many of the larger planets from the 2007–2019 period – and with the influx of twenty-seven freshmen and women in the class of 2019 – Morrison might now get the chance to lead without a backward glance. For the good of the Australian polity, let’s hope so.
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