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FOREWORD

THE REBIRTH OF A government cannot hide the ruthless politics that led to its creation. When Scott Morrison won the election of May 2019, devastating his opponents and stunning some of his own supporters, he described the victory as a moment when his government would come together. What they were coming together from was left unsaid. The government felt its ugly arguments and brutal leadership contests were best forgotten. This was meant to be a unifying triumph for the Coalition, a time to bury the feuds of the recent past.

But no election can wipe away history. The government held on to power but has to live with the jealousies, rivalries and outright hatreds that weakened it before and may do so again.

This book is about something that defies rational explanation — the wrecking of a government by its own members, almost to the point of total destruction. The lesson is that demolition is easy — almost effortless, in fact, when it is done in stages until panic takes hold. The book covers the period from the fall of Tony Abbott as Prime Minister in 2015 to the eruption that toppled Malcolm Turnbull in 2018 and the remarkable recovery once Morrison had assumed control. The book looks forward as well as back, because the Morrison government was formed by forces that can easily return. The divisions among politicians do not end with a leadership ballot or an election.

The tension between private ambition and national interest shapes every event in this book. Two arguments emerge. The first is that no government can deliver stability if it cannot contain the mercenary quests of its own careerist politicians, who know that turmoil brings reward because it removes those ahead of them in the queue for promotion. The second is that mercenary quests are nothing new but become easier than ever in a party room that turns every dispute into a leadership test, when its primary task is to form and hold stable government. Without a change to these incentives, any leader may be doomed.

This book is based on 110 interviews with participants in these events as well as other less formal conversations. It draws on more than 75,000 words in notes and transcripts from these interviews. In establishing key events, I spoke to more than one participant whenever possible, and in some instances heard versions of meetings or conversations which were in direct conflict, in which case I have made this clear to readers. Some of these interviews were conducted on a background basis because the information would only be offered if the source remained confidential. Some interviews were on the record and are quoted. The book also relies on private text and WhatsApp messages between some participants as well as notes of conversations, written personal accounts and documents obtained from various sources.

Politicians guard their memories with care, and some edit their accounts as time passes to be sure they can relive their preferred versions of events. I accept that disputes over parts of my account are certain. New information will emerge over time and the conflict over what occurred will probably never end.

Canberra, June 2019




PART ONE

DECISION POINTS

‘The images of kings topple before their thrones do.’

Peter L. Berger, Invitation to Sociology, 1963




1

THE WOUNDED LEADER

JANUARY TO SEPTEMBER 2015

AT THE END OF January 2015, when he had just made one of the biggest mistakes of his career, Tony Abbott telephoned a Liberal Party colleague to try to avert a political disaster. Abbott had been Prime Minister for 500 days and had the status of a conservative hero, one of only four leaders of his party to defeat a federal Labor government and take the Liberals out of opposition and into power in Canberra. Yet his instincts failed him on Australia Day when his love of tradition led him to award a knighthood to the Queen’s husband, Prince Philip, for his contribution to Australia. It was a catastrophic mistake. Members of Parliament from Abbott’s ruling Coalition arrived at Australia Day barbecues and citizenship ceremonies to find voters were mystified at this tribute to the royal family on a day meant to celebrate nationhood. Abbott was mocked without mercy.

In all the ridicule, nothing was more dangerous than the protest from Liberal backbenchers, many of whom already doubted their leader’s judgement. Abbott called one of them, Luke Simpkins, in the hope of silencing the howls from party room members already exasperated by his unwillingness to consult on big decisions — his ‘captain’s calls’ — and his handling of unpopular budget savings in health and education.

Abbott got through to Simpkins on the morning of 27 January and was instantly conciliatory. He expressed regret for knighting Prince Philip, explained that he thought it was the right thing to do and admitted it was unpopular. He did not apologise for it. He listened while Simpkins lamented the government’s policy confusion and the ‘bad and unpopular’ honour for the royal family, but there was no way for him to soothe this former ally. ‘My last faith in Tony Abbott was shattered,’ Simpkins wrote in his personal notes.1 He was a deeply conservative Liberal but he had given up on the Prime Minister.

The phone call lasted ten minutes. Simpkins ended it by telling Abbott he had to go. The campaign to replace him was underway.

Abbott had bestowed the knighthood with no thought to its political cost. He had received a message from someone he considered a ‘very reliable source’ telling him the Queen would be pleased if he gave her husband this honour. ‘I gave it twenty seconds’ thought,’ he said later, in an interview for this book.2 ‘Once this information came to me, I thought: “Well, that’s the end of the matter. If that’s what the Queen wants, it’s a perfectly reasonable request, let’s meet it.”’ He did not take the decision to federal cabinet. His own ministers learnt of it through the media. What turned the affair into the trigger for a crisis was not just that he surprised Australians but that he stunned his own colleagues.

No single moment defines a political career, but this marked the beginning of the end for Abbott as Prime Minister — and the genesis of the feuds that would destroy the leader who came after him. The rivalries within the Liberal Party turned into lasting enmities once the members of the parliamentary party room put the leadership in play. The shared affliction of these politicians would be revealed over time: chronic disagreement over what they stood for, endless argument over every decision, permanent scheming for personal advancement. The party room, whose stated purpose was to win and hold stable government, became a ferment that never subsided because its volatile chemicals were too combustible when mixed. The hatreds were toxic.

The knighthood only mattered because Abbott was already unpopular with voters and unloved by too many of his own MPs. He had stormed into government in September 2013 after four years as a political killing machine, opposing the Labor administrations of Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard with such ferocity they collapsed into policy disputes and leadership challenges. Abbott was a friend to bishops, an Anglophile with a boxing blue from Oxford, a believer in Western tradition and an implacable opponent of social change. He was expert at applying pressure until his opponents crumbled. He practised his politics with the same unrelenting energy as his daily cycle at dawn to the top of a Canberra hill before attending Parliament.

Abbott could joke about himself with a staccato laugh. ‘As a journalist I was a frustrated politician,’ he would say. ‘As a politician I’m a frustrated journalist. While a trainee priest I was just frustrated.’ His followers were intensely loyal, yet Australians sensed this man was yearning to govern the country in an earlier age. They saw their suspicions confirmed with his eagerness to restore knights and dames and his willingness to indulge in honours for royalty. Asked to name their preferred prime minister, voters favoured Bill Shorten, who had led the Australian Labor Party since October 2013.

The Liberals did not need to look far for an alternative leader who might lift their fortunes. Malcolm Turnbull was always available. The man who had led the party six years earlier, until he was dispatched by Abbott in a crisis over climate change, remained the people’s choice for the Liberal leadership. Turnbull was renowned for his ambition – and his arrogance, temper and impatience. He had come to politics to squeeze a fourth life into his crowded career. He was the barrister who fought the British government in the Spycatcher trial, the investment banker at Goldman Sachs, the investor who made so much money he could buy one of Sydney’s most expensive harbourside homes. One of his colleagues likened Turnbull to a great white shark. He had to keep moving to stay alive.

Turnbull lived the Liberal credo of enterprise and opportunity but was regarded with suspicion as ‘not a real Liberal’ when his conservative critics listed his flaws, not least his belief in taking action on climate change, his advocacy for a republic and his support for same sex marriage. Worse, perhaps, was his struggle with the pretence of the modern politician. He could never be a man of the people. He knew emotional hardship more than some, given the departure of his mother when he was ten years old, and talked often of love and family. Yet he was patrician by nature and absolutely certain he knew best, to the point where he could turn suddenly savage against someone on his own side. Those who came close could never be sure when he might unleash derision.

The unrest of early 2015 threw the Liberals into a political disorder that lasted for years. The anger at Abbott spread through the party room during the two weeks following Australia Day until it set off a bizarre confrontation in which the Prime Minister faced a protest vote without a declared challenger to take his place.

And the bitterness from one confrontation poured into the next. It cascaded through the party room in the leadership contest of 2015 and the hostilities of the next term of Parliament, until it ravaged the government in an overflow of acid in 2018. Only when the Liberals won the election of 2019 did they reach a point where they might be safe from the flood.

*

Simpkins had smouldered over the knighthood after hearing the mockery from voters at a citizenship ceremony at the showground in Wanneroo, part of his electorate of Cowan in the northern suburbs of Perth, days earlier. He called two fellow Liberals, Steve Irons and Alex Hawke, and told them he believed the Prime Minister was finished. They agreed. ‘It was clear that we felt the same and believed the PM must go. Both of them told me they and others were consulting colleagues,’ Simpkins wrote.

Simpkins was an unlikely rebel. A former policeman and champion rower who had joined the army and risen to the rank of major, he agreed with Abbott on Liberal Party philosophy and was, like his leader, a social conservative who opposed same sex marriage. His concern was Abbott’s political skill, not his ideology, and he discovered over subsequent days that others in the party room were just as frustrated at the poor performance since the election in September 2013. They wanted a different leader.

Turnbull was constantly mentioned as the man to replace Abbott, but the early members of this rebellion had someone else in mind.

‘Has the time come?’ Simpkins messaged Scott Morrison on 26 January.

‘That is up to the backbench,’ Morrison replied. It was a tantalising answer, leaving options open.3

The invitation was plain. Simpkins regarded Morrison as the ideal new leader.

Morrison was a suburban everyman compared to Abbott and Turnbull, both of them Rhodes scholars. The son of a policeman, he came from a middle-class household and attended a state school while embracing the strong faith of his Presbyterian parents. He married his teenage sweetheart, Jenny, not long after leaving university with a degree in economic geography and a job in the property business. Yet he was political from the start, helping his father fight local elections as an independent councillor for sixteen years. Behind the family man was a shrewd political operator who was running the NSW division of the Liberal Party not long after he turned thirty. And he knew how to win a ballot. He lost the first preselection contest for the electorate he wanted, Cook, but muscled his way into Parliament by making sure the party forced a second ballot he could win.

Watched with suspicion by leaders on the left and right of the party, Morrison was known for attending events with both factions, in one case on the same evening. Yet he had a tight group of friends who had entered Parliament with him in 2007 and joined him for bible study every week when in Canberra. Alex Hawke, Steve Irons and Stuart Robert were the core of this small but cohesive bloc, sometimes dismissed as the ‘prayer group’, which had stuck with Morrison on his rise to federal cabinet. As the Minister for Immigration and Border Protection during the Abbott government’s first year, and the opposition spokesman in the area for almost four years before that, he had devised tough policies to stop asylum seekers arriving by boat. The measures, including turning back boats, made him a contentious figure in the community but earned him high praise in the Liberal party room. His close friends were sure he would become Prime Minister one day, but they also knew that now was not that time.

A new leadership team was openly canvassed to install Turnbull as Prime Minister, retain Julie Bishop as Liberal Party deputy and Foreign Minister and promote Morrison to Treasurer.4 One of Simpkins’ colleagues in Western Australia, Don Randall, had been working to remove Abbott and elect Turnbull from the middle of the previous year. ‘Put your house on it. Turnbull will get there,’ he told a friend.5

Mathias Cormann, the Finance Minister, attempted to shield Abbott from this backbench brushfire. He called Simpkins and urged him to retreat, only to hear a flat rejection. ‘I told him I wanted Scott as PM, or maybe Julie, but not Malcolm,’ recalled Simpkins. The conversation led him to make another attempt to recruit Morrison. He called him on 3 February and asked him outright to stand. ‘He told me clearly he would not and he would remain loyal to the PM.’

Morrison had told Turnbull towards the end of November 2014, in a meeting in Turnbull’s electorate office in Edgecliff in the eastern suburbs of Sydney, that Abbott was probably finished. This was an astonishing verdict less than fifteen months after Abbott had taken power, but it became a shared view among others over the summer, even before the Prince Philip knighthood. Some Liberals regarded Morrison as the first and most active cabinet minister to encourage the backbench defiance in February — a sensitive and contested verdict because of the way this event shaped everything that followed. The fact that Morrison was asked to be a candidate in early 2015, and the fact that Turnbull was a reluctant choice for many in the party room, meant there was always an element of doubt over who should lead. Bishop, too, had her champions. The Liberal Party’s leadership rivalries and anxieties were never settled.

The complaints about Abbott continued over the first week of February. A Queensland backbencher, Andrew Laming, proposed legislation to ban knights and dames from the honours list. A former cabinet minister, Mal Brough, criticised the handling of a Medicare co-payment that made it more expensive to visit the doctor. In the most telling remark, Arthur Sinodinos, a New South Wales Senator and former chief of staff to John Howard during a decade in the Prime Minister’s Office, said his support for Abbott was ‘not unconditional’ and the government needed to lift its performance.6 Asked on Sky News whether Abbott would still be Prime Minister the following week, Sinodinos replied: ‘Comrade, come and ask me next week.’

Impatient that nobody else would force a ballot, Simpkins spoke to Randall and Brough, who were both arguing for Turnbull as leader, and said he would act when the party room met in the first week of Parliament for the year. He drafted a motion with the aim of encouraging Bishop to stand for the leadership if Morrison would not. It said the Liberal party room would resolve, by secret ballot, that the senior positions of the parliamentary party be declared vacant. This meant Bishop’s position as deputy would also be in play — the only way, Simpkins thought, to get her to run.

Simpkins had the motion seconded by Randall. One of them wanted Morrison or Bishop, one of them wanted Turnbull, both wanted change.

Abbott called Simpkins again. He voiced no anger when told of the motion but issued a warning. You are damaging the country. Abbott saw this move as a dangerous weakening of the entire government after the leadership challenges of the Labor years under Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard. He also pleaded for time. In public, he had tried to lift his stocks by dropping one of his most iconic but least popular policies, an expansion of paid parental leave which was generous to wealthier families, an expensive idea at a time of budget cuts and divisive for Liberals because it was funded by a levy on business. In private, he conceded to backbenchers that he had six months or a ‘few months’ to improve.7 One of those MPs listened to a voicemail from the Prime Minister and remembered his words.

‘I accept that things have gone wrong, I accept that it is partly my fault,’ Abbott said in this private plea. ‘If the spill motion is carried it will be a vote of no confidence in the government by the government and it will be a decapitation of the government. Now I know I don’t have forever to turn it around. If I can’t make it work in the next few months then people will draw their own conclusions.’

Abbott promised a recovery but spurned advice when his colleagues suggested two ways to bring one about. He would not replace his Treasurer, Joe Hockey. He would not replace his chief of staff, Peta Credlin. The fate of his leadership turned in part on his loyalty to these two friends, although the idea that dropping them would have saved his government will always be an untested theory. Hockey had contested the leadership against Abbott and Turnbull in 2009 in the ballot that installed Abbott as Opposition Leader. He was now one of the Prime Minister’s most important ministers and allies but was blamed for fumbling the government’s economic policy and doing a poor job of selling unpopular budget savings, even though both tasks were shared responsibilities with Abbott and other cabinet ministers. Could Abbott really throw Hockey overboard to save himself?

While Hockey was popular, Credlin was divisive — even hated. She had been instrumental to Abbott’s success as Opposition Leader and central to the Coalition’s victory at the 2013 election, not least for the way she brought discipline and deadly political tactics to a leader prone to unguarded remarks. Once in power, Credlin was ruthless with those who were close to Abbott and might threaten her influence, and she antagonised cabinet ministers with petty restraints, such as adding another minister to ‘chaperone’ Bishop at a global climate conference, or telling Turnbull who he must appoint as his chief of staff.8 Her long list of enemies grew with her power. Her marriage to the Liberal Party’s federal director, Brian Loughnane, worried party members who wanted an absolute separation between party organisation and Prime Minister’s Office.

Abbott called her the ‘smartest and the fiercest political warrior’ he had ever worked with. As the attention on Credlin increased he became brittle when asked about her role, to the point he told a radio host it was ‘impertinent’ to ask if she would be moved.9 This was a powerful partnership of two strong characters, yet their close relationship fuelled jealousy and rumour. Abbott’s refusal to put checks on her influence angered ministers and backbenchers, while the complaints infuriated her and made the culture at the top of the government all the more toxic, an astonishing malady barely half-way through its first term. The rage unleashed during this period continued to storm through the government and the Liberal Party years later, long after Abbott had been transferred to the backbench and Credlin to a television studio. Like the Greek furies, the vengeance and retribution never subsided.

Craig Laundy had refused to sign Simpkins’ motion, yet he was starting to give up on Abbott’s ability to save himself and his government. Laundy had won the marginal electorate of Reid from Labor and could see voters turning against Abbott in the multicultural suburbs of Sydney. He warned Abbott of this, one week before the Prince Philip knighthood, when the Prime Minister called to ask how he thought the government was faring.

‘Do you want me to tell you what you want to hear or what you need to hear?’ Laundy asked. Laundy advised Abbott to take two steps towards a rescue: move Credlin, move Hockey. He canvassed the idea of a swap to make Turnbull the Treasurer and transfer Hockey into the communications portfolio. Abbott dismissed this on the grounds that Turnbull would never do it, but Laundy argued it was worth an attempt. ‘Let me speak to him,’ he said.

Once he had Abbott’s approval to make the approach, he raised the idea with Turnbull and was told it was ‘absolutely’ possible. The obvious fear in the Prime Minister’s Office, that Turnbull would use the treasury portfolio as a platform to seize the leadership later, was the problem. When Laundy told Abbott that Turnbull was open to the portfolio swap, he found the Prime Minister had suddenly cooled. You can’t trust the bloke. You don’t know him like I do. These were the words Laundy remembered. The idea of moving Turnbull into treasury had been put to Abbott for months, but he could not do it. He could not give a bigger role to the man he had defeated in 2009.

After giving Laundy permission to speak to Turnbull about an idea that might help, Abbott had slammed the door. Laundy thought of this as the point when Abbott could not be saved. ‘That is when he really lost me,’ he said.10

Turnbull was close to a decision to run. Early on Sunday morning, 8 February, one day before the vote on the leadership motion, he took Laundy by surprise with a phone call while the backbencher was at the Royal Canberra Golf Club.

‘They’re telling me that if I put my head up over the parapet I can win,’ Turnbull said.

‘Do not put your head up under any circumstances,’ Laundy replied.

‘Are you sure?’

‘You’re my friend and my only interest is in getting you into that job. And if you stick your head up and lose you’ll never get there.’ Laundy estimated the motion would have 40 votes and would fail. Turnbull held back.

The final warning to Abbott came from one of the most conservative members of the party room. Concetta Fierravanti-Wells had entered the Senate in 2005 with support from the right of the New South Wales division and a readiness to wage eternal factional war against the moderate wing of the party. The child of Italian migrants, she had a ready smile, an easy laugh and the cold steel of a political professional who had prospered in a world of men. On Sunday night, hours away from the spill motion, she went to Abbott’s office in Parliament House and told him what nobody else would say about the rumours hurting his office.

‘Politics is about perceptions,’ she said. ‘Rightly or wrongly, the perception is that you are sleeping with your chief of staff. That’s the perception, and you need to deal with it.’11

Abbott responded with an instant and calm denial. Credlin denied it when Fierravanti-Wells’ remarks were made public one year later. ‘Completely false, utterly untrue, unfounded and wrong,’ she said. ‘I can’t be any clearer. It is about as low as it gets. It’s vicious and malicious.’12 The whispers were damaging and hurtful to Credlin, Loughnane, Abbott and his wife Margie, but they were spread in a Parliament where rumours flowed freely. They were part of the poison in the party room, then and later.

The nation’s politicians went to church on Monday morning, 9 February, at a special ecumenical service to prepare for the first session of Parliament for the year. Abbott read from the Gospel According to Mark, 12:28–34, including a passage on loving your neighbour as yourself, but some of his backbenchers were contemplating another reading. The Newspoll in The Australian that morning showed Abbott’s personal rating was at the lowest level for any Prime Minister since Paul Keating in 1994. Asked who they would prefer as Prime Minister, 30 per cent named Abbott and 48 per cent named Shorten, the Labor leader, who had taken the lead on this metric the previous November. This was humiliating. No Prime Minister had performed this poorly against an Opposition Leader since Keating sank to 28 per cent against Alexander Downer two decades earlier.13 In two-party terms, the government trailed Labor by 43 to 57 per cent, a catastrophe if repeated at an election.

Liberals gathered at nine o’clock in their party room in Parliament House so the chief whip, Philip Ruddock, could hand out ballot papers asking for a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the motion to unseat the leader, with no speeches beforehand. There were 39 in favour and 61 against, with one informal. This was an extraordinary act — proof of the desperation of the backbench, the weakness of the leader, the crisis of confidence in the government. The cry from the backbench was so loud it jolted everyone into the realisation of just how many MPs wanted a challenger to emerge and would, over time, make sure one did. The vote for the ‘empty chair’ kneecapped the Prime Minister.

‘I’ve listened, I’ve learnt and I’ve changed,’ Abbott said after the vote. He did what all leaders do in the circumstances and emphasised his majority. ‘I am confident that what we have shown the Australian people is that we have looked over the precipice and we have decided that we are not going to go down the Labor Party path of a damaged, divided, dysfunctional government which votes no confidence in itself.’ Then he uttered a remark that rebounded within hours. ‘The fundamental point I make is that the solution to all of these things is good government, and good government starts today. Good government starts today.’

Shorten attacked when Question Time began. ‘If good government starts today, what on earth has the Prime Minister been doing for the past 521 days?’ The Labor argument proved the accuracy of Abbott’s prophecy. A vote of no confidence in the government by the government. It had taken the Labor caucus two and a half years to revolt against Rudd in the organised challenge to place Gillard in power, led by faction leaders such as Shorten. It had taken the Liberal party room less than eighteen months to launch its first strike against Abbott.

The arc of a government begins in triumph and ends in defeat, a journey few escape. What set Abbott apart was the speed of his destruction. The protest vote marked the point at which his government lost all capacity for flight, its energy sapped by its own divisions. Australia now had a government hurtling towards its end at a pace unseen in two generations. The federal parliamentary Liberal Party had never engaged in this calculated brutality, even in the difficult period after the resignation of Robert Menzies in 1966 and the death of Harold Holt in 1967, when the party room gave John Gorton three years and one election before cutting him down. Malcolm Fraser won three elections and led the government for more than five years before Andrew Peacock resigned from cabinet and prepared for a challenge, which he justified at the time on the grounds he had joined the party ‘because it was a liberal party, not a conservative party’.

Fraser waited several months before calling a ballot, which he won by 54 to 27 votes.14

The fault lines in the party room had existed for years, but they now threatened greater political violence with a move against a Liberal leader in his first term as Prime Minister.

A party room capable of a revolt like this was a constant danger. What else might it do? When would it next erupt?

Abbott had lost face and trust with voters before his party room turned against him. He had gone to the September 2013 election promising no cuts to education, no cuts to health, no change to pensions and no cuts to the ABC or SBS, only to announce savings in all these areas in the government’s first budget in May 2014. He worried fiscal conservatives with his expensive scheme to expand paid parental leave while at the same time antagonising voters with proposed spending cuts elsewhere. First, there was a Medicare co-payment that made it more expensive to visit the doctor. Next, a change to Age Pension indexation that eroded the incomes of elderly Australians compared to workers, an incendiary message to constituents who tended to favour the conservatives. Then there was a ‘wait for the dole’ policy to require young unemployed Australians to wait six months before qualifying for income support, a period regarded by many as punitive.

‘Without a doubt it was the worst received budget since I’d been elected in 1996,’ recalled Andrew Southcott, who represented the safe Liberal seat of Boothby in Adelaide.15 Voters recoiled from the co-payment, pension change and welfare waiting period. The government refused to admit the problems at first, only to concede ground on all three policies by amending or dropping them. Every change came too late.

Abbott had made it easy for Shorten to portray him as a Prime Minister who had broken his election promises in the pursuit of an austerity budget and a social agenda that took Australia back to the 1950s. He claimed success for his government in halting asylum seeker boat arrivals, striking trade deals with China, Japan and South Korea, repealing Labor’s resource tax on iron ore and coal, and abolishing Labor’s scheme to put a price on greenhouse gas emissions, just as he had pledged. But he could not appease voters with spending increases as Howard had done, during an astonishing surge in tax revenue from the commodities boom, and as Rudd had done, with the Age Pension, before the global financial crisis ended the years of plenty. The budget deficit was $48.5 billion, or 3 per cent of gross domestic product, in the year to June 2014. It was $37.9 billion the next year.

Australian political leaders now ruled at a time of economic constraint and fragile loyalties, an era when voters would be merciless with a government that lost their trust. The Victorian state election in November 2014 saw the swift removal of a Coalition government after only one term in power, the result of a 3.6 per cent swing to Labor that installed Daniel Andrews as Premier. The Queensland state election in January 2015 saw the savage defeat of another Coalition government after only one term, a swing of 14 per cent that put Annastacia Palaszczuk in power. The Liberal National Party, led by Campbell Newman, the ‘can-do’ engineer and former soldier, discovered voters did not want its $37 billion privatisation program or the Premier himself. The party began the campaign with 78 seats and lost 42 of them, including Newman’s own.

The disintegration in Queensland compounded the desperation in Canberra. Abbott, like Newman, was a committed conservative who could be abrasive and uncompromising. The fall of Newman led the Queenslanders in the federal party room to fear the same fate for themselves if Abbott could not make a drastic change. The old loyalties to the two major parties were weaker, because about one quarter of all voters were inclined to give their first preference vote to others, and the propensity to swing was stronger. The seething electorate produced a startled party room ready to jump at any threat.

Turnbull prepared to launch a challenge. By the time the May budget had come and gone, with its attempts to soften the pension and welfare changes from the previous year, he was being told by his supporters that the government could not survive and he would have to challenge. By the end of June 2015, Turnbull was hosting dinners at his apartment in Kingston in Canberra for close colleagues when they flew into the capital for each session of Parliament. The Sunday night meals, usually pizza with a few bottles of wine, included Mal Brough, Peter Hendy, Craig Laundy, Wyatt Roy and Arthur Sinodinos. Two of his trusted ministerial advisers, Sally Cray and David Bold, sometimes joined. Guests were added over time.

One of Turnbull’s oldest friends in the Parliament could see the dangers ahead. Russell Broadbent was a tenacious Liberal campaigner who had been elected to Parliament in 1990, lost in 1993, elected in 1996, lost again in 1998 and returned in 2004 as the member for McMillan (later renamed Monash), the Victorian electorate stretching from Wilsons Promontory to Phillip Island and inland to Moe. An influential small-l Liberal with a history of speaking up for the humane treatment of asylum seekers, Broadbent could sense the mood of the electorate better than most. He had helped when Turnbull first entered Parliament in 2004 and they were backbenchers together. Now, during the winter of 2015, Turnbull called him when he was on Phillip Island to tell him Abbott would have to be removed.

‘I’m just going to knock him off,’ Turnbull said.

‘Fine,’ said Broadbent. ‘What’s your plan?’

‘Jobs and growth,’ Turnbull replied. He spoke as if an economic message would be enough on its own, but Broadbent was sceptical. He remembered a conversation over dinner with Turnbull and others years earlier when he had predicted Rudd would seek revenge against Gillard after she had replaced him as leader. Now Turnbull asked Broadbent to look into the future again.

‘Anyway, Russell, you always know what’s going to happen. What’s going to happen?’ he asked.

‘You’ll knock him off, you’ll be Prime Minister for three months and you’ll be defeated,’ said Broadbent.

Turnbull dismissed this grim prophecy. He defied it, too, but Broadbent remembered the conversation years later when the defeat ultimately came. ‘Nobody understood the ramifications of knocking off the leader,’ he recalled.16

The support for Turnbull began to grow beyond the moderate wing of the party. This was not a mission to shift the government on ideology or philosophy but an attempt to win the next election by removing an unpopular leader. In any case, old labels could lose their meaning in a world where Liberals wanted the ‘conservative’ crown for themselves and jealously argued that others were not worthy of the name. The very words ‘conservative’ and ‘moderate’ were terms of convenience on a Liberal Party spectrum where differences of economic principle were rare and MPs could easily unify behind welfare cuts, laws to curb union power, the abolition of Labor’s carbon price and the repeal of Labor’s mining tax.

The old gulf between ‘wets’ and ‘dries’ no longer defined party room debates because it belonged to an earlier era of dispute over small government, lower taxes, free trade and fewer subsidies, the ideas that created some of the backdrop when Peacock challenged Fraser and the Howard government took power in 1996. These ideas were still elemental to many in the Liberal Party but they no longer formed the great dividing line between rival camps warring over economic policy. The greatest disputes were now on social affairs. Should the Marriage Act be amended to recognise same sex marriage? Should government schools run a program, called Safe Schools, to support gender diversity? Should it be an offence under the law to ‘insult’ or ‘offend’ someone on the basis of their race? Were Muslim Australians doing enough to identify and stop terrorists in their own communities? Only those who answered ‘no’ to every question could claim the crown of the true conservative in the contemporary sense of the word inside the party. To be an economic conservative who believed in gay rights was to sit outside the conventional conservative ‘base’ and to lack a champion among the powerbrokers on the right.

Social questions were the consuming debates for the right of the party and a test of commitment for those who claimed to believe in conservative values, requiring speeches, essays or television interviews to provide ‘red meat’ to the ‘base’ by arguing that same sex marriage was a distraction and freedom of speech was more important than protection from racial vilification. In the world outside Parliament House, a majority of Australians supported marriage equality and strongly believed it should be unlawful to offend, insult or humiliate someone on the basis of race.17 The culture wars widened the gulf between the party room and the community it claimed to represent.

The muttering against Abbott grew stronger and the leaking against him became more blatant, a sure sign ministers feared no consequences from offending a Prime Minister they did not expect to stay in power. In one of the most detailed cabinet leaks in years, Peter Hartcher of the Sydney Morning Herald and The Age recounted a proposal from the Immigration Minister, Peter Dutton, supported by Abbott, to revoke the Australian citizenship of suspected terrorists.18 Minister after minister spoke against it, not least Julie Bishop and the Attorney-General, George Brandis. Turnbull warned that the courts should decide whether someone was a terrorist rather than leave this to the discretion of the minister and his power over citizenship. The cabinet proposal was defeated, the Prime Minister was rolled and the public was told of the humiliation within a week. Abbott was so angry at the leak he decided Turnbull was the source and should be sacked, but Hockey persuaded him to stay his hand.

The next jolt to Abbott’s leadership came from a political ally and philosophical soulmate on 15 July, when the Herald Sun reported that the Speaker of the House of Representatives, Bronwyn Bishop, had taken a charter flight from Melbourne to Geelong the previous November at a cost of $5,227, charged to taxpayers as a parliamentary expense.19 Only later did it emerge the flight was in a deluxe twin-engine Agusta helicopter, which landed on the lawns of the Clifton Springs Golf Club so Bishop could attend a function to raise funds for a Liberal Party candidate. The blades of the ‘choppergate’ scandal hacked into the government as the scrutiny of the Speaker turned into criticism of Abbott for not taking control of the problem. It became a test of political skill so excruciating that Abbott found he could no longer defend his friend even though he could not easily sack her, given she was elected by the House rather than appointed by the executive. On 2 August, he asked her to resign and she reluctantly complied to avoid being removed by her own colleagues in the chamber. In an acid remark after the event, she noted that one media commentator, Andrew Bolt of the Herald Sun, knew of her resignation before she did.20 She would make Abbott pay for deserting her.

Abbott needed shelter from leaks and scandals to assure voters he was managing a steady government, and he thought he found this calm when Parliament resumed in the week after Bronwyn Bishop resigned. This was the moment to show Australians he was acting on climate change in a way that would not put the economy at risk, something he had promised since the election with a ‘direct action’ scheme that used government funds to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Cabinet met on Monday, 10 August, to decide the target for the emission cuts, the metric underpinning every aspect of climate policy.

‘We have got to reduce our emissions,’ Abbott said in a press conference to announce the policy the next day. ‘But we have got to reduce our emissions in ways which are consistent with continued strong growth. We have come to the position as a government that our 2030 emissions reduction target will be in the range of 26 to 28 per cent. There is a definite commitment to 26 per cent but we believe under the policies that we have got, with the circumstances that we think will apply, that we can go to 28 per cent. This is fairly and squarely in the middle of comparable economies.’

Abbott had been sceptical of climate science for years, had once told voters it was ‘absolute crap’ and had argued vehemently in opposition against putting a price on carbon emissions.21 As Prime Minister, however, he endorsed the need for action. Polling suggested that at around the time of this decision, 56 per cent of Australians believed climate change was happening and was caused by human activity.22 Abbott’s target was attacked by environmental groups for being too weak, but he presented it to Australians as responsible, achievable and solid. There is a definite commitment to 26 per cent. That pledge would be remembered when he cited this very target to renounce his own policy, split the Liberal Party and maim his successor.

On the same day Abbott announced his climate policy, the party room began a debate on whether to have a conscience vote on marriage equality. The idea brought the government to a halt in one of its longest, most acrimonious and most damaging party room meetings. By the time the debate was over, just after nine o’clock that night, the Liberals and Nationals had argued for six hours in a marathon required for no other policy in all their debates between the 2013 and 2019 elections. This social change had a unique power to torment the Liberals and Nationals. While Labor had allowed a conscience vote on marriage since 2011, the conservatives could not bring themselves to allow the same freedom.

Warren Entsch began the debate when the Liberals met that morning for their usual party room meeting, before they were joined by the Nationals. The Queenslander, a supporter of gay rights for many years, wanted approval for a free vote on changes to the Marriage Act, in keeping with the party’s belief in individual liberty. His request was no surprise to Abbott. Entsch had sent Abbott a text message that morning to tell him he wanted to raise the subject that day. Abbott replied at 8.07 a.m. with approval: ‘If it must, I suppose today’s party room meeting is as good as any.’23

Menzies had allowed free votes on divorce laws, Gorton had allowed them on the abolition of the death penalty and Howard had used them as a pressure valve when there were differences in the party room on euthanasia, human cloning, abortion and stem cell embryo research.24 On same sex marriage, however, Abbott did everything he could to prevent a free vote. On his way to the party room meeting, he was asked by the Education Minister, Christopher Pyne, a supporter of same sex marriage, whether the subject would come up. Abbott did not reveal his communication with Entsch, an omission that looked devious later. Once the Queensland backbencher stood as promised and asked for a conscience vote, Abbott argued the debate should wait for the joint party room meeting with the Nationals. Pyne was furious. In a sharp word to the Prime Minister in front of everyone, he called this ‘branch stacking’ and an affront to party tradition because the Liberals should decide their policy themselves. But Abbott insisted. Allowing the more conservative Nationals into the debate increased the numbers against a conscience vote.

So began the debate that ultimately led to Australia’s postal survey on same sex marriage three years later. The discussion started with angry questions over Abbott’s judgement and boiling resentment at the tactics used to guarantee the outcome he wanted. As the meeting wore on, and ministers seemed to be more in favour of a conscience vote than many of the backbenchers, one of Abbott’s closest allies, Eric Abetz, the Workplace Relations Minister and a conservative with a tight hold on the Tasmanian division of the party, made a remark that revealed an intransigent approach to this nightmare policy. Abetz suggested that any minister who did not support a party position in favour of traditional marriage could resign, a hint Turnbull dismissed at once. ‘One thing I did learn as leader is that it’s probably best to keep the team together,’ Turnbull said.25 He noted the government was behind in the polls. ‘Are you seriously saying that having ministers resign would be good for us?’

This was an early sign of a fracture that would break the party room. Those who opposed same sex marriage were so unyielding they not only wanted to enforce their policy but deny a free vote to others. It was a tyranny of the majority that created a lasting bitterness. The opportunity to settle the issue was in front of them: allow a free vote, leave the matter to Parliament, ride out the complaints from conservative party members and regroup for an election. Rather than allow this freedom, Abbott wanted a binding decision. Rather than release the pressure in the party room, he bottled it up. He could not do what Menzies, Gorton and Howard had done. It was a crippling failure.

The idea of a conscience vote was canvassed for hours before one backbencher, Angus Taylor, from the rural seat of Hume in New South Wales, suggested putting a vote to the people. Scott Ryan, a parliamentary secretary, thought this was the wrong approach and cited the lessons of history. Governments did not call plebiscites because they were strong, he said, they called them because they were weak. Turnbull argued for a conscience vote as the way to settle the party’s differences. Yet the plebiscite gained ground when Hockey, Morrison and Julie Bishop spoke. Hockey was the first to refer to a referendum rather than a plebiscite, but there was no clarity about what this meant. Morrison argued for an outcome that respected religious freedom because of the ‘bigotry of secularism’ that prevented church groups being heard. He argued for a referendum. Bishop also supported a vote by the people.26

Abbott ended the meeting by telling everyone the ‘people’s vote’ was the outcome. Entsch saw this as a ‘total ambush’ and others called it a ‘stitch-up’ when there had been no vote in the room to endorse the proposal and no cabinet decision to make it policy. Rather than deciding whether to legislate same sex marriage or not, the government could only agree that it needed a new process to make up its mind. Sinodinos turned to Laundy. ‘What an act of political genius,’ he said. ‘Our new position is we don’t have a position.’

In a late-night press conference to reveal the outcome, Abbott said the ‘disposition’ was for a popular vote and added: ‘We have not finalised a position.’ Yet he imposed his policy with stronger wording every day. On Wednesday he called the popular vote the ‘strong disposition’ of the party room and on Thursday it was a ‘decision’. By Monday it was a ‘very strong decision’. In the cabinet room on Monday night, 17 August, Turnbull and Pyne reminded Abbott the party room had not agreed to such a concrete policy to hold a plebiscite. ‘Pyne let him have it,’ one source said later. ‘Abbott was read the riot act.’27

This was a turning point. Abbott fought the marriage debate alongside the social conservatives in the party, including foot-soldiers such as Michael Sukkar and Zed Seselja, committed Catholics who helped organise the backbench to delay same sex marriage as long as possible. Yet Abbott fought in a way that alienated others who disagreed with the plebiscite or his political judgement. The plebiscite became an article of faith for its admirers but it also came at an enormous cost — weakening Abbott in the party room, accelerating a leadership spill, lumbering the government with a divisive policy, aggravating the tensions within the party, postponing hard decisions until the next term of Parliament and infuriating many gay Australians by putting their rights to a popular vote.

Turnbull welcomed new friends to his Kingston apartment two nights after the same sex marriage debate. On Thursday, 13 August, he had supper with Mitch Fifield and Scott Ryan, two members of the Victorian right who had kept their distance from him for years. Fifield was one of the frontbenchers who helped destroy Turnbull’s leadership in 2009 by resigning from the shadow ministry over the Opposition Leader’s support for an emissions trading scheme. ‘Malcolm Turnbull may be the leader of the Liberal Party in fact but he is no longer the leader of the Liberal Party in spirit,’ Fifield said three days before the party room elected Abbott.28 Ryan had barely spoken to Turnbull in the six years since that spill. Now these two joined him with Simon Birmingham, from the moderate side of the South Australian division, and James McGrath, a conservative from Queensland. This was a strong sign he would get the numbers.

Abbott’s fate was sealed over the next four weeks in a steady erosion of his support on the conservative side of the party room. Turnbull could not succeed without convincing some of those on the right that he had changed from his time as Opposition Leader six years earlier. What doomed Abbott was that he lost too many from his own side of the party.

Bishop saw this shift for herself when three Liberal senators walked to her office on Wednesday, 9 September, and told her they were supporting Turnbull. The delegation consisted of Fifield and Ryan as well as Michaelia Cash, a Western Australian who had supported Abbott for years and was aligned with Cormann, the senior conservative in their state.29 This was a demonstration to Bishop that Turnbull had won over people she might never have expected to support him.

Turnbull travelled to Canberra on Sunday, 13 September, to prepare for a week in Parliament and, most likely, a leadership challenge. Cray drove and Turnbull telephoned his colleagues as the Sydney suburbs passed by and they joined the Hume Highway. He fell silent for some time until they reached the petrol stations and fast-food outlets of Sutton Forest, where Cray spoke up.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

‘Well you’ve heard the phone calls. I’ve got the numbers. I’m going to do it.’

The core group of Turnbull lieutenants gathered that night for a final check on their support, but they avoided the Kingston apartment in favour of a more discreet location. Hendy, the member for Eden-Monaro, hosted the group at his house near Queanbeyan, where they talked in a large shed with a billiard table in the middle. In a departure from their previous meetings, they were joined by a trusted adviser to Bishop — her chief of staff, Murray Hansen — so the Liberal deputy leader could be given an account of the support for Turnbull. This was a delicate matter because Bishop was an obvious candidate for the leadership and had been careful to keep her options open. Turnbull canvassed the numbers with Brough, Fifield, Hendy, Laundy, McGrath, Roy, Ryan and Sinodinos, with Cray and Hansen also in the room. Birmingham called in from his mobile.

‘Malcolm had a moment when the gravity of it hit him,’ Laundy recalled. ‘I could see the realisation on his face that he actually had the numbers.’ Others remembered Turnbull being composed during this discussion, but Laundy sensed a hesitation. After the meeting broke up, with tactics decided for the following day, Laundy called Turnbull to make doubly sure he would run. ‘You have absolutely got the numbers,’ he told him. ‘It is time. I am giving you this advice as your friend, not as a political animal.’

Abbott, meanwhile, told friends the Liberal Party would never sack a first-term Prime Minister. It seemed unimaginable to him, just as it had in February. When he returned to Canberra on Monday morning, after days in Papua New Guinea the previous week and a lightning trip to Adelaide via Perth, he was told the Turnbull camp might have a narrow majority. Yet he did not seem convinced.

Bishop visited Abbott at noon on Monday to tell him she thought he no longer had majority support in the party room. Alone of all the ministers, Bishop answered to the parliamentary party rather than the leader alone because she was the elected deputy. While she did not name the ministers who believed Abbott should go, she made her assessment after speaking to Turnbull, Brandis and Pyne that morning and hearing from Hansen about the Queanbeyan meeting. Abbott was cautious in reply. He made no move to bring on a ballot and chose to wait for his rumoured challenger to declare himself.

Turnbull did exactly that at the end of Question Time. He approached Abbott and asked for a private discussion in his office, where he offered his resignation as Communications Minister and said he would challenge for the leadership. Abbott was obstinate and incredulous, to the point that he urged Turnbull to return to his office as if the conversation had never happened. Turnbull replied that Abbott would be very much mistaken if he thought he would do that. He left the meeting and called a press conference in a Parliament House courtyard, where he lamented Abbott’s failure and made his claim to offer better leadership — and set the benchmark by which to measure his success. Turnbull said it was time for a new style of leadership that respected the people’s intelligence by using ‘advocacy, not slogans’ to win over Australians.

‘The one thing that is clear about our current situation is the trajectory,’ he said. ‘We have lost 30 Newspolls in a row. It is clear that the people have made up their mind about Mr Abbott’s leadership.’ He promised to restore traditional cabinet government. ‘There must be an end to policy on the run and captain’s calls. We need to be truly consultative with colleagues, members of Parliament, senators and the wider public. We have to make a change for our country’s sake, for the government’s sake, for the party’s sake.’

Abbott brought on the vote that night with a declaration that any Prime Minister who had won an election should be safe from a revolt.

‘The prime ministership of this country is not a prize or a plaything to be demanded,’ he said. ‘It should be something which is earned by a vote of the Australian people.’ In a surprise, he declared the ballot would be for the deputy leadership as well — a calculated move against Bishop because it allowed Abbott to seek support from others who might want to join his ticket. It also left Bishop free to vote as she wished, given he had put her position in play.

Morrison held back. Liberals who called him that night were told he was voting for Abbott, but this was not the ultimate test of his loyalty. Morrison’s lieutenants were voting for Turnbull. They were playing a double game by supporting the challenger in the hope of installing Morrison as Treasurer while giving him a way to assure the public he had not deserted Abbott. As an attempt at plausible deniability, this denial was plausible only to the gullible. When Abbott sought Morrison’s help he got nowhere. Those doing the numbers for Abbott knew at least three hours before the ballot that he could not see off the threat unless he had strong and vocal support from Morrison and his group. Hours before the ballot, Abbott made a final bid to save himself by offering Morrison the chance to form a ticket and become his running mate as deputy leader. This would have put Morrison in conflict with Bishop as deputy and would have spelled the end of Hockey. Because the elected deputy can choose his or her portfolio, and because Morrison would choose treasury, Abbott was finally admitting he had to drop his Treasurer.

Morrison turned Abbott down. He would vote for him but not help him.

The vote came at 9.15 p.m. Abbott walked to the party room meeting with supporters including Abetz, Kevin Andrews, Cormann, Dutton, Fierravanti-Wells, Seselja and Sukkar, all of whom would vote with him again three years later. Others with Abbott included Josh Frydenberg, Craig Kelly, Greg Hunt, Tony Pasin, Christian Porter and Alan Tudge. Turnbull arrived with his inner circle: Brough, Fifield, Hendy, Roy, Ryan and Sinodinos. Their fortunes would vary enormously over the next three years.

It was over within half an hour. The chief whip, Scott Buchholz, gathered the ballot papers and announced the result: 54 to Turnbull, 44 to Abbott. The losers displayed their bitterness within minutes when Hockey and others demanded a ballot on the deputy’s position, a sign they blamed Bishop for not defending their leader. Abbott’s long-time ally, Andrews, stood against Bishop and gained 30 votes. He was trounced by Bishop, but the result was a warning sign for the new regime and a measure of the size of a core group of conservatives who hated this upheaval.

The losing side would not go quietly.
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TO OVERTHROW A PRIME Minister is to admit failure. The parliamentary Liberal Party had decided it could not continue with its leader and his ideals for the government and the nation. The old leader was cast aside and his administration repudiated in a convulsion that put the crisis within the government on public display, making it impossible for Liberals to advance their agenda without first conceding their mistakes. The flaws in the leader, the division in the cabinet, the instability in the party room and the problems with policy were all factors in the crumbling of Abbott and his government, even if it was tempting to blame every failure on the man himself. The search for explanations made it common to focus on Abbott’s personal style and the power of Peta Credlin, but every vindictive revelation about those cast out of power only added to the poison and deepened the desire for revenge. Like Labor, the Liberals would discover that a spill was never an end or beginning but only a stage in a cycle.

None of this was apparent in the immediate aftermath of the ballot because of the uncontained relief among Liberals who felt they now had a fighting chance at the next election. Turnbull and Bishop were overjoyed in their first appearance after the party room meeting and promised a new direction and a better way of governing. ‘This will be a thoroughly Liberal government,’ said Turnbull, hinting at a departure from Abbott’s conservatism. In contrast with the grim focus Abbott often brought to national security, Turnbull exuded energy and optimism with a focus on the economy. ‘There has never been a more exciting time to be alive than today and there has never been a more exciting time to be an Australian,’ he said on the night he won power. He seemed to assume that Australians would agree.

The ‘coup culture’ in Australian politics led to the country being described as the ‘coup capital’ of the democratic world, but few could claim to have been surprised by Abbott’s fall.1 This was not June 2010, when Labor factional bosses rose up against Kevin Rudd in a sudden and shocking spill kept secret from some cabinet ministers until it was too late. The attempted spill in February meant Abbott was always on notice. While Labor replaced a relatively popular leader, the Liberals removed a deeply unpopular one. The fact that it was brutal did not hide the fact that it was also rational.

One reason for optimism was the fact that Abbott’s first pledge was to assist the transition.

‘Leadership changes are never easy for our country,’ he said on the morning after the spill. ‘My pledge today is to make this change as easy as I can. There will be no wrecking, no undermining, and no sniping. I’ve never leaked or backgrounded against anyone. And I certainly won’t start now.’ He said the government had remained focused ‘despite the white-anting’ and said Credlin had been ‘unfairly maligned’ by people who should have known better. This was the first hint of the conservative myth that would develop over time about the destruction of the Abbott government by malevolent forces outside his office rather than the foolish mistakes within. In searching for blame, the former leader also looked at the media.

‘The nature of politics has changed in the past decade,’ he said. ‘We have more polls and more commentary than ever before. Mostly sour, bitter, character assassination. Poll-driven panic has produced a revolving-door prime ministership which can’t be good for our country. And a febrile media culture has developed that rewards treachery. And if there’s one piece of advice I can give to the media, it’s this: refuse to print self-serving claims that the person making them won’t put his or her name to. Refuse to connive at dishonour by acting as the assassin’s knife.’

The pledge was reassuring. No wrecking, no undermining, and no sniping. Forgotten, for the moment, was Abbott’s record on keeping promises.

Turnbull met Bishop and Morrison soon after the ballot to formalise the new structure at the top of the government — Prime Minister, Foreign Minister and Treasurer. There was no surprise at this settlement, which was the understanding all along, but the new leader had to discuss the outcome with the old Treasurer in an uneasy conversation.

Turnbull and Hockey had fallen out over the 2009 leadership challenge, when Turnbull had changed his mind at the last minute and contested the ballot after losing a spill motion that declared his leadership vacant. The motion against him was convincing, 48 to 34, and Turnbull was expected to bow out to clear the way for Hockey to face Abbott in the election of a new leader. To Hockey’s shock, and the dismay of many, Turnbull chose to stand. The decision split the vote on the moderate side of the party, in a tactical disaster that haunted some Liberals years later, and left Hockey with 23 votes, Turnbull with 26 and Abbott with 35. Hockey was eliminated in the first round and Turnbull lost against Abbott by a single vote in the second round. Could Hockey have defeated Abbott? A decade of conflict turned on that question. Hockey’s policy on climate change, to allow a conscience vote on an emissions trading scheme, offered a compromise that might have seen a scheme legislated within weeks. The 2009 leadership vote proved the party room was in no mood for compromise — then or later.

Turnbull told Hockey of his agreement with Morrison and suggested he have the defence portfolio. Hockey considered it overnight with his wife, Melissa Babbage, and rejected it. To stay in Parliament and keep working in federal cabinet was to risk years of bitterness and anger in an environment he no longer enjoyed. He thought politics was changing for the worse, with less respect among colleagues.

Hockey also offered a warning about the backstabbing Turnbull would suffer no matter how much he dreamt of a new beginning. He saw Morrison as an insatiable politician who had worked for more than a year towards one goal — becoming Treasurer at his expense — and would keep working until he was leader. Hockey, a teenager in the 1980s, thought of Morrison as the voracious blob that kept devouring players in a computer game. He’s like Pac-Man. Turnbull, who remembered Greek history better than arcade games, may not have registered what this meant, but he found a solution to the immediate problem by appointing Hockey to Australia’s most important diplomatic post. Abbott’s choice as the next Australian ambassador in Washington DC, Andrew Shearer, was sidelined. Hockey would go instead. He would be glad to see the exit signs of Parliament House.

‘It was a cave full of vipers,’ Hockey said later of the political world he left behind, where he felt the infighting among the Liberals was more dangerous than the attacks from Labor.2 ‘I just didn’t want to be around anymore. The bullets from behind were more effective and far more hurtful than the bullets from in front.’

Turnbull brought a swift renewal to the government by rewarding allies in a way that also rebalanced a cabinet long criticised for having only one woman after the 2013 election and only two when Sussan Ley was named Health Minister at the end of 2014. They were joined by Michaelia Cash as Minister for Employment and Women, Kelly O’Dwyer as Assistant Treasurer and Marise Payne as Defence Minister. Turnbull promoted Mal Brough, Mitch Fifield, Craig Laundy, James McGrath, Scott Ryan and Arthur Sinodinos, but he also gave promotions to those who did not vote for him, including Josh Frydenberg, Dan Tehan and Christian Porter. The fresh look was only possible because old faces were so abruptly scratched. Six ministers departed cabinet and the ministry: Bruce Billson, Ian Macfarlane, Kevin Andrews, Eric Abetz, Abbott and Hockey.

There was no place for Abbott in this new dispensation. Turnbull was resolutely against giving the former leader a place in cabinet, a stance endorsed by Bishop and Morrison. ‘We knew we couldn’t trust him, we knew he would leak,’ said one of Turnbull’s allies. Yet Abbott could not be tempted with any other job that would cause him to leave Parliament.

‘Turnbull certainly gave very broad hints that there would be a diplomatic posting available,’ Abbott recalled.3 ‘And he gave very broad hints that the government would like me to take a job of some sort and that he would help to try to get any job that I might want. But I’ve always seen public life as a calling rather than a career and I never really thought that I’d run out of puff. At all stages I’ve thought that I had more to contribute to the government, to the party and to the country, and plainly you can do that much more readily in the Parliament than outside of the Parliament. So I was never really attracted to any of Turnbull’s inveiglements, and in any event it was always pretty vague.’ Postings in London or Rome were aired but there were no definite offers.

Unlike so many of his peers in Parliament, including the careerists who sought power now and pensions later, Abbott regarded himself as having a vocation for politics.

‘He’s a missionary,’ said one of his friends, describing Abbott as one of the most selfless people he had seen in politics. Abbott was a man who had lived an ascetic life as a minister by staying in a motel room in Canberra when Parliament was sitting, and then lived in a small room at the Australian Federal Police headquarters as Prime Minister when The Lodge was being renovated. Soft diplomatic posts held no appeal. He resumed his earlier life: waking at dawn to ride his bike, engaging in relentless political combat during the day and retiring at night after a steak and a beer. Yet he did so now in a changed world where his own side dismissed his agenda and rubbished him. It was hard to conceive a more humiliating environment.

Two of the younger conservatives in cabinet, Mathias Cormann and Peter Dutton, kept their positions and began their steady ascent to greater influence. In a snub that became a source of complaint for months, Turnbull removed Dutton from the National Security Committee of Cabinet even though every Immigration Minister had enjoyed this higher status during the Rudd, Gillard and Abbott governments. Labor named this a consequence of the ‘vendettas and revenge’ in the reshuffle and Turnbull’s enemies saw an opportunity for mischief. Abbott and Andrews criticised the decision.4 This early mistake, rectified months later, gave the older conservatives a chance to back Dutton in public as a new champion of the right.

Shorten watched his political fortunes wilt like flowers in the heat. The simple exchange of one man for another was enough to revive the Coalition and restore its lead in the polls for the first time since the budget cuts of May 2014. Asked to name their preferred Prime Minister, 55 per cent said Turnbull and 21 per cent said Shorten, a significant reversal on the poll taken one week before the spill, when Abbott trailed Shorten by 37 per cent to 41 per cent.5 The government was no longer the underdog for the next election. In two-party terms, the Coalition held a lead over Labor of 51 per cent to 49 per cent and no longer faced the crushing defeat suggested by the poll two weeks earlier, when it had been behind by 46 per cent to 54 per cent.

‘Not many people wanted my job, that’s for sure,’ Shorten recalled. ‘Only I and a telephone box full of supporters thought we could win. I thought my job had got harder. He had a huge public profile. And frankly, the race had been on as to who could beat Abbott — me or Turnbull. Turnbull got there first.’6 Shorten anticipated a policy contest because Turnbull had been an outspoken minister on economic and social ideas in his regular appearances on television programs such as the ABC’s Q&A panel discussion, so the Labor leader responded with a decision to hold more ‘town hall’ meetings with voters and to work on new policies to counter a resurgent government. Shorten also needed to drag Turnbull down with the weight of the Abbott government’s first budget and its savings on health, education and welfare, as well as the long wait for the construction of the national broadband network, the Labor project which had become Turnbull’s responsibility as Communications Minister.

‘Turnbull hadn’t said boo to a goose on the Abbott–Hockey budget of 2014,’ Shorten said. ‘He couldn’t dissociate himself from it. Turnbull was different from Abbott in terms of personality and ambition but not in terms of some of the substantial directions. And in many ways, when he came in, Turnbull was quite an indecisive chap.’

The greatest danger to Shorten was an early election in which the government capitalised on Turnbull’s enormous popularity to secure a comfortable victory. The government’s fate turned on this decision, more so than its leader knew at the time, but there were divisions over whether to prepare for a swift election. Bishop thought Turnbull’s personal standing was so high that the campaign would work, but others believed the government needed to fix its policy problems before it went ahead. The previous election had only been two years earlier and voters may not have appreciated a rush to the polls, although there was a view that Turnbull’s rise could be used to justify seeking a mandate from the people. The Liberal Party organisation worried that it did not have enough money for the campaign. Ministers worried that they did not have the platform ready. Sinodinos, for instance, backed Turnbull in arguing against an early election.

The legacy of the Abbott era shaped this decision. One of the biggest weaknesses for the Coalition was the breach of trust with voters after the election promises made in 2013. The objective under Turnbull was to restore trust and develop a policy platform, even if it took until the first half of the following year. The moment for a snap election passed.

Turnbull opened doors on new policy ideas but found some options were locked as soon as he arrived in the Prime Minister’s suite. This was made clear on the first day of his leadership when he began talks with the Nationals leader and Deputy Prime Minister, Warren Truss, to formalise the Coalition agreement that underpinned the government and its majority in the House of Representatives. Truss was a gentleman of the Parliament, a farmer from Kingaroy with a manner so calm he rarely disturbed the noise of Question Time, although the same civility made him perfectly suited to keeping the rural politicians together. The problem for Turnbull was not in reaching an agreement with Truss but in dealing with the most combative member of the Nationals party room, Barnaby Joyce, who was now positioning to become the party’s next leader.

Joyce pushed hard to extract concessions from Turnbull to prove he should be the next leader of the Nationals. Truss consulted his Nationals MPs for so long it delayed Question Time. The formal Coalition agreement was accompanied by a secret side-letter that set hard conditions on policy. There had to be a plebiscite on same sex marriage, as announced by Abbott the previous month. There could not be an emissions trading scheme with a price on carbon. The responsibility for water would be moved out of the environment portfolio and overseen by Joyce as Agriculture Minister, a defeat for South Australian Liberals who worried about the Murray River while the irrigators of New South Wales and Victoria watered their crops upstream. Tax benefits for stay-at-home mothers had to be protected. On all counts this was an agreement to keep the peace. Avoiding a fight with the Nationals on marriage and climate also helped ease the anxieties on the conservative side of the Liberal Party.

Turnbull pursued alternative reforms to honour the unwritten compact with his party that he could deliver new economic leadership. The first step was a new innovation policy to fund research programs, offer tax incentives to investors in young companies and encourage the teaching of science and maths. It was a vision full of optimism for the future while reflecting Turnbull’s past as an investment banker and early investor in Australia’s first major internet service provider, OzEmail, but it worried backbenchers who thought talking about automation meant telling workers they would lose their jobs. Australian politics was not ready for a nuanced debate about economic change. By the fourth year of the policy, after most of the $1.1 billion was spent, the Coalition rarely spoke of it.

The next step was to reset months of work on tax. Turnbull harnessed the government’s sudden strength in the opinion polls to advance ideas, or at least canvass possibilities, that would be too dangerous to air in other circumstances. Treasury officials had been working for months on a tax white paper that was meant to be released in an interim form at the end of the year before being finalised and taken to the election as government policy. While Abbott had taken options off the table through the course of the year, Turnbull and Morrison put them back on. Within weeks of the leadership change, Morrison was taking questions about the goods and services tax without ruling out the two most divisive tax ideas in the country: increasing the GST rate above 10 per cent or broadening the base from everyday consumer goods to services like education or utilities like water supply.

The government could have stopped the GST debate in October but chose to delay a Treasury green paper on tax options in order to allow a public debate that might prepare voters for a ‘tax mix switch’ with enormous economic scale and political risk. The tax revenue from an expansion of the GST would pay for tax cuts for companies and lower income taxes for workers, with compensation for pensioners and others who would feel the pressure of higher prices on their small household budgets. The GST raised $57.4 billion in 2015, about one quarter of the amount raised in personal income taxes, and the admirers of the consumption tax believed it could match the 15 per cent rate applied in New Zealand or even approach the 20 per cent rate of the value-added tax in Britain. No other idea in Australian politics was so expensive: an increase in the GST to 15 per cent and a broadening of the base to include water would raise an additional $35 billion every year.7 Asked in September whether he would rule out a GST increase, Morrison replied: ‘I’m not going to get into those games.’ But it was not a game.

Chris Bowen, the Labor Shadow Treasurer, had rejected a GST increase all year and now resumed the attack. The profusion of ideas from the government raised simultaneous hopes that a bigger GST could pay for more health and education, give the states more money, cut income tax rates or help business with a lower company tax. Which would it be? ‘It’s like when you get a raise in your salary and you think of five things you’d love to do with the extra money,’ Bowen said. ‘Deep down, you know you can only do one.’ Bowen was open to a cut in the company tax rate. ‘I would like to see the corporate tax rate come down over time. I have previously said the nation should be aiming for a 25 per cent corporate tax rate,’ he said in September.8

Summer began with the government so far ahead of Labor in the polls, 53 per cent to 47 per cent in two-party terms in Newspoll, that nobody around Turnbull had any cause for alarm at the fact the government’s economic agenda remained in flux. The work on the tax policy continued while two scandals intervened. One was the forced resignation of Brough as Special Minister of State when he came under investigation by the Australian Federal Police over a political intrigue years earlier that brought down the Speaker of the House of Representatives, Peter Slipper, after complaints by his adviser, James Ashby. Brough declared his innocence but said he would leave Parliament at the election.9

Another scandal emerged when the Minister for Cities, Jamie Briggs, resigned after a complaint against him by an Australian consular official who said he had placed his arm around her and kissed her on the neck at a Hong Kong bar during a work visit. Turnbull was quick to act on the complaint and told Briggs on 10 December he should consider his position, an early sign of the hard line the Prime Minister would take on matters of personal conduct.10

The first months of Turnbull’s leadership were marked by conflict and negotiation in global affairs, beginning with a visit to the Group of 20 summit in Turkey in the days after the Islamist terrorists inflicted the worst attacks in France since World War Two, killing 130 and wounding 90 at a concert at the Bataclan theatre and a football match at the Stade de France. Turnbull was in Berlin at the time of the attacks and responded with a condemnation of Islamic State terrorists and a warning against blaming Australian Muslims. He quoted Indonesian president Joko Widodo, who he had met two days earlier.

‘These terrorists commit a double crime,’ he said. ‘They are murderers. They are mass murderers. They are barbarians but at the same time, they also defame religion. They defame Islam.’11 This was a difference in stress and accent from Abbott. There was no shift in policy on counter-terrorism within Australia and no change to threat levels, but Turnbull was deliberately inclusive in his language and did not deliver the rebuke to Muslim Australians that so many conservative commentators wanted. Like others in power, Turnbull was given advice from security agencies on the need to avoid rhetorical flourishes that offended the Muslim community leaders whose work helped identify and halt attacks within Australia. Turnbull saw the Paris attackers as ‘terrorists who murder in the name of God but are utterly godless’ — a description at odds with Abbott’s view of Islam as a religion that encouraged violence and terror.

‘Cultures are not all equal,’ Abbott wrote. ‘We should be ready to proclaim the clear superiority of our culture to one that justifies killing people in the name of God. Islam never had its own version of the Reformation and the Enlightenment or a consequent acceptance of pluralism and the separation of church and state.’12 There was no shortage of scholars to dispute Abbott’s understanding of Islamic history but his position was as immutable as church law. Abbott, who had spent almost three years in a Catholic seminary before entering journalism and politics, held to the certainties of a church that had itself resisted the Enlightenment. He was unyielding on the superiority of Christian tradition and abrasive in a way he could not be when he had the responsibilities of the Prime Minister’s Office. He no longer felt the need to follow the advice of security experts who might urge caution in his public remarks to avoid provoking division.

Some of Abbott’s former allies in the government rejected his analysis. Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, the Assistant Minister for Multicultural Affairs and a conservative Catholic with a good network among Muslim community leaders, criticised the ‘megaphone politics’ of the calls for a reform of Islam. But another who voted for Abbott in the leadership spill, Josh Frydenberg, now the Energy Minister, had told Sky News he believed there was a ‘problem with Islam’ and that moderate voices within the Australian Islamic community should speak up to reject violence.13

What plagued the Liberals was a constant unease about whether they were being too hard or too soft in their message to Muslim Australians. There were few such divisions within Labor when Shorten spoke of ‘inclusion’ after the Paris attacks or wrote to Muslim community leaders to deplore the way they were ‘assaulted, vilified, and wrongly stigmatised’ for the crimes of Islamic State.14 On this issue, the contrast between Turnbull and Abbott was emblematic of the anxieties within their party.

The sensitivities were so great that Liberals complained when Turnbull suggested the head of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, Duncan Lewis, might want to talk to Andrew Hastie, a former soldier and new Liberal Member of Parliament who had spoken about the reform of Islam. Turnbull gave the intelligence chief Hastie’s mobile phone number. Lewis called Hastie and another Liberal MP, Dan Tehan, the chair of the parliamentary joint committee on intelligence and security. This was enough for Turnbull’s critics to complain that Lewis, a former SAS commander and national security adviser, had tried to ‘heavy’ the backbench.15 Lewis argued in public that Muslim Australians were critical to the fight against terror, an approach endorsed by many in the national security establishment, but this was provocative for Abbott and his small band of supporters in the party room.

Turnbull reached an unlikely agreement with United States president Barack Obama in January. In their private talks in Washington DC, Obama admitted to lying awake at night pondering the risk to thousands of Iraqis from a collapse in the fragile Mosul Dam, a problem he acted upon within days. In response, Turnbull mentioned the fate of refugees on Manus Island and Nauru. The discussion turned to Obama’s desire to host a leaders’ summit on refugees in New York in September, and then to the idea that the United States could resettle some of the ‘Pacific Solution’ asylum seekers while Australia might take some from America. Months of confidential work followed and the September deadline was missed, but Turnbull was able to announce a surprising agreement in November to find new homes for hundreds of refugees.

While the government pondered its tax ideas over summer, Shorten exploited its indecision. The Opposition Leader returned from leave in the second week of January 2016 and began a series of daily appearances at supermarkets to speak about household prices, as if the election campaign had already begun. His small talk at a Woolworths store in the New South Wales regional city of Queanbeyan, where he asked a shopper which type of lettuce she preferred, led to days of mockery on social media, yet the attention helped him alert voters to the prospect of price increases if Turnbull extended the GST to fresh food.

‘Everyone said how silly I was,’ Shorten said later.16 ‘And I thought no, I know exactly what people will think about the prices. Just talking about increasing prices was, I thought, an act of arrogance by the government, and very much out of touch with how real people were living.’ Shorten toured regional seats to warn about a GST increase and was confident he was rattling the Liberal and Nationals MPs. ‘They weren’t used to the pressure.’

Business groups, and some economists, wanted the government to win this economic argument in the belief Australia needed more revenue from the GST, seen as an efficient tax, in order to reduce income tax and encourage workers. The Financial Services Council, representing banks and the finance sector, produced a report from KPMG in the middle of January that found a bigger GST, extended to fresh food and lifted to 15 per cent, could pay for a cut in the company tax rate from 30 to 22 per cent as well as income tax cuts and payments to those without work. The effect would increase economic growth, add to job creation and leave households better off. The Business Council of Australia released similar work three weeks later, with figures from Deloitte Access Economics on the economic gain from a higher GST and lower company taxes, but it came too late.

The reform moment passed. Turnbull buried the GST option in an interview on the ABC’s Insiders program on Sunday, 7 February, with a warning that the economic gain would be too small to justify the changes. ‘At this stage I remain to be convinced, to be persuaded, that a tax mix switch of that kind would actually give us the economic benefit that you’d want in order to do such a big thing,’ he said. His office later distributed a treasury analysis, using work from KPMG, that estimated a 0.3 per cent increase in gross domestic product from an increase in the GST to 15 per cent, a broadening of its base to water and sewerage, a cut in personal income taxes and compensation for vulnerable households.

This was a pivotal retreat for a government and leader searching for something to fight for. Turnbull had spent months looking at battle plans without taking a step, while the chatter about his options had worried his own soldiers. He was now exposed to Labor claims he secretly wanted to impose a GST after the election even if he ruled one out beforehand. Some of those around Turnbull, such as Hendy and Sinodinos, believed the tax change was worth pursuing, but all knew the conditions were very different from the Howard government’s campaign for the GST at the 1998 election. The budget deficit was a significant constraint. ‘We could buy reform in 1998, we could not do it in 2016,’ said one cabinet minister.

The government’s ability to argue the case for major change was weaker than it thought. A proposal as difficult as a higher GST required total discipline and precision in political execution, something the government rarely displayed. There were signs of friction between Turnbull and Morrison at times, particularly when Turnbull’s staff saw media reports in favour of a particular tax reform option as a sign of ‘front-running’ by the Treasurer’s office. It was a warning sign for the election to come.

Shorten and Bowen advanced their own tax agenda while the Coalition regrouped. One week after the government abandoned the GST package, they put forward a way to raise $32.1 billion over ten years by tightening the tax concessions on negative gearing and capital gains. First, they would limit negative gearing to new housing, so an investor might have less reason to outbid young homebuyers who wanted to own their own homes. Next, they would cut the capital gains tax concession on investment properties from 50 per cent to 25 per cent, so investors would have to pay more tax if and when they sold their properties. Shorten and Bowen were not banning negative gearing but making it less attractive — and stepping into a boxing ring where Labor had been bruised before.

Shorten and Bowen were at risk in this contest, but Turnbull and Morrison were both handicapped. Turnbull had admitted a decade earlier that the negative gearing rules were ‘very generous’ and akin to tax avoidance. Morrison had conceded only two months earlier there were ‘excesses’ in the system. Now both men decided to do nothing about them. The government relied on analysis that painted negative gearing as the domain of the average, aspirational Australian, used by one in every five police officers, train drivers and ambulance officers. The picture was very different when measured by value. The deductions from negative gearing reduced federal revenue by about $3.7 billion a year. One third of that went to the top 10 per cent of households by income. The capital gains tax discount on the sale of investment properties reduced revenue by another $4 billion a year. Three quarters of that went to the top 10 per cent of households. The figures from the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling, at the University of Canberra, buttressed the Labor campaign but also meant Shorten had to debate complexity while his opponents chose the simplicity of ruling out change.

The gulf between Labor and the Coalition over the 2014 budget, defined by Shorten’s rejection of Abbott’s spending cuts, continued in the new landscape of the tax debate. Shorten proposed a tax increase while Turnbull talked of tax cuts. Shorten punished a specific group, property investors, while Turnbull looked at ways to reward companies with lower tax rates. Labor was pinning its hopes on younger Australians who blamed property investors, most of them older and wealthier, for pushing up prices and making it harder for others to buy their first homes. The generational divide was central to this Labor policy and others.

The government considered its own negative gearing changes, such as a cap on the number of properties an investor could use to claim tax deductions, or a cap on the dollar value of the deductions on an annual tax return, but the resistance within the party room was too great. In early March, after weeks of rumours of a budget measure that would raise money but hurt property investors, Abbott made a rare intervention in the Coalition party room to praise Turnbull for criticising the Labor proposal on negative gearing.17 Abbott followed this praise with a warning. ‘The corollary is that we can’t go down this path ourselves,’ he told the meeting, according to another in the room. ‘If we do our words will come back to haunt us.’ A handful of Liberals expressed the same view. Another door slammed on tax policy.

Abbott had the power to disrupt even if he had no formal position of influence. He demonstrated this within a day by lending his name to a report that blamed Turnbull for pushing back the arrival of a new submarine fleet by half a decade. ‘I’m not just disappointed, I’m flabbergasted at this decision,’ Abbott told The Australian in a news story written by Greg Sheridan, a long-standing friend. The report relied on two documents: the Abbott government’s draft defence white paper, which was classified and never released, and the Turnbull government’s defence white paper, which was released in the last week of February. The first expected the first submarines to enter service ‘in the late 2020s’ while the second forecast ‘the early 2030s’ instead. Abbott denied leaking the document and Sheridan denied he was the source, but what disturbed ministers and backbenchers was the way the former Prime Minister amplified the leak and maximised the damage to the government on national security and defence planning. The charge was not the leaking but the poor judgement.

This was the first instance of Abbott clashing with the government on significant policy in order to defend his legacy. His record on the submarine fleet was marked by abrupt changes without resolution before he lost power, starting with his preference for the purchase of Soryu-class vessels from Japan before he succumbed to pressure from South Australian Liberals to build the fleet in Australia by expanding the capacity of the Osborne shipyard in Adelaide.18 Some of this pressure had come from one of the state’s senators, Sean Edwards, at a point when Abbott was especially vulnerable, days before the attempted leadership spill of February 2015. While the Abbott government began a ‘competitive evaluation process’ to consider proposals from French, German and Japanese shipbuilders, it was left to the Turnbull government to finish the process and select the French supplier, Naval Group. Could the Department of Defence and its contractors really build submarines faster under one prime minister or another? The answer could never be known.

Abbott was parading his promise next to Turnbull’s plan, a political manoeuvre common to opposition leaders who must, by necessity, engage in the hypothetical exercise of what they would do if they held office. This dynamic was now built into the government party room, with a voice ready to remind Liberals of the alternative path they could be on if they had chosen differently the previous September. The government had an internal Opposition Leader. His imaginary path was drawn by assumptions and ideals rather than hard analysis of what might have been possible under an Abbott government, but it became a dotted line on a map as the government marched along its chosen trail instead. It was always there when the Liberals argued over their direction, until the arguments left them stranded in a valley.

Turnbull had not given up on the grand ambition of restructuring the tax system and, even more audaciously, the federation itself. He began preparing for a meeting with state premiers and territory chief ministers to negotiate funding for schools and hospitals, a source of endless friction after the slowdown in spending growth in the 2014 budget. Abbott and Hockey, proud of their spending restraint, had printed budget brochures advertising a saving of $80 billion over a decade by reducing the annual increase in outlays to the states in these two areas. Spending increased steadily but Shorten attacked the shortfall as a ‘cut’ and wounded the government so effectively that Turnbull was still dealing with the legacy two years later. His answer was to propose giving the states more control over their own destinies.

On the Wednesday after Easter, six weeks after killing off the GST increase, Turnbull held a press conference at the Penrith Panthers rugby league club to reveal a proposal to allow the states to levy their own income tax in order to pay for their own responsibilities. The federal government would reduce its share of income tax by an agreed percentage and allow state governments to claim an income tax equal to that amount. There would be no increase in income tax from the taxpayer’s point of view and the money would be collected by the Australian Tax Office in the usual way. Crucially, the states could set their own tax rates if they wanted more money.

‘The federation must work better,’ Turnbull said. ‘And right at the heart of the problems in the federation is the fact that the states do not raise enough of the revenue that they spend.’19 Turnbull was not the first Prime Minister to identify this weakness in the structure of Australian government, with Canberra collecting most of the revenue and the states crying poor, but he was the first since Malcolm Fraser to propose state power over income tax. ‘It’s much better if we have clearly marked out lines of responsibility and we allow the states to raise income tax to meet that,’ he said.

Shorten quickly launched the same attacks that had forced Fraser to retreat on the idea in the 1970s: this was double taxation. How could Turnbull prevent a state increasing its own income tax rate to leave workers worse off? He could not. The premiers and chief ministers were divided on the idea and the public could not be sure where it would lead. Because the proposal meant the Commonwealth would scale back its payments to the states in line with their increase in revenue, Shorten accused Turnbull of wanting to withdraw federal money from state schools.

This was exactly what Liberal Party headquarters had feared. The party’s federal director, Tony Nutt, had told Turnbull of the history of the income tax concept and the way New South Wales Premier Neville Wran had destroyed Fraser’s proposal by labelling it double taxation. The party’s pollster, Mark Textor, had quantitative and qualitative polling on the idea and knew how damaging it could be to the government’s fortunes. Yet it was announced anyway. Nutt heard the news from Penrith but could get no explanation of why the idea had been aired. It just happened.

The announcement on the lawns outside the football club offered no briefing documents on the scheme. There had been reports of the proposal, following leaks to the media from state governments, but there was not enough detail to answer the critics or quell the fears of double taxation. Hendy had worked on the idea with government officials who drafted cabinet submissions as thick as two airport novels, but none of that work saw the light of day. Turnbull, confident as ever in his ability to persuade others, made the sudden announcement with only days to go until he met the premiers and chief ministers. Two days later, on the Friday after Easter, they met in Canberra and the proposal was dead. It was April Fool’s Day.

‘There isn’t anything like a consensus,’ Turnbull said. ‘That proposal is not there, it’s withdrawn.’20 Hendy was frustrated at what he regarded as a lost opportunity. Of course there would be no consensus when the idea had only been public for two days. Hendy thought it was inevitable the states would object to the proposal, but that this was no cause for the government to halt at the first sign of resistance. Turnbull, however, was in no position to risk everything on the idea at the coming election. The only dividend was his exposure to a new Labor campaign that claimed he did not want to fund public schools.

Australian politics was no place to canvass a big idea without taking action. While the political class spoke often about the reform eras of the past, when Bob Hawke and Paul Keating modernised the economy, or when John Howard and Peter Costello overhauled the tax system with the GST, there was no reward for Turnbull in starting debates without a fixed objective. The natural question was whether reform was now more difficult in a world of instant criticism on social media and more scope for opponents to mobilise and destroy a proposal within days. Yet the government had made no attempt to clear the ground for its income tax proposal in the weeks before the meeting with the states and territories. It acted as if it had no need to explain the problem before revealing its solution. Turnbull’s popularity began to slip. Australians would not wait patiently for a new leader to bring forth an actual agenda after months of airing potential ones.

The same community impatience was building with the banks. The collapse of Storm Financial, Trio Capital and Opes Prime during the global financial crisis had led the Gillard government to legislate stricter rules over the way financial planners collected commissions from their clients, known as the Future of Financial Advice laws, but new reports were emerging of customers being fleeced while the banks fended off a timid regulator, the Australian Securities and Investments Commission. Scandals were uncovered at the Commonwealth Bank’s financial planning division, National Australia Bank, Macquarie Private Wealth and others, with the exposure due in large part to reporting by Adele Ferguson at The Age. Pressure began to build for an inquiry, but the Parliament did not seem ready: an attempt by Greens Senator Peter Whish-Wilson to call for a royal commission into the banks was voted down in the Senate in June 2015.21 A sole government backbencher, New South Wales Nationals Senator John ‘Wacka’ Williams, a former sheep shearer who heard from and spoke up for the victims of white-collar crime, crossed the floor to support the motion, but no Labor senators did the same. The two major parties were reluctant to launch such a powerful investigation.

Turnbull acknowledged the problem months later. On 6 April, with the defeat of the state income tax less than a week old, he appeared at the Westpac headquarters in Sydney to mark the bank’s birthday and told the assembled executives to put their customers first.22

‘The truth is that despite the public support offered at their time of need, our bankers have not always treated their customers as they should,’ he said. ‘Some, regrettably as we know, have taken advantage of fellow Australians and the savings they’ve spent a lifetime accumulating, seeking only dignity and independence in their retirement. Redressing wrongs is important especially where it is done promptly and generously.’ These were moderate remarks but they caused headlines. The Prime Minister had called out the behaviour of the banks, but he left it to the banks to volunteer to fix the problems. Promptly and generously. The unspoken question was obvious: why should customers trust them to do so? The experience overseas showed American bank executives continued to collect their bonuses after their companies were kept alive by vast government aid. The experience in Australia showed the banks pushed back against every complaint.

Shorten had rejected a royal commission the previous June but was faster than Turnbull to sense the mood of Australian voters. He had been Financial Services Minister during the Gillard government and witnessed the resistance of the banks and financial planners to Labor’s attempt to toughen the rules and protect consumers. Now he had an opportunity to call for a royal commission. Two days after Turnbull’s speech, the Opposition Leader said there were tens of thousands of victims who needed to be heard.23

He did not release any terms of reference for the royal commission and his justification for the inquiry varied over time, with an emphasis on bank executive pay or on customer compensation at various times. Yet he achieved three things. He showed he was listening to bank customers, signalled he would take a hard line against big business and took action when Turnbull did not. Shorten recalled later that Turnbull helped to create this opportunity by giving the Westpac speech.

‘While we were in government we thought we’d try and reform [the banks]. We went through the Future of Financial Advice reforms, and the Liberals and the banks and AMP fought us like Trojans — it was really disgusting,’ Shorten said later. ‘So I thought when we were in opposition, well, maybe we hadn’t gone hard enough. In 2015 we kicked it around but we needed the right timing. And then Malcolm Bligh Turnbull opened the door and didn’t walk through it. So we did.’24

Turnbull was in more danger than he realised. His personal popularity among voters made it easy to dismiss any concern about the false starts of his early months in power — and the sense of false promise among Australians who expected this Liberal Prime Minister to be more progressive than any Coalition government could ever accept. Turnbull was a republican who put off a referendum, a believer in same sex marriage who could not call a conscience vote, an advocate for action on climate change who was bound by a Coalition agreement that ruled out a price on carbon. His attempts to keep the peace within the Coalition left him permanently vulnerable to doubts over his true beliefs.
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THE PROMISE OF STABILITY

THE JULY 2016 ELECTION

TURNBULL SEARCHED FOR A way to take command of the political agenda and dictate the terms of the next election. He needed a plan that could throw Bill Shorten off balance and assert the government’s policies in the face of a Senate that blocked or delayed every initiative. Turnbull devised the strategy over the summer and presented it to his close confidants at the end of January 2016. He wanted a double dissolution election.

First, he would challenge the Senate to pass the government’s industrial relations laws; next, he would prepare to dissolve the Parliament in the likely event that the Senate refused to comply; then he would launch the election campaign with an argument about union power. Turnbull had found an audacious blueprint with an elegant legal framework, an irresistible combination for someone once called a legal street-fighter when he made his name at the Sydney bar.

Those around Turnbull could see he loved the idea. One of them thought it was rational but also an infatuation. It’s a silver bullet. You might get them in business, but not in politics. It meant sacrificing the safer approach of waiting until spring for the standard half-Senate election, which could be held at any point from 6 August to 14 January. Turnbull would be repeating the gamble taken by Bob Hawke in 1987, when the Labor Prime Minister called a double dissolution for 11 July, defeated John Howard and increased his majority by four seats. Turnbull added his own brinksmanship to the timetable by planning to prorogue and recall Parliament before the election, something not done since 1977.

The argument against this strategy was set out in a memo to Turnbull from one of his allies in the spill.1 Scott Ryan, now the Assistant Cabinet Secretary, believed a double dissolution would jeopardise Turnbull’s standing with voters who saw him as the ‘last best hope’ for stable government. ‘It may be seen as you “taking advantage” of the polls and your personal popularity to seek reelection rather than develop the policies the country needs,’ he wrote on 26 January in a document that later looked prophetic. ‘The best way to seek the electorate’s trust for three years of stable, predictable, pragmatic government is to deliver exactly that for twelve months.’ Ryan concluded the best prospect of success was a standard election in August or September, when Turnbull could face the voters one year after becoming Prime Minister.

There was another problem with Turnbull’s strategy. The plan was crafted at a time when the Coalition had a comfortable lead over Labor in the polls but executed at a time when the Coalition had begun to slide. An idea that looked compelling in its first draft, complete with parliamentary manoeuvres to delight any student of the Constitution, became dangerous when put into effect.

Turnbull’s standing had slipped during the first weeks of February, when he shut down the debate on an increase in the GST and Shorten launched his tax increase on negative gearing and capital gains. The Coalition primary vote in the Newspoll surveys fell from 45 per cent in early December and 46 per cent at the end of January to 43 per cent in late February. Rather than getting a reward for dropping the GST proposal, the government seemed to be punished for talking so much and doing so little. The government had been comfortably ahead of Labor by 53 to 47 per cent in two-party terms but had lost its lead. The two parties were now at 50 per cent each.

A more immediate concern was the power of the minor parties and independents in a Senate that had stymied Abbott for years and had the power to do the same to Turnbull. The government could not risk an election without first trying to amend the Commonwealth Electoral Act to stop the use of group voting tickets, the tools by which political parties negotiated preference arrangements among themselves, lodged their agreed tickets with the Australian Electoral Commission and asked voters to put a ‘1’ in a single box without needing to know where second preferences would be allocated. Trading these preferences was a way of playing the odds to ensure one of the minor parties could win. The new rules aimed to stop this by asking voters to number their own preferences from ‘1’ to ‘6’ above the line or ‘1’ to ‘12’ below the line. Voters could choose to allow their preferences to expire.

In an all-night sitting of the Senate, starting on Thursday afternoon and finishing at lunchtime on Friday, 18 March, the government overcame the objections from Labor, the minor parties and the independents to legislate the new voting rules with the help of Greens leader Richard Di Natale and his party. It was an unusual alliance of Liberals and Greens, both sides calculating they would do better without minor parties collecting the breadcrumbs from the ballot papers.

The election timing was diabolical. One of the conditions of a double dissolution is that it cannot be called within six months of the expiry date of the House of Representatives. That meant the last possible date to dissolve the Parliament was 11 May, the day after the budget was meant to be made public. The last possible polling day would be 16 July. There were good reasons, on paper, for Turnbull to seek an election in the middle of winter. Senators elected at a double dissolution are deemed to start their terms on 1 July before the date of the election, which meant an election in May or June would have backdated senators to start their terms in July 2015. This, in turn, would have constrained the next Parliament by bringing forward the date of the subsequent election. A double dissolution election in May of 2016 would require a half-Senate election by the end of June in 2018. Why fight a campaign to secure only two years in power? Turnbull had to aim for a July election. The budget would have to be brought forward by one week, to 3 May, to allow more time to dissolve Parliament. Each step was strictly logical. Turnbull appeared supremely confident when he announced his plan to the Australian people.

‘The time for playing games is over,’ Turnbull said on Monday, 21 March. He had written to the Governor-General, Sir Peter Cosgrove, who prorogued Parliament and asked it to return on 18 April to consider the government’s industrial relations laws. The priority was the passage of two bills which had been blocked by the upper house and were triggers for a double dissolution: a bill to restore the Australian Building and Construction Commission (ABCC), the agency once used by the Howard government to investigate union power on building sites, and a bill to establish the Registered Organisations Commission, a new authority that would oversee all unions and could act against officials who misused their members’ funds.

Turnbull named 2 July as the election date if the Senate did not submit to his demands. This was fifteen weeks away. He was giving Shorten the extraordinary gift of time, letting him know the election date so far in advance and mandating a long formal campaign that could work to a challenger’s advantage. Asked in the Prime Minister’s courtyard to name what Australians would be voting for, Turnbull posed a question: ‘Who do you believe is best able to continue successfully to manage Australia’s economic transition?’ It was an echo of one of John Howard’s most successful campaign messages — ‘Who do you trust?’ from 2004 — but it was loaded with economic jargon and lacked the power to galvanise voters. ‘Our economic plan is more growth and jobs, fuelled by innovation, productivity, competition, open markets,’ Turnbull said.

Shorten mocked the promise of Turnbull’s ascent to power. ‘Now Mr Turnbull promised new economic leadership, but he has failed to deliver,’ he said. ‘Mr Turnbull promised fairness, and he has failed to deliver. And Mr Turnbull promised unity and he has monumentally failed to deliver.’ Shorten reminded voters of the spending cuts in the May 2014 budget and listed the words not said in Turnbull’s opening statement on the election. ‘Not one mention of Medicare, not one mention of schools, not one mention of universities, not one mention of child care, not one mention of TAFEs and apprenticeships, and there was no mention at all of renewable energy.’ He felt he had the upper hand on every issue he named.

Australian politics now turned on whether the Senate would submit to the government’s demands. Turnbull refused to contemplate amending the two industrial relations bills, making it as difficult as possible for those with the balance of power. The Senate crossbenchers had to vote with the government or risk losing their seats, a negotiating ploy worthy of an investment banker in a corporate takeover. On the evening of 18 April, in a special sitting of the Senate after being recalled by the Governor-General, four crossbenchers sided with Labor and the Greens to vote down the ABCC bill by 36 to 34 votes. The nation was set for a 74-day campaign for an election on 2 July. ‘I am extremely confident I’ll get back in,’ one of the crossbenchers, Glenn Lazarus, said that night, but his burial turned out to be final, as it was for fellow senators John Madigan and Ricky Muir.2 They were not the only ones to have their confidence shaken in the election to come.

The budget ended the long wait for a tax policy by saving one idea from all the options considered during the GST debate and the flirtation with a state income tax. Turnbull and Morrison chose to cut the company tax rate and shelve other options including substantial personal income tax cuts, in the belief that the increase in economic growth would be greatest from encouraging business owners to invest.

Turnbull and Morrison were warned of the political risk of this tax cut in the final weeks before the budget. The Liberal Party’s federal director, Tony Nutt, pointed out the danger of giving such substantial tax relief to big companies when the budget could only offer modest sweeteners to most voters. There was a gain for wealthier workers from the expiry of a ‘deficit levy’ worth 2 per cent on every dollar earned above $180,000 a year, and there was a small tax cut for workers on more than $85,000 a year, but nothing for those earning less than the average full-time wage. Nutt told the Prime Minister and Treasurer the political offerings in the budget were thin, but they put the company tax cuts ahead of personal tax cuts. This was the start of more than two years of hard political grind in the Senate to get the tax cuts legislated.

The tax plan began by cutting the company tax rate from 30 to 27.5 per cent for all companies with annual turnover of up to $10 million and then extending this to more companies over seven years, until the threshold reached $1 billion. The company tax rate would then be cut to 25 per cent for all companies over several years. The entire plan would take a decade and would add 1.1 per cent to the size of the economy, according to a Treasury analysis.3 Shorten would only support a lower tax rate for businesses with turnover of up to $2 million a year.

Turnbull, meanwhile, had a policy he would rather not mention. He was asking Australians to vote for a superannuation policy that would supplement the retirement savings of every worker with an income of less than $37,000, about half the average wage. These workers would have up to $500 a year added to their retirement accounts to repay government taxes under the Low Income Superannuation Tax Offset. Turnbull and his cabinet did not invent the policy, given it was a continuation of a similar Labor scheme, but they found a way to pay for it: a tax increase on Australians with more comfortable superannuation balances. The policy was the consequence of years of dispute over the fairness of tax concessions on superannuation, a system that deprived the Commonwealth of billions of dollars in tax revenue in the name of encouraging private savings. Cuts to the concessions had been considered but rejected for years, including when Shorten had been Financial Services Minister, but now Turnbull and Morrison ventured down this dark and difficult path. They soon discovered why none had gone there before.

The superannuation plan increased taxes by $6 billion over four years but only put half of this towards reducing the deficit. It put most of the rest into the low-income tax offset, making this an old-fashioned Robin Hood ploy. Only when the fine print was made public, and Australians could calculate the loss to their retirement nest eggs, did the full horror dawn.

Liberal supporters were enraged. Some felt betrayed by a government that was supposed to prize thrift rather than raid private savings. It made no difference when observers — economists, commentators, think-tank policy wonks — declared this to be a fair way to change tax rules that delivered substantial benefits to those with the healthiest super accounts. What mattered was that a Liberal government was punishing its own electoral base. Some of the party’s donors had protested over an earlier tax hike, a deficit levy that applied an additional 2 per cent income tax on incomes over $180,000 a year, but the super changes were far worse. When the government claimed only 4 per cent of super account holders would be worse off under the overall changes, it was challenged by the Association of Superannuation Funds of Australia, which estimated 1.26 million people would suffer — or 9 per cent of all account holders. The association found that 4.3 million individuals would be better off — proof that Robin Hood was at work — but this did not help the government calm the complaints from its own Liberal heartland.

What was meant to lift the government with ordinary workers became a source of dread in the daily campaign, a subject ministers would only talk about when asked. The Liberal Party’s most loyal members, donors and volunteers had been riven by the leadership spill nine months earlier. Now they were stung by a tax policy that felt like an act of betrayal. What did their party stand for? Who was this leader who released Labor policies in Liberal guise?

James McGrath flew to his home state of Queensland to join the Liberal National Party campaign committee and found there was already anger at Turnbull over the way the election was unfolding. The LNP felt the message on jobs and growth was not resonating. It disliked being told to make Turnbull more prominent on its posters and flyers when it wanted the LNP brand to get top billing. It wanted to send letters to voters from their local candidate, not the Prime Minister. The Queenslanders put their own identity ahead of promoting Turnbull’s personal brand but at the same time needed the leader of the government to visit their electorates. McGrath also had a message for Turnbull that was never received well because it was always critical of the Prime Minister’s grand themes, like the acronyms for teaching children more science, technology, engineering and maths. ‘Stop saying STEM because nobody knows what it stands for. Stop saying innovation because people think someone with an iPad is going to take their job,’ McGrath would tell him.

A test of Turnbull’s commitment to Queensland came in early June when he was asked to attend a ‘people’s forum’ leadership debate organised by the Courier-Mail and Sky News at the Broncos Leagues Club in Brisbane. This was a major event for Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp: it owned the newspaper, the television network and 69 per cent of the rugby league club. While Shorten was quick to sign up to face the chosen television audience, Turnbull held out.

The rift between Turnbull and Sky News was obvious. The network was hiring and promoting the Prime Minister’s strongest critics: Andrew Bolt, the conservative commentator at the Herald Sun, joined Sky on 25 March to headline a show at seven o’clock every weeknight. Peta Credlin joined six days later as a commentator for the election campaign. Sky did not have enough audience reach to swing an election, but it had influence all the same: its new recruits spoke to Liberal supporters who were suspicious of Turnbull and incensed at policies like tax increases on superannuation. Credlin grew steadily sharper in her criticism of Turnbull and his campaign style, especially when he encountered an angry mother in the western Sydney suburb of Penrith who upbraided him for cutting a bonus payment for parents with children in school. On a bad day for the Coalition, the campaign team cancelled plans to talk to voters on a street-walk. That night on Sky, Credlin mocked Turnbull for not being ‘agile’ enough to deal with the criticism and continue the street-walk.

‘If it’s known that you’re going to do a street-walk in Penrith, the last thing you want to do, Mr Harbourside Mansion, is look like you don’t know and you’re not welcome in western Sydney,’ said Credlin. Mr Harbourside Mansion. It was a deadly new label, a gift for Labor, a source of frustration and fury for everyone around Turnbull. ‘It is the sort of insult of which Paul Keating would have been proud,’ wrote Michelle Grattan, who also observed the remark would raise questions about whether the former chief of staff to the former Prime Minister was a commentator or player. ‘Fairly or unfairly, some will believe she has another agenda — that she can and will say what the former prime minister can’t if he wants to keep his hands clean,’ Grattan wrote.4

Now Turnbull was refusing to appear on Sky News in Brisbane. He had debated Shorten at the National Press Club earlier in the campaign and at a ‘people’s forum’ with Sky News and the Daily Telegraph in western Sydney on 13 May, one night after Credlin’s jibe. By the time the Broncos event was being planned for early June, however, he was losing interest, especially when the forum had averaged only 54,000 viewers. It did not help that Bolt was reporting that one of Turnbull’s advisers had told Sky News political editor David Speers that Turnbull would not appear on the network as long as Credlin was on its staff. Asked by a Sky News reporter why he would not agree to the Brisbane debate, Turnbull was curt: ‘Normally you would have approached us and sought to come to some arrangement. You chose not to do that and to issue what in effect is a decree, and we’ve said no.’ It was a risky snub to Brisbane.

McGrath was driving from Brisbane to Toowoomba for the FarmFest rural show when he had to call Turnbull to try to get him to change his mind. LNP leaders including Gary Spence, the deeply conservative party president, wanted McGrath to intervene to persuade the Prime Minister to come to Queensland. ‘We needed him to be in Queensland,’ McGrath said later. Sky might only have a small reach in terms of audience but its debate would be widely reported and Turnbull’s absence would guarantee stories about his refusal to go to Queensland. McGrath prepared the ground for his phone call by telling Sally Cray and Brad Burke he would call, but this did not make the conversation any easier. Turnbull was livid.

‘He just exploded. He ripped into me and told me how shit I was. It was just a torrent — a very earthy analysis of my character flaws,’ said McGrath. ‘What is frustrating is that I was trying to help. Trying to help us win an election.’ Turnbull calmed down after a few minutes, perhaps unaware he had even been abusive, but McGrath felt battered. It was always this way when Malcolm’s sudden fury subsided. You’re still bruised and he’s moved on.

Turnbull was showing signs of weariness by the second week of the campaign. His MPs could see the tiredness as they drove with him between events in their electorates. His friends wondered whether he could keep up the pace. This became more of a concern when he caught a heavy cold half-way through the campaign.

One MP asked Turnbull when the attack campaign would start against Labor over its record on asylum seeker boat arrivals, only to be told that it was coming in due course. When? Turnbull could not say, but he was confident it was in hand. To anxious MPs who wanted their party to launch a blitz that could throw Labor on the defensive, this sounded like the decision was being outsourced to headquarters. It only fuelled their anxieties. Liberals began to ask themselves whether they were placing too much weight on their positive economic message — ‘jobs and growth’ — without putting enough energy into a scare campaign. Are we being negative enough? The advice to Turnbull was to keep talking about his agenda and avoid fighting in the gutter.

Turnbull took risks in running a positive campaign. On Day 40, a point when any standard election would be over, he hosted Muslim leaders at an iftar one evening at Kirribilli House. The guests included Islamic Australians such as Grand Mufti Dr Ibrahim Abu Mohammed, AFL footballer Bachar Houli, SBS deputy chair Hass Dellal, mechanical engineer Yassmin Abdel-Magied, Network Ten host Waleed Aly and his wife Susan Carland, a lecturer at Monash University. The timing was difficult. While the dinner during Ramadan had been arranged for weeks, it came four days after Omar Mateen killed 49 people and wounded 53 others in a terror attack at a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida. Mateen had phoned authorities from the nightclub to swear allegiance to Islamic State.

Australian politicians and Muslim leaders eyed each other warily — one side urging greater cooperation to stop young people being radicalised, the other side feeling unfairly blamed for the radicalisation. This was doubly sensitive for Turnbull because of the inflammatory debate after the Paris attacks. Abbott had denounced the ‘massive problem within Islam’ and argued the religion needed a reformation, but Turnbull had been more measured. Heeding security advice against over-heated rhetoric left Turnbull exposed: he was subject to an obsessive study of his language by conservatives who felt sure they could prove he was soft on terror. Digging in this semantic mine produced nothing but fool’s gold. What gain could there be to Australia from another debate between Liberals, pitting Abbott against Turnbull, on whether Islam needed a reformation? The gulf between Liberals made it impossible for the government to speak with one voice.

Shorten rarely wavered from a single theme — that he offered fairness, the value he said was lacking in every Coalition spending cut since the 2014 budget. He promised more spending on hospitals and schools using revenue to be raised from tax increases, but he took the calculated risk of allowing his spending to run ahead of tax measures like the changes to negative gearing. The result was an uncomfortable reckoning when Bowen and the Labor finance spokesman, Tony Burke, revealed the full cost of all their promises: budget deficits that were $16.4 billion deeper over the subsequent four years. Bowen made a pragmatic decision to accept the government’s tax increase on superannuation, thereby claiming a $3 billion gain to the bottom line in the Labor alternative budget, but he did so without committing to any specific part of the government policy.5 The costings were timed for the last few days of a frenetic campaign, hiding the details in a field full of haystacks, but the headline number stood out. Labor offered bigger deficits. It was a gift to a troubled government that claimed only it could be trusted to manage the budget.

But Labor had a final and devastating tactic. Shorten walked onto the stage at the Joan Sutherland Performing Arts Centre with a message that sounded uplifting but soon turned savage. He wanted the Labor campaign launch in Penrith to jolt the election contest into a new phase after weeks of predictable argument. He switched from positive to negative and made the campaign launch all about health: ‘If you want to save Medicare — vote Labor.’ Save it from what? Labor had already warned against Coalition policies to introduce a Medicare co-payment of $7 to be paid by patients, one of the most divisive ideas in the May 2014 budget. Now it had a new claim: that a ‘payment system taskforce’ set up by the government would privatise Medicare by stealth. Shorten never explained the claim. He simply quoted a Labor campaign advertisement that was voiced by Bob Hawke: ‘You don’t set up a Medicare privatisation taskforce unless you intend to privatise Medicare.’ He did not ask why anyone would buy a government agency that paid $23 billion a year and made no profit.

There was a snowflake of truth in the Medicare snowball that Shorten sent rolling down the mountain. The May 2014 budget set up a process to ‘market test’ the delivery of a ‘commercially integrated health payment system’ for Medicare and other agencies.6 A Digital Services Payments Taskforce was set up. Turnbull told Parliament that ‘any outsourcing’ as a result would only apply to back-office operations. From that one fact — a study into getting a services company to run the payments system — Labor created the horror scenario of a privatised Medicare.

Turnbull was on the defensive. Every time he insisted he would not privatise Medicare, he was met by a Labor advertising campaign that highlighted Abbott’s broken promise at the 2013 election that there would be ‘no cuts to health’ and John Howard’s promise in 1995 that there would ‘never ever’ be a GST. Voters had been conditioned to expect that a pledge meant there was a problem. The head of the Australian Medical Association, Michael Gannon, said the privatisation claim went too far. ‘The idea that you might outsource the payment system to the private sector is in no way the privatisation of Medicare,’ he said. ‘The current system is old and many elements of it date well back to the early 1980s. They’re antiquated, they’re rusty and the system needs substantial investment.’7

These details did not trouble the Labor campaigners who were pinning ‘Save Medicare’ placards outside early polling stations. Liberals saw the signs but thought they could not work. Surely people can’t believe this? Still, there was a nagging doubt about the memories of the co-payment proposal two years earlier. One Liberal Prime Minister, John Howard, had worked hard to convince Australians he could be trusted with Medicare when he took power after thirteen years of Labor rule. Another Liberal Prime Minister, Abbott, took a huge risk by proposing changes to Medicare in his first budget. Liberals admitted they were now paying the price: ‘Because we’d played around with the Medicare co-payment, we weren’t quite the best friends of Medicare we’d used to be.’

A revealing moment came four days later, when the host of the ABC’s 7.30 program, Leigh Sales, asked Shorten to put his ‘hand on his heart’ and tell Australian voters that Turnbull was privatising Medicare. Shorten would not do it. He changed the subject to health funding. Even so, the Labor claims were powerful and the tactics were devastating, especially when Australians received text messages to their mobile phones with Medicare named as the sender. ‘Mr Turnbull’s plans to privatise Medicare will take us down the road of no return,’ said the message. ‘Time is running out to Save Medicare.’ This was a new frontier in Australian political campaigns: a mobile phone message to voters that was sent by a political party but seemed to come from a government agency.8

Those in Liberal Party campaign headquarters were flying blind. They lacked the money to do comprehensive polling on Turnbull’s performance, which meant the government did not have as much research as in previous campaigns to adjust its themes in response to feedback from voters. The big policy ideas on GST and state income tax, launched and withdrawn with a damaging impact on Turnbull in the opinion polls, were aired without any research on how voters would react to these ‘kite-flying proposals’. The difference in the 2016 election campaign was the very low numbers of phone calls that were made each night — thousands fewer than in John Howard’s 1996 victory and about one third the number made in more recent campaigns. How could the headquarters, let alone Turnbull, know if his daily message to voters was working?

Two long-standing Liberals, former federal cabinet minister Andrew Robb and former New South Wales Premier Barry O’Farrell, noted this flaw in the Liberal campaign:

It was completely insufficient to know nightly or even weekly approximate voting intent in individual marginal seats. This led to the campaign flying blind as to turning points, or the identification of softening or hardening trends in individual marginal seats. This proved particularly damaging over the last two weeks as the sheer scale of Labor’s human resource and activity saw our vote fall away, yet the impact of the ‘Mediscare’ campaign on individual seats was not able to be identified quickly or adequately in our research. The decision to cut the spending in such a way was apparently predicated on the shortage of money available in the run down to the campaign.9

Funding became a chronic problem. Nobody would admit the full scale of this financial pressure, but it was evidence of the pressure on the Liberal Party, an institution weakened by a shortage of members, volunteers and cash.

The less money a campaign has the more reason to protect the campaign’s research budget, even at the expense of other campaign spending. We suspect that the concerns about access to actual marginal seat polling numbers by state directors and possibly others within state divisions, such as party presidents, would have been much less of an issue if campaign headquarters had been able to reliably advise the relative position of our candidates and polling trends and issues in individual seats. As advised, such numbers and outcomes were simply not available during this campaign, and that was a major campaign flaw.

Turnbull was not the only one who lacked deep research on how his campaign was progressing. State divisions suffered also from blurred vision because they did not have enough data. The conditions were set for a blame game after the election.

The Liberals were outspent, outnumbered and outsmarted. Andrew Nikolic, an army officer who served in Iraq and Afghanistan before entering Parliament for the Liberals in the Tasmanian seat of Bass, was worn down by a motivated team of GetUp and union volunteers who handed out leaflets warning about Coalition cuts to health and education. Nikolic, known for his conservative views and his support for Abbott, was a prime target. ‘It was a nasty, personal, vicious campaign,’ he said.10 The Liberals were at a technical disadvantage because they could not match the ‘geo targeting’ of Labor campaigners who knew how to fire a mobile phone text message at voters in a physical area — not just within a federal electorate, but in a town or region. Nikolic saw a barrage of messages to locals in Bass. On the New South Wales Central Coast, Karen McNamara, another Liberal who had been loyal to Abbott, was targeted in Labor text messages that claimed she was privatising Medicare.

When Louise Markus, a Liberal MP in the semi-rural electorate of Macquarie, on the western edges of Sydney, sent a letter to constituents telling them she had gained funding for a mobile phone tower to help the residents of Yellow Rock, she found the political benefit evaporated in an afternoon. Within an hour of the letters being delivered, Labor bombarded the area with text messages telling voters its candidate, Susan Templeman, was also funding the tower. The Liberals could not match this new technique. They were medieval knights stumbling into science fiction, carrying flames against lasers.

The Liberal campaign team was convinced it was being outspent by Labor and could not raise money fast enough to turn the tables. The Liberal Party’s federal director, Tony Nutt, had been principal private secretary to John Howard for a decade, had led the party’s Victorian division when Ted Baillieu won the 2010 state election and had run the New South Wales division when Mike Baird won the state’s 2015 election. The federal campaign’s chief pollster, Mark Textor, had helped Abbott win the 2013 election and, with business partner Lynton Crosby, had worked on four winning campaigns for Howard. Yet they did not have enough money to do all they wanted. Nutt had arrived in party headquarters in December to find less than $100,000 in cash available for campaigning, given a rule in the Constitution that required him to keep $1 million in cash to ensure liquidity at all times.

Donors had turned away from the Liberals during the turmoil of Abbott’s final year in power. The party’s honorary treasurer, Phil Higginson, had quit one year earlier in a dispute over governance and frustration at Credlin’s influence. Nutt and others now found donors were reluctant to help because they thought Turnbull was rich enough to make all the donations himself. Big companies were wary of backing one side of politics or the other, while wealthy individuals were easily antagonised by the government’s changes to superannuation: one donor called to complain bitterly that his super fund, which had millions of dollars in assets, would incur a 15 per cent tax on its earnings. Nutt estimated the Liberals fell behind their rivals by about $10 million during the campaign when compared to the combined funding for Labor, the union movement and GetUp.

Turnbull knew of the financial pressure and promised a significant donation. Nutt did not have to ask. In a conversation a few days before the campaign began, Turnbull told the federal director he would give more than $1 million to the party and would check during the campaign on whether this would be enough. The two spoke about funding almost daily and saw the pressing need for cash in the final weeks. Turnbull ended up giving $1.75 million.

One week out from polling day, Turnbull wanted voters to think of the economic gains from his budget policies, such as the company tax cut, and ignore the ‘lie’ from Labor about Medicare. He cited the British vote to exit the European Union, an outcome only days old, as an example of the shockwaves facing Australia, and he set out a grand promise: stability in the face of volatility. ‘This is a time which demands stable majority government, experienced economic leadership and a national economic plan which will deliver stronger growth and more jobs,’ he said.

In reality, the words described what Turnbull and the Liberals wanted from this campaign. Stable government. Whether they could deliver was yet to be seen.

The campaign ended with the world turned upside down. Shorten emerged on election night to deliver a victory speech to an ecstatic crowd of Labor Party members. Turnbull waited until after midnight to address a dwindling audience of Liberals with a sour speech that carried the odour of defeat. The result was so close it could not be known on the night, an outcome so uncertain it was enough to puncture the great hope of Turnbull’s return to power. This was an electrifying result for Labor, the union movement, GetUp, the Greens and others. Shorten made no concessions when he appeared at 11.30 p.m. at the Moonee Valley Racing Club.

‘There is one thing for sure — the Labor Party is back,’ he said. ‘You should have great pride in what we have accomplished. In the past three years we have united as a party.’ This was true: the rivalries of the Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard era had subsided. As he spoke, election analysts assumed the Coalition was ahead — yet Shorten made sure to label the outcome a government defeat. ‘Three years after the Liberals came to power in a landslide, they have lost their mandate.’

Turnbull spent most of the night at his home in Point Piper, watching the results with his family and considering when to go to the Sofitel Wentworth in the centre of Sydney to speak to party members in the ballroom reserved for what was meant to be a celebration. John Howard arrived at about 10.30 p.m. but Turnbull remained absent, while Liberal supporters gave up waiting. The television screens displayed election tallies with only 74 seats for the government, down from 90. This was nothing like Turnbull’s expectations. In one conversation earlier that day, he had been told the Coalition might lose seven seats. ‘That many?’ he replied. The room was only one third full by the time he arrived and walked onto the stage, his exhaustion showing through his attempt to project confidence.

‘My friends, based on the advice I have from the party officials, we can have every confidence that we will form a Coalition majority government in the next Parliament,’ he said. It was a tentative claim, relying on the advice of others, and it was quickly overtaken by anger at the way his opponents had almost won. ‘The Labor Party ran some of the most systematic, well-funded lies ever peddled in Australian politics,’ Turnbull said, mentioning the text messages sent to thousands of voters that day. ‘An extraordinary act of dishonesty. No doubt the police will investigate. This is the scale of the challenge we faced, and regrettably, more than a few people were misled, there’s no doubt about that. But the circumstances of Australia cannot be changed by a lying campaign from the Labor Party.’

Turnbull thanked Australian voters, his party colleagues, Barnaby Joyce, Julie Bishop, the Coalition candidates and the party volunteers, but none of this was remembered when Australians witnessed his rage at failing to achieve the clear victory he expected. Sensitive over his decision to call the double dissolution, Turnbull defended his effort to pass the industrial relations laws, but he could not finish before returning to the Mediscare campaign. Labor lied and deceived and boasted of it, he said. ‘A pretty shameful episode in Australian political history.’ The news from his speech was that he wanted to call the police on his opponent.

Nine News political editor Laurie Oakes predicted ‘a pretty nasty few years’ as soon as he saw the speech. ‘Look, it is the first time that I have seen a bloke who has won the election give a speech saying that we were robbed,’ Oakes said on air. ‘I thought that was pretty pathetic. It was an angry speech from a guy who two days ago promised a different kind of politics because Australians were sick of this stuff.’11 It took several days for Turnbull to concede one point he did not make at first: that he took full responsibility for the campaign.12

Turnbull’s friends saw his weariness that night. When he was exhausted, absolutely wrung out, the last emotion in his gut could be anger. That was the only thing left in the tank.

By the time the counting was over, more than one week later, the government had lost fifteen seats and gained one, Chisholm, where Julia Banks became an unexpected winner. Labor had taken the government to the brink of defeat by gaining a popular vote of 49.64 per cent on a two-party basis nationwide, just below the government’s 50.36 per cent. The new Parliament would take shape with 76 Coalition seats, a majority of one. Labor would have 69, the Greens would have one and independents would make up the remaining four.

The rebuff to Turnbull was indisputable. How he might win voters back was a question that tore the Coalition apart and fuelled wild claims about the result — not least the idea the Coalition had lost one million voters to the right. The final tally showed the Coalition parties gained 5.7 million primary votes in the lower house and 4.8 million in the Senate. Three years earlier they had gained 5.9 million primary votes in the lower house and 5.1 million in the Senate. In both elections the number of Australians who stayed loyal to the Liberals and Nationals in the lower house but backed someone else in the Senate remained relatively steady. It was about 825,000 voters, according to the Australian Electoral Commission’s tallyroom.

Pauline Hanson’s One Nation mopped up the votes that had gone to mining magnate Clive Palmer and his Palmer United Party three years earlier, emerging with three seats in the Senate and becoming a constant source of anxiety to Liberals and Nationals who feared Turnbull could never win back supporters who had shifted their allegiance to a party with a stated policy to ban Muslim immigration.

Yet the greater backlash was not the fury on the right but the discontent in the centre. The greatest pain for the Coalition came not from the ‘base’ in conservative seats but from middle-class voters in the outer areas of the big cities, such as Sydney’s west, where people had to spend hours commuting to work because they did not have enough jobs closer to home. The eagerness of the Coalition backbench to chatter about secondary issues, especially the ones that galvanised social conservatives, told voters the government was consumed by its own squabbles. Shorten exploited this with barely any effort.

The government thought the double dissolution would make it a tower of strength; it looked instead like it could be knocked over with a nudge.




4

ABBOTT AGGRIEVED

JULY 2016 TO JULY 2017

TURNBULL CALLED THE LIBERALS and Nationals to Canberra to consider their fate at a special meeting of the joint party room where members were free to air their grievances. Anger at the election result was still raw when they gathered on Monday, 18 July, to allow time to prepare for the opening of a new and difficult Parliament six weeks later. ‘Welcome back to government,’ Turnbull said to them at the beginning of their joint meeting, with an emphasis on their ‘working majority’ in the House of Representatives and a brief reminder of the ‘unscrupulous’ tactics of their opponents. He promised a transparent review of the election campaign and invited Tony Nutt and Mark Textor to attend the meeting to explain the result, but there was no escaping the frustration with his own policies and election plan.

Queensland Liberal Andrew Laming mocked one of the party leaflets about jobs by reading aloud its dot points about innovation and defence. ‘Do you really think anybody would have read past the first two points?’ he asked.1 This was just a taste of wider dissatisfaction with the campaign, as MPs shared stories of ignoring the instructions from party headquarters and running their own races. Textor emphasised the strength of the government’s economic message compared to Labor, while Nutt reminded the room that Turnbull’s personal standing was vital to the outcome. The pollster and party director had public and private data on their side: the greatest damage to the Coalition had come during the tax debate in the early months of the year, to such an extent it had begun the formal campaign in early May behind Labor. The way the government edged ahead on 2 July, like a desperate sprinter lunging at the line, was presented as a vindication for the campaign tactics.

Yet the anxiety in the party room could not be assuaged. Liberals had been led to expect an overwhelming victory when they had installed their new leader ten months earlier. Now they governed with a majority of one.

The first cabinet meeting after the election heard the same concerns after Turnbull invited opinions about the campaign. One minister, Christian Porter, newly confirmed as Minister for Social Services after suffering a 5.7 per cent swing in his Western Australian seat of Pearce, listed his concerns: the innovation plan was a weak message, a stronger negative campaign was needed against Shorten, and the party banners were decorated with the ‘presidential seal’ advertising the ‘Turnbull Coalition Team’ rather than using the Liberal Party brand. Porter was not the only minister with these concerns, but the verdict was contested. Turnbull enjoyed high personal popularity, justifying the personal brand, but the tactic rankled with Liberals who believed he was the servant of the party. This nagging doubt about fealty — his to the party, theirs to the leader — would only grow. For now, cabinet ministers could sense that questions about the campaign were too difficult to broach. Most never saw the election report led by Andrew Robb and Barry O’Farrell.

Shorten was so reluctant to concede defeat he waited until a week after polling day to telephone Turnbull and congratulate him on being able to form government.2 The exaltation in the Labor ranks continued as Shorten visited branches and thanked volunteers, goading the Liberals with what they regarded as a ‘victory lap’ without a victory.

Abbott saw through the empty words about the government’s authority and was not afraid to say so. He chose the week before Parliament resumed on 30 August to muscle his way in to the argument over how Turnbull should deal with the tight numbers. He summed up the dilemma with his usual talent for a phrase that delivered insight and injury at once: ‘When it comes to budget repair, the reality is that this government has been in office — not in power.’ He had nailed a problem that was much bigger than the budget.

Abbott was more assertive now about his direction for the Liberal Party. He wanted a bigger attack on the unions to stop ‘rorts, rackets and rip-offs’ and stronger criticism of Labor for its backflip on budget savings that it had supported at the election. In a speech to the building industry in Melbourne, he sketched a plan for political recovery: no new government spending unless it added to economic growth; no return to ‘bailing out businesses’ with taxpayer money; no increase in the Renewable Energy Target; more support for the coal industry; a halt to ‘green sabotage’ that was getting in the way of the Adani coal mine in central Queensland; and more encouragement for a nuclear industry that could be a ‘subsidy-free money spinner’ in South Australia.3 This was the first whistle of a tune he would repeat for the next two years.

Turnbull and those around him thought this was a nuisance, not a threat, because Abbott had been brought down one year earlier — discredited, they thought, along with his conservative agenda. Surely everyone knew that success lay in the middle ground of Australian politics? This certainty guided the government into the first sitting of the Parliament and the first threat from Labor, when Shorten moved a motion in the House of Representatives to set up a royal commission into the banks. The Coalition broadcast its complacency; Labor revealed its cunning.

Shorten struck at the moment when government ministers and backbenchers were starting to leave Parliament on Thursday night, hoping to get home early for a ten-day break. The first blow came when Labor won a vote, 69 to 67, to prevent the House adjourning. The government whip, Nola Marino, scrambled to find absent ministers including Peter Dutton, Michael Keenan and Christian Porter, as well as a handful of backbenchers who had left early. The government lost three votes in the lower house, the first time in decades for such a humiliation, and it did so arguing against a royal commission into the banks when the idea was gaining support in the community. It took hours of delay for the government to win the final vote, 73 to 72, to adjourn the house at 7.22 p.m. The manager of opposition business, Tony Burke, mocked Turnbull’s claim to have a ‘very solid working majority’ in Parliament. ‘It took just two sitting days for this stable majority to collapse,’ he said. He then found a guaranteed way to wound Turnbull and his cabinet. He borrowed a phrase from Abbott. ‘This is proof that Malcolm Turnbull’s government is in office but not in power.’

Abbott wanted to defend his record against every taunt. He admitted some of his mistakes, like reneging on his promise to repeal Section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act, a provision that could trigger legal action if one person was offended or insulted by another, and which was therefore strongly opposed by free speech advocates, but he found ways to explain his failures. The ideals of the Abbott government would not die; the former Prime Minister would start a fight whenever his time in office was questioned.

Senator David Leyonhjelm gave Abbott something to fight over by reminding the government of an old agreement on gun control. An abrasive member of an unpredictable crossbench, Leyonhjelm was resisting an agreement on the bill to restore the Australian Building and Construction Commission. He spoke to Turnbull to remind him of an agreement reached in August 2015, in the final weeks of Abbott’s time in power, to put a twelvemonth sunset clause on an import ban on Adler A110 shotguns with magazines of seven shots or more. Leyonhjelm blamed the government for keeping the ban and breaking its deal on the sunset clause. This time he wanted the Adler ban lifted in exchange for his vote on industrial relations. ‘Now it’s a matter of trust,’ he said.4

Farmers wanted the seven-shot Adler to kill rabbits more quickly; gun control advocates feared a new market for rapid-fire shotguns. Leyonhjelm denied this would weaken safeguards; Shorten claimed a retreat on the Howard government’s tough laws from 1996. This was a Liberal Party legacy at stake. Shorten moved in Question Time to challenge Turnbull on whether he would continue the ban or let the shotguns into the country.

Shorten accused Turnbull of trading ‘guns for votes’ in a grubby deal. Forced to be clear, Turnbull said the ban would stay. Angry at losing out, Leyonhjelm released emails from the previous year proving he had arranged the sunset clause with the ministers responsible for justice and customs, Michael Keenan and Peter Dutton. Casually dropping a bomb into the argument, he mentioned that Abbott’s office had been told of the arrangements. Abbott was so eager to defend his record he blundered the next night. ‘The point I want to make is that there were no deals — no deals,’ he said on the ABC’s 7.30 program. Yet an email from Keenan’s office to Leyonhjelm’s office confirmed an agreement on a sunset clause. ‘In return, Senator Leyonhjelm will vote against the Labor amendments,’ it said, referring to a migration bill that Dutton and Keenan needed to get through the upper house.

The claim about ‘no deals’ was in tatters. Tanya Plibersek, the Labor deputy leader, cited the emails in Parliament to pit Turnbull and Abbott against each other. Plibersek asked Keenan if his offer had been done without the authority of Abbott as Prime Minister. Keenan confirmed that Abbott’s office had been apprised of what was going on. Shorten then asked Turnbull to tell Parliament who was telling the truth: Abbott or Keenan. Turnbull backed his minister and contradicted Abbott. ‘I am satisfied that the Minister for Justice acted in the full knowledge of the Prime Minister’s Office at that time,’ he said.

Abbott was stung by the Labor suggestion that he connived at a deal to weaken gun controls and stood in Parliament to tell another side of the story, of his government’s decision in July 2015 to impose the ban on the seven-shot Adler in the first place, halting the arrival of 7,000 pre-ordered guns and up to 20,000 more on longer-term orders.

One fact was overlooked: at no point had the Coalition relaxed gun laws. The seven-shot Adler had been banned by the Abbott government. Turnbull had kept the ban in place. The entire drama had begun because Turnbull had broken the deal with Leyonhjelm and continued the ban. Yet the impression was that Turnbull and Abbott were in open conflict while their party looked weak on guns. The argument was unnecessary and would not have started if Turnbull and Abbott had been on speaking terms. This was not the last time Parliament would see this pattern: Turnbull slow to get his message right, Abbott eager to defend his record, Shorten quick to exploit their tensions.

Turnbull flew to Hangzhou for the Group of 20 summit hosted by Chinese President Xi Jinping, where he again opposed the construction of military bases on reefs in the South China Sea. The evening entertainment was a series of small boat rides to watch fireworks on West Lake, where Turnbull joined British Prime Minister Theresa May and their Italian counterpart Matteo Renzi. When a carp leapt out of the water and landed at their feet, flapping on the deck, the Chinese hosts assured all three that this gift from the lake was an omen of future success. History delivered political strife to all three instead.

Turnbull travelled on to Vientiane for the East Asia Summit, where he struck a defence agreement with Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. In the same month he flew to Washington to urge members of the US Congress to pass the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal. At home, his government passed a $6.3 billion savings bill and finally enacted its superannuation tax changes. It felt like progress. In a bonus, Turnbull enjoyed the trouble visited on Labor when one of Shorten’s most ambitious young shadow ministers, Sam Dastyari, was exposed for accepting Chinese donations and influence, forcing him to step down from the frontbench.5 The scandal ran for days.

None of this helped Turnbull silence the complaints about his leadership. The first big setback came in a Newspoll survey at the end of September, when the Coalition fell behind Labor for the first time since the election to trail by 48 to 52 per cent in two-party terms. Worse came in early November, when the Coalition fell to its lowest level against Labor since Turnbull had become leader. The Coalition lagged by 47 to 53 per cent. At the time it seemed a shocking decline; later it became the new normal.

Abbott watched the government’s troubles in the belief that Turnbull had missed a chance to unify his side. After the election, Abbott thought Turnbull would offer him a job in the government, only to find that the Prime Minister had no intention of giving his predecessor any such role. The two men met in Sydney with a mutual friend to try to negotiate their differences a few months after the election, but the discussion quickly turned sour.

‘We had a fairly brutal conversation,’ Abbott remembered.6 ‘He said that I was never going anywhere near the cabinet under him and I said: “Well, fair enough Malcolm, that’s your right as the Prime Minister, but you’ve got to understand that I’ll do my own thing and you’ve got more to lose than I have.”’ With the path to cabinet blocked, Abbott felt free to speak as he liked on the government’s direction. ‘I certainly did what I thought was necessary in the period from the end of 2016 through until August of 2018 to nudge the government in what I thought were more sensible policy directions, most notably on energy and also on immigration.’

John Howard, an enormously influential figure in the Liberal Party after his time as Prime Minister, believed Turnbull should have asked Abbott to join the cabinet.

‘I felt it would have been better if Tony Abbott had been in the team,’ Howard said in an interview. ‘The transaction costs, as they’re called, of removing a Prime Minister who’s won a very big majority in his first term are considerable, and I felt it would have been a good idea if he had been included after the 2016 election.’ Howard said this to Turnbull at the time. ‘It’s not something I banged on about but I was of the view that Abbott should come back and I put the view to Malcolm directly.’7

The year ended with another farce in Parliament when the fractious Senate resisted the government’s new income tax rate for visitors to Australia on working holidays. The ‘backpacker tax’ changed by the day as Shorten rejected the government proposal and forced Turnbull and Cormann to negotiate with the crossbench. The rate was 19 per cent, then 15 per cent, then 10.5 per cent and then 13 per cent over the space of four days, depending on who was making the latest demand. It was proof of the pettiness of the 45th Parliament: the Senate would fight to the end over an obscure tax on young travellers, even when some of the senators barely understood what they were fighting over.

Turnbull paid the price. Voters had no reason to care about his talks at global summits when they saw division and disorder in Parliament.

Abbott fed the anxieties in the party room with more advice for Turnbull on how to protect the Liberals from the threat of Pauline Hanson, whose One Nation party was using its new influence in the Senate to appeal to conservatives by calling for a halt to Muslim immigration and a stop to action on climate change. ‘If we lack a strong centre-right party we will get people on the fringes coming to the fore,’ Abbott said.8 ‘What the government needs to do is not to over-react to Hanson, but to get on with the job of being a strong and sensible centre-right government.’ The question was whether Turnbull was the leader to stop conservative voters drifting to Hanson.

Liberals were tormented by doubts over their ‘base’ and their direction. The party no longer had the widespread community membership that had swept it into power just five years after its foundation in 1944, when Robert Menzies set a target of recruiting 100,000 members and then surpassed his goal to claim 197,984 members by 1950.9 The party now had about 50,000 members in branches and state divisions which were troubled by factional conflict or bitterness over the removal of Abbott. This was a structural weakness: a smaller party was easier for factional leaders to exploit by using a tiny band of allies to stack branches and wield influence. The party would have swollen to almost 300,000 members if its branches had kept pace with Menzies’ original target in an expanding, multicultural nation.

The Victorian division president, Michael Kroger, acknowledged the decline in a letter to members. ‘The party membership across Victoria has only increased by 312 out of a membership of around 13,000 in the last 12 months,’ he wrote.10 ‘The party always welcomes new members, particularly given the fact that the membership is only 50 per cent of what it was when I was last president and given that half of our party members are over 70.’ The last time Kroger had been president of the division was 1992. The Australian population had grown by a third while the Liberal Party had halved. The anxiety about the party’s identity and direction was made worse by the desertion of so many voters at the election and the return of Hanson to the Parliament. How should the Liberals respond? Should they replicate or repudiate the language of the far right?

The fatigue with the political parties was bipartisan. Labor had reached 75,000 members just before the split of the 1950s but only had about 54,000 members more than five decades later.11 Union membership had contracted from 2.5 million in 1976 to 1.5 million in 2016, a period when the workforce had expanded with long periods of economic growth.12 The unions remained a major force in Labor campaigns, proven by the number of union volunteers who would mobilise for an election, but Labor struggled like the Liberals to reach new parts of a changing community. Shorten was yet to achieve his stated ambition of increasing membership to 100,000 members, a target Menzies had met so swiftly in an earlier era. The party was left to rely more heavily on a new political force, GetUp, which claimed 670,000 people in its ‘movement’ but required no commitment other than an email address. Shorten had helped the activist group with a donation from the Australian Workers’ Union before he entered Parliament, but the organisation’s loose structure meant it might equally support the Greens. It was no replacement for loyal branch members.

Abbott opened the new year with a new offensive. At the end of January 2017 he stepped onto the podium in the Arkaba Hotel, in the Adelaide suburb of Fullarton, in his usual blue suit and blue tie, to address an audience of Young Liberals. Behind the speech was the rise of ‘deplorable’ voters overseas and Abbott’s desire to harness the same political energy in his favour. He cited Britain’s rejection of the European Union in the Brexit vote and the rise of Donald Trump, who had taken office as United States President just ten days earlier. ‘The American electorate rejected all the mainstream candidates to catapault into the White House an outsider feeding off grievances that are deeply felt but rarely acknowledged by the system,’ Abbott said.13 He had described Trump’s remarks about women as ‘absolutely disgusting’ the previous year, but he could see the new President’s appeal to voters who were disenchanted with politics as usual. Abbott, the man thrown out of his own government, the leader in exile, now presented himself as a champion for the outsiders.

‘The past year has shown us what happens when mainstream parties lose touch with their supporters,’ he said. The local threat, Hanson, was a warning that Liberal voters could not be taken for granted. Abbott taunted the government with a simple demand: ‘our first big fight this year must be to stop any further mandatory use of renewable power’. It did not matter that his government had legislated the current form of the Renewable Energy Target (RET), choosing a compromise with Labor rather than a demand for abolition, and nor did it matter that Turnbull could not get the numbers in the Senate to amend the RET any further to reduce the subsidies to solar and wind. In his usual pattern, Abbott argued about the present as if the past had never happened.

The speech was relayed to The Australian for an exclusive report that emphasised the way Abbott aimed at his successor’s Achilles heel, climate change.14 Andrew Bolt amplified the message: ‘Tony Abbott has clearly written off the Turnbull government, and not without reason.’15 Two days later, Abbott was in Sydney having dinner with Rupert Murdoch and his son Lachlan, respectively the executive chairman and co-chairman of News Corp, the home of Bolt and the publisher of The Australian.16 Joining them at Le Manoir, Lachlan’s mansion in the eastern suburbs, were Rupert’s wife, Jerry Hall, and Lachlan’s wife, Sarah Murdoch, and several dozen others. Abbott made no secret of this friendship. ‘Lachlan’s a terrific bloke. I first started catching up with Lachlan in the late 1990s. I’ve got a lot of time for Lachlan.’17

Abbott saw no shortage of encouragement for his call for a new direction. He chose to strike again before Parliament resumed at the end of February. He was more strident this time, more aggressive with his demand to start a row in the Senate to scrap the renewable scheme. The outcome mattered less than the fight itself. His speech, at the launch of a book called Making Australia Right, set out what became known as his five-point plan:

Why not say to the people of Australia: we’ll cut the RET, to help with your power bills; we’ll cut immigration, to make housing more affordable; we’ll scrap the Human Rights Commission, to stop official bullying; we’ll stop all new spending, to end ripping off our grandkids; and we’ll reform the Senate to have government, not gridlock?

Our challenge is to be worth voting for. It’s to win back the people who are giving up on us like the Making Australia Right authors.

It won’t be easy but it must be possible, or our country is doomed to a Shorten government that will make a bad situation immeasurably worse.

In or out of government, political parties need a purpose. Our politics can’t be just a contest of toxic egos or someone’s vanity project.18

Whose ‘vanity project’ did Abbott have in mind? Whose ‘toxic ego’ was the problem? The speech was brazen and aggressive in the way it repudiated Turnbull’s policies and scorned Turnbull himself. As soon as he had delivered the speech in North Sydney, Abbott headed to the Sky News studio to talk with Bolt. He added new complaints, such as Turnbull’s decision to live in his Point Piper mansion rather than moving to the Prime Minister’s official Sydney residence, Kirribilli House. He predicted doom if there was no change. He said the government was drifting to defeat.

Cormann watched the Bolt interview live from his office in Perth, astonished at the deliberate destruction of the government. He was up before dawn the next day to reproach his former leader.

‘I find it sad,’ Cormann told Sky News at 5.30 a.m. in Perth. ‘It was completely unhelpful. It was quite self-indulgent.’ There was a precision to his words, a clinical judgement on Abbott that carried weight with Liberals because it came from a friend who had been loyal for so long.19 Cormann had helped vault Abbott to the leadership in 2009 by resigning from Turnbull’s frontbench. Now he was trashing Abbott in public. ‘I cannot see any scenario in which there is a return of Tony Abbott to the leadership of the Liberal Party,’ he said. There was united support for Turnbull and Bishop. ‘I cannot see that change in any scenario this side of an election.’

Another friend, Dan Tehan, a man who had sat next to Abbott in Parliament in the months after he lost power, urged him to be a team player. The most forensic response came from Pyne, who debunked the five-point plan by listing the ways Abbott now argued against his own policies as Prime Minister — on immigration, the Human Rights Commission, taxes, spending and the RET. The reaction intensified an argument which continued in the media for days and did not stop when Abbott voiced lukewarm support for the government in another television interview. The trite expression of support fooled nobody.

Abbott knew he could exploit the panic among Liberals who believed they were losing old supporters to One Nation, a trend that was gaining ground. Hanson and her party had thrived over the summer like a new vine taking over an old garden. Only 4.3 per cent of voters had cast their ballots for One Nation in the upper house at the election. This climbed to 8 per cent in the polls in early February.

Abbott warned of the spread of One Nation but watered the vine with every speech. His appearance on Sky News occurred just as Newspoll started calling voters to ask what they thought of Turnbull’s leadership and his government. The live coverage of Liberal division ran from Thursday night to Sunday morning, neatly coinciding with the polling period. The result on Sunday night was predictable: another slide in the government’s support to its lowest point under Turnbull so far, trailing Labor by 45 to 55 per cent in two-party terms. This was worse for the government than the survey three weeks earlier, when voters were polled just after Abbott’s speech to the Young Liberals. Support for One Nation rose to 10 per cent at the end of February.20

This was not the last time the government would see Abbott burst into the media with a dire warning that split his own side of politics just before voters started getting calls from Newspoll. Could Abbott time every prophecy to make it come true?

The squabbles within the Liberals and Nationals put everyone on edge, as if they were members of a dysfunctional family who could never be sure where the next argument would start. Would it be the parents in the kitchen or the children on the stairs? Those who served on the backbench had to watch their language in case their opinions about a policy were portrayed as a protest against the government or a revolt against the leader. It was harder now to criticise the leadership without sounding treasonous. John Howard had governed with doors open and lieutenants ready to hear a complaint and convey it to the leader, guaranteeing the message from the backbench could change policy without wrecking the government. This looked easy but required a mastery of politics and a loyal retinue — like Sinodinos, the chief of staff to Howard for a decade, a man who was always listening in the night for the creaking of the floorboard before an argument had even begun.

All parties and all governments engage in a tussle of practical and philosophical disputes to set a direction, an essential process for any administration outside a moribund dictatorship. Done well, it keeps a government alive. Overdone, it drives a government to its death. The balance was increasingly difficult in a Coalition party room where every difference of opinion could deepen a feud, where a small group of provocateurs were willing to turn any argument into a test of Turnbull’s authority. What was presented as a disagreement on Liberal philosophy could be mere camouflage for a personal grudge. Abbott’s closest allies were Kevin Andrews, his former Defence Minister, and Eric Abetz, his former Workplace Relations Minister, the ‘AAA club’ to their critics. On questions of conservative values, Abbott could sometimes rely on backbenchers such as Andrew Hastie, the former Special Air Service captain who came to Parliament after serving in Afghanistan, and Craig Kelly, the former small-business owner who sold furniture before entering politics. The group was small and fluid, but its permanent members knew how to question Turnbull’s judgement and weaken his standing without needing an outright challenge to his leadership.

This was the government in the early months of 2017: ready to proclaim its unity but always prone to argue over its direction. The smallest policy could provoke a disagreement among MPs and deepen their anxieties about the narrowness of the election victory and the subsequent cascade in the opinion polls. This was the mood of the Coalition party room when Michael Keenan phoned Julie Bishop over the last weekend in March to alert her to an obscure problem that could set off a clash with China. It was the worst possible timing, just days after a visit to Canberra by the Chinese Premier, Li Keqiang, who had stood smiling with Turnbull at a signing ceremony in Parliament House to increase farm exports. The next step in the relationship was meant to be an extradition treaty to help Beijing bring back officials it decided were corrupt. Keenan, the Justice Minister, was responsible for shepherding the extradition agreement through Parliament. He called Bishop to tell her that Liberal backbenchers were unhappy at this new closeness to the Chinese justice system.

Bishop and Keenan tried to soothe the concerns at a meeting of Liberal and Nationals MPs on Monday, 27 March, but found a dozen colleagues were ready to cross the floor to block the ratification bill in Parliament. Those objecting to the bill included Abetz, Andrews and Hastie, but this was not a simple factional complaint. Others in the group included Victorian MP Tim Wilson, Western Australian Senator Dean Smith and New South Wales MP Trent Zimmerman, none of them natural allies of Abbott. The central complaint was the risk to human rights from a treaty that would allow China to gain Australian cooperation to return people to face a Chinese judicial system that was opaque and subject to state control. The Law Council said the treaty lacked a vital safeguard: the ability to refuse a request where extradition would be ‘unjust or oppressive’. This had been a concern for Labor MPs for months, led by prominent China critic Michael Danby, and for some Liberals as well, but this had not prevented the treaty being cleared the previous December by a parliamentary committee chaired by Liberal MP Stuart Robert and controlled by a Coalition majority.

The early warning system had broken down. The government and its backbench might have identified the problem and stalled the treaty in December but had instead kept it on track. The pressure to ratify was significant: Chinese leaders raised the treaty in every meeting with Bishop, impatient that Australia was taking so long to act on the Howard government’s decision to sign the treaty in 2007. The official advice from the Department of Foreign Affairs said the treaty was important and should go ahead. Turnbull had argued publicly for the treaty to be ratified, yet the flaws in the Chinese legal system were real. A public retreat, forced by his own backbench, was an embarrassment after his meeting with Li the previous week. In a different party room, after a different election, a Liberal Prime Minister might have stared down the complaints. Not now. Turnbull had to be realistic about the numbers in Parliament and his power to persuade opponents like Abetz and Andrews.

Abbott made this a leadership test for Turnbull. He put his concerns about the treaty to his friend, journalist Greg Sheridan, to ensure a front-page story on Tuesday. ‘I’d be very, very cautious about ratifying this treaty at this time,’ he said. ‘I want the best possible friendship with China, but not at the expense of our values and long-term national interest.’21 What began as a question of foreign policy was now a question of leadership. Who had the better judgement? Who was standing up for the national interest? Abbott positioned himself as the strong man and Turnbull as the weak leader who wanted to appease Beijing.

Turnbull pulled the treaty from Parliament that morning, minutes after Shorten called to tell him that Labor’s shadow cabinet had decided the previous night to vote against ratification in the Senate. The conflict with Abbott was one problem, but to proceed with the bill after Shorten’s decision would have exposed Turnbull to humiliation if a single Liberal crossed the floor or abstained.

The destructive contest within the Liberal Party meant the decision on the treaty was merely one stage in a cycle of recrimination. Abbott had infuriated the government. Now he was provoked by a leak that claimed he had not objected to the extradition treaty as Prime Minister in 2014 during two meetings with President Xi.22 The leak illustrated the loathing of Abbott, but the facts showed he had not taken any step to ratify the treaty. The report by the treaties committee had come more than one year after he had been removed.

Abbott responded to the provocation by disclosing documents that showed official advice from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet in 2014 that he should not ratify the extradition treaty at that stage. He blamed ‘liars’ for leaking against him.23 As soon as Abbott put his side of the story, Bolt came to his aid. ‘I’m calling out Foreign Minister Julie Bishop for spreading wild untruths about Tony Abbott,’ he wrote.24 The paper trail showed the consistent pressure from President Xi to get the treaty ratified, the concerns within the Abbott government about doing so and, finally, a cautious decision by Keenan in favour of ratification. Keenan made his recommendation one month before Abbott lost power, with no record that Abbott knew or agreed. Bishop recommended the ratification in October 2015, to a new Prime Minister.

Australia saw the cost of leadership change in this week of division on foreign policy. Stable government. The election claim looked more spurious than ever. Turnbull and Bishop had just abandoned a major treaty with China within days of a visit to Canberra by the Chinese Premier. Rather than postpone the treaty when the concerns over human rights had emerged, the government had gone ahead with a misjudgement of its chances in Parliament. Keenan had been caught by surprise by the backbench. The Liberal backbench, in turn, had been slow to act when the problems with extradition were being openly canvassed by their Labor counterparts. The damage could be traced back to the leadership spill that had disrupted the government eighteen months earlier.

There was no reward for Turnbull from some of his victories in Parliament when any advance could be overshadowed by Abbott. The government secured part of its ten-year program to cut company tax rates, in a persistent negotiation by Cormann, but it made no headway in the polls. Turnbull had enjoyed a boost in the polls after he unveiled the Snowy Hydro expansion in early March. The next poll, taken after the week of dispute over the extradition treaty, showed the government was trailing Labor by 47 to 53 per cent in two-party terms. Turnbull fought with one hand tied behind his back. He might have applied pressure on Shorten in different circumstances, campaigning on tax and the economy without distractions, but he had no room to move when Abbott was always ready to attack.

No dispute had the capacity to cause division without resolution as much as the Coalition party room debate on climate change and energy. Turnbull had inherited a policy in need of an overhaul after Abbott, in a cabinet decision in the final weeks of his government, agreed to a commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and contribute to United Nations climate change goals. Australia was to cut its emissions by 26 to 28 per cent by 2030 compared to the levels of 2005. The Abbott government decision in principle was left to the Turnbull government to execute in practice. There was no easy path and no way to avoid taking a first step, especially after storms brought down the South Australian electricity grid in September 2016 and the Hazelwood coal-fired power station was suddenly closed in March 2017, making the reliability of the electricity grid a priority alongside the official target to reduce emissions.

Turnbull and his Energy Minister, Josh Frydenberg, stepped carefully towards a new regime for the national electricity grid, stretching from South Australia to Queensland and including Tasmania, which could meet the two objectives as well as a third — to reduce prices. In typical fashion, Turnbull allowed the buzzwords of the policy sessions to infect his public remarks, and so was born the ‘trilemma’ of achieving reliability, affordability and sustainability all at once. The high theory sounded reassuring but the ‘trilemma’ burdened the government with a colossal task that was far beyond the patience and capacity of its own backbench and, in the end, its own ministry.

Beneath the policy debate was a grudge match between Turnbull and Abbott that was personal, poisonous and deadly to the government. History set the terms of this new contest. The recent past had seen the Liberal Party’s conservative hero, John Howard, draft a policy in government in 2007 to put a price on carbon in an emissions trading scheme, only for that same concept to cause a lasting split in the Coalition party room in opposition two years later. In July 2009, when Turnbull was Opposition Leader and contemplating a deal in Parliament on the Labor government’s emissions trading scheme (ETS), Abbott had made a dramatic shift from opposing to supporting a negotiation. He had set out his new position on the front page of The Australian. ‘Abbott tells Libs: pass ETS or lose poll,’ said the newspaper posters. ‘Opposing the legislation in the Senate could ultimately make poor policy even worse because the government could negotiate a deal with the Greens,’ Abbott wrote. Within six months he repudiated his own pledge and vowed instead to block the ETS.

Abbott’s backflip enabled him to galvanise conservatives, challenge Turnbull, defeat him in a narrow ballot and become Opposition Leader. One truth emerged: the history showed that Abbott’s policy on climate change could be a matter of convenience when the real prize was the leadership. Turnbull, exiled to the backbench at the end of 2009 and considering a departure from Parliament, wrote a lasting verdict on Abbott’s switch from blocking a price on carbon to legislating one, amending one and then blocking one again.

‘His only redeeming virtue in this remarkable lack of conviction is that every time he announced a new position to me he would preface it with “Mate, mate, I know I am a bit of a weather vane on this, but . . .”,’ Turnbull wrote on his personal blog.25 The label stuck. Abbott swung against action on climate change, watched Labor crumble on leadership and an emissions trading scheme in 2010 and then campaigned against Julia Gillard’s government for putting a price on carbon when she had promised no carbon tax. Only later, once in government, did he acknowledge the need to go further to reduce greenhouse gases and agree as Prime Minister to the 26 to 28 per cent target, but the brutal politics of the past broke the policy levers the government could use to achieve that goal.

Abbott’s chief of staff throughout his leadership, Peta Credlin, admitted in February 2017 that the Coalition had turned Gillard’s emissions trading scheme into something it was not. ‘It wasn’t a carbon tax, as you know. It was many other things in nomenclature terms but we made it a carbon tax. We made it a fight about the hip pocket,’ Credlin said.26 The attack lines were easy in opposition, but the Coalition struggled with this legacy once it had the responsibility of government. Its stated policy was to reduce emissions. Its past rhetoric meant there could be no price on carbon.

The first clash came in June 2017 when Frydenberg released the final report on reform of the energy grid from the nation’s chief scientist, Alan Finkel, an engineer, Silicon Valley company founder and former Monash University chancellor who was asked to solve an impossible political challenge. Finkel outlined a Clean Energy Target and mapped a transition in the electricity grid to zero emissions in the second half of the century. His mechanism came with benchmarks that would rate energy sources according to the tonnes of carbon they produced for every megawatt hour of electricity — a concept that supported a transition in the grid but rang alarm bells among those who feared the closure of more coal-fired power stations.

For the conservatives within the party room, the Clean Energy Target was too close for comfort to an Emissions Intensity Scheme in the way it applied a benchmark or value on carbon emissions. Frydenberg had briefly raised the idea of an Emissions Intensity Scheme in December 2016, only to rule it out within a day after a cabinet meeting and a public warning from Abbott. ‘We’re against a carbon tax. We’re against an ETS. We’re against anything that’s a carbon tax or an ETS by stealth,’ said Abbott at the time.27 The same suspicions dogged the Clean Energy Target.

Anything that failed to encourage new coal-fired power was instantly suspect in a party room occupied by Nationals MPs and conservative Liberals who believed coal would be the most reliable energy source for decades to come. Resources Minister Matt Canavan wanted a high-energy, low-emissions coal-fired power plant for his home state of Queensland. The government was engaged in a tussle with AGL and its American chief executive, Andy Vesey, to force the company to postpone its plan to shut its Liddell coal-fired power station in the Hunter Valley. The effort failed but did not deter Liberals including Abbott from calling for government action to protect coal-fired power. Their calls loosened their party from its free-market foundations and pushed it towards market intervention, to the point where they sought to dictate terms to independent companies and canvass subsidies to pick industry winners.

Frydenberg unveiled the Clean Energy Target on 9 June and saw it buried on 13 June during a special meeting of the Coalition party room that ran into the night. At least ten MPs rejected the policy while another ten expressed strong reservations. Abbott interjected so often that Craig Laundy, loyal as ever to Turnbull, berated the former Prime Minister and asked that he show respect to those who wanted to speak. One of the most respected backbenchers in the room, Russell Broadbent, warned so strongly about the risk of higher electricity prices that he sparred with Paul Fletcher, another frontbencher who stood by the Prime Minister. The chair of the Coalition’s backbench committee on energy, Craig Kelly, told the meeting the emission reductions should be slowed in the near term so the biggest cuts would come in later years. Queensland MP George Christensen said he regretted agreeing to the emissions targets altogether.28

The meeting was a rout for the government’s first option on energy reform and sent a message to cabinet ministers to begin their work all over again on a second plan with a less ambitious mechanism to reduce emissions. Even so, Turnbull and Frydenberg had been careful to use the meeting to listen to concerns rather than advance a policy. Because the cabinet did not endorse the Clean Energy Target, MPs turned their sights on the Finkel recommendation rather than on Turnbull and Frydenberg themselves.

Abbott sharpened his argument by retreating on his pledge as Prime Minister to meet a global agreement to reduce emissions. ‘We have an aspiration — I stress an aspiration — to reduce our emissions by 26 to 28 per cent by 2030,’ he told 2GB. ‘But frankly, we shouldn’t be doing that if it’s going to clobber power prices, hurt households and cost jobs. We shouldn’t be doing that.’29 This was a simple message to promise lower prices without the complication of an emissions target, but it provoked memories of old backflips. A bit of a weather vane. Abbott was swinging again. He had called the 26 per cent target a ‘definite commitment’ when announcing it in August 2015, making it Australia’s formal position at the United Nations agreement on climate change in Paris later that year, but he was shifting his position in a way that mirrored a powerful new force overseas.30 The US President, Donald Trump, had denounced the Paris agreement in May 2016 while campaigning as the Republican candidate and then gone to the presidential election telling Americans he would cancel US participation. He made that pledge official as President on 1 June 2017. On the other side of the Pacific, Abbott made his retreat on the Paris target two weeks later.

Conservative commentators in the media acclaimed Abbott for his new stance, but some conservatives within the government called him out. ‘The Paris targets were an iron-clad agreement,’ said Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, the Minister for International Development and someone who had to negotiate with Pacific Island nations on climate change.31 Abbott was in ‘direct contradiction’ to his decision as Prime Minister, she said. ‘Now if Tony didn’t think the commitment to the Paris agreement was such a good thing, then 2015 was the time to have that discussion, 2015 was the time to say that rather than to give the iron-clad commitments that he gave on behalf of Australia in an international environment.’

The message to voters was to keep waiting for an energy policy to arrive. In public, Liberal and National MPs assured Australians they had a plan to keep energy bills down. In private, they could never agree on what that plan should be. Their endless argument left their policy in limbo.

Months of conflict provoked Turnbull into sending a message to Abbott and his small band of agitators. Turnbull and his team set up an interview to mark the first anniversary of the 2016 election, an event still raw in the memory of Liberal Party politicians and members who blamed Turnbull for the lacklustre campaign and the government’s brush with defeat. No wrecking, no undermining, no sniping. That was Abbott’s pledge when he had lost power. Turnbull found a way to remind everyone that the former leader, who had been accused so often of breaking his promises, was breaking yet another one.

‘This is a time for builders, not wreckers,’ Turnbull wrote in a Herald Sun column published one year to the day after Australians had cast their ballots.32 ‘For leaders who get things done and don’t just talk. For negotiators and deal-makers who trade in results, not in platitudes.’ Turnbull created a contrast between himself as a dynamo and Abbott as a destroyer, but he was beset by public doubts about what he stood for and why he could not impose his authority on Abbott and the dissenters in the party room.

The government had succeeded in Parliament with some policies since Turnbull had taken over. Laws had been passed to track the foreign ownership of farming land, clean up rorts in vocational education and discourage tax avoidance by global companies. Some of the tax concessions on superannuation were scaled back, raising $3 billion in revenue despite the protests from loyal Liberal supporters who hated the change. The Senate rejected the government’s amendments to section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act, ensuring it would remain an offence to ‘insult’ or ‘offend’ someone on the basis of race, but the government made changes to the way the Australian Human Rights Commission handled complaints. This was more than Abbott had achieved.

Criminal laws were toughened to allow authorities to keep ‘high-risk terrorist offenders’ in detention after they had served their jail sentences. The government restored the industrial watchdog in the building industry, the Australian Building and Construction Commission, in a Senate victory that should have cheered the conservative heartland. The government imposed a levy on the nation’s five largest banks to raise $6.2 billion over four years, answering Shorten’s demands for a royal commission into the sector with a revenue grab instead.

But every stalemate in the Senate made it more difficult for Turnbull to declare a triumph. No matter what was passed, attention turned to what was blocked. The government could not persuade Labor, the Greens or the crossbench senators to increase the Medicare levy from 2 per cent to 2.5 per cent to help fund the National Disability Insurance Scheme, even though the idea repeated a similar Labor increase in 2014. It took until April 2018 for Turnbull to admit defeat and scrap this plan.

Towering over all these arguments was the idea that came to define Turnbull for many voters. He had campaigned for company tax cuts for more than a year but could not persuade the Senate to accept his claim that the economic gain was worth $65 billion in forgone Commonwealth revenue, the full cost of cutting the rate from 30 to 25 per cent for all companies over a decade. This was a totemic dispute. It contrasted Turnbull’s call for lower taxes with Shorten’s campaign for fairness and more generous spending on health and education. Day by day, Shorten branded Turnbull as an agent of the ‘big end of town’ and turned the tax policy into a political liability for its owner. The Senate gave its grudging support to part of the plan in March, cutting the tax rate to 27.5 per cent in a first step to a lower rate of 25 per cent for all companies with a turnover of less than $50 million. There was no appetite to go further. Every delay to a deal made Turnbull look ineffective, as he struggled to mandate the economic reform he said the nation needed.

The barbs from Abbott found their mark. The election anniversary made Turnbull want to acclaim his achievements. More than that, he wanted to make sure his enemies knew he would not go quietly if they thought of signing up to Abbott’s sedition. He used an interview with the Sunday Herald Sun to make it clear that anyone who tried to drag him out of The Lodge would also risk dragging down the government.

Turnbull seemed to think out loud as he answered questions from journalist Annika Smethurst about his record and his future. He mentioned the lesson of John Key, the New Zealand Prime Minister who had resigned and left Parliament six months earlier. Would Turnbull leave Parliament if he was replaced? ‘It is a big wrench going from being leader to not, I understand that,’ he said.33 ‘When I cease to be Prime Minister, I will cease to be a Member of Parliament. I am not giving anyone else advice but I just think that’s what I would do.’

The ultimatum was put mildly but was an ultimatum all the same. In a government with a majority of one in the House of Representatives, Abbott and his small group of allies had fair warning that Turnbull would give up his eastern Sydney seat of Wentworth and trigger a by-election if they moved against him.

I am not giving anyone else advice. That was just as well, because Abbott would not take it anyway. Abbott was a man with a conservative mission and was about to throw himself into another crusade.
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THE GULF ON MARRIAGE EQUALITY

JUNE TO DECEMBER 2017

MEMBERS OF THE BLACK Hand gathered in Sydney to celebrate their influence over the Liberal Party in the winter of 2017. The Cherry Bar at Star Casino was crowded with politicians and lobbyists from the moderate wing of the party, led by one of the wittiest and wiliest members of the Turnbull government. Christopher Pyne, the Defence Industry Minister, gave a typically energetic speech that praised his factional allies, George Brandis and Marise Payne, and promised victory over the conservative wing in the disputes to come. It was Friday, 16 June, and the members of the Black Hand, a jokingly sinister name the moderates gave themselves in the 1980s, were overjoyed to have one of their own in The Lodge.

‘Now there was a time when people said it wouldn’t happen,’ Pyne said of Turnbull’s rise to the leadership.1 ‘But George and I kept the faith. We voted for Malcolm Turnbull in every ballot he’s ever been in. So we are actually doing pretty well, we moderates for you in Canberra.’

Pyne spoke with energy and enthusiasm, unaware that this made it all the easier for someone in or near the Cherry Bar to record every word and pass the audio file to the conservatives. The tension between the factions was on display that weekend, when the Liberals met for a federal council meeting in Darling Harbour to debate policy and appoint officials. Abbott’s choice for party president, former cabinet minister Richard Alston, was at his last council meeting before relinquishing the post to Turnbull’s preferred president, former New South Wales Premier Nick Greiner. In a proxy war between the rival camps, state division presidents including Michael Kroger from Victoria and Gary Spence from Queensland had succeeded in ousting the acting federal director of the party, Andrew Bragg, who had taken the job at Turnbull’s request to modernise the party machinery. A selection committee chose a new director in Andrew Hirst, former deputy chief of staff to Abbott as Prime Minister. The rancour was so great that Alston tried to prevent Bragg giving the federal director’s address to the council before giving up the post.

The spy at the Cherry Bar had a willing network of conservatives who were anxious to know what the moderates were up to. Their suspicions were realised when they heard Pyne promise to legislate same sex marriage, an idea that provoked the right like few others.

‘One of those [things] we’ve got to deliver before too long is marriage equality in this country,’ said Pyne into the microphone. The crowd cheered. ‘We’re going to get it. I think it might even be sooner than everyone thinks. And your friends in Canberra are working on that outcome.’

Anxious and watchful, the social conservatives retaliated as soon as they heard this hint of a plan. Sooner than everyone thinks. It sounded like a conspiracy, at least to those who had managed to delay the change in 2015 and wanted to do so again. By Monday night the boast could be heard from an audio file freely available from Andrew Bolt’s blog at the Herald Sun, with the columnist condemning the ‘gloating’ about the sway of the ‘Liberal Left’ in a government he said was being annihilated.

The Marriage Act had become so sacrosanct for one side of the Liberal party room that any question about changing the law led to mutterings about changing the leader. Turnbull was exposed to danger whenever his colleagues tried to bring the marriage question to a head, whether the pressure came from the left or right. Marriage equality was second to only one other issue, climate change, in its power to turn Liberal against Liberal and weaken the government. Yet there was no way to keep delaying a decision when social attitudes were changing and marriage equality appeared to have enough support in Parliament to legislate the change if everyone was allowed to ignore party edicts and vote with their conscience.

Five Liberals were working to make this happen. Western Australian Senator Dean Smith was preparing a draft bill to legalise same sex marriage. Warren Entsch, Trevor Evans, Tim Wilson and Trent Zimmerman were working towards the same goal in the House of Representatives. All believed the time had come to change the law. All except Entsch were gay. All saw that Labor was ready to vote for marriage equality and that a handful of Liberals could make the difference in Parliament. All knew that any attempt to force a decision would provoke the conservatives and put pressure on Turnbull to speak up for change, but they were not going to hold back merely to make it easier for the leader to keep the peace. They wanted a decision.

What troubled Entsch was not the fact of the leak from the Cherry Bar but the ferocity of the response. He wanted vocal support from the Prime Minister to allow a free vote on marriage as soon as possible, but Turnbull responded to the Pyne remarks by making it obvious he did not want to encourage the equality campaign at that moment. Would he ever? The government’s stated policy was a plebiscite in which every voter would have a say on marriage. Asked about the commitment to a plebiscite after Bolt’s leak, Turnbull was emphatic: ‘We have no plans to change it. Full stop.’

Entsch was hell-bent on making this change. He had fought for gay rights for years in parliament, starting with laws to stop discrimination against same-sex partners who were turned away from social security or the war widows’ pension. What drove him was the memory of a friendship from decades before, when he had looked up from a beer in a Queensland hotel to see a ‘good looking sheila’ working behind the bar, only to discover she was someone he had known months earlier in a different guise. She had just returned from a sex change in Sydney. The friendship changed Entsch, who had started his working life as a Royal Australian Air Force engine fitter before getting into real estate and becoming a crocodile farmer. Once in Parliament he became a passionate political advocate for marriage equality.

Entsch knew how arduous it would be to make yet another attempt to change the law. He had argued with John Howard in 2004 when the Prime Minister, at the peak of his authority, oversaw a change to the Marriage Act that specified a bond between a man and a woman. He had voted for change in 2012 when most political leaders — not least Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd — ensured the bill was defeated. He had broken with Tony Abbott in 2015 when the Liberals and Nationals held their long meeting in Parliament House, running late into the night, over whether to allow a conscience vote.

Smith remembered a conversation that came out of that marathon meeting in August 2015. Smith was a monarchist, an economic conservative and a Liberal who believed in free markets and personal liberty. He had watched in disbelief as Abbott argued for a plebiscite and imposed the idea on the party room. Smith was enraged at what he saw as the trashing of Liberal principle. He left the meeting convinced that Abbott belonged in the Democratic Labour Party, the Catholic party of paternal state power and big government in the 1950s, a party more interested in tightening social controls than loosening economic ones. He’s not one of us. He’s a DLP man. Smith took a call that night from someone offering sympathy and support on the path to marriage equality. It was Turnbull. ‘We’ll get there together,’ he said.

Two years later, the mission of the Liberal Party’s marriage equality campaigners was to free the government from the dead weight of Abbott’s old pledge. Turnbull had risen to the leadership in September 2015 with an implicit promise to the conservatives and a written undertaking to the Nationals to pursue the plebiscite, a position he guaranteed during the election campaign. Even Liberals who preferred a conscience vote on marriage felt they should honour the election pledge to give the Australian people a chance to cast their ballots. This held true even after the Senate rejected the bill to set up the plebiscite in November 2016.

The clamour for change grew louder because Australians who believed in marriage equality saw it enacted by parliaments around the world. A referendum in Ireland in 2015 had shown that Catholic tradition could not stop a popular campaign. A snap vote in Germany in June 2017 confirmed that even a conservative leader like Angela Merkel had to recognise and act upon the shift in social attitudes.

Smith found a way to rescue the reform from its defeat in the Senate. The original plebiscite bill included a draft law to change the Marriage Act, prepared by the Attorney-General’s Department on the instructions of Brandis, an important advocate for change. The Brandis draft had been reviewed by a Senate committee but was tied to the doomed plebiscite. Smith had been part of this process before the failure of the plebiscite, when he spoke to Cormann to form the Senate committee and prepare the bill with Turnbull’s knowledge. Smith regarded this as a ‘grand bargain’ to find a path towards a free vote. Now he snatched the draft bill from the political furnace and worked on it over the summer, sweating over the fine print with Anna Brown and Lee Carnie from the Australian Human Rights Law Centre, as well as Corey Irlam. This was clandestine work during the early months of 2017.

The five Liberals spoke more often after the Pyne leak and began holding a teleconference every few days to discuss how to use their numbers in Parliament. Smith knew he could use his position in the Senate to call for change and negotiate with independents, Labor and the Greens to get the numbers to make it happen. Entsch, Evans, Wilson and Zimmerman created a bloc in the House of Representatives that was big enough to tip the balance when and if they could force the matter to a vote. They understood the power of this calculation because Evans, Wilson and Zimmerman were new to the Parliament. Their bloc had not existed when Abbott pushed back against Entsch in August 2015. Their arrival changed everything.

What they could not get around was the government’s control of the Selection of Bills Committee, the gatekeeper for every law that went to the House for a decision. They needed a majority in the Coalition party room to agree that the time had come to abandon the plebiscite and allow a free vote.

Smith felt like giving up after the leak against Pyne. He worried there was too much chatter and not enough determination when their opponents were ready to exploit any show of nerves. It took him time to decide he had to finish the job. In early July he made a public call for a conscience vote on a bill he wanted to introduce into Parliament. ‘Yes, I will do it,’ said the headline in the Sunday Times, his hometown newspaper in Perth.2 Smith revealed the existence of his draft law and said the Parliament should decide the matter without a plebiscite. He was anxious about a counter-attack from his opponents and aware that cabinet ministers could turn on him for giving up on an election promise, but he heard nothing from Turnbull. For months, Smith had suspected that Turnbull would not take a stand if Liberals challenged him on the plebiscite. He felt his suspicions being confirmed.

The five Liberals spoke by phone on Monday, 10 July, and agreed to force a debate on marriage. Three days later they put the finishing touches to the bill and signed a letter to Turnbull so he would know to prepare for a significant debate in the party room. All knew they would be accused of inflaming division among the Liberals and Nationals, so they included safeguards to assuage those with religious objections to the change. No priest would be forced to solemnise a marriage between two men or women; no church would be forced to rent out its hall for the marriage of two women or men. But as they wrote their letter, the five Liberals left no doubt they wanted the law to be changed swiftly and were willing to cross the floor and vote against their own party if they had to do so.

‘A foundational principle of the Liberal Party, and an institutional distinction between ourselves and Labor, is that Members and Senators are elected to Parliament with a free vote on all matters,’ they wrote.3 ‘As a sign of respect to our colleagues and the processes of the Liberal Party Room, it is our strong desire to be able to share our bill with colleagues prior to the resumption of Parliament on Tuesday, 8 August.’ The deadline was set, but they did not want to take Turnbull by surprise. The letter was sent to David Bold in the Prime Minister’s Office, who took it to Turnbull. It was another message for federal cabinet on a problem it never seemed to solve, but there was no written reply. The official response to the five authors was silence.

Peter Dutton approached Entsch and Evans about taking a completely different path. The Home Affairs Minister had been working on the idea of a postal vote to replace the plebiscite. Dutton had a public image as a conservative hard man, but colleagues knew he wanted the issue settled before the next election, as long as it could be done in a way that honoured the election pledge of a people’s vote. News of his plan had leaked in March.

‘It won’t work,’ Entsch told Dutton. How would this version get through the Senate if the original had failed? Smith despised the idea of a postal survey. He called it ‘junk mail’.

Evans stayed in touch with Dutton despite the doubts. He did not oppose a public vote on same sex marriage, given he had supported it as official policy when he entered parliament in 2016 as the Liberal member for the seat of Brisbane. As the first openly gay MP from Queensland at either a state or federal level, he was willing to consider all options to get the law changed. ‘If it takes a plebiscite to do it, that is an easy decision to take,’ he thought. He knew he could work with Dutton. Years before entering Parliament, as a Liberal Party volunteer, he had taken a year off from his work as an economist to become Dutton’s chief of staff. It made sense for him to be the group’s main contact with the Home Affairs Minister.

Believing the conscience vote had to be the priority, the five Liberals drafted a media plan to build support. They knew they could only succeed if Turnbull accepted their plan. At the same time, they could feel him pushing back because the risks to his authority increased with every outbreak of strife between the party’s warring sides. Zimmerman could not help but voice his frustration to Pyne, his flatmate in a shared house in Canberra when Parliament was in session. ‘Malcolm’s bleeding because he’s not standing up for something,’ he said. Pyne cautioned Zimmerman against forcing a crisis. He argued that unilateral action could bring down the government. They both wanted Turnbull to succeed.

The group agreed that Evans should speak up in public. The media focus on Smith and Entsch meant a new voice would get more attention, and Evans was an economic dry from Queensland rather than a moderate from the southern states, a group with an innate ability to antagonise Abbott. Evans went public on 31 July about his belief that a conscience vote was the way ahead. He made no threat to cross the floor but did not rule it out, leaving enough ambiguity for everyone to see this as a hint of his intentions.4

No politician ever prospered from being half-hearted in pursuit of a cause. Evans did more than ten interviews over the next 48 hours and did not stop when Turnbull phoned to ask what he was doing. ‘What is your motivation?’ asked Turnbull. ‘Where is this going?’ The Prime Minister suggested Evans stop doing media interviews. The party whip, Nola Marino, called him with the same request on the grounds that the argument only intensified the division within the government. Evans did not fight the suggestions on the phone, but he kept to the plan. He did not tell Turnbull he was arranging, as they spoke, to appear on the ABC’s Lateline program that night. There would be no halt to the media campaign.

The president of the Liberal National Party in Queensland, Gary Spence, was incensed. He sent an email to all party members to warn them against showing any support for Evans or his allies. Spence complained that members elected under the LNP banner had chosen to take a position that ‘defied’ party policy and the wishes of the membership.5 He said the party should not be ‘distracted’ on a ‘peripheral’ issue like same sex marriage. It was a common refrain from those who fought for traditional marriage: they claimed the argument was always a secondary concern, right until the moment came when it consumed them to the point of splitting the government. Their refusal to countenance change, and their determination to stop others, looked less like a distraction and more like an obsession.

It was Wilson’s turn next. He walked into the Sky News studio to amplify the message that Parliament should settle the matter swiftly for the good of the community. He argued it was personal, too, in a way that reminded everyone of the human dimension behind the letter of the law. ‘I also have a personal conflict which torments, frankly, and challenges me on a daily basis, and I’d like to see this issue resolved,’ he said.6 Wilson had been the Abbott government’s choice for ‘freedom commissioner’ at the Australian Human Rights Commission in 2014. He was a good advocate to remind Liberal supporters that a party founded on personal freedom should also stand for marriage equality.

The five members of the bloc were all out in the open. All had left a strategic doubt over whether they would cross the floor. Now the conservatives responded in the way they knew best. One day after Evans had declared his position in The Australian, unnamed ‘senior conservative Liberals’ told the Daily Telegraph that Turnbull’s leadership would be ‘terminal’ if he allowed a free vote.7 ‘If Turnbull can’t control the moderates, what’s the point of his prime ministership?’ asked one. A second said: ‘Effectively it says to our base, “we just don’t care about you”.’ The conservatives already had a ticket in mind: Dutton as leader with Greg Hunt as deputy.

The party room seemed addicted to leadership spills. Whenever a difficult issue came up, aggrieved and anonymous Liberals would turn it into a leadership test. Every decision gave the bitter politicians of the party room, those consumed by personal ambition and grudges against their enemies, a chance to destabilise their government in pursuit of their own rewards. It was a chronic malady.

Turnbull had to tread carefully. He supported marriage equality but thought the agitators would fail because they could not convince enough of their Liberal colleagues to overturn the plebiscite and hold a free vote. What if he put his authority on the line and made a change in policy by edict? It would be like taking a swing at Abbott: before too long all the furniture would be broken and the house burned down. Yet the matter had to be decided at a party room meeting now the five rebels had made their position known. Turnbull was campaigning in Western Australia when he decided to call every Liberal MP back to Canberra on Monday, 7 August, one day ahead of schedule, so they could settle marriage once and for all.

Smith phoned Turnbull on the Monday morning to see if the Prime Minister might soften on a conscience vote. Smith had spoken on the ABC’s Insiders program the previous day to argue his bill was the best chance the Liberals would get to change the Marriage Act in a way that offered exemptions for priests and churches. In another show of confidence, he had emailed the draft law to every Liberal in Parliament so they knew what they would be voting on. His conversation with Turnbull turned to Newspoll instead.

‘Dean, I’m the only thing the Liberal Party has got going for it,’ Turnbull said.

‘I beg your pardon, Malcolm?’ Smith replied. ‘That’s a big call.’

Turnbull was sure of it. The Newspoll showed the government was trailing as usual, 47 per cent to 53 per cent behind Labor in two-party terms, but it also showed that voters favoured Turnbull as preferred Prime Minister by 46 per cent to 31 per cent, the biggest margin of the year so far.8 Smith tried to bring Turnbull back to the marriage debate. He wanted to prod the Prime Minister about his assurance in their phone call two years earlier. We’ll get there together.

‘Do you remember that phone conversation with me the night Tony announced the plebiscite?’ Smith asked. Turnbull said he didn’t remember.

Liberal politicians filed into their party room in Parliament House later that day knowing that cabinet ministers wanted an outcome that backed a ‘people’s vote’ rather than a free vote in Parliament. Work on the postal vote had gone much further than MPs thought. Dutton and Cormann were behind the idea and they had help from a young lawyer who found a way to fend off a legal challenge. Daniel Ward, an adviser to Brandis, knew the High Court might strike down a postal vote conducted by the Australian Electoral Commission. He devised a ‘survey’ by the Australian Bureau of Statistics instead, using the electoral roll to gather ‘statistics’ rather than ‘votes’ in the mail.9 Cabinet ministers had approved the idea at a meeting in Perth.

Turnbull knew this as he took the chair in the party room shortly after four o’clock and called on MPs to speak. Smith and Entsch made their case, followed by Wilson and Zimmerman. Would others follow? Sarah Henderson, whose electorate of Corangamite was one of the government’s most marginal, believed in changing the law but was worried about giving up on a plebiscite because it was a commitment at the previous election. She knew the government risked losing voters if it broke an election pledge. Others agreed with her and the five rebels looked outnumbered.

Turnbull seemed to have Smith in mind when he suggested the pressure for a free vote was much lower than the five rebels claimed. ‘I was in Western Australia all last week and not one person in the state raised it with me,’ he said. Smith felt the rebuke like a finger poking at his chest.

Abbott told the meeting he wanted a full plebiscite and proceeded to blame Turnbull for failing to honour the election pledge by suggesting the postal survey instead. He expected voters to have to turn up to a polling booth to cast a ballot paper at a full plebiscite. Cormann was ready for this.

‘You might not recall this but at no stage did you ever once specify the form the plebiscite would take,’ Cormann told Abbott. ‘All we said was that we would take it to the people.’ The Finance Minister had come prepared by checking the transcripts. He could point to them to give everyone in the room more confidence they could back the postal survey without being blamed for a breach of an election promise. Turnbull prevailed with Cormann’s help. Cabinet put the ‘people’s vote’ into effect.

Nothing mobilised Australians during the 45th Parliament like the marriage equality debate. Protests were held regularly to seek action on climate change, but the public vote on the Marriage Act led to large rallies that set the issue apart from all others. This was a rare moment when the arguments inside Parliament House registered with millions of those outside. About 15,000 people attended an Equal Love rally in Melbourne at the end of August. The High Court approved the survey on 7 September in a unanimous decision. The support for change grew louder than the concerns over religious freedom or the anxiety over the effect of public debate on the mental health of young people questioning their sexuality. In the days after the court ruling, about 30,000 attended a Yes rally in Sydney.

Turnbull campaigned alongside fellow Liberals in a way that showed their party was not dominated by opponents of gay rights, however strong the No case was within the party room. On 10 September, as Australians received their voting papers in the mail, he joined New South Wales Premier Gladys Berejiklian and other Liberals, including Zimmerman, at the New South Wales launch for a ‘Liberals and Nationals for Yes’ campaign.

‘I am voting yes because fundamentally, this is a question of fairness,’ Turnbull said.10 He was ‘utterly unpersuaded’ that his marriage to Lucy, over 38 years at that moment, was undermined by a gay union. ‘The threat to marriage is not gay couples. It is a lack of loving commitment — whether it is found in the form of neglect, indifference, cruelty or adultery, to name just a few manifestations of the loveless desert in which too many marriages come to grief.’

Smith watched the arguments about equality with distress. The dismissal of same sex marriage from the most fervid opponents, like Lyle Shelton of the Australian Christian Lobby, carried a judgement he thought would harm LGBTIQ Australians. He wrote to Turnbull asking for more funding for mental health programs for those at risk. The funding only came in January, months too late in Smith’s view. It put more distance between himself and Turnbull.

Bragg, now the head of the Liberals and Nationals for Yes campaign after his departure from Liberal Party headquarters, thought it wrong to suggest Turnbull should have done more to enact marriage equality as Prime Minister. He believed the public campaign could not be won by rainbow flags alone, given the inner-city communities were already supportive, and that Turnbull’s message about fairness was more effective for undecided voters.

‘People are entitled to quibble with the decisions and priorities of the government before the campaign started,’ Bragg said later.11 ‘Personally I would have favoured a conscience vote, but the party policy taken to an election was a plebiscite and that avenue had not been exhausted. Once the High Court said Australia could have a survey and a campaign, Turnbull worked to achieve it. As party leader, it was not a risk-free decision to launch Liberals and Nationals for Yes, but he did.’

When the vote came in the postal survey, the result was 61.6 per cent in favour and 38.4 per cent against. The question was: ‘Should the law be changed to allow same-sex couples to marry?’ The count showed that 7.8 million said Yes and 4.9 million said No.

The vote measured the gulf between the Liberal Party and the community, a reflection on the ‘base’ the party talked about so often. The Yes vote was 75 per cent in Abbott’s seat of Warringah, 57 per cent in Kevin Andrews’ seat of Menzies, 64 per cent in Eric Abetz’s state of Tasmania, 66 per cent in Michael Sukkar’s seat of Deakin, 60 per cent in Andrew Hastie’s seat of Canning and 58 per cent in Craig Kelly’s seat of Hughes. One of the fiercest Liberal opponents of the change, ACT Senator Zed Seselja, represented a territory where 74 per cent voted Yes.

The Coalition’s own supporters were divided: 47 per cent of them opposed the change while 46 per cent were in favour, according to a November poll that coincided with the final survey results. Objections may have been stronger among the core group of Liberal Party members and volunteers, but this was anecdotal. The common refrain from the conservatives in Parliament and their allies in the media, that ‘the base’ did not want marriage equality, was an assertion rather than a fact based on public polling. It revealed the confusion and dissent among the Liberals over the true nature — and breadth — of their base. Were they only interested in appealing to a conservative rump? Their blurred vision suggested their squabbles would never end.

James Paterson had an alternative marriage law ready to be supported by conservative Liberals and Nationals. The Victorian Senator was a libertarian by nature but his critics eyed him as a proxy for conservatives like Michael Sukkar, a man with the factional power in Victoria to decide whether Paterson won his next preselection and stayed in Parliament. Paterson insisted he was doing this out of conviction, that freedom of speech also meant freedom of faith. Paterson’s bill, released to selected media on Sunday night, 12 November, included more extensive provisions on religious freedom.12 One of them was to protect freedom of speech so that Australians could discuss their view of marriage without fear of legal penalties, but nobody had proven a need for this special treatment. A second proposal was an ‘anti-detriment clause’ to prevent governments taking action against someone with a traditional view of marriage. What governments were punishing people for that? A third was to guarantee parental rights to withdraw children from classes that conflicted with their values, a broad power beyond arguments about marriage.

The Labor leader in the upper house, Penny Wong, had no time for Paterson’s suggestions. While the conservative Liberals hoped to find allies among strongly Christian members of the Labor caucus, they could not find enough of them to shift the vote. Even so, Turnbull had to keep the peace within his own ranks. On 22 November he announced a review into religious freedom to be chaired by former Attorney-General Philip Ruddock, a move that eased immediate pressure by creating a further challenge at some point in the future when the report was released. The Coalition repeated its habit of prolonging an argument and creating a trigger for a future dispute.

The Paterson amendments were rejected when the Smith bill came to a vote in the Senate on 29 November. Also rejected was a proposal from Brandis to exempt civil celebrants from having to perform same sex marriages. The Yes case prevailed by 43 to 12 votes.13 Wong summed up what the new law meant for many Australians: ‘This Parliament, this country, accept you for who you are. Your love is not lesser and nor are you.’

Smith used his speech to send a message to a Liberal Party that seemed incapable of settling a vexed social question without going to war with itself. ‘If there is a lesson for my party from this debate, it is that we should not fear free debates. We should not fear conscience,’ Smith said in his third reading speech. ‘At some later point, we should reflect on how we can avoid that tortured process from ever having to happen again.’ The answer seemed obvious: more free votes, fewer blame games, less infighting. But his advice fell on deaf ears.

The closing stage of this long and fraught social reform came in the House of Representatives in early December, more than two years after Abbott blocked the attempt to hold a conscience vote in Parliament and chose instead to insist on a plebiscite. The only dividends from Abbott’s decision were the bitterness within his party, a pointless wait for gay Australians and the $80 million bill to taxpayers for holding a postal survey that Labor did not want, the Greens did not want, most independents did not want and many Liberals did not want. Abbott had proven the ability of his stubborn minority to browbeat the rest of the party room into an unnecessary plebiscite, but he emerged with nothing except delay.

One speech stood out. Wilson claimed the title of ‘rainbow rebel’ for himself and his four Liberal colleagues because they had stood up to their own party on a point of conviction. He told the chamber of what it meant to be a ‘real Liberal’ in the words of Robert Menzies from 1965: ‘not the party of the past, not the conservative party dying hard on the last barricade’ but a party with a ‘forward-looking heart’. He damned those who took a ‘stop change at all costs’ approach by resisting marriage equality. ‘They have been prepared to discard numerous principles: parliamentary supremacy, representative democracy, our party’s tradition of a free vote, fiscal prudence and free speech.’

Wilson ended by looking up to the public gallery and asking a final question: ‘Ryan Patrick Bolger, will you marry me?’ Bolger, his partner of a decade, was taken by surprise, but Wilson had planned this for some time. He thought the legal argument over the amendments to the Marriage Act had begun to put ideas above people and he made a decision to speak from the heart. Bolger answered ‘yes’ from the gallery and his reply was read into Hansard. Bolger and Wilson were married the following March.

An attempt to protect religious charities, which were worried about government funding cuts if they spoke up for traditional marriage, failed by 60 to 85 votes. It was one of the few moments when Turnbull joined the conservatives on one of their amendments, putting him on the same side of the chamber as Dutton, Morrison and their supporters. The closest vote came when Henderson called for civil marriage celebrants to gain the same right as priests and other ministers of religion to turn away a same sex couple. Turnbull voted for the amendment, as did most ministers, but it failed by 63 to 79. The unyielding Liberals, the ones Entsch called the ‘100 percenters’ who believed in marriage equality without amendment, crossed the floor to vote against most of their fellow Liberals. This group consisted of Entsch, Evans and Zimmerman, joined by a sole cabinet minister, Pyne, as well as Julia Banks, Jane Prentice, Andrew Laming and Sussan Ley. It alarmed Entsch that some of the amendments were openly supported by the Prime Minister because it raised the possibility that other MPs might peel off and change the bill.

After more than two years of argument among the Liberals and Nationals over this reform, the frustrations of the campaign came through when Entsch had to give up the right to make the third reading speech, the final remarks before the bill became law. Pyne approached him to ask that Turnbull make the third reading speech instead. Entsch held out, but Pyne asked again, so Entsch relented in the name of party loyalty. He looked back on that moment with sadness. ‘To this day I regret that,’ he said later. What he lost was the opportunity to thank all those who had worked for change. What he kept was the memory of being pushed aside to help Turnbull, when he felt Turnbull had not helped him.

Turnbull, Shorten and dozens of other MPs applauded the visitors in the public galleries when the final vote came. It was a joyous moment for many in the House of Representatives, with so many MPs voting Yes that they did not have enough seats on their side of the chamber, and the majority was so convincing there was no need for a formal count. It took time for observers to notice the absences. Some of the MPs who had argued so loudly for a ‘people’s vote’ did not act on what the people wanted. Abbott and Morrison abstained. So did conservatives like Kevin Andrews, Andrew Hastie and Michael Sukkar. Dutton voted Yes, a reminder that he could be pragmatic when Morrison was guided by his faith. Dutton had helped devise the postal survey and therefore voted to put the popular result into effect. Only four MPs voted No: David Littleproud and Keith Pitt from the Nationals, Russell Broadbent from the Liberals and Bob Katter from the crossbench.

The public galleries erupted at the overwhelming outcome. The applause began long before the final vote and lasted for minutes afterwards, with cheers as people in the public galleries unfurled a rainbow flag. For a moment, it looked like the rancour and division were gone as the public galleries sang and Shorten and Plibersek joined them from the floor of the chamber. Entsch lifted Labor MP Linda Burney and swung her through the air, her shoes narrowly missing Wilson as he crouched to pick up his papers.

The victory celebrations went on so long that most forgot about one of the speeches earlier in the day. Barnaby Joyce abstained from the final vote but had risen to speak on one of the amendments.

‘I don’t come to this debate pretending to be any form of saint,’ he said. ‘But I do believe in the current definition of marriage, which has stood the test of time. Half of them fail; I acknowledge that. Obviously, I acknowledge that I’m currently separated, so that’s on the record.’

It was an unexpected admission. Joyce’s colleagues did not need to be told his marriage was in trouble, but his remarks led some of them to wonder if he was planning to say more about the changes in his private life. Would there be a magazine feature or television interview to tell voters about his new life? But Joyce chose to lock away the full story. The hunt began to discover what it was.
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NATIONAL SCANDAL

DECEMBER 2017 TO FEBRUARY 2018

BARNABY JOYCE HAD ARRIVED in Parliament more than a decade earlier like a Queensland dust storm, choking the party machinery that controlled most politicians. He owed no debts to Nationals Party elders and knew no loyalties to the men he was told to obey when he reached Canberra. The Nationals were stunned when he became their Queensland Senate candidate, because he upset the preselection meeting that was supposed to select someone else, and shocked when he won in the 2004 election. The result meant the Coalition gained four Queensland seats in the upper house rather than three, enough to give John Howard and his government the rare power of a majority in the Senate. Observers thought it was a safe majority until they met Joyce. He defied his own side of politics, up to and including his Prime Minister, and extracted concessions when Howard needed his vote on media laws or the sale of Telstra. He was a party of one.

The news of Joyce’s marriage separation in the closing weeks of 2017 was the first public hint of an entanglement that would disturb his colleagues, engross the public and eventually shatter his personal alliance with Turnbull. The Nationals leader and Deputy Prime Minister spent much of 2017 dealing with a complicated private life that began to affect his performance. The aftermath of the marriage equality vote, when ministers and MPs were pitted against each other, required a period of steadiness and cohesion at the apex of the government. In other circumstances, Turnbull might have begun 2018 with a message to win back voters. He began it with a scandal instead.

Joyce had begun an affair with one of his senior advisers, Vikki Campion, which left him exposed to gossip in the coffee queues of Parliament House and the pubs and clubs of Tamworth, his home in country New South Wales. His enemies knew how to spread the story on social media to get everyone asking a single question: would Barnaby own up to his affair before a journalist revealed it first? Campion, a former journalist with the Daily Telegraph, understood the media and knew the risk of exposure. She had been a press secretary for the New South Wales Nationals in Macquarie Street before helping Joyce in his electorate of New England, where he had moved in 2013 after leaving the upper house. Campion helped defend Joyce during the 2016 campaign against a challenge from the former member, Tony Windsor, and he held the seat with an 8.5 per cent margin. Impressed, Joyce asked her to work with him in Canberra.

The affair was underway by late 2016 and was difficult to hide in the office.1 Joyce and his chief of staff, Di Hallam, arranged in April the following year to move Campion to the office of Matt Canavan, the Resources Minister and a Joyce ally who could be trusted completely.2 A letter from the Prime Minister’s Office, dated 9 May 2017, approved the routine transfer. While Joyce and Campion could sometimes be seen in the courtyard near his office, puffing on cigarettes together, their relationship was kept secret from most.

Natalie Joyce had confronted Campion on the street in Tamworth in March: ‘My husband is out of bounds, off-limits, he’s a married man with four children,’ she told Campion.3 Natalie agreed to attend the Mid Winter Ball with her husband in June, easing some of the chatter about their relationship, and then joined him on a government visit to Europe in July to restore their marriage. The effort failed. The two went their separate ways as soon as they landed at Sydney Airport.

Others in the government thought Joyce grew distant from his work and his colleagues. He looked disengaged. He could be caught in a cabinet meeting with his mind elsewhere, staring at a wall. He went to dinner with Turnbull at The Lodge and was downcast for most of the night and never owned up to his family crisis. When journalist Sharri Markson of the Daily Telegraph contacted one of Turnbull’s press secretaries, Daniel Meers, about a sighting of Joyce and Campion at a doctor’s surgery together in May, the Prime Minister’s press team decided it was time to call in the Deputy Prime Minister to clear the air. Turnbull invited Joyce to the Prime Minister’s Office. What on earth was happening? Joyce insisted he had merely gone to the surgery with Campion as a friend.

Campion took a pregnancy test alone that winter and discovered she was pregnant.

It took a political shock, and an overlooked section of the Constitution, to bring Joyce undone. Over the space of six months, from August 2017 to January 2018, he staggered from a sudden furore over his New Zealand citizenship to a forced by-election and a bungled reshuffle that made enemies within his own party, followed by his fall from power when his affair was exposed. At every stage his own decisions accelerated his fall.

The Parliament slid into a crisis over the eligibility of its own members in a way that seemed at first like no crisis at all, so slowly did the problems emerge and so minor were the casualties. Over more than a year, members and senators fell victim to Section 44 of the Constitution and its sanction against the election of anyone with the citizenship of another country or a pecuniary interest with the Commonwealth. What began as a fine legal argument became a contest of blunt politics and constitutional disputes that put politicians from all major parties at the mercy of the High Court. Joyce was a prime target.

The first signs of trouble were a mere sideshow: first, a question over whether Family First Senator Bob Day, a former property developer, should be removed from Parliament for having an indirect interest in a property that collected rent from the Commonwealth; second, a challenge to One Nation Senator Rod Culleton, a country salesman chased by debt collectors, over whether his financial affairs also disqualified him from Parliament. ‘Let’s not talk about the Constitution,’ Culleton told Chief Justice Robert French as he represented himself in the High Court.4 Alas, Justice French insisted. Culleton was gone by January of 2017, forever protesting that the court had abused its power.

This was a minor matter in a Senate with a motley collection of crossbenchers who held the balance of power. The performers changed, the circus carried on. It took months for the disaster to become clear, as legal vigilantes speculated on who might fall foul of Section 44(i) of the Constitution and its unforgiving rule on citizenship. Under this section, any member could be disqualified if he or she was a foreign citizen or under any ‘allegiance, obedience, or adherence’ to a foreign power. More dangerously, this also applied if he or she was simply ‘entitled’ to the rights or privileges enjoyed by a citizen of a foreign power.

A Perth barrister, John Cameron, began investigating Greens Senator Scott Ludlam and Victorian independent Senator Derryn Hinch, both of whom were born in New Zealand. Hinch, a former journalist, had been smart enough to renounce his right to New Zealand citizenship. Ludlam had not. He resigned on 14 July and the full horror began to dawn on others elected to Parliament. Greens Senator Larissa Waters, born in Canada to Australian parents, resigned four days later.

‘Extraordinary negligence,’ declared Turnbull. ‘These two Greens senators were careless and they’ve paid the price for it.’ He soon discovered how careless his own colleagues had been. Canavan began facing questions about his mother, who had applied for Italian citizenship, and he chose to step down from the ministry so the court could decide whether he was also entitled to Italian citizenship.

Journalists scoured records to find new targets. Liberals investigated their opponents, while Labor assembled a team to check the citizenship of every government MP. No prize was greater than Joyce, who was not only the Deputy Prime Minister but a member of the lower house in a government with a majority of one. The fact that Joyce’s father had been born in New Zealand left the entire government vulnerable.

The first question to the New Zealand Department of Internal Affairs was sent on 27 July by journalist Rosie Lewis, followed by a similar query from blogger William Summers on 3 August. Labor found a way to force an answer. Labor foreign affairs spokeswoman Penny Wong had a chief of staff, Marcus Ganley, who was born in New Zealand. He contacted New Zealand Labour MP Chris Hipkins, who lodged a question in Parliament on 9 August: ‘Would a child born in Australia to a New Zealand father automatically have New Zealand citizenship?’ The official answer was yes.5

The New Zealand High Commissioner to Australia, Chris Seed, drove to Parliament House in Canberra on 10 August to deliver the news to Joyce. It was a Thursday afternoon and Parliament was preparing to rise for three days. Joyce could barely speak when he heard the confirmation from Seed in his office. Turnbull joined him and called in the Attorney-General, George Brandis, to seek legal advice from Solicitor-General Stephen Donaghue as soon as possible. They commissioned a barrister in New Zealand to produce advice within a day.

Joyce headed to Parliament House again on Saturday to discuss his options with Turnbull and his wife, Lucy, in the Prime Minister’s Office. They believed the Solicitor-General’s advice meant the High Court, sitting as the Court of Disputed Returns, would be more likely than not to find Joyce could remain in Parliament. They chose to break with the precedent set by Canavan, who had stepped down from cabinet, and keep Joyce in his role. They knew they would have to answer for this inconsistency when Joyce stood in Parliament on Monday morning to refer himself to the High Court.6

‘The government is of the firm view that I would not be found to be disqualified,’ Joyce told Parliament, throwing camouflage over the doubts within the government about its own legal advice. Turnbull dismissed Labor demands in Question Time for Joyce to stand aside.

‘The Leader of the National Party, the Deputy Prime Minister, is qualified to sit in this House, and the High Court will so hold,’ Turnbull said. It was a bluff, nothing more, but Labor exploited the moment and claimed it was an attempt to direct the court. The government was buffeted again within days when Senator Fiona Nash, the Nationals Deputy Leader, had to reveal her right to British citizenship.

There was no need for Turnbull’s enemies to devise new shocks when the Nationals were causing enough instability by themselves, with three cabinet ministers facing an uncertain future, all at a time when the government was trying to settle its internal arguments over same sex marriage. Turnbull had no choice but to back Joyce, Nash and Canavan.

The High Court spared Canavan but disqualified Joyce and Nash at the end of October. It decided Ludlam and Waters were invalidly elected. It also removed Malcolm Roberts of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation party, a Senator who had gone on late-night television to declare he would win his case despite being born in India to an Australian mother and a Welsh father. Sky News host Paul Murray decided the matter live on air after seeing the Roberts documents — ‘a million per cent correct, and very clearly prove you aren’t a dual citizen’, he said — but the High Court inconveniently disagreed.7 It did not stop Murray and his evening co-hosts declaring something to be true because they wished it so.

Joyce resigned from Parliament and prepared for a by-election on 2 December. While he fought the campaign in full confidence he would keep his seat, he was also on alert for accusations about his private life. Campion had jumped from Canavan’s office in July, when he stepped down from cabinet, and landed as an adviser to Nationals backbencher Damian Drum. She was now the subject of innuendo. The fact that Joyce was a bigger target than ever, vulnerable at a by-election, made her the subject of rumour during the campaign. Joyce discovered that a woman behind the bar at the Emmaville Hotel knew all about his private life, while a man at the Graman Hotel near Inverell taunted him about the affair in a way that started an altercation.8

Windsor, who had never forgiven Joyce for taking his seat in 2013, used social media to drop hints about ‘Vicki’ without elaborating, such as a 16 September tweet that said ‘Vicki’ was ‘rooting for BJ’ while the Nationals polled New England. The messages encouraged speculation among the journalists of Parliament House, but conjecture was not proof. The hearsay was not strong enough to rush into print. Any publication of the rumours being circulated would have thrown a newspaper or television network into an unwinnable defamation case. Sharri Markson of the Daily Telegraph penned a newspaper profile in October that said Joyce was battling ‘vicious innuendo’ about his private life.9 It was the closest anyone came to uncovering what was going on inside the office of the Deputy Prime Minister, a man who told voters he stood for family values and traditional marriage.

All this was overshadowed by the government’s capitulation on one of the longest arguments of the Parliament, the call for a royal commission into banks and financial services. Shorten had proposed the inquiry in April 2016 and Turnbull had resisted the idea so resolutely, over nineteen months, that it became easy for Labor to portray the Prime Minister as a defender of the banks who not only wanted to spare them from an investigation but give them a company tax cut. The government had put itself in an unsustainable position when some of its own backbenchers, including George Christensen and Barry O’Sullivan from the Queensland Nationals, were willing to vote for a parliamentary inquiry into the banks.

Even now, Turnbull and Morrison could not launch a royal commission into the banks without smoothing the way with the companies. In an unnecessary orchestration, they waited for the chairmen and chief executives of the big four banks to write a letter to the government asking for the inquiry to go ahead. ‘It is now in the national interest for the political uncertainty to end,’ wrote the leaders of the ANZ Group, Commonwealth Bank, National Australia Bank and Westpac. They put their terms in a draft letter to Morrison on 29 November. When this met with approval, they sent it formally the next day and the government announced the royal commission, to be led by former High Court judge Ken Hayne.

‘The nature of political events means the national economic interest is now served by taking what I describe as a regrettable but necessary action,’ Morrison said when announcing the inquiry alongside Turnbull. It was a revealing statement and was used against him within hours when Shorten argued the government was only holding the ‘regrettable’ inquiry to prevent a revolt from the Nationals rather than feeling any deeper concern about misconduct and the abuse of customers. This was personal for Shorten, who had faced derision from Turnbull for months for demanding this inquiry. Shorten considered the delay to the royal commission one of Turnbull’s great failures as leader. ‘He wanted to lecture the banks but he didn’t want to do anything about their conduct,’ he said later.10

Joyce was hailed a hero on the night he won the by-election on 2 December. He and Turnbull, an unlikely combination of the rough and riotous with the smooth and cerebral, looked closer than ever. Turnbull flew to Tamworth for the celebrations. The crowd chanted ‘Barn-a-by, Barn-a-by’ at the Southgate Inn and barely stopped to hear Turnbull speak.

‘We’re getting the band back together,’ Turnbull said.

‘I just want to say how completely and utterly humbled I am,’ Joyce yelled. ‘I say to the people of New England, that I never take anything for granted.’ His Nationals colleagues were not so sure. Some of them saw complacency in the way Joyce dealt with his party and his private life. He seemed to think he was bulletproof.

The victory helped expose a clumsy scheme to destabilise Turnbull. Two weeks before the ballots were cast, Andrew Bolt had told his Sky News viewers of a Coalition MP who intended to sit as an independent member in Parliament unless Turnbull was replaced by a leader who could appeal to conservative voters. One of the conditions on this anonymous ultimatum was that the new leader could not be Bishop. Who could this renegade be? All eyes in the Press Gallery turned to George Christensen, the Nationals member from Mackay who wanted to ban the burqa, loved taunting the Greens by posing with a handgun, called for the Nationals to leave the Coalition, sought ordination as an Anglican deacon and courted a Filipino fiancée. Christensen, who came to Parliament with a journalism degree and a few years as a political adviser, had a talent for provoking the media. This time, however, he denied causing trouble.

‘It’s not me,’ Christensen told one journalist. He repeated the denial to another.11 Yet the impression of a coordinated move against Turnbull grew when the New South Wales Nationals leader and Deputy Premier, John Barilaro, told 2GB host Alan Jones the Prime Minister should step down. ‘Turnbull is the problem, the Prime Minister is the problem,’ he said, after being egged on by Jones. ‘You’ve got a party in disarray, a Coalition government in disarray and a community not unified and that is all at the feet of the Prime Minister of Australia.’ Turnbull dismissed it as an attempt by the Deputy Premier to ‘ingratiate’ himself with the 2GB host, but the Prime Minister’s principal private secretary, Sally Cray, was not so measured when she called Barilaro’s chief of staff to savage his boss.12 The stench of a leadership crisis was strong, even if the odour came only from parts of the media and a few Nationals.

Only after the by-election did Bolt reveal Christensen’s empty threat. ‘George Christensen wimps it,’ he wrote the morning after the Joyce victory.13 ‘Nationals MP George Christensen privately told me, Peta Credlin and Cory Bernardi that he would quit the Turnbull Government if Malcolm Turnbull was still Prime Minister this week. Twice more he urged me on, even after lying to Samantha Maiden of Sky News, telling her he was not the MP I’d referred to. I cannot now trust his word. He also damaged the government without actually following through with serious intent. He should either have said nothing or done everything.’

It was another example of the eagerness in the conservative media to amplify every threat to Turnbull, to turn every idle boast into a deadly danger, to make a leadership spill look imminent because they wanted one so badly. Conveniently, the timing meant the test for Joyce in New England became a test for Turnbull instead. The failure of this fake crisis was a minor setback. They would keep trying.

Joyce seemed invincible, a leader exulting in public triumph and betraying no hint of his private troubles. His success in New England, a swing of 7.2 per cent in his favour, made him even more certain of his own authority but made his colleagues even more wary of his excesses. The first sign of this gulf between the leader and his team came five days after the by-election, when the Nationals met in Parliament House to choose a deputy to replace Nash, who had left the Senate with no easy way to return. Joyce wanted the job to go to Canavan, a trusted friend and a Queenslander who could count on support from his colleagues in the north. Joyce received a snub instead. In a victory for the south, Victorian Senator Bridget McKenzie, an assistant minister, was elected deputy leader and soared to a certain place in federal cabinet. It was skilful work by her state ally and numbers man, Darren Chester, the Infrastructure Minister, but it gave cabinet rank to two Victorians in a party full of jealous Queenslanders.

Could Joyce accept this vote? He had no choice. The only way he could deal with this defiance was to assert his control in the reshuffle of the ministry in the weeks ahead. He could promote his favourites and punish his detractors.

As the vote on same sex marriage ended, the Nationals watched Joyce for any hint he would reveal the break-up of his marriage. They listened to his words in Parliament, on the same day McKenzie became deputy, and thought he was preparing to tell the full story. I acknowledge that I’m currently separated, so that’s on the record. They were astonished when he went no further. There was no attempt to explain his personal upheaval. Yet Joyce and Campion knew the baby was due in five months.

The Assistant Trade Minister, Keith Pitt, an engineer and cane farmer from Bundaberg, believed the silence was foolish. The tale would be told sooner or later. He called the Nationals federal director, Ben Hindmarsh, into his office to find out whether anyone had a plan to deal with a sex scandal.

‘I don’t give a crap about what he does in his private life,’ Pitt said. ‘But the story is running up and down the Press Gallery. All I want to know is that you’ve got a strategy to manage it.’ The warnings went unheeded. The only dividend for Pitt was a black mark against his name as Joyce pondered the coming reshuffle.

The jubilation over Joyce’s return to Parliament faded over time. Everyone knew the real test of the government’s fortunes was in the suburbs, not the bush, and that Turnbull had to show he could hold the Sydney electorate of Bennelong. The local member, Liberal backbencher and former tennis champion John Alexander, resigned over his father’s British citizenship and prepared to fight a by-election on 16 December. His opponent was former New South Wales Labor Premier Kristina Keneally, a Sky News host who took her own network by surprise with a sudden declaration that she would resign and contest the seat. Labor promised more funding for schools and attacked the government’s plans for stricter English tests for migrants, an issue that could cause anxiety in a multicultural electorate with a significant Chinese population. Labor’s reward was a swing that confirmed the government had lost ground since the election. Alexander held Bennelong with 54.9 per cent of the vote on a two-party basis, but this was a 4.8 per cent fall from July the previous year. A national swing of this order would destroy the government.

The message to Turnbull, again, was to devise a sharper and stronger response to the constant Labor assault. His answer was a cabinet reshuffle. The politicians were changed but the policies remained the same. Old allies were discarded and ambitious junior ministers were rewarded, in the usual misapprehension that promotion buys loyalty.

Brandis did not want to leave the cabinet or the Parliament, but rumours of his posting to London, as Australia’s next High Commissioner to the United Kingdom, had been spread by his enemies for months. The immediate beneficiaries of his posting were obvious. Cormann aspired to take his place as the government’s next leader in the Senate. Dutton sought even more sway over national security with an expanded home affairs empire.

Bishop went to Turnbull to make him see what a mistake it would be to send Brandis away.

‘George is your supporter. He would kill for you,’ she said. Bishop wanted Brandis in the Senate as a brake on the conservatives. She was worried that Turnbull had already granted too many concessions to the right in order to keep the peace and she wanted him to remember to look after those who stood by him — herself, Brandis, Marise Payne. Who, apart from Cormann, really wanted Brandis in London?

While Cormann was the government’s strongest performer in the Senate, a man who could negotiate laws with a litter of kittens, that alone was no cause for giving him the leadership position in the upper house. Nor was it reason enough to replace Brandis with Christian Porter, one of Cormann’s colleagues from the West, a polished and talented politician, known as an effective Attorney-General in state Parliament in Perth before he moved into federal politics.

Turnbull gave in. Cormann gained the authority he sought in the upper house. Porter secured the portfolio he wanted. How long would their gratitude last? Turnbull now relied so heavily on senior conservatives he tested the loyalties of others. He could not say no to those who wanted more power and prestige for themselves even when this meant losing Brandis, a man who had always voted for him. This was weakness. The memories of 2009, when he had lost the leadership after a clash with the conservatives, now made him more careful to keep them happy. A convincing election victory might have given him authority over an unruly party but he could not be what many Australians had expected. The leader who promised to govern from the centre was compromised by his need to satisfy the right, whether that meant a plebiscite on same sex marriage, a compromise on climate change or inaction on a republic.

This was also a miscalculation. Turnbull could not trust Cormann as he thought. He needed Brandis more than he knew.

Turnbull’s friends were also anxious about the way the reshuffle of December 2017 gave Peter Dutton more power than ever. Dutton had now reached a peak from which he could look down on most other ministers, watch every government policy and survey an empire of departments and agencies that none of his peers could match. Dutton gained the official title of Home Affairs Minister after a long argument about the expansion of his department to include immigration policy, the treatment of asylum seekers, the Australian Border Force, the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, the Australian Federal Police, the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, the Australian Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre, and the Office of Transport Security. This was a realm that could stop a refugee boat, inspect a container at a port, intercept an email, listen to a phone conversation, disrupt a terror attack, stop a drug smuggler and decide high policy on how many migrants came into the country.

Turnbull was warned against the creation of the new portfolio and doubly warned against the leading contender to become head of the department — Mike Pezzullo, one of Canberra’s most powerful public servants. ASIO did not want to be moved from the Attorney-General’s portfolio to this new super-ministry. Bishop argued that an agency like ASIO needed to work with lawyers from the Attorney-General’s Department rather than the Australian Border Force. Turnbull would look at Bishop and suggest the plan had merit. Bishop would reply by pointing to the political danger.

‘You are building this for Peter Dutton, to make him the most powerful minister in cabinet,’ she said. Turnbull’s most ardent supporters — Bishop, Brandis, Payne — were as one. All advised against this big new department. Turnbull proceeded anyway. He seemed to believe his future lay in keeping Dutton content.

Turnbull used the reshuffle to reward some of those he could trust, like Craig Laundy, who rose from assistant minister to a full ministry in charge of small business and workplace relations, and Kelly O’Dwyer, who kept her cabinet position as Minister for Revenue and Financial Services while also becoming Minister for Women. Queenslander John McVeigh, a newcomer to federal politics after serving as a state minister in the troubled government of Campbell Newman, became Minister for Regional Development. An uproar over Michaelia Cash, whose office had tipped off the media about a police raid on the Australian Workers’ Union, did not prevent her staying in cabinet as Minister for Jobs and Innovation. The biggest promotion went to Dan Tehan, a Victorian Liberal whose plain style disguised his early career as a diplomat and his years as a policy adviser to ministers during the Howard government. Tehan had a long Liberal pedigree — his mother, Marie, had been a Victorian state minister — but what got him promoted was Turnbull’s view that he was utterly dependable. He entered cabinet as Minister for Social Services. His rise meant another Victorian, Alan Tudge, had to stay in the outer ministry, frustrated and impatient.

The jealousies within the Liberals were nothing compared to the hatreds within the Nationals. Joyce was remaking the senior ranks of his party and settling scores. He used the December reshuffle to send Pitt to the backbench. He promoted David Littleproud, a Queenslander who had only been in Parliament for eighteen months and was vaulted into cabinet as Minister for Agriculture, a title other Nationals MPs had worked for years to try to attain. He dumped Chester as Infrastructure Minister in order to take the job himself.

Chester could not accept a demotion like this. No justification, no explanation, and I’ve been backing him loyally. He thought of the reshuffle as a moment that would split the party. The previous leader, Warren Truss, had made MPs wait for promotion so they were only rewarded when they had shown years of dedication and discipline. Now Joyce was putting his mates into cabinet in a way that upset the old balance. The lesson to newcomers was to be like Barnaby: threaten to cross the floor, go rogue, because instability brought advancement.

The personal rivalries were part of a deeper search for direction in the Nationals, a party founded on the land but now looking for support in a world with fewer farmers. The Liberal cry to defend ‘the base’ had its echo in the Nationals’ argument over who they should represent. Joyce wore an Akubra and on one occasion cracked a stockwhip in the marble foyer of Parliament House. Chester believed the party had to stand up for blue-collar workers, oil and gas workers, defence personnel and small business, as well as the farmers in his Victorian electorate of Gippsland. He believed the party’s challenge was to reach beyond the ‘blokes in big hats’ and appeal to a broader base.

The talk about Joyce’s private life had increased in Parliament House after the newspaper feature about the ‘vicious innuendo’ he faced. Joyce could have arranged a gentle media interview to disclose his affair, but he chose not to do so. ‘He thought there were different rules for him,’ said a colleague. ‘He started to believe the Barnaby myth.’

Everything changed when Campion drove into the Shell petrol station in the Canberra suburb of Braddon on the morning of Tuesday, 6 February 2018. It was the second day of Parliament for the year. A photographer from the Daily Telegraph, dispatched from Sydney with the sole purpose of finding Campion, watched her as she got out of her car, filled the tank and went to pay. He took the shot. Journalist Sharri Markson emailed Joyce’s press secretary, Jake Smith, that afternoon.

‘Dear Jake, I am writing a story for publication in tomorrow’s newspaper that Deputy Prime Minister Barnaby Joyce will be a father for the fifth time and is expecting a baby with Vikki Campion,’ Markson wrote.14 ‘We understand the sensitivities for all involved and will treat the story sensitively and delicately, as we did the last time I wrote about the personal crisis in Mr Joyce’s life. As you are already aware, a photographer from the Daily Telegraph has this morning taken a photograph of Vikki. Firstly, I would like to offer Mr Joyce and Ms Campion the option of a sit-down interview and a posed photograph to replace the pap taken this morning.’

A wise politician would have taken up the offer. Only an angry one would spurn the deal and prepare for war. The photograph was unflattering, with Campion caught unawares in her sneakers, shorts and t-shirt, and it was unfair to make her the front-page picture when the public interest should be in her partner, the elected politician with a national profile. Joyce chose against arranging a better photograph and speaking to the media about the changes in his life. He made no reply to Markson’s two main questions. Was he the father? Had he told his daughters?

‘Bundle of Joyce,’ was the headline in the Daily Telegraph on Wednesday, 7 February. The government’s agenda was derailed and only one subject mattered. Natalie Joyce issued a short statement: ‘I understand this has been going on for many months and started when she was a paid employee.’ It guaranteed more questions over Campion’s career with Joyce and her transfer to jobs with Canavan and Drum. Campion was clearly qualified for the senior media positions, and the focus on her appointments sometimes came with the flawed notion that she should have been the one to give up her job, but there was no stopping the stampede. The Daily Telegraph put Joyce on its front page for ten days in a row.

It did not take ten days for ministers to predict Joyce would quit. It was obvious from the start. ‘I thought he was finished,’ said one minister. There was no sign of a plan in Joyce’s office to control the damage. ‘He allowed it to turn into a scandal and that’s when he lost support among the public.’

This was a textbook case on how to deepen a media crisis at every turn. Joyce admitted the failure of his marriage but ruled out further comment. ‘I’ll say that private matters remain private and I’m going to keep my private life private,’ he said on the night the story broke.15 (Only after he lost his job did he decide to reveal more of his private life, in a calamitous interview in which he said the paternity of the child was a ‘grey area’ — a comment that damned him in the eyes of many.16 His plea for privacy only provoked mockery after he and Campion signed a $150,000 contract to sell their story to the Seven Network.)

Turnbull could not sack Joyce but could not brush off the scandal. In the second week of the media storm, with the business of Parliament eclipsed entirely by the affair, he put forward the idea of tougher rules for ministers to stop them sleeping with their staff. The leadership group canvassed the idea for more than an hour one morning, in the daily meeting of senior cabinet ministers around a table in the Prime Minister’s suite, but Turnbull could not convince them. Bishop, Dutton, Cormann and Pyne were against the change. Weighing on their minds was the way the rule would justify the exposure of an affair and give the media a greater incentive to search for any breach. Morrison alone backed the proposal and did so with some zeal, sounding ‘preachy’ to others as he argued that ministers were there to work. It was painful for Joyce to sit quietly while others debated the problem he had caused. Turnbull ended the discussion by saying it was his call as leader.

To his own cost, Turnbull was guided not by political calculations but personal morality. Joyce’s behaviour infuriated him for its hypocrisy and its wrongness. Turnbull’s marriage to Lucy was a vital part of his life and something he spoke of constantly in public. ‘It will continue forever,’ he once remarked at a book launch about his love for his wife.17 Now he chose to go ahead with a code of personal conduct without telling Joyce he would announce it. He justified the ban by pointing to the trouble Barnaby had caused for his wife and four daughters.

‘Barnaby made a shocking error of judgment in having an affair with a young woman working in his office. In doing so he has set off a world of woe for those women and appalled all of us,’ Turnbull said at a press conference in the Prime Minister’s courtyard. He said Joyce needed time away from work to reflect — an obvious suggestion he might resign — and he announced the new rule in the ministerial code of conduct: ministers, regardless of whether they were married or single, could not engage in sexual relations with staff. The ‘bonk ban’ was meant to bring politics into line with the standards in business.

This judgement on his personal affairs outraged Joyce. He was beside himself with rage as he watched the remarks on television and phoned Turnbull as soon as the press conference was over to berate him for this public lecture on his private life. This was a betrayal to Joyce, who believed he had always defended Turnbull from Liberals who wanted to tear him down. Their friendship was over at this moment. Joyce and his allies in the Nationals believed it was grievously wrong for the leader of one Coalition party to speak about the leader of another in this way. Joyce had to defend himself. He strode into a Parliament House courtyard the next day to rubbish Turnbull’s remarks.

‘I believe they were in many instances inept and most definitely in many instances unnecessary,’ Joyce said. He still thought he could keep his leadership and work with Turnbull, but his fellow Nationals MPs were not so sure. The only hope for recovery was to send Joyce far into the countryside, well away from Canberra, to spend time with Campion in a townhouse in Armidale lent to them by a Nationals donor. Even here, though, Joyce could not stay out of the limelight. He agreed to an interview with the Sydney Morning Herald and insisted he could remain Deputy Prime Minister. He did not help his relationship with Turnbull, however, when he was asked when the Prime Minister first learnt of the Campion affair.

‘He never asked any direct questions and to be honest, if I believed it was private, I wouldn’t have told him either,’ said Joyce.18 The truth was that Turnbull had asked him at The Lodge the previous year.

Catherine Marriott watched the spectacle from Canberra in dread. Every time Joyce appeared on her television or in her news feed she remembered an incident with him outside the Hotel Kurrajong in Canberra on an August night, eighteen months earlier. She had told friends what happened that night but had not written a word of complaint. Now every reminder seemed to make the burden heavier. Marriott was a shire councillor in Broome who had been named Western Australia’s Rural Woman of the Year in 2012. She travelled to Canberra often and had organised a networking night at the Kurrajong as part of a beef industry week in Canberra. Joyce was the guest speaker.

Joyce and Marriott had talked outside the hotel for a while. There, he had made a move that she considered sexual harassment and he claimed was consensual. She had gone back to her room and burst into tears. Now her guilt and anger were growing. Every news bulletin seemed to tell her she was weak for staying silent. Marriott called a close friend, Sue Middleton, one day after Turnbull announced the bonk ban, to say she wanted to lodge a complaint against Joyce. Marriott also spoke to a friend and lawyer, Emma Salerno, to find out if there was a process at the Nationals to deal with her complaint.

‘I’ll have your back,’ Middleton told Marriott. They had spoken about Joyce before; the story of the Hotel Kurrajong did not surprise Middleton. She had been close to rural politics for years without being a member of any political party. She ran a farm with her husband in Western Australia’s wheatbelt and had been Australia’s Rural Woman of the Year in 2010.

Just as Joyce held a press conference to call Turnbull ‘inept’, Marriott made a complaint about him to the WA Nationals. She spoke to the state party’s former leader, Terry Redman, who then spoke to Middleton in a conversation that confirmed the claim was serious. Redman told the state party leader, Mia Davies, and the deputy leader, Jacqui Boydell. Davies mentioned the complaint to the federal president of the Nationals, Larry Anthony, on Saturday, 17 February, when he was visiting Perth. There was no higher authority in the organisational wing of the party to consult on this complaint. A formal letter claiming sexual harassment went from Salerno Lawyers to the New South Wales Nationals on Tuesday, 20 February.

The news was leaked at frightening speed. The Daily Telegraph reported the sexual harassment complaint on Thursday night, barely two days after the complaint was made. The newspaper did not name Marriott but its report began a frantic search for the woman with this devastating claim, a very different story about Joyce than the consensual affair with Campion. Middleton told Marriott to get on a flight from Broome to Perth. By Friday afternoon they were driving to Middleton’s farm, where intruders would have to cross endless private fields to find their target. Marriott’s phone was switched off, but this did not stop journalists. She was named in the Weekend Australian on Saturday. It was barely four days after her lawyers had sent her confidential complaint.

In the farmhouse near Wongan Hills, surrounded by paddocks and a piggery, Marriott was shut off from the world. It took until Saturday afternoon for her to look at a television and see herself on the news. ‘She absolutely went to pieces,’ said Middleton. ‘That was the night I really feared for her. It was just too much. It did feel like she’d destroyed her life.’

Joyce was stewing over his fate in Armidale when he took a call from Anthony. When can we meet? The next night he headed to an Armidale motel at 9.30 p.m. to find Anthony waiting for him in a small room with Bernard Ponting, the honorary legal counsel to the Liberal National Party of Queensland. They had flown in that afternoon. It was Wednesday, 21 February.

Ponting told Joyce of the letter of complaint but did not name the complainant. As soon as he described the encounter, however, Joyce knew who he meant and named Marriott. Ponting read aloud from the letter. Barnaby insisted it was consensual, that he had text messages from Marriott after the night at the Kurrajong to show it was. Ponting and Anthony dwelt on the political implications, the risk of disclosure and the danger of another scandal in the media. ‘That would be blackmail,’ Joyce argued. There was no plea for Joyce to resign, no demand that he do so, but there was a heavy emphasis on the good of his family — Natalie, his four daughters, his parents, Campion. The message was simple. ‘Consider your position.’ Their preference was clear.

Nationals MPs saw the damage from the scandal to their party and their prospects. One of them, Andrew Broad, unleashed his moral condemnation. ‘When wealth is lost, nothing is lost; when health is lost, something is lost; when character is lost, all is lost,’ he wrote on Twitter. ‘Telling words for the leadership of the National Party.’ Broad, an avowed Christian, had once accused Turnbull of a ‘failure of leadership’ in bringing marriage equality to a vote in Parliament. Now he was quoting American evangelist Billy Graham with a judgement that made headlines. His words would be remembered months later.

Joyce resigned on Friday, 23 February, at a press conference on a hillside overlooking Armidale, where he said the sexual harassment complaint was ‘spurious and defamatory’ but was also the end of his leadership. ‘The allegations that I read in the paper, I just thought, that has to be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.’ He said his family had already been through too much. ‘This has got to stop. It’s not fair on them.’ He did not dismiss the idea of being leader again one day.

There was no phone call to Turnbull to let him know what was coming. The Prime Minister was in Washington DC, preparing for a meeting with Donald Trump, when texts came through to Cray and others about the imminent news. Rather than speak to Turnbull, Joyce instead told Cormann, who was acting Prime Minister while Turnbull was away and Joyce was on leave.

Turnbull was having evening drinks with journalists in Blair House, an historic home opposite the White House, when news spread that Joyce was about to resign. The Prime Minister was shown a mobile phone with the news from Canberra, reported by the Australian Financial Review, almost two hours before Joyce made it official.19 It seemed fitting that this played out near the Lincoln Room of Blair House, a townhouse built in 1824 and now an official residence for presidential guests. Turnbull was dealing with a government in turmoil in the rooms where Abraham Lincoln used to visit friends during the Civil War.

The Joyce affair had turned Parliament House into the backdrop for a tabloid scandal. Australians gained a glimpse of life in Canberra for some of their elected representatives when they were away from their families and surrounded by young advisers. The platitude uttered so often about the challenges faced by the ‘conscripts’ in political life — the partners of the politicians — suddenly had real meaning.

Joyce was destined for a crisis as soon as Campion became pregnant, something he admitted months later. ‘I was going to lose my job,’ he wrote. ‘I had to play the game as events determined, not as I wanted.’20 In fact, he did nothing to manage the situation other than prolong the secrecy. It was foolish and selfish and exposed the government to damage and division. By the time Joyce was on the backbench, replaced by Michael McCormack as the new Deputy Prime Minister, the Nationals party room had split into camps according to whether MPs believed Joyce was a lost cause or a leader in exile.

The government might have navigated this without the harassment claim from Marriott. Joyce denied the claim absolutely. He called it spurious and defamatory and said it should go to the police so he could defend himself. A Nationals investigation was inconclusive.21 Yet Marriott’s decision began a conversation about the treatment of women in Australian politics, separate from the questions about Joyce. Once Marriott lodged her claim, the culture of the Parliament was on trial. This was a world where more than one man was known as an ‘octopus’ for his roving hands. Women in Parliament House shared accounts of harassment but chose not to risk their careers by naming someone in power.

Predatory behaviour was common, wrote journalist Karen Middleton in a personal account of sexual harassment in the Parliament and the Press Gallery over the years. ‘Many of my female peers had these kinds of stories,’ she wrote.22 ‘They all involved men who were older and most were in positions of some sort of authority.’ The dynamic had not changed greatly in a Parliament where men still held most of the leadership positions. Months after Marriott’s claim, a sexual harassment allegation against the New South Wales Opposition Leader, Luke Foley, suggested the problem was not contained to federal politics.23

Joyce blamed Turnbull for his downfall. He felt cabinet ministers had connived with the media to spread stories about himself and Campion, including a long examination of their travel allowances. Others dismissed this as laughable. What benefit was there to anyone in the government from the exposure of the affair or the relentless coverage that followed? Ministers regarded Joyce as a man who thought he was invincible but fell victim to his own weakness — in his personal behaviour as much as his political judgement.

At the height of the media storm, between newspaper revelation and political resignation, Joyce gave voice to his frustration at what he regarded as Turnbull’s attempt to get rid of him. As senior ministers prepared for a meeting of the national security committee of federal cabinet, but before Turnbull had arrived, Joyce warned about the trouble ahead if he ended up on the backbench.

‘I’m sure if we had the time, Tony and I could get the numbers,’ Joyce said.24

Abbott had shown the trouble one former leader could cause from the backbench. Now there were two.
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CLIMATE CRISIS

FEBRUARY TO JULY 2018

TURNBULL WAS NEVER SAFE from conservative unrest on climate change and energy. He was doubly vulnerable in the beginning of April 2018 when Abbott and his lieutenants began pressing their colleagues for a shift in the government’s direction. The former leader and two close allies, Eric Abetz and Kevin Andrews, prepared an argument that sounded like a policy debate but could easily turn into a leadership test. They had an idea that was certain to divide the Liberals: the need for government intervention to build or subsidise coal-fired power stations. They chose a timeframe that was certain to maximise the damage to Turnbull: the first week of April in 2018, when the opinion polls would show the government had lost 30 Newspolls in a row against Labor and had therefore failed the benchmark Turnbull had named when challenging Abbott for the leadership more than two years earlier.

Abetz, a man with so much influence in the conservative wing of the Tasmanian Liberal Party he could decide the fate of state colleagues, nursed a grudge against Turnbull. He had prospered as Employment Minister during the Abbott government but found his career cruelled by Turnbull in September 2015, when he was removed from cabinet in one of the first decisions by the new leader. ‘A great injustice has occurred for no good reason,’ he said later of his demotion, when describing the verdict from his friends.1 Andrews felt the same wound. One of Abbott’s loyal supporters in government, bound by shared Catholic beliefs, he was so bitter at the coup, and his removal as Defence Minister, that he called a press conference to reveal his departure before Turnbull had time to announce it. Andrews denied any concern about himself. ‘It was all about the stability of our defence force in Australia,’ he said.2

Abbott, Abetz and Andrews were united in seeking revenge. All they needed was a slip of paper with a strong brand name and a divisive idea. The result was the Monash Forum, a putative group of Liberal and National MPs who would stand up for the conservative cause on climate change and energy. The name came from one of the nation’s greatest military heroes, John Monash. The idea was to save coal-fired power stations from the competition they faced from wind and solar farms, using taxpayer funds to intervene, subsidise and possibly own new electricity generators to be powered by coal. It was an unlikely manifesto for Liberals who claimed to believe in free markets, but the three men cited Turnbull’s proudest energy policy, the expansion of the Snowy Hydro scheme, to justify spending taxpayer funds to replace the Hazelwood power station, which had been closed by French company Engie in March 2017.

Their argument glossed over political, economic and environmental reality. Snowy Hydro, a profitable company, had been owned by taxpayers since the 1950s and had been put under full federal control in March, when the Turnbull government bought the 58 per cent owned by New South Wales and the 29 per cent held by Victoria. The company was studying a proposal to build new tunnels and storage to generate about 2,000 megawatts of hydro-electric power, adding to the 4,100 megawatts from its existing turbines. Snowy Hydro could pump water uphill when wind power was cheap, such as in the middle of the night, and pour it through the turbines when demand for electricity was high, such as a hot summer afternoon. The risk was significant, given the costs of construction and transmission, but this was a commercial study.

There was no such blueprint for a new Hazelwood. It had no corporate sponsor, no useful estimate of the government spending or subsidy required and no answer to the biggest question facing any power station that burned coal: how to deal with the prospect of government regulations, over decades, to impose a price on carbon emissions. The same questions shadowed another coal-fired power station, Liddell, which was owned by AGL and scheduled for closure in 2022. The ‘carbon risk’ alone could make a new or extended power station unviable, but none of this deterred Abbott, Abetz and Andrews. They turned coal-fired power into an article of faith, knowing they could not be criticised for articulating a policy even when the ultimate target was Turnbull.

Abetz took the Monash Forum paper to his colleagues in the Senate in the week before Easter. Andrews spoke to Liberals and Nationals in the House of Representatives, where he could count on the support of Craig Kelly and George Christensen, two voices in the joint party room who spoke up for coal. Barnaby Joyce, seething on the backbench after his fall from the leadership, joined as well. Ian Goodenough, a quietly spoken Liberal in a safe seat in suburban Perth, signed up thinking he was joining a group with a new name to continue a social gathering he already attended.

The conservative group had existed ever since those on the right of the party began having lunch in the ‘Monkey Pod’ room in the ministerial wing of Parliament House, named for the tropical hardwood used in the room’s central table. The meetings were a constant source of suspicion. With Christopher Pyne’s ministerial office on one side of the room and Peter Dutton’s on the other, the Liberal moderates aligned with Pyne were able to keep an eye on the conservative gatherings, which included Abbott, Abetz, Andrews, Dutton and others.

Yet the Monash name was not enough to persuade all the Monkey Pod conservatives to join the new crusade on coal, as Abetz discovered when he put the idea to conservative Liberals in the upper house, including Amanda Stoker from Queensland, James Paterson from Victoria, Slade Brockman from Western Australia and Jonathon Duniam from Tasmania, the last of these a former adviser to Abetz himself. None would sign up. For all their concerns about the rising cost of electricity, and their objections to subsidising renewable power, they did not think government ownership of a coal-fired power station was the answer. They also knew it was a provocative move on the leadership. Some conservatives in the lower house, such as Andrew Hastie, also declined to sign. Few were inclined to trust Abbott in the Liberal Party’s debate on energy subsidies and government intervention. Paterson, a student of conservative philosophy, could see no consistency in the Monash Forum’s new argument.

None of this history was mentioned when Peta Credlin revealed the existence of the Monash Forum on 2 April. ‘A group of Coalition MPs are pushing to nationalise Liddell coal-fired power station,’ said the headline on her Sky News program. Credlin talked up the policy dispute on energy and the political challenge for Turnbull. It was Easter Monday and Parliament was in recess for five weeks — a lull in political news that was filled the next morning with speculation over the leadership. The Daily Telegraph reported a ‘backbench revolt’ against the Prime Minister over coal-fired power, while The Australian called it a ‘backbench test’ and reported a claim from Christensen that twenty MPs had signed up to the new group.3 The twenty Liberals and Nationals were never identified, but the claim was enough: the sock puppet of the Monash Forum was floodlit and magnified by the media to cast a shadow across the entire government.

The membership list for this revolt amounted to only five confirmed Liberals out of a party room of 85 members: Abbott, Abetz, Andrews, Goodenough and Kelly.4 None of this would have mattered so much without Abbott’s former chief of staff encouraging the insurrection. Credlin wanted the revolt to happen so badly she imagined the conservatives rallying around Abbott even when they were not. She was agent and observer all at once, in a dual role nobody called out when they appeared on her program. At one moment she was urging the conservatives forward, at another she was pretending to be a news host asking questions. It was a rerun of her work the previous November, when she and Bolt had inflated the threat from Christensen to quit the Coalition if Turnbull remained leader. In the business of destabilising a government, exaggeration never failed.

The revolt was confected and the numbers distorted, but the unease over energy was real. Just as marriage equality had the power to divide government MPs on social affairs, so too could energy and climate change split them on economics and science. One key question — were coal-fired power stations to be subsidised or not? — could send blasts throughout the Liberal and Nationals party room and leave MPs huddled in rival camps according to whether they believed wind and solar were to be welcomed, coal was to be protected and, most importantly, whether a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions needed to be achieved at all. The disagreements meant the government’s policy could never be settled by consensus.

Abbott was arguing against his own decision, as Prime Minister in August 2015, to reduce the nation’s carbon emissions by 26 to 28 per cent by 2030. Turnbull tried to meet this target in electricity generation but had to soften every plan to appease restless government MPs, not least the man who had agreed to the original goal. Australians favoured action on climate change but also wanted lower prices, while the energy industry said a settlement on the first was the only way to provide enough certainty to solve the second. The government could not act with speed or resolve. The argument dragged on when the best interest of the Coalition, and the nation, was to decide a policy and hold firm.

Turnbull and his Energy Minister, Josh Frydenberg, played down the challenge from Abbott but knew they had to step carefully through the minefield of internal politics. They advanced a policy, the National Energy Guarantee, with the promise that it could achieve three things: ease pressure on prices, improve reliability and reduce emissions. It would do this by requiring electricity retailers — primarily the big three of AGL, Energy Australia and Origin Energy — to obey new rules that set twin benchmarks on reliability and emissions in the market for wholesale electricity. The rules, in turn, would be mandated by the federal government in an agreement with the states and territories that jointly managed the electricity grid along the nation’s east coast. The beauty of the scheme was the ability to enforce the policy without a vote in federal Parliament on the rules themselves. The ugliness was the need for an agreement with the states and territories instead. Turnbull and Frydenberg had announced the National Energy Guarantee the previous October, after walking away from Finkel’s proposal for a Clean Energy Target, but they were a long way from gaining the approval they needed.

Turnbull was confident the National Energy Guarantee could succeed because it was a logical compromise on policy questions that could not be ignored. To reform the electricity grid without any mechanism to reduce emissions would be to expose the government to claims it was doing nothing on climate change. The stronger rules on reliability were essential to deal with the increase in supply from wind and solar power, which were intermittent by nature. The policy had been approved at its first test by the Coalition party room in October with only three MPs speaking against it: Abbott, Christensen and Matt Canavan, who was a backbencher at the time and restored to cabinet as Resources Minister at the end of that month.

The Monash Forum was a sign that Abbott and others were preparing for a second clash. A central question was whether the government would legislate a 26 per cent cut in emissions from electricity generation to act on its commitment at the Paris climate change talks. There might be no need for this legislation until the new guarantees started in 2020, but the government would not say if it would bring such a bill to Parliament before or after the election. In the meantime, the government had to get the National Energy Guarantee through months of industry consultation, an ‘initial design’ agreement with the states in April and decisions on the final design in June and August. The timetable set up a series of political checkpoints with the states, the Coalition party room and possibly with the Parliament.

Turnbull was dismissive of Abbott’s attacks. Asked on 2GB about Abbott’s call to quit the Paris agreement, he was cool: ‘You mean the Paris agreement that Tony Abbott agreed to sign?’ Asked about Abbott’s suggestion of a compulsory acquisition to keep the Liddell power station open, he deployed ridicule: ‘Well, nationalising the means of production has always been a policy of the left of politics, not the right.’ When radio host Ben Fordham asked him why he was subsidising renewable energy, he pointed out that his policy was to end subsidies as scheduled under the Renewable Energy Target. ‘I assume you’re talking about the same [RET] that under the Abbott Government was amended and relegislated,’ he said.5 Turnbull had logic and history on his side, as well as the regulators and the industry, but this was not enough when his party room was divided.

The policy would never meet with Abbott’s agreement because the former leader would not accept a compromise in Parliament. He wanted a fight with Labor instead.

Abbott lacked numbers inside Parliament but could count on support beyond it. While most of the media reported his battle cry on energy with reasonable doubt about his argument and motive, two media outlets responded with enthusiasm. Sky News had turned its evening programs into a platform for conservative opinion and a sympathetic outlet for Abbott. With Credlin at six o’clock, Andrew Bolt at seven o’clock and Paul Murray at nine o’clock, the evening programs were consistently hostile to Turnbull and sharply opinionated. The shift to a more strident conservative message had begun in the months before the 2016 election, when Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp Australia took sole ownership of the channel.

The ratings for the pay television channel were modest, with 31,000 viewers in the five biggest cities watching Bolt and 36,000 watching Murray on weeknights, compared to more than 600,000 on most nights for the ABC’s 7.30 program, but the appeal to conservative households and the influence over Liberals was significant enough to convince Liberals and Nationals they had to be seen on Sky.6 This was a platform where Abbott could express his opinions without a significant risk of difficult questions and with confidence that his views would be reported by other media the following day.

The reception was just as welcoming at 2GB, the home of Alan Jones and Ray Hadley. The station, owned by Macquarie Media, controlled in turn by Fairfax Media before its takeover by the Nine Network, dominated Sydney radio with 677,000 listeners every week, almost half of them older than 64.7 Jones was on record wanting Abbott to become Prime Minister again, while Hadley had not had a conversation with Turnbull in years.

The Abbott agenda had vocal support in the pages of News Corp Australia newspapers and websites, not least those where Bolt and Credlin held sway, but the spectrum of opinion was more diverse than critics acknowledged. It was Miranda Devine, conservative columnist at the Daily Telegraph, who coined the term ‘delcon’ to describe the ‘delusional conservatives’ who agitated for Abbott’s return to glory. ‘The Delcon movement is tiny but viciously punitive to those it regards as heretics,’ she wrote. Devine became the ‘wicked witch of the Left’ to this base.8

The discord over energy policy reached a point where the Liberal Party’s most stable source of authority, John Howard, implored colleagues to end the division. In the feverish days after the ‘backbench revolt’ of the Monash Forum, the former Prime Minister said his exhortation to all Liberals was that they carried the ‘hopes and aspirations’ of millions of supporters. ‘They want you to work together, they want you to bury differences, they want you to make certain that we speak as much as possible with one voice,’ Howard said on ABC’s 7.30 program.9 Yet even this leader could not bring the party together.

Dutton hedged when he came under pressure from Hadley to declare where he stood on this new threat to Turnbull in April. Hadley compared the government to a crew that was in a sinking ship with Turnbull as captain, waiting only for Dutton to lead them to a seaworthy vessel. The assumption, untested but aired with full confidence on 2GB, was that Dutton could save them all.

‘Well, Ray,’ said Dutton, ‘as I say, from my perspective, mate, I don’t serve in the cabinet if I can’t be loyal.’10 He sent the same message in other interviews: a minister who was not loyal to the leader should resign from cabinet. By the end of the first week of April he was more explicit. ‘Of course I want to be prime minister,’ he told Guardian Australia, before pausing. ‘One day.’ He presented himself as a conviction politician and hinted he could be recruited for leadership. ‘I think it’s best to be honest about that, that’s an ambition long-held and is only realistic if stars align and an opportunity comes up.’ It was a clear signal of his availability, obvious to his cabinet colleagues.11 They noted his remark and watched him even more closely, regardless of comments from MPs that there was no mood for change. ‘We can’t keep changing leaders — we are not a disposable society,’ said Luke Howarth, a friend of Dutton and the anxious occupant of the marginal seat of Petrie in Queensland.12 How long would that assurance last?

Australians did not support a leadership spill even though they had preferred Labor over the Liberals ever since the aftermath of the 2016 election. Asked in the first week of April if they thought the Liberal Party should change leaders, 62 per cent of voters favoured keeping Turnbull while 28 per cent told Ipsos they wanted change. The support was even greater among Coalition voters, 74 per cent to 21 per cent, in a corrective for those who were convinced the ‘base’ wanted Turnbull gone.13 This was small consolation two days later when the government lost another Newspoll survey, a result played to the soundtrack of Turnbull’s own words from his challenge to Abbott.14 We have lost 30 Newspolls in a row. Turnbull had set the benchmark for removing a leader by saying people had ‘made up their mind’ about Abbott. He was now exposed to the charge that they had made up their mind about him as well.

‘I certainly wish I hadn’t referred to 30 Newspolls because, while it was not telling anybody anything they didn’t know at the time, it certainly is proving a distraction from the real issues that we’re dealing with today,’ Turnbull said.15 This meant little when others kept talking of leadership change. Joyce, free to speak as he liked on Sky News from his position on the backbench, said it was stating the ‘bleeding obvious’ to consider a change towards the end of the year. ‘Near Christmas, you’d have to start asking those around you what do they believe is the proper course of action from that point forward,’ he said.16 A notional deadline was set.

The tension with Dutton would not go away. A cabinet leak revealed Dutton had argued for a reduction in the permanent migration intake from 190,000 to 170,000 a year and had been backed by Joyce, only to be opposed by Turnbull and Scott Morrison.17 Turnbull was furious: ‘It is completely untrue, it is completely untrue, it is completely untrue,’ he told reporters, only to discover within hours that Dutton was saying the opposite.18 ‘Of course there are discussions of what the figures should be,’ the Home Affairs Minister said. ‘There was obviously a debate within cabinet.’ This was an open contradiction.19

Concerns over congestion, infrastructure and population growth made this an inflammatory issue. A cut to the intake was one of Abbott’s constant themes in his call for a more conservative government, and now there was proof, to conservatives at least, that Dutton was fighting for a cut and being blocked by Turnbull. This was the start of a long debate on immigration in which Dutton talked of a smaller intake while Morrison argued the treasury case for more skilled workers and family reunion. Dutton won the debate when he was able to prove, months later, that he had reduced permanent migration from 183,608 to 162,417 over the year to the end of June.20 This was a significant policy change that would set expectations for future years, an indirect legacy of the jostling for leadership.

There was no escape from the personal friction when Turnbull and Dutton were at odds in public over a cabinet discussion and Abbott was calling the Prime Minister ‘tricky’ for denying the original story. Frydenberg tried to laugh off the Abbott remark.

‘Tony Abbott, I mean, he’s always going to try to cut across what the Prime Minister has been saying lately,’ Frydenberg said on the Nine Network.21

‘Really?’ asked the interviewer, Ben Fordham.

‘Absolutely.’

‘I thought he was a member of the team?’ replied Fordham.

‘I think you’re covering up the biggest secret in sport right there.’

Frydenberg paid the price for that quip. At her next chance in the Sky News studio, Credlin rebuked the Energy Minister for his attempt at humour and said it had diminished him and weakened his support among the Liberal base.

‘I’ve had a conversation with him,’ Credlin told Bolt. ‘I’m not going to go into it on air, but I don’t think you’ll see that again.’ It was an assertion of Credlin’s influence over a cabinet minister, a claim that she could tell Frydenberg how to behave and a warning to others that Abbott was not to be mocked.22 The cabinet minister was made to look like a schoolboy.

Bishop warned Turnbull to prepare for a challenge. She went over Dutton’s remarks on cabinet loyalty and leadership. ‘That is not the form of words of someone who supports you,’ she said. ‘Those are not the words of someone who will not challenge.’ Bishop told Turnbull to plan for a vote in the party room on his position, but Turnbull would not believe it. He had made Dutton the Minister for Home Affairs, expanded his empire, taken his advice on the same sex marriage postal survey and relied on him to hold firm against the sniping from Abbott. He could not accept that Dutton might think himself capable of becoming Liberal Party leader and Prime Minister. He thought it obvious that Dutton was not up to the job.

Bishop tried to get Turnbull to consider the situation through Dutton’s eyes. That is not how Dutton sees himself. Whether the challenger could succeed at the job was not the point. What mattered most was whether he thought he could.

Turnbull heard a similar warning soon afterwards from an old friend. Russell Broadbent, the Victorian Liberal backbencher, had urged Turnbull to be careful in 2015 and now gave him the same advice almost three years later. A few days after Anzac Day, he visited the Prime Minister to talk about refugees, an issue he raised regularly to seek better treatment for those seeking asylum. As the meeting ended and he began to leave, Broadbent offered Turnbull a parting thought.

‘Do you realise your leadership is under threat?’ he asked.

‘What do you mean?’ Turnbull replied.

‘Greg Hunt and Peter Dutton.’

Turnbull let out a laugh. Broadbent remembered it later as a guffaw, an expression of Turnbull’s total confidence that he could see off a threat from any alliance between Dutton in Queensland and Hunt in Victoria. He was still smiling when he turned to Broadbent to reply.

‘Russell, I’ve been through every scenario and I’m untouchable.’

Broadbent urged Turnbull to check with his backbenchers. It was irrational for any leader to be so sure of his position. He thought Turnbull’s assurance had a parallel in Abbott’s disbelief at the idea the Liberals would remove a first-term Prime Minister. Who could be so certain? The Victorian Liberals had removed a first-term state Premier, Ted Baillieu, in March 2013, and the party had been smashed at the next election. There was no evidence the federal party room had learnt from history.

Turnbull focused instead on the immediate priority of the May budget and his objective, vital to the government’s chances at the next election, of reducing the deficit while leaving room for tax cuts. The government needed a bigger and more daring proposition to prove to Australians that the budget offered something for them. Cabinet ministers believed they were in a position to cut personal income tax rates on a massive scale.

The result was an income tax cut worth $144 billion over a decade for more than ten million workers. A small team of ministers and officials had been working on the plan since the second half of 2017, before Turnbull used a speech to the Business Council of Australia in November of that year to signal his ambition of cutting personal income taxes. Turnbull, Morrison, Cormann and the Revenue Minister, Kelly O’Dwyer, finalised the policy before the end of April. It was the smoothest budget since the Coalition had taken power in 2013.

This was a leap of faith on a ten-year weather forecast for the global economy, an assumption economists treated with caution if not disbelief, but it included an immediate handout with a hard political deadline: budget day was 8 May and the first tax cuts began on 1 July with an offset worth up to $530 a year for millions of workers. To fight on tax helped unite a government backbench that would always rally behind a budget that returned money to Australians, especially if the greatest benefits went to wealthier workers who were more likely to support the Liberals and Nationals. The intention was to offer something that Shorten could not match, contrasting the Coalition’s tax cuts with Labor’s tax increases on negative gearing for property investors, capital gains tax and dividend imputation on shares.

Turnbull gained the policy divide he was seeking when Shorten announced, after weeks of consideration, that Labor would oppose the second and third stages of the tax plan and seek to repeal them if it took power. Labor proposed its alternative but could not stop the government getting its way in Parliament. The government’s personal tax cuts were legislated in full by 37 votes to 33 in the Senate on 21 June, after Cormann secured support from One Nation and its leader, Pauline Hanson, as well as seven other members of the crossbench. Turnbull claimed victory alongside Morrison and Cormann at a press conference where he made sure to thank the Finance Minister for his leadership in the upper house.

The debt to Cormann was immense. He had lifted the Coalition’s fortunes with a success in the Senate that led colleagues to marvel at the way he could persuade a quarrelsome crossbench to vote for a government bill. Yet this confidence in his powers, never higher and shared by all, led to a dangerous miscalculation when the government turned to the next item on its agenda.

The second phase of the company tax plan, setting a lower rate for those with more than $50 million in annual turnover, was in limbo. Cormann asked Turnbull for another chance to coax Hanson and other crossbenchers into voting for the bill, more than two years after the government had first unveiled the cuts. Hanson was on record saying she could vote for the bill, but she had shifted her position so often it was impossible to be sure of her vote. Turnbull agreed to another attempt to turn the policy into law, but nobody could be sure where they stood with Hanson, who was being taunted by Shorten for betraying her supporters and befriending multinational corporations. Hanson hardened her position against the tax cuts at the last minute.

‘I haven’t flip-flopped. I said no originally, then I said yes, then I said no and I stuck to it,’ Hanson told the Senate on 26 June, redefining what a backflip meant.23 She added to the sense of volatility the next morning. ‘I will change my mind as many times as I want to ensure that I come up with the right decision,’ she told the Nine Network. Cormann had to concede he could not get the bill through the Senate. Even then, however, he could not bring himself to admit defeat.

Cormann deferred the company tax bill until Parliament returned in August but kept dreaming of victory. In his private meetings with Turnbull he argued for another chance to convince the Senate crossbench to vote with the government. The two had talked before about dropping the company tax cuts in June if they could not be legislated, but the passage of the personal tax cuts made Cormann more confident he could prevail with his other plans. The policy was a political liability, a load of bricks on an underpowered truck, but Turnbull let his Finance Minister have his way. The tax cut stayed.

The reversal in the Senate was nothing compared to the ruptures in the party room, where Turnbull and Frydenberg fielded complaints from critics of the National Energy Guarantee after releasing the draft detailed design paper on the scheme. The gulf between the left and right widened as soon as the paper was put to the states and territories for their approval, with Labor states pushing for a more ambitious cut to emissions than 26 per cent by 2030. That would never pass the Coalition party room in Canberra, where Abbott and others believed 26 per cent was too high. The guarantee was a compromise after years of dispute and now had support from Labor for the mechanism but not the target. ‘We want this thing to work,’ Labor environment spokesman Mark Butler had said in April. It was obvious that Abbott did not.

‘My worry is that the party room might be asked to back something which is effectively a carbon tax in disguise,’ Abbott said on 2GB on the eve of a party room meeting on 19 June. In an unusual move, the former leader turned up at a meeting of the Coalition backbench committee on energy to ask pointed questions about the guarantee and argue for at least one new coal-fired power station. Frydenberg told him his remark about a ‘carbon tax’ was unhelpful, but Abbott would not stop: in the full party room meeting soon afterwards, he warned about energy shortages at the Tomago aluminium smelter in New South Wales, which needed more baseload power. Frydenberg was ready for this and had spoken to Tomago’s chief executive that morning to confirm his support for the National Energy Guarantee. Kelly urged a slower cut to emissions and Queensland Senator Ian Macdonald questioned why emissions had to fall at all. Abetz entered the argument to call for a retreat on the ‘aspirational’ 26 per cent target, only for Frydenberg to quote Abbott’s own words from two years earlier: ‘Australia does deliver when we make a pledge.’ Abbott interjected to suggest government officials had not told him the full impact of the targets he agreed to in 2015, as if he had been misled by bureaucrats.24

Frydenberg, who had once aspired to a career as a professional tennis player, was alone on one side of the net with too many opponents on the other. He had to find Liberals and Nationals to speak up for the National Energy Guarantee and show it had the numbers in the party room, reminding everyone that the climate sceptics were a minority. Those who backed the policy in public over the next few days included Julia Banks, Andrew Broad, Mark Coulton, Trevor Evans, Tim Wilson and Trent Zimmerman, but there were signs of nerves among their colleagues. Some Liberals who were said to back the guarantee never responded to requests to declare their support in public.

Frydenberg also called in executives from steelmaker BlueScope, mining giant BHP Billiton, the Business Council of Australia and the Australian Industry Group to tell government MPs directly that employers wanted the argument settled and the energy scheme put in place. Yet the attempt to hold the middle ground with the 26 per cent target became more difficult as the attack from the left grew stronger and a consensus at the Council of Australian Governments grew weaker. One of the key figures in the negotiations was the Australian Capital Territory’s Climate Change Minister, Shane Rattenbury, a Greens member of the territory’s assembly and part of a coalition government with Labor. Every state and territory had the right to veto the National Energy Guarantee, given the scheme involved state as well as federal law, and Rattenbury showed signs of doing just that.

‘Never thought I’d agree with Tony Abbott, but we both think the NEG as it stands is a dud policy, for totally different reasons — I’m here for the climate, he’s here for coal,’ Rattenbury tweeted. This was a sign that the centre might not hold in this new struggle over whether a government policy did too much or too little to reduce carbon emissions. Australian politics was repeating the deadly dynamics of the 2009 debate on an emissions trading scheme.

Turnbull and Frydenberg gained approval for the National Energy Guarantee in the party room the following Tuesday, 26 June, the second time MPs had endorsed the policy after their debate the previous October, but the majority decision came with warnings from conservatives that they could not accept the cuts to emissions. Abbott and allies including Abetz, Joyce and Kelly dismissed the advice from the business chiefs and urged government support for a new coal-fired power station. Their intransigence infuriated Liberals who feared they would lose their seats when the Coalition was behind in the polls and tearing itself apart. Ann Sudmalis, the Liberal MP for the New South Wales South Coast electorate of Gilmore, told Abbott to ‘pull your head in’ and accept the government plan. ‘We’ve got a good policy and this continued disunity is costing us in marginal seats,’ she said.

When it came time to sum up the debate, Turnbull said the meeting showed a ‘strong endorsement’ of the energy guarantee, but he added a proviso: any legislation to support the policy, such as a law to cut emissions by 26 per cent by 2030, would go back to the party room for another discussion. He had to pacify colleagues who were worried about the cost of action on climate change. The critics lived to fight another day.

Abbott emerged from the meeting to speak to reporters waiting nearby, a sign in itself that he was becoming more assertive in his objections to the policy even though he was outnumbered in the party room. Asked if he was ‘committed enough’ on the issue to cross the floor on the guarantee, he had a simple message.

‘The short answer is yes,’ he said.25

It was a critical moment. Turnbull and Frydenberg had accommodated Abbott and his allies at every stage: ruling out an Emissions Intensity Scheme, dropping the Clean Energy Target, drafting the National Energy Guarantee to avoid any explicit price on carbon. It was never enough. Abbott took every concession and asked for another, to the point where he would soon demand total surrender on climate change — and the leadership.

Abbott later denied any expectation that Turnbull would be removed. He flew to New York and Washington DC in early July for the Australian American Leadership Dialogue, where he caught up with Rupert Murdoch and discussed geopolitics with fellow political leaders. Back in Sydney, he went to dinner with Lachlan Murdoch and a small group of guests in Bellevue Hill that winter. ‘The tenor was pretty critical of Malcolm but there was not the slightest expectation, by anyone there, that he was on the verge of being deposed,’ he said.26

Yet the timing of the energy row, so toxic and so public, was disastrous.

Australians were about to deliver their verdicts on the government at five by-elections in federal seats with about 480,000 enrolled voters between them, turning the 28 July polling date into the biggest electoral test for Turnbull and Shorten since the election. Every aspect of the government was on trial — its leadership and its personal divisions, its economic policies on company and personal tax, its unfinished prescription for energy and climate change.

The High Court had made the by-elections inevitable on 9 May when it ruled that Labor Senator Katy Gallagher had fallen foul of Section 44 of the Constitution by not taking ‘reasonable steps’ to renounce her British citizenship in time for the 2016 election. Shorten was caught out. He had insisted for months his MPs were safe from questions over their citizenship but now faced journalists who reminded him of his false claims.

Shorten had to accept that three of his MPs would resign and face by-elections: Justine Keay in Braddon, Susan Lamb in Longman and Josh Wilson in Fremantle. A fourth Labor MP, Tim Hammond, triggered a by-election in Perth by resigning for family reasons. The fifth contest was in Mayo in the Adelaide Hills, where crossbench MP Rebekha Sharkie had to resign over her citizenship status and recontest what had once been a safe Liberal seat.

The benchmarks for government success were simple but severe. Could it reclaim Mayo with a blue-blooded Liberal candidate, Georgina Downer? Could it win back Braddon, held by Labor with a margin of 2.2 per cent? The government’s chances looked best on paper in Longman, held by Labor by only 0.8 per cent. In a sign of its weakness, the government did not even attempt to contest Fremantle and Perth. The national opinion polls suggested the government had recovered some ground during the first half of 2018 but continued to trail Labor. The High Court decision had embarrassed Shorten but all the pressure was on Turnbull, who had to narrow the gap against his opponent over nine weeks of campaigning He had come close to defeat in the marathon general election. Could he campaign better this time?

Liberals gathered in Sydney for their annual federal council with six weeks to go until the by-elections and some cause for confidence among the hundreds of delegates who made up the party’s peak national body. A Sky News ReachTel poll suggested the government had a lead over Labor of 52 to 48 per cent in Longman and 54 to 46 per cent in Braddon, results that cheered the federal ministers, state premiers and party luminaries gathered at the Hilton Hotel, even if single polls of single seats were unreliable.27

The speeches were reassuring, but the manoeuvres behind the scenes showed there could be no truce between the party’s warring camps. The conservatives were on the march and wanted more power on the federal executive, leading to a vote to replace former Howard government frontbencher Trish Worth as one of four vice presidents. Worth, a moderate from South Australia and aligned with Christopher Pyne, had offended conservatives by describing Abbott as a ‘spoiler’ because of his criticism of the government. The conservatives replaced her with one of their own, Teena McQueen, in a vote that broke an agreement between the moderates and the nominal leaders of the conservatives, such as Cormann. The vote was 54 to 50 and the message was simple: those who spoke out against Abbott risked their positions.

Other votes showed the conservatives had the numbers. A motion to move the Australian embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem was passed by 43 to 31 even though Bishop spoke against it. A motion calling for the ‘full privatisation’ of the ABC (with the exception of its rural services) was put by the Young Liberals and carried on a show of hands by a ratio of about four to one, even though Communications Minister Mitch Fifield spoke against it.

The motions had no binding force on Liberal governments but were pursued in the name of ideological or factional bragging rights, which meant they launched debates that were divorced from the real issues in the community and irrelevant to the party’s real challenges — not least the imminent federal by-elections, the coming Victorian and New South Wales state elections and the federal election due within a year. The 110 delegates in the Hilton ballroom, joined by fewer than 200 party members, were meant to be the vanguard of a party that was created to win and hold government, but they engaged instead in arguments among themselves.

The federal president of the Liberal Party, former New South Wales Premier Nick Greiner, had opened the council with a word of caution. ‘I think in some ways, across the party, we’ve occasionally been lazy and self-indulgent when we put our own internal tiffs, our internal arguments, over the wellbeing of the party overall,’ he said. The council ended with no sign anyone had heard his words.

One minister was so worried about the government’s fortunes, despite all the speeches about victory, that she chose this moment to broach the subject of the leadership succession. Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, the Minister for International Development, was a senior figure among the most conservative members of the party but no friend of Abbott and no enemy to Turnbull. Fierravanti-Wells had been a source of plain-speaking advice to Abbott when he was Prime Minister and had warned him of problems in his office including the capacity of Credlin to infuriate ministers and backbenchers. Now she offered the same frank assessment to Turnbull’s most trusted adviser, Sally Cray, on the changes needed in the government.

On the sidelines of the council, Fierravanti-Wells spoke to Cray about a transition in the deputy leadership. Her suggestion was to find a new role for Bishop outside Parliament and clear the ground for Peter Dutton to become deputy, giving the conservatives a stronger voice. Fierravanti-Wells raised the idea with others, including Turnbull, from this point onwards. The idea did not emerge from a vacuum, given that ministers and advisers would sometimes speculate in earnest about Bishop’s prospects for a senior position at the United Nations and, more wildly, as the next Governor-General of Australia, but it never took hold with Turnbull. If those were the terms of a settlement with the conservatives, there would be no deal.

Ten days out from the end of the Longman by-election, Liberal National Party candidate Trevor Ruthenberg was ridiculed on the front page of The Courier-Mail for having wrongly claimed a defence force medal for active service. He apologised, but Labor made sure voters remembered the lapse, while the LNP could only regret its own stumble in vetting and checking its candidate.

The Liberals were outnumbered in this onslaught. They accepted they could not win Mayo, were pessimistic about Longman and thought there might be a chance in Braddon, yet the public polling created the impression in the media that voters might swing to the government. It was an unlikely scenario, at odds with much political history, but it began to shape expectations. Turnbull took a question in Devonport on the Thursday before polling day that built on those expectations and set him a political test. It was one he did not need.

‘Do you acknowledge that these by-elections are also a test of the two leaders?’ a journalist asked.

‘By-elections are a test of policies, they’re a test of leaders, they’re a test of candidates,’ Turnbull replied.28 ‘There are many issues and people vote with different matters in mind.’ His enemies remembered that response for the way it linked his position to the results he could not control. They’re a test of leaders.

No amount of spin would save Turnbull from the numbers on 28 July. The by-elections ended with voters turning against the government in two of the seats it contested, with a 2.6 per cent swing in Mayo and a 0.1 per cent swing in Braddon in two-party terms, but shifting ferociously in Longman. The Liberal National Party primary vote fell by 9.4 per cent to 29.6 per cent in the Queensland seat, a shocking low for a major party in an electorate it had held only five years earlier. In a trend that deepened anxieties among conservative Liberals and Nationals in Queensland, voters increased their support for Pauline Hanson’s One Nation to almost 16 per cent even though the party founder did not bother campaigning on polling day. Hanson was on the luxury Queen Elizabeth cruise ship in the Irish Sea while her face adorned cardboard cut-outs at polling stations across Longman, yet her party’s vote rose by 6.5 per cent.

Shorten made sure to be in Caboolture when the Longman results came in. He had lost the argument over the citizenship of his MPs but emerged triumphant when it counted most, enabling him to declare victory in ‘four from four’ contests. Labor celebrated a swing to its candidate, Susan Lamb, of 3.7 per cent at the by-election on a two-party basis, which added to a 7.7 per cent swing at the general election and meant the seat was no longer considered marginal. Labor trounced its rivals in Fremantle, where it gained 73 per cent of the two-party vote, and Perth, where it gained 63 per cent and saw off a threat from the Greens.

‘Tonight is another signpost into the destination that matters for Australians: a Labor government after the next general election,’ Shorten told a crowd of supporters on the Saturday night.

Turnbull took until the next day to respond.

‘I see that Bill Shorten is punching the air as though he’s won the World Cup,’ Turnbull said in Sydney on Sunday morning.29 ‘The reality is that the Labor Party has secured an average or conventional swing in a by-election to it in Longman and has not secured any swing at all in Braddon, at this stage it looks like it will be a line-ball result. So there is not a lot to celebrate for the Labor Party.’

There was some logic to his argument, given the Braddon result was so close and history showed governments often lost by-elections, but it did not spare Turnbull from questions over his position. He insisted the outcome in Longman was in line with the average swing against governments over decades.30

‘There is nothing remarkable about it at all,’ he said.

Turnbull was looking at a small swell on the surface when the real danger was below the waves. It took days and weeks for the scale of this danger to become real, for the alarm and chaos to take hold among Queensland members of the Coalition who feared they would be wiped out. Turnbull was right — the swing in Longman was average. Yet ministers and backbenchers were about to respond in an extraordinary panic.




PART TWO

THE MADNESS OF MANY

‘In this city of trees and roses, politics tend to become, all too easily, just a game.’

Warren Denning, Caucus Crisis, 1937
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DUTTON RISING

SATURDAY 28 JULY TO THURSDAY 16 AUGUST

PETER DUTTON SHOWED NO outward sign of alarm at the government’s thrashing in Longman. The former police detective, known for his impassive manner, made sure he conveyed no sense of panic about the backlash from voters in the seat next door to his own. The anxiety was palpable among his Queensland colleagues, who were doomed if the swing in Longman crossed into their own electorates, but Dutton argued he had a strong campaign team, solid financial support from willing donors and years of experience in seeing off Labor attacks on his seat of Dickson. He had no need to parade himself as an alternative leader of the Liberal Party: he had made his ambitions clear since April. There was some caution, however, in how he talked about the future when he was asked about the leadership in the final days of July 2018.

‘I’ve been in Parliament seventeen years, I enjoy my job very much, I want to get re-elected in my seat of Dickson at the next election, that’s it,’ he told the Triple J Hack program.1 ‘And if the opportunity some years down the track came up, then yes, I think it’s a great honour to serve in Parliament and it would be a great honour to lead your party.’ Some years down the track. The Longman result three days later did not change his ambition. It changed his timing.

Dutton was more worried about the Longman result than he admitted in public at the time. ‘Certainly, after Longman I started to lose faith pretty quickly,’ he said several months later.2 In his view, the mistakes of the 2016 election campaign were repeated with a lacklustre performance in the by-elections. ‘I think it was also Shorten’s capacity to campaign that saw the result in 2016 and, in my judgement, that was going to be replicated in 2019.’ He thought Turnbull had been swayed by public polls that suggested Longman could be won when the government’s interest was in managing those expectations. This was Turnbull’s failure: ‘There was just no judgement.’

Liberals prepared for the resumption of Parliament on 13 August knowing that Dutton was the presumptive leadership candidate who would champion the conservative cause. He focused on Home Affairs business, such as stripping five Islamist terrorists of their Australian citizenship, and kept up his weekly talks with 2GB host Ray Hadley, where the discussion would usually turn to the virtues of tradition at a time of social change. Five days after the by-elections, with the government’s fate in question, the first topic of conversation with Hadley was the intrusion of gender-neutral language into everyday speech.3 The Home Affairs Minister sympathised by recounting his fruitless search for a men’s bathroom in an office lobby full of unisex toilets. ‘What is all of this about?’ he asked. ‘This is making a mockery of our society.’

But the real business was leadership, and Hadley wanted Dutton to act. The 2GB host harangued Dutton for showing too much loyalty to Turnbull. He urged him to stop using the confidentiality of federal cabinet to avoid open criticism of government policy, especially the second phase of the company tax cuts, which seemed unlikely to be removed from their deep freeze in the Senate. Hadley, unaware that Cormann had saved the company tax cuts from being dropped in June, castigated Turnbull and Morrison for standing by the policy.

‘Do they have any grey matter between the four ears there, to understand they’ve got to start talking to the electorate about things that matter, and big business tax cuts is not one of them!’ Hadley bellowed. Dutton struggled to be heard as Hadley stormed on: ‘I hope one day you can come on the program and say what you really think and you’re not hamstrung by your cabinet commitments.’

‘I say, I say,’ Dutton began, before being cut off.

‘I know you do on some things but when it comes to challenging the Prime Minister you have to watch your Ps and Qs because you might end up the minister for nothing,’ Hadley said.

‘Well mate, I’m not worried about that, that’s the last thing I’m concerned about. I speak my mind and say what I think,’ said Dutton.

Hadley told Dutton to go to Turnbull and Morrison and tell them to dump the tax cuts.

‘Morrison sits there with his head stuck up his bum, looking like a jug handle, you know, “yes Prime Minister, no Prime Minister”, that’s why he doesn’t appear here anymore, because he’s simply subservient to the Prime Minister. I want someone in your party to offer solutions, not just nod in agreement like one of those dogs on the back shelf of a car with Malcolm Turnbull!’

Hadley flayed the government. It was a brutal assertion of influence over a cabinet minister and it drew only the mildest protest from Dutton in reply. A visitor to the gorilla enclosure at the zoo could not have spotted the alpha male as quickly as a listener to 2GB at that moment. Hadley reminded Dutton why Morrison was no longer heard on his program, a reference to the rift of April 2017 when the radio host banned the Treasurer and invited Abbott on air instead, and he advanced the idea of what should come next. When it comes to challenging the Prime Minister. What Hadley wanted was never in doubt.

Dutton had the credentials to lead the conservatives after a more than a quarter of a century in the Liberal Party. The son of a bricklayer and a childcare worker, he went to St Paul’s Anglican school in the northern suburbs of Brisbane and joined the party at the age of nineteen. He seemed set on a life in business and politics until choosing instead, at twenty, to act on a childhood ambition to join the police. He had a zeal for law and order and became a detective in the drug squad, the sex offenders squad and the National Crime Authority before leaving after a decade and going into the construction business with his father and assembling a real estate portfolio that set him up for his next career. In 2001, in an election overshadowed by terror attacks in the United States and asylum seekers in the Indian Ocean, Dutton entered Parliament as the Liberal member for Dickson.

That beginning put Dutton on a path to the frontbench. He was a junior minister in the final years of the Howard government and a shadow cabinet member after Labor took power, solid in his portfolio and dependable when the conservatives needed a hard man in Parliament to go on the attack. His eagerness for a fight was apparent in 2008 when he became the only Liberal frontbencher to boycott Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s national apology in Parliament to the Stolen Generation of Indigenous Australians. He regretted that decision but rarely took a backward step in a dispute — not when complaining that schools were silencing Christmas carols, not when arguing for asylum seekers to be kept on Nauru, not when telling business leaders to stop calling for same sex marriage. Yet this was the same man who supported a cabinet decision to accept 12,000 refugees from Syria and Iraq and later visited some of them to see them settling in Australian towns and suburbs.

To his supporters, it mattered not that Dutton leapt beyond the facts with his divisive rhetoric, as he did by declaring people in Melbourne were ‘scared to go out to restaurants of a night’ because of African gangs. What his supporters saw was a conservative warrior who would do everything to win an argument against his opponents. His face might be undisturbed by passion and his voice unvaried in tone but his attacks usually found their mark, so much so that Labor and the Greens howled in protest and conservatives praised him all the more. His wife, Kirilly, summed him up in the early months of 2017: ‘It’s black and white with him. There is no grey.’4

Dutton now had a pathway to promotion on his mind. Days after the Longman result, he called Cray to discuss the message from Queensland voters. He was calm and friendly and made no mention of Turnbull’s leadership, but he had a message about Bishop’s position as deputy. We’ve got to get rid of Julie. I can do better. I appeal to more people than she does. Turnbull and Bishop often appealed to the same group of voters and the government needed a strong appeal to conservatives, but a decision about the deputy’s position was not Cray’s role. She listened and offered one piece of advice. Talk to Malcolm.

Dutton stepped with care after his lecture from Hadley in the knowledge that any public signal he made about his ambition would ignite the party room before Parliament resumed.

Attention was on Turnbull to see how he would respond to the message from voters and the increasing murmurs from government backbenchers about the two policy sagas the government could never end: company tax cuts and the National Energy Guarantee. The sharpest warning came from Luke Howarth, who had arrived in Parliament in 2013 with the suitable qualifications of a black belt in judo, several years running a pest control company and a broken nose from his willingness to get into a scrap. Howarth saw the danger signs in Longman, next door to his Brisbane electorate of Petrie, and wanted a stop to the vacillation on tax: ‘We should try once again to get it through the Senate. If the Senate rejects it again, then drop it and move on,’ he said. Those words carried weight with colleagues due to Howarth’s direct exposure to the electoral shift in Queensland and his widely known friendship with Dutton, a close contemporary within the party and his mentor in the years before he came to Canberra.

Turnbull was taking exactly this approach but was hamstrung in his public remarks about the second phase of the corporate tax cuts, with their controversial benefits for companies with more than $50 million in turnover. Would Turnbull keep the second phase as government policy all the way to the election? To rule this out too early would be to weaken any negotiations in the Senate, where there might be one last chance at success.

Turnbull had come close to cancelling the second phase in June but stayed his hand to give Cormann more time to pass the bill. He chose the same approach now. The decision intensified the political risk to the government and himself in the daily jousting with Shorten. Turnbull’s message to Cormann was simple. You’ve done so much for the government, you should have more time to get this done. As the Parliament prepared to meet, Sally Cray sent a message to Cormann that Turnbull believed in his capacity to seal a deal. They were trusting Cormann when the party room was unsettled.

Turnbull chose this moment to formalise a transition in his personal team to prepare for the election ahead, a concession that the Prime Minister’s Office would have to become sharper, more nimble and more assertive if it was to counter Shorten’s aggressive and confident political unit. Turnbull’s chief of staff, Peter Woolcott, a career diplomat, departed the Prime Minister’s Office to become Australian Public Service Commissioner. This cleared the way for the elevation of Clive Mathieson to run the office after serving as deputy chief of staff since the previous October. Mathieson gave the Prime Minister’s Office the nous it needed to become more competitive against Labor, drawing on his background as adviser to New South Wales premiers Gladys Berejiklian and Mike Baird and his time as editor of The Australian.

Mathieson was popular and effective, but the need for this change reminded outsiders there had been too many transitions already. Woolcott had lasted ten months in the job. His predecessor, Greg Moriarty, had joined the Turnbull office as national security adviser after the 2016 election, risen to become chief of staff and departed in September 2017 upon his promotion to secretary of the Department of Defence. The first of this line, Drew Clarke, had been chief of staff from September 2015 to April 2017.

Four chiefs of staff in fewer than three years: Turnbull paid a price for this rotation. He had wanted senior figures from the public service to run his office, believing this would bring stability and maturity to the position and help deliver on his ambition to restore steady cabinet government, but he overlooked the need for more political dexterity in his office to deal with the dual threats of Shorten on one side and Abbott on the other. Mathieson broke this pattern but arrived with too much to do in too little time. The office had lost other advisers too soon. Brad Burke, described as a ‘Malcolm whisperer’ after years of service as an adviser and deputy chief of staff, had left at the end of 2016 for the private sector. So had Tony Parkinson, a senior political adviser with long experience in Parliament House with Alexander Downer as Foreign Minister. Another gap was the absence of Arthur Sinodinos, the cabinet secretary in Turnbull’s first ministry and a source of political wisdom from his decade as chief of staff to John Howard as Prime Minister. Sinodinos had gone on leave in September 2017 to undergo treatment for cancer. Turnbull needed a larger and stronger personal guard around him.

Abbott encouraged the conjecture over the government’s direction by calling again for cuts to immigration and a rethink on emission reductions. ‘I don’t want to change the leader, I want to change the policy,’ he said.5 ‘If you change the leader without the policy you’re jumping out of the frying pan into the fire.’ His remarks raised an unspoken question. What if you changed the policy and then the leader? To separate the two was to draw an artificial line, as if the leader’s authority could be shredded with no damage when members of the party room were agonising over their political survival. Abbott scorned the idea that the National Energy Guarantee had been passed by the party room on 26 June. That meeting had agreed the policy would have to be discussed again in its final form. Turnbull was compelled to face the climate critics in the party room once more.

Labor state premiers saw Turnbull was exposed and chose to harden their positions on the National Energy Guarantee ahead of a meeting in Sydney on Friday, 10 August, to decide if the states and territories would pass uniform laws to give the federal scheme its expanded power over electricity retailers. Victorian Labor Premier Daniel Andrews and state Energy Minister Lily D’Ambrosio named four conditions for their support: emission reductions could only deepen over time; future targets would be set by regulation, not legislation in federal Parliament; the targets would be set every three years; and a ‘transparent registry’ would be developed to expose the inner workings of the emissions scheme.

This was a provocation for Turnbull, a demand for flexibility on the 26 per cent target that hard-core climate conservatives already abhorred for being too high. The idea of setting the targets by regulation created the prospect of a Labor government one day signing a piece of paper to turn the 26 per cent into 45 per cent, Shorten’s stated ambition if he secured power. Frydenberg had eliminated this option days earlier with the argument that any change so far-reaching to the economy could only come after a vote in Parliament. The Victorian proposal for a review every three years was another dare. The federal plan was to set the targets for the first ten years and allow reviews every five years, which meant the first chance to deepen the cuts would not come until 2031. Frydenberg had already given ground by accepting a review in 2024 to consider the targets applied in the second half of the decade, but to go further was to inflame his restive backbench colleagues, especially if a ‘transparent registry’ might reveal the cost of the emission benchmarks at the heart of the scheme — that is, a potential price on carbon.

D’Ambrosio challenged Malcolm Turnbull to stare down the ‘climate-crazies in his party’.6 The Victorians, supported by similar demands from the Australian Capital Territory, gave Turnbull a wretched choice: appease Abbott and the party room or strike a deal with the states and territories. It was impossible to satisfy both. Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory would only proceed with the National Energy Guarantee if Turnbull walked into the party room, lay his head on the guillotine and risked his neck with intransigent MPs who would gladly drop the blade.

Frydenberg salvaged the policy at the Friday meeting by gaining an extension of time. He had wanted the states and territories to sign off on the plan before he put it to the federal party room in Canberra the following Tuesday, but D’Ambrosio and others refused to go first and stipulated the scheme had to overcome the objections in the party room from Abbott and others before they would consider the next step. An agreement on the climate change target seemed as distant as ever: Victoria, Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory rejected 26 per cent as too low; Shorten wanted 45 per cent; the Greens wanted 90 per cent; Abbott demanded a retreat from targets altogether.

The differences between these positions meant little to the world when Australia was a small part of the global economy and China belched carbon dioxide from new coal-fired power plants, but the gulf was wide enough to ensure an impasse. Frydenberg prepared for another party room meeting where Liberals and Nationals would be looking with suspicion on any concession to Labor and the Greens, which meant he had to rule out the Victorian demand for easier changes to the targets. ‘We’re certainly not going down the path of regulation. These are targets that should be in legislation to provide investment certainty,’ he said.7 The pledge sounded definite. The mystery was whether he had the numbers in the party room and the Parliament to sustain the policy.

Turnbull headed into a decisive clash when Parliament met on Monday, 13 August. The jeers from Labor were a minor concern when the contest that mattered was within the government’s own ranks and when Shorten’s role as Opposition Leader was overshadowed by Abbott’s claim to the unofficial title. Turnbull and Frydenberg were confident of majority support for the National Energy Guarantee inside the party room but could not be sure this would be enough if Abbott and his friends chose to cross the floor and veto the policy in a momentary alliance with Labor in the House of Representatives. The full cost of Turnbull’s troubled election campaign two years earlier became grimly apparent in the machinations to come, with Abbott preparing to exploit his power as a single MP in a chamber where the government had a majority of one. When Turnbull was asked during Question Time about Abbott’s frank disbelief at claims the government policy would ease electricity prices, he ridiculed the ‘ideology and idiocy’ of those who opposed his energy policy. At that moment, Abbott threw his hands in the air in full awareness of all the eyes upon him. Abbott knew he had history on his side. Years of division on climate change had turned this policy into a sure way to test a political leader until he snapped.

The cabinet rooms in Parliament House were opened to the government backbench that Monday night in a symbolic inversion of power. The Coalition’s backbench committee on energy, chaired by Craig Kelly, entered the room for a special briefing with Turnbull, Frydenberg and officials including the Australian Energy Market Commission chairman John Pierce, there to field detailed questions on the National Energy Guarantee. Abbott walked into the cabinet room in a rare return after being expelled from power almost three years earlier. He had become a full member of the backbench committee, confirmed only hours earlier whether Turnbull liked it or not, and could exercise a formal vote on whether the policy would proceed. He had a natural ally in Kelly but not in the secretary of the committee, Trent Zimmerman, a senior figure in the moderate wing of the Liberal Party and one of the strongest voices in favour of the guarantee. Abbott interjected so often during Turnbull’s remarks, questioning the energy plan and climate targets, that Turnbull asked him for the ‘courtesy’ of allowing him to finish a sentence.

‘I would if you allowed me the courtesy of finishing my term,’ Abbott replied.8

The old hatreds scorched every aspect of the debate and made a consensus inconceivable. The meeting ran for two hours and included 30 ministers and backbenchers. Abbott spoke several times to dismiss the business community’s support for the National Energy Guarantee and call for a retreat on the Paris targets, while Joyce warned that the policy would mean higher electricity bills just before the election. Christensen argued for more investment in coal power, while Tony Pasin said renewables were too expensive. Zimmerman said Australia could not breach faith by walking away from the Paris agreement, a move that would damage the Liberals in the eyes of voters in his own seat of North Sydney and Abbott’s seat of Warringah.

The outcome was left to ten voting members. Abbott surprised nobody by declaring himself against the proposed bill to reduce emissions. Another two members, Craig Kelly and Queensland MP Ken O’Dowd, expressed their reservations and voted to keep discussing the policy, but they were defeated by seven members who voted in favour. The seven supporters were Trevor Evans, Steve Irons, Ted O’Brien, James Paterson, Rowan Ramsey, Tim Wilson and Trent Zimmerman.

This was official approval to take the plan to the full Coalition party room the next morning. As the backbenchers dispersed and Turnbull and Frydenberg proceeded to the formal cabinet meeting that night, the Prime Minister and Energy Minister were confident they had cleared another political barrier while demonstrating that Abbott was in the minority again. But Abbott was not done. In a rare venture after years of limiting his appearances to the welcoming studios of Sky News and 2GB, he agreed to an interview with Leigh Sales on the ABC’s 7.30 program to project his message further.9

‘Could you look Malcolm Turnbull in the eye and say that you’ve not been a sniper or a wrecker?’ asked Sales.

‘Oh, look, there has been no leaking, there has been no briefing against the government,’ Abbott said, after a small smile.

‘Sniping, wrecking?’

‘There’s been none of that.’ He was suddenly serious. He argued he had confined his interventions to policy, but he dodged Sales’ last question.

‘Is it fair to say you are the country’s most effective Opposition Leader?’

He was, of course, but did not need to say it.

The meeting of the full party room the next morning brought the debate Abbott wanted so much. He fulminated against the National Energy Guarantee and he was not alone: Kelly warned the penalties on companies that breached the guarantee and its emissions targets were too high, Andrew Hastie spoke against it and Pasin left his options open to cross the floor. Those who spoke in favour, some of them with acknowledegments about flaws in the policy, included Jim Molan, Rowan Ramsey, Warren Entsch, Ted O’Brien, Ann Sudmalis and Chris Crewther.

An entirely separate idea helped convince reluctant MPs to back the policy. The meeting heard from the chairman of the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Rod Sims, who told MPs of the regulator’s proposal for a government program to ‘underwrite’ new investment, a recommendation in its investigation into the electricity grid in July. This encouraged some of the party room members, such as Molan, to believe it was better to unify behind the guarantee than continue to splinter on climate change policy and the Australian commitment to the Paris agreement. Sims cautioned the room that the underwriting scheme was neutral on the source of power and not about picking winners, but this did not stop the Nationals and some of the Liberals seeing it as a way to authorise government financial aid for coal power over renewables.

Turnbull emerged from the party room meeting so confident of success that he heralded the ‘overwhelming’ support for the guarantee and the emissions targets under the Paris agreement. He said the legislation would be introduced to Parliament within the fortnight and dismissed the Labor idea of adjusting the targets by regulation.

‘Now, we believe in democracy,’ Turnbull said. ‘We believe the Parliament should have a say in this.’ He said the target would have to be fixed by a vote in Parliament on legislation. Euphoric at this endorsement from the party room, he turned his sights on Shorten: it was now time for the Opposition Leader to tell Australians whether Labor would support the National Energy Guarantee or be blamed for higher electricity prices. Turnbull said he was ‘absolutely’ ready for a fight at the next election over the Coalition’s target of 26 per cent against the Labor target of 45 per cent. ‘Look, you know, we should legislate the 26 per cent target and then if Labor wants to go to the next election and argue for a higher target, they should do so. And we’ll gladly have that debate with them.’

He spoke too soon. As Turnbull stood in the Prime Minister’s courtyard with Frydenberg at his side, Abbott was stewing in his office over his defeat that morning and the widespread briefing to the media about his loss. The numbers were undoubtedly with the National Energy Guarantee within the party room, but this would not stop Abbott driving the policy towards a new political cliff. There was always another crisis point. This time it was the prospect of Abbott and others crossing the floor in Parliament to vote against the government.

Abbott moved while Turnbull was still speaking at his press conference. He issued a statement conceding there was party room support for the guarantee but said it was a ‘yes, but’ support for a flawed scheme regardless of what the ‘technocrats’ said. ‘Unfortunately, most explanations of how the NEG (as it stands without price targets) might theoretically get prices down sound like merchant bankers’ gobbledygook. I heard at least four lower house MPs formally reserve their position on the legislation and at least a dozen express serious concerns about the NEG or about turning the non-binding Paris targets into law with massive penalties attached.’ Abbott skewered the Turnbull leadership style — merchant bankers’ gobbledygook — but his real threat was in the numbers. Abbott and four others were prepared to vote against the government bill.

The party room meeting, usually the forum to settle an argument, became the trigger to start a new one. Critics of the energy policy mobilised during the afternoon to repudiate the advice from officials and build the numbers against the bill to reduce emissions. Their conduit was Sky News, which produced a list of those who reserved their right to cross the floor. There were five Liberals: Abbott, Abetz, Hastie, Kelly and Pasin. Joining them were three Nationals: George Christensen, Andrew Gee and Barry O’Sullivan. Within hours another Liberal, Kevin Andrews, had joined the group to make nine.10 On Sky that night, Credlin talked of others endorsing this open defiance of government policy.

Frydenberg needed to confirm support for the policy among the states and territories to show the plans were proceeding after formal confirmation that day. In a phone hook-up with state and territory energy ministers, he gained approval to take the National Energy Guarantee to the next stage by releasing draft laws to be passed by all jurisdictions to create the mechanism. Again, Victoria reserved judgement on the final scheme. D’Ambrosio said she would study the legislation thoroughly to look for any concessions Turnbull had given the ‘climate sceptics’ in his party room. She had no reason to smooth the path for Turnbull when it was his task to gain the numbers in Canberra to pass the separate bill to set the emissions target — the responsibility of the Commonwealth alone. This was a perilous moment for Turnbull. The mere prospect of nine MPs crossing the floor in the House of Representatives was a denial of his authority; any step to act on the threat would emasculate him.

Shorten had more at stake than an imminent vote on the energy plan. Labor was yet to see the draft bill to cut emissions but had no reason to rush a decision on the government agenda when the open conflict in the Coalition party room made a crisis certain. The conventional wisdom had been that Labor would accept the National Energy Guarantee and the emissions target when Turnbull put it to a vote in Parliament, reasoning it was better to activate the scheme with Turnbull as Prime Minister and try to deepen the cuts to emissions if Shorten took his place. Labor could not afford to welcome the energy scheme too eagerly, given vehement criticism of it from Greenpeace, GetUp and environmentalists who wanted more support for solar and wind power and more ambition on the Paris targets. An attack from Greens leader Richard Di Natale was also certain if Labor endorsed the energy scheme in its current form and exposed itself to claims it was doing too little on climate change. The temptation for Labor to vote against the federal bill was significant when doing so might inflict so much damage on Turnbull.

An imperial force in global media had also swept in to the Australian political crisis. Rupert Murdoch landed in Sydney in his Gulfstream jet and headed to his family sheep station, Cavan, on a horse-shoe bend in the Murrumbidgee River.11 He arrived on 10 August and spent the next days at the homestead, about one hour’s drive from Parliament House, while his newspapers and television channel intensified their coverage of a clash on energy and leadership. All media outlets, from the ABC to the commercial television networks, from The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald to the Australian Financial Review, from the West Australian to Guardian Australia, were reporting the discord on energy and the spectre of a vote in Parliament that would test Turnbull’s authority. Yet the arrival of Murdoch in Australia always heightened competition between his editors at The Australian, the Herald Sun, the Daily Telegraph, the Courier-Mail and the Adelaide Advertiser to find the sharpest new angle on a story and impress their visiting boss as he compared the morning coverage. It made their newsrooms an aggressive danger to Turnbull and his press secretaries as they tried to quell talk of a leadership challenge.

The conservative slant in the Murdoch papers made them a comfortable platform for those who wanted to bring down Turnbull, with opinion pieces and letters pages full of criticism from the right. Murdoch’s eldest son, Lachlan, was a conservative voice as co-chairman of the global company and he had a strong interest in the Australian newspapers, where he had held his first major job, at age 22, as general manager of Queensland Press, the publisher of the Courier-Mail, before he rose to manage the New York Post. He backed the company’s influential commentators, such as Bolt and Credlin, and was friends with Abbott. When Abbott lost the leadership, Lachlan was one of twenty who attended a ‘wake’ for the fallen Prime Minister at The Australian Club in Sydney.12 As has been mentioned, early in 2017, when Abbott was intensifying his public criticisms of Turnbull, the younger Murdoch invited Abbott to an evening meal at Le Manoir, his Bellevue Hill estate.13 This closeness between Abbott and the Murdochs was a constant source of speculation and suspicion among Turnbull’s staff whenever they saw News Corp coverage that hurt their boss.

This moment in Parliament showed the interplay between a frenetic media and an anxious backbench. The Newspoll released on 13 August showed the government had the same overall support for the fourth survey in a row, lagging Labor by 49 to 51 per cent in two-party terms, a closer gap over a longer period than the Liberals had seen since the election. Yet the emphasis was on Turnbull’s personal slide. ‘Malcolm Turnbull’s popularity has plunged,’ reported The Australian.14 Voter satisfaction with his performance, measured by subtracting the percentage of respondents who disapproved from the percentage who approved, fell from minus 6 to minus 24, the steepest decline since the election. Asked to choose their preferred Prime Minister, 44 per cent chose Turnbull and 32 per cent chose Shorten, a narrower gap than the result of 48 to 29 per cent two weeks earlier. It was the thirty-eighth successive Newspoll in which the Coalition trailed Labor, a period of 98 weeks. Abbott had been removed after 75 weeks of failing the same measure.

Turnbull gathered the full ministry in the cabinet room in Parliament House that night to cool fears of a disaster and reveal Liberal Party research that showed some of the lessons from the Braddon and Longman by-elections, the twin results that were shaking the backbench. The Liberal Party’s federal director, Andrew Hirst, gave a PowerPoint presentation that analysed what Australians had told the party’s exit poll team after casting their ballots.

The power of the Labor campaign in Longman was impressive and frightening: 86 per cent of voters recalled the warning that the government was cutting funding to Caboolture Hospital, 70 per cent recalled that the government was giving a tax cut to the major banks and 66 per cent were aware the Liberal National Party candidate, Trevor Ruthenberg, had been caught out over his defence force medal. People remembered the Labor advertising better than the Coalition campaign whether it was on television, radio, billboards or phone. Labor and its supporters in the union movement overran the Coalition volunteers on the streets of Longman: only 4 per cent of voters recalled a knock on their door from the Liberal National Party compared to 15 per cent for Labor.15

Hirst told the ministry the narrow loss in Braddon was ‘credible’ by historical standards and the Longman result was in line with the government’s polling in early May, even though the media raised expectations of an upset victory. One key message was to improve the ‘ground game’ in the general election campaign to come. Another was to get rid of the ‘policy barnacles’ troubling the government, a reminder to ministers that they were yet to end the long argument over the company tax cuts.

One other feature stood out. The party research made no case for a big shift in government direction, least of all a leadership spill.

Turnbull had reason to be more confident of his position than the public polling suggested. Hirst had privately relayed the Liberal Party’s monthly surveys of voters in 40 marginal electorates considered most likely to decide the election out of the 150 seats in the House of Representatives. The results in late June had been extraordinary: the government had a lead against Labor of 54 per cent to 46 per cent in this subset of seats. ‘The trend continues to move in the right direction — both on vote and positioning,’ said Hirst in a message. ‘The main take-out is that the budget messaging (our plan for a stronger economy) has worked and we should keep at it.’ Hirst cautioned that the result was unusually positive and the Coalition vote was soft compared to Labor. ‘So while all this positive movement to us is very welcome, we’ve not yet locked them in,’ he wrote. This surprising gain against Labor, so different in the marginal electorates compared to the public polls, eased one month later but still left the government ahead. The rolling track of 40 marginal seats at the end of July showed the government led by 52 per cent to 48 per cent in two-party terms.16

Little of this polling was known to a group of critics who felt increasingly certain that Turnbull had to be deposed.

Lachlan Murdoch gathered his most senior News Corp and Sky News staff at his home in the days after the Newspoll, with one inescapable subject. The demise of Turnbull was a matter of discussion for editors and commentators everywhere, but it was a more loaded subject at a company that offered a platform for the Prime Minister’s most trenchant media critics. The drinks at Le Manoir included Credlin and fellow Sky News hosts Paul Murray, Rowan Dean and Ross Cameron, as well as Ticky Fullerton from the Sky News Business channel and 2GB radio host Ben Fordham, an occasional Sky guest. The managing director of the channel, Angelos Frangopoulos, was there alongside David Speers, Kieran Gilbert and Laura Jayes, the journalists who led Sky’s daytime news coverage, and political editor Sharri Markson of the Daily Telegraph. The group was small enough for everyone to join the conversation.

Murdoch asked a key question about the timing for a move against Turnbull. One person at the drinks said the question was: ‘When’s the latest Turnbull can get rolled?’ To some it seemed a logical question about the timetable for a revolt before the election due the following May, but it also had the potential to send a signal. Speers responded with a careful analysis of the pressure points on Turnbull and the likelihood of heightened speculation at the end of the year, the usual ‘killing season’ for prime ministers, while Jayes said she could not see it happening while senior Liberals were telling Dutton not to proceed. Murdoch hosted separate drinks on another night the same week for the News Corp newspaper editors.

It took only a few days for word of this exchange to reach the press secretaries in Turnbull’s office, where the remarks sounded like Lachlan had canvassed the Prime Minister’s removal and suggested it was only a matter of time. Cray sent a message to a News Corp executive to let him know Lachlan’s words were being heard beyond Bellevue Hill. Cray relayed what the office had been told, not least that Lachlan had made it clear to editors that he would like Turnbull to be removed, that journalists complained of their reporting being ‘hijacked’ and that they were being encouraged to portray Turnbull as a ‘dead man walking’.

The Turnbull office, a place with no shortage of former journalists who understood the workings of the media, expected News Corp editors and the evening Sky hosts to inflame the leadership story until there was panic in the party room. The critics would not rest until someone dragged Turnbull to the bonfire.

New squalls and whirlwinds could come at any time in a government easily exposed to division. One arrived on Wednesday when the Senate voted on a bill proposed by the Liberal Democratic Party’s David Leyonhjelm to remove a federal ban on the power of the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory to legalise euthanasia. Turnbull had taken the matter to cabinet, as he had promised Leyonhjelm, but the outcome depended on a conscience vote in the upper house. While opinion polls showed majority public support for voluntary euthanasia for the terminally ill, the Coalition’s conservatives were anxious to stop the bill. The risk of recriminations, and the prospect of conservatives blaming Turnbull if they did not get their way, meant that unity took priority. Turnbull’s chief adviser on Senate negotiations, David Bold, worked closely with Cormann to prevent any discord. The bill was defeated by 36 to 34 votes. It was a conscience vote, but carefully managed.

‘I love this job, I love the fact that we are such a good team,’ Cormann said to Bold in a message after the vote. It seemed proof Turnbull could rely on Cormann to keep the party room together, whatever the doubts over the government’s fortunes.

Yet the pressure for a spill never stopped. The Liberals had fractured into groups that could no longer agree on what they stood for or who should lead them. No philosophy was strong enough to unite them if Dutton and his followers were intent on change. Assistant ministers like Zed Seselja and Michael Sukkar could aspire to promotion under a new regime, while ministers like Angus Taylor and Alan Tudge were hungry to be in cabinet. Turmoil brought reward, an incentive no agitator could admit but no observer could ignore. And turmoil was incredibly easy to arrange. A quiet word to a journalist, reported with anonymity and impunity, was enough to create headlines about another policy division or leadership test. The accelerated news cycle, marked by the rising influence of social media, could maximise the damage from the slightest leak. Turnbull and his supporters could not quell a leadership rumour once the agitators for change were on the move and the jealousies of the party room were aroused. Starting a panic was a pushover. Keeping the peace was a constant trial.

Dutton did another interview with Hadley in which he was told that supporting Turnbull was a sign of weakness.

‘Now, there comes a time in history where you’ve got to have the bottle and, you know, another part of your anatomy, to stand up for yourself mate,’ said Hadley on Thursday.17 ‘And this might be the time. I don’t know whether you wish to take it or not.’

‘Well Ray, I stand up for myself pretty regularly, mate, and I’m happy to continue to do that,’ Dutton said. ‘I want energy prices to be reduced. I’ve said that before. I’m a member of the cabinet and I was loyal to Tony Abbott. I’m loyal to the Prime Minister.’

‘Are you blindly loyal to him?’

‘No, I’m not blindly loyal.’

It was a reply guaranteed to fuel more leadership talk. Hadley pressed Dutton to stop the National Energy Guarantee, but Dutton said he would deliver his advice in private to his cabinet colleagues.

‘Now, if my position changes — that is, it gets to a point where I can’t accept what the government’s proposing or I don’t agree — then the Westminster system is very clear: you resign your commission, you don’t serve in that cabinet and you make that very clear in a respectful way,’ Dutton said.

He was setting the ground rules for his resignation. What would follow if not a challenge? Hadley encouraged the ambition by suggesting Turnbull was finished.

‘You’ve lost the battle mate. If we’re to have any hope against the Labor Party in the forthcoming federal election, we need to change the order,’ Hadley said.

‘Ray,’ Dutton began, before Hadley stopped him. The strong man of the government had to fall silent when the radio host was speaking.

‘And if someone were to do that, maybe, just maybe Peter, you might win that election. Just maybe.’

‘Well Ray, I can promise you mate, I have no intention and I never have and I never will of giving up. Now, I’m going to do the best I can to turn these polls around. I do the best that I can in my portfolio.’

He did not reject Hadley’s idea. You might win that election. Dutton left his options open.
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KNIVES OUT

FRIDAY 17 TO MONDAY 20 AUGUST

IN POLITICS, AS IN horror movies, a silence can be more menacing than a scream. The government emerged from four thundering days in Parliament to an awful stillness on Friday, 17 August, when all sides waited for one man’s words to end a mystery over their fate. The words never came. Dutton kept his colleagues in suspense at a point when the lights dimmed, the sound died away and Liberal MPs listened for the creak of a door on a rusty hinge. They knew they had a potential challenger in their midst. They could not be certain if, or when, he might strike.

The spectre was impossible to ignore after the Daily Telegraph reported on Friday morning that MPs were urging Dutton to challenge Turnbull and remake the government with an energy policy that dropped the cut in carbon emissions and an immigration policy that scaled back the migrant intake. Abbott’s policy blueprint was now being named as the reason to make Dutton the Prime Minister. The report, by Sharri Markson, provoked instant conjecture about whether Dutton was encouraging the perception he was being drafted to the job. ‘There are only two good outcomes here — either the energy policy is dead and we can go to the election fighting Labor on it, or Malcolm goes,’ said an anonymous MP quoted in the story.1 The question to be asked that day was clear: if these unnamed Liberals wanted Dutton to lead, would he do so?

Turnbull knew the story was coming. Cray had messaged Dutton the previous night and he had told her he had not spoken to Markson, but this did not make it any easier to manage. There was no doubt some MPs had given up on Turnbull and were willing to vote for a new leader, although the size of the group was uncertain. The question was whether a candidate was available. Cormann stepped in on Friday to act as an intermediary in an attempt to bridge the gulf between leader and rival. The Finance Minister denied Dutton was sending a ‘shot across the bow’ to the Prime Minister or that MPs were urging him to challenge.

‘I am not aware of any such talk. Nobody has raised that with me,’ Cormann told Sky News. The closeness between Cormann and Dutton added weight to his words; many knew the two men met at dawn when Parliament was sitting to walk up Red Hill, a climb of about 120 metres from the street below. It was natural to expect the two friends to talk of their careers. Would Dutton consider a challenge? ‘We are both very committed to the success of the Turnbull government and to winning the next election,’ Cormann replied, with the discipline that made him such a reliable minister. ‘I did have four walks with Peter this week at 5.30 in the morning up Red Hill. It was very hard after a six-week break to get up that hill because the fitness levels had dropped off a bit. We talk about a lot, but do not think that we just talk politics for an hour every day as we walk up that hill.’

There was no guarantee in those words. Turnbull sent a message to Dutton to confront the obvious: at some point he would be asked whether he had Dutton’s support. Dutton responded with messages that played down the problem and suggested the report in the Daily Telegraph was a beat-up, creating an impression in Turnbull’s mind that the media speculation was out of control. Turnbull had a simple request. He wanted to say the two had spoken and he had Dutton’s support on energy and leadership.

‘Yes mate, those words are fine,’ Dutton replied by text at about 11.30 a.m. There was an assurance of loyalty, but it had only come after a delay that encouraged the doubts. To his colleagues, Dutton appeared to enjoy being the subject of intense speculation about his leadership potential without his usual rivals, Bishop and Morrison, being named as alternatives. Yet the idea being pursued in the media, that Dutton was thinking of resigning from the ministry because of disagreements over energy policy, was at odds with the reality in cabinet, where the Home Affairs Minister had made no such protest against the policy.

Dutton later said he remained silent to prevent greater media coverage. ‘My view was that talking about it just kicked the story along, so there was no sense in fuelling it further,’ he recalled.2 Yet his decision not to repudiate the story in public was a message in itself.

The uncertainty meant the government could not end the discord over its leadership and beliefs, no matter how many times ministers declared in public that Dutton was loyal. The grounds for a backbench rebellion grew when Labor revealed it had seen a copy of the draft legislation for the emission reductions before the document had gone to the Coalition party room. Christopher Pyne dismissed the ‘hyperventilating’ when asked on the Nine Network but was mocked by Labor infrastructure spokesman Anthony Albanese.

‘They don’t know what they are doing,’ said Albanese. ‘Peter Dutton went on radio yesterday and outlined the path that he is considering: resigning from cabinet to go to the backbench to challenge Malcolm Turnbull. That now has been laid bare for all to see. This is a government in absolute chaos and, of course, we know that Peter Dutton is just a glove puppet for Tony Abbott, who is back there on the backbench causing all of this chaos.’ The government plan for tougher energy price regulation, which promised to wield a ‘big stick’ against electricity retailers, drew an equal share of Albanese’s derision. ‘The problem with the big stick is that the Coalition party room have got it and they are belting themselves in the head.’

Pyne did not dispute Abbott’s role in destabilising the government.

‘There’s a few people I think who are trying to put the band back together from the late 2000s,’ Pyne said. He was too discreet to name them. ‘I think we know who they are.’

Alan Jones denounced the idea that a cabinet minister could take the leadership when Abbott was available. ‘Don’t tell me they are going to replace Turnbull with someone who for the last three years has been supporting every stupid policy move he has made,’ he tweeted. ‘Am I the only person who thinks that might create a credibility problem?’ But the moment for Abbott had passed. As the day went on, and Dutton refused to make any public comment of support for Turnbull, the barracking for the Home Affairs Minister grew louder. Hadley called in to 2GB shortly after 1 p.m. to say the challenge was on.

‘It’s happening for sure, and certain,’ Hadley told listeners. ‘One hundred per cent. I’ve been working the phones all morning. I can confirm that those ten backbenchers and a couple of people on the frontbench have grown considerably in the last 24 to 48 hours. I’m convinced, having spoken to people this morning since I’ve come off air, that it’s on, there will be a move.’ He suggested Dutton would not launch the challenge within days but would wait for September, when Parliament would return after a two-week break and MPs would consider the next Newspoll survey, expected on 27 August. But Hadley was blurring the numbers. The backbenchers unhappy with the National Energy Guarantee included four or five Nationals who had no say on the leadership of the Liberal Party: Barnaby Joyce, George Christensen, Andrew Gee, Barry O’Sullivan and Keith Pitt. While Gee and Pitt were driven by frustration at the policy, others had old scores to settle.

Six months after Joyce was blamed for causing a ‘world of woe’ that hurt the government, he was in a position to inflict pain on the man he believed had driven him from office as Deputy Prime Minister, a belief founded on self-deception about his own mistakes. Joyce could torment Turnbull even if he could not vote to replace him.

The Nationals assembled at the Hyatt Hotel in Canberra that Friday afternoon for their annual federal conference to find that questions of leadership overshadowed the formal business of the forum, where party presidents mixed with division members and parliamentarians. The grumbles over the Nationals leader and Deputy Prime Minister, Michael McCormack, were nothing compared to the grievances over the way Turnbull was leading the government. Ministers witnessed Gary Spence, the powerful president of the Liberal National Party in Queensland, approaching MPs to urge them to help dump Turnbull. This was a meeting of the Nationals, with few Liberals in attendance, yet Spence encouraged Nationals MPs to do what they could to change the leader.

Pitt knew that some of his Nationals colleagues were maximising the damage to Turnbull. An electrical engineer and a Bundaberg cane farmer before entering Parliament in 2013, he did not believe the National Energy Guarantee would achieve its promise of reducing prices and told Turnbull on Monday he would cross the floor on the federal bill, a decision that would force him to relinquish his position as an assistant minister. Pitt confided in his colleagues but did not tell the press and did not want his position to be made public, but he read it online two days later. ‘I didn’t want to be a cause of the downfall of the Prime Minister,’ he said later. He believed others used his words for their own ends.

Spence was a domineering figure in the state division and was known to call MPs into his Brisbane headquarters to assert party policy and dictate compliance, as he had done to Warren Entsch when the Queenslander was seeking a free vote in Parliament on same sex marriage the previous year. Conservative by nature, Spence berated state MPs who crossed the floor to decriminalise abortion. He stood by rather than intervene when one of the Liberal women in federal Parliament, Jane Prentice, the member for Ryan, lost her preselection despite her status as an assistant minister. The fact that Prentice supported Turnbull did not help her — and the fact that Entsch spoke up for her only earned him another reprimand from the president.

The antagonism between Spence and Turnbull could be traced back to the 2016 election and the demand from the Queensland party for a bigger presence in the government and more positions in federal cabinet. Spence joined Joyce and other Nationals to urge Turnbull to promote more Queenslanders, only to hear the Prime Minister tell him to leave it to the elected party leaders. We’ll work this out as leaders. We’ll decide who goes into the ministry. It was a message to Spence to butt out. Now the Liberal National Party president oversaw a weakened division that had lost two state elections against Labor Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk and had been outplayed in the Longman campaign, giving him good reason to be anxious about the federal election to come. Spence held Turnbull responsible for the government’s troubles. He was ready to champion Dutton instead.

Turnbull stayed in Canberra to find a way past the blockade of his energy policy by some of his own colleagues. He knew there was no way to mollify Abbott but thought there was a chance of a compromise with those who seemed motivated by frustration over the climate change target more than the leadership. One by one, Turnbull spoke to Liberals including Andrews, Hastie, Kelly and Pasin to go over the National Energy Guarantee and the 26 per cent cut to emissions. One question kept recurring: why legislate the reduction? The request from critics of the emissions target was that it should not be written into the law. The original plan, issued the previous October, had assumed the target without any mention that it would have to be made law before the election, but this had changed when Canberra needed support from the states and territories. Cabinet reluctantly chose to legislate the reduction, but Dutton and others expressed their concerns about this hurdle. ‘We were told it was the price we had to pay to get the states on board,’ said one cabinet minister.

Frydenberg watched the ground shifting on this idea in a matter of weeks. He had insisted at the end of July that the targets should be cemented in law, only to see D’Ambrosio and her Victorian Labor colleagues raise the idea of using regulation instead so it could be easier for a future government to deepen the cuts to emissions. In an unlikely concordance, conservatives within the Liberal Party were now objecting to the legislation as well. Hastie said he did not want legislation.

Turnbull began working on an alternative approach to avoid a flashpoint in Parliament. There would be no bill, no chance for Abbott to cross the floor, no test in the House of Representatives on the government’s control of the chamber. The target would underpin the National Energy Guarantee without being legislated. Turnbull chose to retreat to keep the party room together and his authority alive. Word leaked on Friday afternoon and the backdown was revealed in online reports before 6 p.m.3 The rebels won the concession they sought, but those loyal to the original plan were taken by surprise.

Trent Zimmerman, who had defended Turnbull and Frydenberg throughout the dispute with the conservatives, was stunned to read the news on his phone as he headed to a community theatre on Sydney’s north shore. Tim Wilson, another supporter of the energy policy, was furious. ‘It was like a nuclear warhead had gone off inside my brain, I was so angry,’ he said later.4 Wilson believed the Parliament had to have the final say over the target and had put this view directly to Turnbull in a message the previous day, describing any plan to use regulation instead as a ‘red line’ for him. Now he read an online news report saying this would be the new policy.

Turnbull and Lucy joined the Nationals for a reception on Friday night at the party’s federal council at the Hyatt Hotel. The news of the retreat on the emissions bill was still being absorbed as the Prime Minister spoke to the crowd about the government’s ability to win the next election, but some of the Nationals were hardly supportive. When Joyce spoke to the ABC’s Radio National that evening and interviewer Patricia Karvelas asked if he believed Turnbull should consider his position as leader, Joyce replied only that Turnbull should wait a while. Pressed on when that should be, Joyce said: ‘Before the election.’ With the leadership threat and the energy backflip certain to dominate the Saturday papers, Andrews dismissed the new concession even though he had argued in the party room against the use of legislation. Abbott said the sudden change was no way to run a government. ‘It does look like policy on the run,’ he told The Weekend Australian.

Turnbull’s enemies had cried out for a concession to remove the Paris target from legislation. Turnbull had met their demands. Now they curled their lips at his weakness.

Dutton continued his public silence throughout this desperate attempt to salvage the policy and protect the Prime Minister, but his allies were already mobilising to change the leader. Some were putting questions on Friday afternoon and evening to likely supporters on the conservative side of the party. We’re going to spill. Are you with us? The intent was clear even if the timing was uncertain. Late on Friday came a preview of the Daily Telegraph’s Saturday edition with a stark front-page headline: ‘Dutton ready to roll: Minister considers Turnbull challenge as PM backflips on 26 per cent emissions target.’ The report said Dutton was seriously considering this move.5

Morrison was on the phone early the next morning, Saturday 18 August, to speak to ministers about Dutton’s equivocation and the government’s plight. He was loyal to Turnbull in these conversations and presented himself as chief protector to the Prime Minister, an ideal position for one seeking to be the anointed successor. The discussions made it obvious the puzzle over Dutton’s intentions could not go on. It was untenable for one of the most senior cabinet ministers to cast such a shadow over the leadership. Dutton was urged to make his position clear and did so that morning in a social media post.

‘In relation to media stories today, just to make very clear, the Prime Minister has my support and I support the policies of the government,’ Dutton wrote on Twitter at 8.33 a.m. ‘My position hasn’t changed from my comments last Thursday.’ This ended more than 24 hours of silence in the media but did not end the disquiet over Dutton’s ambitions. The last sentence had ministers worried that he was leaving his options open, that a more emphatic statement would have been better. My position hasn’t changed. Dutton’s position on Thursday had been that he would resign from the ministry if he could not support the government and its policy. That prospect remained. The speculation over the leadership was so intense that only an explicit and definite statement of loyalty could stop the conjecture. Some Liberal MPs sent messages to Dutton to tell him they appreciated his post. ‘Thanks,’ Dutton replied to one colleague. ‘We’re in a bind so let’s hope the miracle materialises.’

Turnbull wanted to keep the focus on energy prices ahead of a cabinet meeting on Sunday night to discuss the retreat on the emissions legislation and the renewed fight when Parliament returned on Monday. He was proceeding with a recommendation from the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, put forward in July, to set a default price for standard household electricity packages, a drastic intervention in conflict with the Liberal Party’s free-market philosophy. This was a guideline, not a price cap or a fixed price across all packages, but it added to the threat of ‘big stick’ regulation of the energy companies. Labor announced a similar proposal on Sunday, embracing the ACCC idea, but the attention was on the Prime Minister and his accommodation on the emissions targets.

Turnbull could see the consternation among Coalition MPs over the way a future Labor government might deepen the emission cuts by signing a regulation. He took to social media on Saturday night to assure Australians he was getting prices down, provoking 1,000 thumbs up and 198 frowns in the emoji world of Facebook, but he also sent a signal to conservatives that his plan also allowed for federal financial help to underwrite new power projects, another ACCC proposal, and that this did not rule out financial support for coal-fired power stations.

‘We will provide support for more competitive baseload generation, as the ACCC recommends, on a technology agnostic basis — whatever gets the job done — stepping in to ensure these projects get financed so they can go ahead,’ Turnbull said in the Facebook post. The emissions targets would be set by regulation but would be subject to a legal safeguard. ‘We will introduce a new law that ensures that before any new emissions target is set, or changed, the energy regulators and the ACCC must advise what that means for your electricity prices. This will ensure that any government who wants to change this, has to tell you up front what the cost will be.’

It was not enough. The climate change debate within the Coalition party room had reached a point where no settlement worked. ‘It’s no way to run a government, making absolute commitments on Tuesday and breaking them on Friday,’ Abbott told 2GB. Another Liberal, Molan, had hardened his warnings against the Paris targets, while Abetz, Andrews, Hastie, Kelly and Pasin were known to object to the policy. The Nationals MPs against the plan included Christensen, Gee, Joyce, O’Sullivan and Pitt and a new voice, New South Wales Senator John ‘Wacka’ Williams, who said he was ‘very concerned’ at the idea that a future Labor government could easily adjust the target. The splintering of the backbench continued on Sunday when two Victorian Liberals, Tim Wilson and James Paterson, aired their doubts about the new accommodation on the target. ‘Parliamentary sovereignty should not be sidestepped by ministerial discretion on such a significant, long-term policy question,’ said Paterson. The Liberal Party’s history showed that a dispute over climate could be a short step towards a challenge to the leader. The party room was arguing over a box of matches next to a petrol bowser.

Turnbull wanted every cabinet minister to return to Canberra on Sunday night, but the response from some was ominous. The Health Minister, Greg Hunt, did not reply to the request when it was issued on Friday, a delay that intrigued the Prime Minister’s Office. Hunt, the architect of the ‘direct action’ climate change policy during the Abbott government and a senior conservative in the Victorian division of the Liberal Party, was eyed with suspicion after years of media reports that speculated about a new leader for the party and, uncannily, always named Hunt as the next deputy. Cormann could not make it from Perth. The response from Dutton was more troubling. He told the Prime Minister’s Office he could not attend the meeting because he had a family event on in Brisbane a few hours before cabinet ministers were meant to assemble for dinner.

The hesitation was telling. This was a crucial meeting of cabinet in the midst of a split on energy policy and open speculation about the leadership, yet some ministers were in two minds about whether to attend. Cray decided on Friday night that Dutton had to make the meeting and that a Royal Australian Air Force jet should be arranged to fly him to Canberra. Dutton was joined on the flight by the Trade Minister, Steve Ciobo, his Queensland friend and former flatmate. Ciobo had voted for Turnbull three years earlier and vaulted into cabinet soon afterwards; now he was backing a different challenger.

Cray was frank about her suspicions when she messaged Ciobo on Sunday to confirm the VIP jet would be ready at the Hawker Pacific jet base in Brisbane at 4.30 p.m.

‘You can plot all the way down,’ she texted him.

‘Why do I feel like this is the kiss of death for me?’ he replied.

‘It’s fine,’ she responded at 1.54 p.m. ‘Abbott isn’t there to give the instructions. Just be careful his strategy doesn’t blow up and we don’t have PM ScoMo on Friday.’6

Ciobo offered a neutral reply and asked if he could ‘calm the waters’ but it was too late. Cray had spoken to Queensland Liberal MP Bert van Manen earlier that day and been told Spence had called him to urge him to back Dutton. She thought the manoeuvring was madness and could see that Morrison would move if Dutton chose to strike, but Dutton and his allies seemed blind to their own chances of failure.

Ministers were meant to gather for dinner at The Lodge for an informal discussion, but the venue was changed to the cabinet rooms of Parliament House to prevent media crews interrogating everyone. Dutton and Ciobo arrived after the meal and joined the formal meeting around the cabinet table as attention turned to the National Energy Guarantee. Turnbull put the focus on price. One key decision was to force the adoption of the default price scheme for electricity by imposing severe regulation on energy companies including the threat of a divestment power for the ACCC to break up companies. The energy policy changes were accelerating to a point where a Coalition cabinet quickly approved an idea it might have slowed or stopped in a different era. The most important decision was political. Cabinet decided the government would not attempt to legislate the emissions targets at any point if this meant relying on Labor’s support in the Parliament. The energy policy would only proceed if the Coalition could carry the policy on its own numbers.

Pyne turned to Dutton after ministers had expressed their approval for the political strategy. Dutton had been silent for much of the discussion. He had never made the National Energy Guarantee a test of Turnbull’s authority in cabinet and had never tried to stop the policy. Even so, some of his colleagues thought he had become more reticent in cabinet since the Longman by-election. Now everyone wanted to hear from Dutton. Pyne asked him to speak up.

‘Well Peter, we’ve all had our say and we haven’t heard you — and everyone wants to know what you think,’ Pyne said, according to those in the room.

Dutton responded that the energy policy was not ideal, but it was cabinet policy and he would support it. And the leadership? Dutton was not turning the energy policy into a test of leadership. Some of those in the room took his answer as continued support for Turnbull. At least one thought Bishop rolled her eyes.

Dutton viewed the energy policy not in terms of philosophy or ideology but political reality. He doubted Turnbull’s judgement in pursuing a scheme that did not have unanimous support in the Coalition party room and would require Liberal and Labor MPs to vote together while Abbott and other rebels crossed the floor.

‘I was pragmatic about it, but my major concern was facilitating a process where twenty of our people crossed the floor or abstained,’ he said later.7 ‘I thought that would have been the end of his leadership at that point. It comes back to the question of political judgement.’

While Dutton was positioning for a challenge, he was not ready to admit it in the cabinet room. His supporters were so confident of his prospects they were already telling others he had half the party room and was willing to move. ‘Supporters of Peter Dutton say the Home Affairs Minister is leaning towards challenging Malcolm Turnbull for the prime ministership and has the numbers to win,’ wrote Peter Hartcher and this author in the Sydney Morning Herald and The Age in a report that went online at 9.31 p.m. on Sunday night and was on the front pages the next morning.8 The Liberal party room had 84 members returning to Parliament on Monday. Another member, Arthur Sinodinos, was on leave. Dutton supporters claimed he had at least 43 votes already.

‘It doesn’t matter what the NEG turns out to be now,’ one conservative Liberal said on Sunday. ‘It’s broader than that — it’s now about our direction, our base, and our personnel.’ The preparations for a spill were reported alongside the government’s worst loss in an Ipsos survey in more than a year: the Coalition was behind Labor by 45 to 55 per cent in two-party terms, a result that would cost more than twenty seats if repeated at a general election.

Morrison’s closest companions met at his apartment in Canberra as the Sunday night cabinet meeting wound down. His flatmates, Steve Irons and Stuart Robert, were joined by Alex Hawke, the man they considered their ‘spear-thrower’ because he was so brutally effective at marshalling numbers for a ballot. They began at 9 p.m. and were joined by Morrison when he returned from cabinet. They talked past midnight while they considered the Ipsos poll and the next day’s headlines about a spill. Hawke was frustrated at the Dutton camp’s briefings to the media and discussions with the backbench, feeling he should have been alive to the manoeuvres much earlier. ‘They’re ahead of us,’ he said. ‘We should have been expecting this.’

The four men were one of the tightest groups in the Liberal ranks. They had all entered Parliament in the same year, 2007, and attended bible study and prayers every Tuesday night when in Canberra. This shared belief bound them together in a world where so many politicians, advisers and supporters could shift their allegiances. The four had worked together through the schisms of the party over more than a decade. Abbott had won and lost supporters. Turnbull had seen some of his allies drift away. Not Morrison. His inner circle was small but committed.

Morrison made sure to have another friend by his side. He called Scott Briggs, his campaign manager in the electorate of Cook, to ask him to get to Canberra as soon as possible. Briggs was a former deputy director of the New South Wales division of the Liberal Party and a man with strong ties to both Morrison and Turnbull. He had helped Turnbull launch his political career as the member for Wentworth in 2004, and had once worked at Turnbull’s investment bank, but his more recent work had been as Morrison’s indispensable ally. He drove to Canberra on Monday.

Conservative commentators were not gunning for Turnbull alone on Monday morning. Alan Jones also attacked Frydenberg for his ‘naïve’ energy policy and his earlier insistence on a legislated target that was now rejected by Turnbull. ‘Mr Frydenberg, you deserve what’s coming your way. You should have resigned at the weekend,’ Jones said on 2GB. It was a reminder that anyone who sided with Turnbull would become a target. Joining Dutton might be risky but helping Turnbull could be costly for anyone who wanted to appease the conservative critics. Even Pyne, the indefatigable defender of the government, could not quell the sense of a crisis when stopped by reporters in the Press Gallery corridor after a morning interview: ‘Obviously it’s damaging. Quite clearly, disunity is damaging.’

Turnbull stood with Morrison and Frydenberg at a press conference on Monday morning, 20 August, to reveal the cabinet decision of the previous night. Turnbull argued in one breath that the National Energy Guarantee and its emissions target had the clear support of the party room but in the next breath that it could not be put to Parliament. ‘I’ve never seen an energy policy that has broader support,’ he told reporters in the Blue Room of Parliament House, before admitting the complaints from his own Liberals and Nationals colleagues were so strong that he could not legislate. The policy remained to have an emissions intensity standard in legislation. The commitment to reduce emissions by 26 per cent also stood. Friday’s proposal to require an ACCC report on any increase in the target also remained, but only in theory. ‘It is a moot point until such time as we have enough support to pass it through the House,’ said Turnbull.

Turnbull presumed the government could not get support from Labor to pass the legislation, but he made no attempt to negotiate with Shorten to succeed. He did not put this to the test and therefore put no obligation on Shorten to cast a vote. The journalists in the Blue Room tried to make sense of this new position. ‘The only people saying on the record they would vote against your bill are your people,’ asked one. ‘So this will be seen as a capitulation to the conservatives in your party room. At what point do you stand and fight?’ There was no will in the cabinet for such a move: the decision the night before ruled out negotiation with Labor. It would split the party for Turnbull to vote with Shorten while conservatives led a revolt on the floor of Parliament.

Life was draining from the National Energy Guarantee even if Turnbull and Frydenberg could not admit it. The scheme was the result of more than a year of work by the nation’s most senior energy regulators, largely supported by industry and shaped by hundreds of public submissions. The states and territories were preparing draft legislation to enact their part of the mechanism. The policy had been approved by federal cabinet at length and had passed the Coalition party room three times. Now there would be no federal law, not even regulation, to enforce the cut in emissions. It is a moot point. The target was all ambition and no action. ‘The NEG is dead,’ said Rattenbury, the Climate Change Minister in the Australian Capital Territory government. The Business Council of Australia and the Australian Industry Group despaired at the diminishing prospect of ever getting a political settlement on energy.

Turnbull was now exposed to a political tempest. His belief in the science on climate change was central to who he was. Voters knew him as the Liberal leader who wanted to reduce greenhouse gas emissions when so many of his colleagues dismissed the need to act. His words from 2009, when he lost the leadership, were in every profile of his political career: ‘I will not lead a party that is not as committed to effective action on climate change as I am.’ Now he tried to save his leadership by sacrificing conviction. What did he stand for?

The Prime Minister, his cabinet and his government revealed their astonishing loss of nerve to the Australian public. They repeated the April 2010 upheaval when Kevin Rudd followed the advice of his colleagues and retreated on Labor’s emissions trading scheme in the face of an attack from Abbott. Labor cabinet ministers had urged the backdown and weakened the leader, then cut him down two months later. How long would it take the Liberals to do the same to Turnbull?

Abbott triumphed again. This was revenge served cold with ingredients taken from the political deep freeze: the ideological divide of the 2009 clash, the lessons from Rudd’s surrender in 2010, the tactics of Abbott’s campaign as Opposition Leader against a price on carbon. And the crisis was only possible due to the tight numbers in Parliament from Turnbull’s own performance at the 2016 election. The size of the Coalition revolt on the emissions bill was never tested in the House of Representatives. It might have included Abbott, Andrews, Christensen, Gee, Hastie, Joyce, Kelly, Pasin and Pitt, separate from the critics in the upper house. The numbers varied but the group certainly represented a minority of the 76 government MPs in the House. They might have been overcome by an agreement between the government and Labor, but Turnbull did not dare to make the attempt. There was no doubt who blinked in this grudge match. The narrow majority from the 2016 election had given Abbott enormous leverage. He used it without mercy.

Shorten later said he was willing to vote for the National Energy Guarantee if it meant legislating some form of energy scheme, despite Abbott’s tactics. The opportunity was there to isolate Abbott.

‘That’s where Malcolm should have gone back to being old Malcolm,’ Shorten recalled.9 ‘We were happy to back a market-based scheme, and in the end we knew we’d have to go with the National Energy Guarantee. But it was more important for him to have Dutton on side than to have energy reform in this country. And in the end it didn’t help him anyway. To turn our back on a working mechanism would have been hugely irresponsible, we would never have been forgiven.’

The threat from Dutton compelled Turnbull to be cautious in the climate change dispute, weakening his authority at a time he needed it most, but he insisted in public he had the support of the Home Affairs Minister. ‘Yes, absolutely,’ Turnbull said on Monday morning. ‘Peter Dutton was at our leadership group meeting this morning and he was at cabinet last night. He’s a member of our team, he’s given me his absolute support.’ Away from the public eye, however, Laundy gathered with ministerial colleagues in Cray’s office that morning to consider the numbers. Those in the meeting included Michaelia Cash, Dan Tehan and Simon Birmingham.

Labor dismissed the assurances about the unity of the government on Monday, 20 August, when the Daily Telegraph’s front-page headline said Turnbull was pleading for support, while Dutton was not ruling out a challenge. The opposition mocked Turnbull during Question Time. ‘My question is to the current Prime Minister,’ began the Labor member for Batman, Ged Kearney, the former president of the Australian Council of Trade Unions.

Cabinet ministers were calculating the chances of a challenge. Tehan could see the party room was still suffering from the hatreds of the leadership spill three years earlier. He was a conservative and a friend to Abbott after he lost the leadership, but he was not joining the effort to remove Turnbull. He had read the newspaper reports over the weekend of a Dutton leadership ticket with Hunt as deputy. He picked up the phone on Monday and called one of his closest colleagues, Frydenberg.

Tehan said he was supporting Turnbull and had promised this to the Prime Minister directly, but he also told Frydenberg he had a decision to make. If it all goes to custard, I want you to think of putting your hand up and running for deputy. Tehan believed Josh would be a far better deputy than Hunt and a more unifying figure for the party after the work he had done to seek peace on energy policy. Frydenberg was one of the most ambitious members of the party and would not have needed a phone call to envision a promotion, but the suggestion was complicated. Frydenberg was best man at Hunt’s wedding and godfather to his daughter, Poppy. Hunt was groomsman at Frydenberg’s wedding. They were friends from university but now looked like rivals. Frydenberg and Tehan would make a formidable team in the quest for votes if a contest began. They parked the idea.

Dutton was considering his tactics when a news report gave his candidacy a sudden thumping. Ten Network senior journalist Hugh Riminton reported a legal cloud over Dutton that could see him disqualified from Parliament because he was a beneficiary of a family trust that owned two childcare centres that might receive money from the federal government. Two professors of constitutional law, Anne Twomey of the University of Sydney and George Williams of the University of New South Wales, said there was an arguable case that Dutton was in breach of Section 44(v) of the Constitution and its prohibition on any ‘direct or indirect pecuniary interest’ with the Commonwealth.10 The report followed a similar investigation into Liberal National Party Senator Barry O’Sullivan.

Dutton raged against Turnbull’s office in the belief the Prime Minister’s team had planted the story to discredit him. The five o’clock bulletin was enough to make any Liberal MP think carefully about voting for Dutton and installing a leader who might be referred to the High Court and removed from Parliament. The suspicions were a sign of the paranoia spreading through the party room. The researcher on the report, Kate Doak, had been investigating the Section 44 questions before the leadership was in play. ‘We’d been working on that story for a couple of months,’ she said later. ‘Neither Mr Turnbull or his staff were involved in this story in any form.’11 Riminton had gone to Dutton’s staff earlier on Monday on the legal claims. ‘This was completely our work,’ he said afterwards. ‘We didn’t have any contact with any political office or any politician before the story went to air — except Dutton’s office to seek his comment.’12

Turnbull’s advisers tried to prevent an eruption over the story. Cray sent a message to Cormann. Just so you know, that had nothing to do with us. Dutton was already in Cormann’s office fuming about the report and accusing Turnbull of launching an early strike against him. Dutton told Cormann he expected the worst: They’re going to fuck me. They’re going to fuck me. Cray assured Cormann again that Turnbull and his office were not behind the report. She had thought earlier on Monday there was a chance to calm the leadership fever. There seemed no hope of that now.

Liberals on both sides of the leadership gulf went to dinner on heightened alert for a confrontation the next morning at their regular party room meeting, held at nine o’clock every Tuesday morning and followed by a Coalition party room meeting when the Nationals joined the group. Craig Laundy was already checking on support for Turnbull as he prepared to join a ‘class of 2013’ dinner for Coalition colleagues who had entered Parliament with the advent of the Abbott government. Laundy was a natural opponent of the social conservatives. He helped Turnbull get the numbers for the 2015 leadership ballot and was preparing to help him again. He went to dinner at a Canberra restaurant determined to defend the Prime Minister.

Luke Howarth joined the same dinner with a growing belief that Turnbull should be replaced. He argued with Laundy over the implications of the Longman by-election and complained he was ‘gone’ from his seat of Petrie at the next election if Turnbull remained. This was an unmistakable sign of the willingness to bring on a spill, given Howarth was close to Dutton and sounded so certain of the need for a new leader. The Queensland backbencher intended to use the morning meeting to ask Turnbull to resign — an extraordinary move. There was no realistic scenario in which an MP could stand in the formal meeting and request the resignation of the Prime Minister without precipitating a crisis.13

Only a few tables away sat members of Morrison’s inner circle including Hawke, Irons and Robert. They had wondered whether someone would help Dutton by launching a feint. Now they knew to watch Howarth.

Laundy called Turnbull after leaving the restaurant to warn him to be on his guard. He called Cray at about 11 p.m. after she had seen a preview of the front page of the Tuesday edition of The Australian, which reported that Turnbull had lost the confidence of half his Liberal cabinet colleagues and there was a ‘strong chance’ the party room meeting would turn into a leadership ballot.14 Everything indicated that if Dutton did not move on Tuesday he would do so later in the week or early the following month.

The contest was coming. The mystery was whether Turnbull or Dutton would dictate the terms.
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TUESDAY 21 AUGUST

TURNBULL WAS ALIVE TO the manoeuvres against him and studied the options to corner his opponents. He knew Luke Howarth would try to provoke him in the party room on Tuesday morning and he had no intention of allowing it. Turnbull would not sit meekly while backbenchers turned to Dutton. He was awake before dawn on Tuesday, 21 August, to put his plan to those he could trust. He sent a message to Cray at 5.34 a.m. Are you up? They spoke soon afterwards. He had already consulted Lucy on the idea and now canvassed it with his principal private secretary.

Turnbull decided to call a leadership ballot on his own terms. He would use the Liberal meeting at nine o’clock that morning to tell colleagues the time had come to settle the doubts over his position. This meant declaring the leadership open and allowing a call for candidates. This would not be a repeat of the ‘empty chair’ attempt on Abbott in February 2015 because there would be no vote to spill the position. He would vacate the leadership. Anyone could stand. One option for the entire parliamentary party was to avoid any show of disloyalty and confirm Turnbull in his position. The vote would only be held if an alternative candidate rose. In the conventions of the party room, there would be no speeches. The chief whip, Nola Marino would distribute ballot papers and declare the result.

Turnbull had a few hours before the meeting to call his colleagues and test their views. Telling them of his plan would go too far because the word would reach Dutton and his supporters. The conversations were general but the question was obvious. Would you support me? Turnbull called a subset of the party room, perhaps twenty people, and seemed confident. His phone call to Stuart Robert, one of Morrison’s closest allies, was encouraging because it conveyed the impression he would have the support of the Morrison camp, an important group even though it had only fifteen members. Turnbull told Alex Hawke that he had support in the 50s. Hawke told him this was wrong and his support was only in the high 40s. The Prime Minister and his team were not the only ones calculating the numbers.

Turnbull confided in Bishop shortly before the inner circle of cabinet ministers arrived at the Prime Minister’s Office for their usual leadership group meeting at 8.30 a.m. The group comprised Turnbull, Bishop, Morrison, Dutton, Pyne, Cormann and Fifield as well as the Nationals leader, Michael McCormack, and the deputy leader, Bridget McKenzie. Turnbull made sure to speak to Bishop before the others arrived so he could tell her he would call for a vote on the leadership within the hour. He sounded determined. Bishop absorbed the news during the meeting while the cabinet ministers debated the day’s tactics on energy and company tax.

Only when the meeting ended, and Turnbull and Bishop spoke privately, did she state her own intentions: ‘If you’re going to declare your position, we better clear the air and declare mine as well.’ She said this with just minutes to go. Laundy heard of the plan when he arrived at Turnbull’s office shortly after the leadership meeting.

‘I’m going to call it on. I’d rather live on my feet than die on my knees,’ Turnbull told him.

‘Mate, go for it,’ said Laundy.

Turnbull, Bishop and Laundy walked together through the Members’ Hall to the government party room.

Dutton knew none of this as he spoke to Liberals on his way to the meeting. He fell in with Warren Entsch, his fellow Queenslander and a man whose frustration with Turnbull had grown during the marriage equality debate and the backdown on energy. Entsch had been in Turnbull’s office that morning telling the Prime Minister’s chief of staff, Clive Mathieson, it was time the leader showed leadership after giving so much ground to his critics. This resumed a conversation he had begun with Mathieson the previous day.

‘The problem with Malcolm is he’s the Prime Minister of Australia, he’s the elected leader but he’s got no authority,’ Entsch told Mathieson. ‘He doesn’t have the fucking balls to stand up to the few squeaky wheels.’ He said he felt like voting for ‘anyone but Malcolm’ at that moment, more a sign of frustration than intent.

Entsch could see the problem but did not want a spill. He said so that morning to Howarth, his office neighbour in Parliament House, when he learnt of the MP’s wild talk the previous night and his plan to call for Turnbull’s resignation. His message to Howarth was simple: You’re fucking stupid.

Now Entsch had a chance to ask Dutton what he might do.

‘I hope you’re not going to pull it on today, Dutto,’ he said on the way to the meeting.

‘No, Entschy, I will not,’ Dutton replied. ‘Believe me I’m not going to pull it on.’

‘Thanks, mate.’ Entsch believed him then and later.1 He went into the room with one thought on his mind. At last, some common sense.

At nine o’clock, Turnbull stood at the front of the party room in his position as leader and chair of the meeting. He spoke briefly — so briefly, in fact, that MPs had trouble remembering his words. Then came the thunderbolt: he wanted a vote on the leadership to stop the speculation. ‘This has to end,’ he said, and looked at Abbott.

Howarth began to stand to make the speech he had been preparing all night. ‘Prime Minister, can I say something?’ He was too late: Turnbull had started the formal process for a ballot. Nola Marino took control of the meeting and prevented Howarth from saying anything further, leaving him to remonstrate with the deputy whip, Bert van Manen, about his desire to ask Turnbull to resign. There were no speeches at a time like this: party tradition dictated a vote with few words. In a symbolic demonstration that the leadership was vacant, Turnbull left his place at the front of the room, where he usually faced the assembled MPs, and walked to a seat in the front row. Cormann was visibly shocked and looked around at his Western Australian colleagues, including Christian Porter and Andrew Hastie. He looked angry. Abbott, sitting as usual next to Dutton in the leather armchairs at the side of the room, asked if he would ‘have a go’ at the leadership. Dutton said he would.2

Marino asked for nominations. Turnbull stood. There was a pause. Dutton rose from his chair. There was a groan from some in the room. This moment shattered the fragile concord that kept the government together. Watching this without a word, some cabinet ministers were utterly shocked despite the long period of speculation and positioning towards exactly this decision. There were few sounds as Marino handed out the ballot papers. There was not much time for anyone to coordinate their votes, although communication was not impossible. Robert was sitting next to another of Morrison’s allies, Steve Irons. Hawke was on the other side of the room. Some could see MPs texting each other. Hawke and Robert denied they did this. It was over within fifteen minutes.

Liberals waited for the result with a sense of dread. Marino announced the numbers: 48 votes for Turnbull, 35 for Dutton. There were 85 in the party room but one member had abstained and another was away.

A murmur seemed to go around the room, as if a collective thought was given voice. Only eight votes in it. Only eight to go. Everyone knew it. Another challenge was almost certain now that Dutton had made his fateful decision to stand and the numbers were so close. Bishop was endorsed as deputy without a contest. Her enemies still harboured the ambition to replace her with Dutton but thought now was not the time to strike, while those who wanted the deputy’s position held back to see how the leadership rivals responded to this outcome. Then, in a jarring return to business as usual, the meeting continued and Turnbull walked back to the leader’s chair.

Abbott hounded Turnbull in the debate that followed. He demanded a review of the Longman campaign and spoke directly to Turnbull to ask him why he had elevated the by-election to a leadership test.3 When Turnbull dismissed this, Abbott produced Turnbull’s own words and read them to the room. By-elections are a test of policies, they’re a test of leaders, they’re a test of candidates. The Prime Minister’s remark in Devonport in July, a statement of the obvious in any other circumstances, was now used to belittle him. Abbott’s response to his victory over Turnbull on the National Energy Guarantee, and now this shockingly narrow leadership ballot, was to attack even harder. He would not stop.

Abbott punctured the calls for harmony after the vote. It was all very well to exhort members to stick together but this was up to the leadership. ‘Unity has to be created and loyalty has to be earned. They can’t just be demanded,’ he said.4 Entsch could not let that pass. He rebuked the hypocrites who lectured the party about unity after doing so much to cause division. He did not need to name Abbott for the room to know his target. Some MPs clapped him as he sat down.

Dutton approached Turnbull at the back of the party room as MPs left the room. He went to him to offer his resignation as Minister for Home Affairs.

‘I want you to rethink,’ said Turnbull. ‘I want you to stay in the ministry.’

‘It’s untenable,’ said Dutton. ‘I can’t serve in your ministry when I’ve just challenged you.’

Turnbull had been too confident. He had dared his colleagues to admit he was their only hope, but they had responded with a rupture so great there could be no pretence of unity. This was not a spill: the leader had declared the leadership vacant without asking anyone to move a spill motion to force him out of his job. Yet at the very moment Turnbull needed to cement his authority, his colleagues weakened it instead — and found themselves repeating Liberal Party history. Decades earlier, John Gorton had entered the party room at a time of immense pressure on his position, with strong voices in the media against him and William McMahon seeking to replace him. Two of Gorton’s allies called a vote of confidence in his leadership rather than waiting for the challenger to move. The secret ballot was tied at 33 in favour and 33 against. Gorton, seeing his leadership at an end, used his position as chairman to cast the final vote against himself. His tactics were debated long afterwards.

‘It is a golden rule of politics that a parliamentary leader does not seek a vote of confidence from his party,’ wrote political journalist Alan Reid of Gorton’s ballot in the autumn of 1971.5 ‘The very seeking suggests that he needs a vote of confidence. The attitude he takes is that he has the confidence of the party. He takes it for granted. It is for others to prove the opposite.’

John Howard was surprised at Turnbull’s move. ‘It’s not something I would ever have done,’ he said later. His attitude towards leadership ballots was to wait for others to force the issue. In May 1989 his rival Andrew Peacock had done exactly that by launching a sudden spill. As Opposition Leader at the time, Howard had told colleagues his attitude was simple: ‘If somebody wants to get rid of me they can blast me out.’6

The Turnbull gamble had paid a paltry return. He won, but so narrowly he invited danger. What if he had waited for Howarth to make his speech and demand his resignation? What if that speech had provoked a spill motion from the floor? Liberals aware of their own conventions and history believed this would have set a higher bar for a protest vote. Instead of 48, the Turnbull vote would have been in the 50s. One of those who voted for Dutton did so in part because he was appalled at Turnbull’s judgement. ‘We weren’t being asked to sack the Prime Minister — he had just done that in front of us,’ he said later.7 ‘No one removed Malcolm from his position that day other than himself. He did not ask any of us. Malcolm made it a free choice, a free decision. Malcolm and Dutts were standing as equals.’

The old criticism of Turnbull emerged again. He doesn’t have a political bone in his body.

Others thought he was right to bring on this ballot. ‘There was going to be a challenge by Dutton at some point, there was absolutely no question,’ said one of Turnbull’s friends. One MP who had never been close to Turnbull said he had to confront his opponents: ‘They were definitely coming for him. I believe he did the right thing.’ Laundy dismissed the idea that the clash could have been avoided. ‘It was coming one way or another. With the benefit of hindsight I don’t think you can argue it wasn’t coming,’ he said.8

Dutton felt he had to stand. He regarded Turnbull’s move as a ‘suicide mission’ because there was always a bloc within the party room, including ministers, who would vote against the Prime Minister. ‘I wasn’t going to challenge on the Tuesday or anytime that week,’ he said later. Dutton said he expected a challenge in the subsequent fortnight of Parliament, beginning on 10 September. ‘Why did I stand? I believe that it had been building, my name had been speculated upon and I thought it would have been weak and untenable not to have stood,’ he said.9

One idea, spread after the ballot to explain the frenzied contest that followed, was that Turnbull had thrown the leadership open in a way that spurred his opponents to organise against him. This was the myth of the ‘standing start’ — that nothing was happening until Turnbull brought it on. It was a myth so outlandish it required its believers to forget that Dutton had been calling MPs the previous weekend to gauge their thoughts, that his supporters had been asking colleagues if they were ready for a spill, that Spence and others had told MPs that Dutton’s time had come and that the Dutton camp had been backgrounding the media to claim they already had a majority in the party room. The Liberals who worked hard to remove Turnbull and elevate Dutton — Michael Sukkar, Zed Seselja, Tony Pasin and Andrew Hastie — were later offended at being called ‘plotters’ because they argued they had only mobilised after Turnbull struck first. It was a fantasy.

The same people who claimed to journalists on Sunday, on condition of anonymity, that they had the numbers to make Dutton the leader later claimed to be surprised by a ballot that showed they only had 35 votes. This was just the start of the campaign of media misinformation, false claims and outright lies to force the party room to another crisis.

Liberals dispersed quickly when the meeting ended and the opposing camps weighed up their options in this dangerous new dynamic — the challenge declared, the future unknown.

The Morrison camp gathered immediately in Hawke’s office. Into the room came Stuart Robert, Ben Morton, Steve Irons, Bert van Manen and others over time, starting their discussion with the assumption that another ballot was inevitable. Others who were close to Morrison included Lucy Wicks, Ann Sudmalis, Karen Andrews and David Fawcett. While Liberal alliances were looser than Labor factions, Morrison enjoyed influence over a significant bloc.

Hawke suspected at first that Dutton would challenge again in the September sittings two weeks away, but he soon thought again. He began to wargame a second ballot to be held within days. He formalised the preparations with a WhatsApp messaging group, called The Project, with a membership that included Morrison, Hawke, Robert, Irons, Morton and Wicks over time. Scott Briggs, who had arrived in Canberra on Monday, also joined the group. While close to Turnbull in the past, he was now a member of Team Morrison.

Some of the Morrison group had helped bring on this crisis. Members of the group estimated five of their fifteen had deserted Turnbull and sided with Dutton. One of them, Wicks, had a conservative Liberal branch in her electorate of Robertson on the New South Wales Central Coast. Another, Morton, was a former director of the Western Australian division of the Liberal Party who was disenchanted with Turnbull and worried about the coming election. Others were loyal to Morrison but not to Turnbull, in an echo of the talks before the ‘empty chair’ spill in early 2015, in which some MPs preferred one candidate but could accept the other. The Morrison camp portrayed the votes for Dutton that morning as spontaneous. To others it looked deliberate.

Morrison’s group had the opportunity to encourage the Dutton challenge, weaken Turnbull and clear the way for their preferred leader to emerge. Turnbull had called Marino before 8.30 a.m. to tell the chief whip to prepare for a ballot, a piece of strategic information of immense value that morning. The fact that van Manen was a deputy whip, in an office next door to Marino, only deepened the suspicions that Morrison allies came to the ballot with an intent to force change. This required a level of coordination they all dismissed. They denied any preparation and rejected the theory they had texted each other during the meeting to put votes behind Dutton. Yet there was no question that about five of them — the precise number was conjecture — had helped tip the party room over the edge.

‘Votes were split and spread and there was nothing coordinated,’ Robert said later.10 ‘It was more shock than anything. When you spring it on people they don’t have time to think. Nobody had planned anything because nobody thought he would be so stupid as to call a spill.’ Robert was able to send a text message to Morrison during the meeting but he denied trying to add to the numbers for Dutton. His account, months later, was that he had been waiting for Howarth to launch a denunciation of the leader and never expected the leader to call a vote. ‘Malcolm established a crisis,’ he said. ‘Dutton was trying to establish one. Malcolm established it for him. It wasn’t just a mistake. It was a horrendous mistake.’

Cormann was one of the first to reach Turnbull in the Prime Minister’s Office after the vote. The Finance Minister was incensed at the way his leader had taken him by surprise. The government relied so much on Cormann, not only for his negotiating skill in the Senate but his sound advice on policy, that he was included in every big discussion of strategy. This time he was left out. The frustration with that decision never left him. Dutton remembered later that Cormann called him to let him know he was with Turnbull. ‘Come around.’

Dutton walked in to find Turnbull and Cormann going over the vote. The Home Affairs Minister had said nothing in public before or after the ballot and was yet to decide his remarks. Turnbull asked Dutton again to stay on in his portfolio, set aside his ambition for higher positions and fight the election. This is crazy. Let’s just get back to working together, putting the pieces back together. Dutton insisted he had to resign.

One option to reach a settlement was obvious but difficult: for Dutton to replace Bishop as deputy leader of the party. It was an extraordinary idea for the way it drew Turnbull into betraying Bishop and antagonising Morrison. The first would be cast aside and the second would be blocked from advancement. Dutton would be deputy and heir apparent in a formal promotion that could only be seen as a slight to the Treasurer. It was certainly painful and possibly unworkable for Turnbull, but it arose in this meeting as a way to avoid a conflagration. Dutton and Cormann were the senior conservatives in the party and their antipathy towards Bishop was no secret, kindled perhaps by her popularity with the public and her skill at finding allies and donors to help the Liberal cause. She certainly countered Cormann’s influence in the Western Australian division.

Turnbull and Dutton recalled this meeting in ways that were utterly contradictory and might never be reconciled. Dutton said he rejected the idea of replacing Bishop. Turnbull said his challenger wanted the deputy’s position.

‘Malcolm offered it and I didn’t even think it could be entertained,’ said Dutton months later.11 ‘I ruled it out. I said it was untenable. I said I’ve just challenged you in the party room and now I’m going to be your deputy. It just lacked any political credibility. If he’d wanted to turn the temperature down and thought that offering me the deputy position was going to do that [then] he’s got to deliver that, and it’s the gift of the party room and not his, unless he’d spoken to Bishop and she was prepared to stand down, which I’d be surprised at. If there was to be such an offer it should have been before the Tuesday. Mathias was trying to broker some sort of peace, I think, or a resolution. But I think in the end, when I talked through my position, I think Mathias said, you’re right, it’s not tenable.’

Turnbull denied making any such offer. ‘Absolutely not,’ he said. ‘And it’s not mine to offer. If people are saying that it’s nonsense.’ Turnbull said he rejected a request from Dutton to clear the way for Bishop to take another appointment and for Dutton to rise to be deputy.

‘Of course, the deputy leadership is in the gift of the party room,’ Turnbull said later of this meeting.12 ‘Dutton said he could not successfully run against Julie because she was a woman. That was his comment. It was as unreal a request as asking me to make someone leader of the National Party. And I might say, the fact of the matter is Julie Bishop was then one of the most popular politicians in Australia, if not the most popular, and one of the biggest electoral assets of the Coalition. So I couldn’t imagine there being much enthusiasm in any quarter for replacing Julie Bishop as deputy leader and, in fact, no one stood against her when the position was spilled. Anyone who wanted to be deputy leader of the Liberal Party had to basically persuade the party room to make them deputy leader.’

The public record showed there was no handshake on the leadership or deputy leadership. The meeting in the Prime Minister’s Office ended with an impasse: Turnbull urged Dutton to stay but he would not do so. The path to the deputy’s position was blocked. Dutton could not remain in cabinet after challenging for the leadership.

Turnbull held a press conference alongside Bishop within the hour to claim unity. Bishop lauded the ‘overwhelming’ and ‘resounding’ support for the Prime Minister at the morning meeting but the first questions from journalists were about a second challenge. The first questions to Dutton were the same when he appeared soon afterwards in a Parliament House courtyard.

‘It’s good to be in front of the cameras where I can smile and maybe show a different side to what I show when I talk about border protection,’ Dutton told the media at the start of a short speech that quickly lost any hint of a smile. He seemed painfully aware that Australians knew nothing of him other than his role as the nation’s border policeman. He denied any animosity towards Turnbull and said he supported the Prime Minister. He ignored a question about whether Abbott would have a place in his cabinet. His priority, he said, was to stop Shorten taking power. And a second challenge? He dodged the question so thoroughly he left no doubt about his intention. It was only a matter of time.

Julia Banks encountered Irons as she walked to her office in the hours after the vote. The Morrison ally did not look unhappy at the day’s events. ‘You know this is just the start. It’s not over,’ he said.13

The television screens, meanwhile, were crowded with talk about a second challenge. A torrent of speculation poured through social media and on to mobile phone screens throughout Parliament House, generating more posts and creating a flood of theories and conjecture that pushed the party to another crisis. One idea dominated: a close vote always meant a second spill. ‘Very thin numbers for the PM,’ posted Barrie Cassidy of the ABC, a witness to Paul Keating’s two challenges against Bob Hawke. ‘History tells us when it’s that close then it’s all over very quickly. Especially with ministers shifting.’ At the Australian Financial Review, political editor Phil Coorey reported the start of preparations for another ballot. ‘Dutton people enthused by close result. Already discussing another tilt,’ he wrote on Twitter within an hour of the ballot.

Other posts confirmed the expectation, based on the reality of Australian politics and the lessons of history, that the vote that morning settled nothing. The question was simply one of timing. On Sky News, Andrew Bolt said it was ‘all over’ for Turnbull, but he advised caution for Dutton. There was no sense in rushing to a second challenge when the best time to strike would be when Parliament resumed on 10 September. ‘Why would he risk a narrow win or loss now when he could have a more decisive win in two and a half weeks’ time?’ Bolt asked.

The Coalition government convened for Question Time with a ruler who was winged and wounded like never before, yet was still expected to fend off a jubilant opposition which would eagerly assist in his destruction. Morrison walked with Turnbull into the House of Representatives and pointed at the Prime Minister to send a message to the cameras. He is the leader. Dutton took a seat on the backbench, his first time in such lowly status in fourteen years, and smiled as the eyes in the chamber turned towards him. He looked comfortable and confident. There was no apology from the Liberals for this disruption to their government, no sense of public contrition. They had to pretend they were governing as they tore themselves apart.

Turnbull praised Dutton in Question Time: ‘He did an excellent job as minister.’ He made no attempt to exploit the Ten Network report the previous night on Dutton’s possible problems under the Constitution from his ownership of two childcare centres. The priority was to keep a compromise alive even if there seemed little chance of getting Dutton to return to the ministry. Question Time had barely gone for ten minutes when Shorten moved a motion of no confidence in the Prime Minister. Shorten branded the government narcissistic and selfish. ‘This government has lost the will to live,’ Shorten said.

Turnbull listed the results he believed should form a shield around his government: 400,000 jobs created over the previous year, stronger economic growth than the world’s biggest developed economies, unemployment at its lowest level in six years, and more. Yet a question clouded the chamber. If these achievements were so great and the government’s progress so grand, why did so many of Turnbull’s own colleagues want him gone?

Turnbull’s allies assembled in the Prime Minister’s Office after Question Time to prepare for a second spill with two objectives in mind: first, to prevent supporters drifting to Dutton; second, to win back those who had already wavered. Ministers including Simon Birmingham, Michaelia Cash and Mitch Fifield gathered with Cray to go through the list of names and try to turn the 48 votes into more than 50. Christopher Pyne joined them with a simple question. ‘Are we all on the same team?’ The answer from Cray was a definite yes, but the need for the question was telling.

The inner circle of Turnbull loyalists was smaller than it had been three years earlier when ministers had driven to Peter Hendy’s house outside Queanbeyan to prepare for their coup. That group had disbanded. Hendy, Mal Brough and Wyatt Roy had lost their seats. Arthur Sinodinos was on extended leave. Scott Ryan was distant after leaving the ministry to become president of the Senate. James McGrath had switched to Dutton. That left only three of the originals still working for Turnbull in this new emergency: Birmingham, Fifield and Laundy. And one of those three could not be relied upon at all.

Turnbull reasoned with ministers to prevent Dutton’s resignation triggering aftershocks across the government as other ministers followed their preferred leader. One of those who had voted for Dutton, Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, was so determined to depart that she delivered a formal resignation letter to the Prime Minister to tell of her dismay at the government’s direction. The party was moving too far to the left and losing its conservative foundations, she wrote: ‘The same sex marriage debate eroded further the support of our base.’ No friend of Bishop and a vigorous enemy of the moderate wing of the party, Fierravanti-Wells also reminded Turnbull of her earlier comments to him about making Dutton the deputy. Other ministers hesitated, however, to be so severe in their judgements and so public in their remarks.

One by one, ministers visited Turnbull in his office to discuss why they had voted for Dutton and whether they should resign. Steve Ciobo offered his resignation after Question Time but discovered the Prime Minister had an alternative: he could keep his cabinet position as Trade Minister if he offered an undertaking to Turnbull to reject any future spill. He would be showing fealty to the executive under the Westminster system and could keep his job. Ciobo wavered. Only later, after dusk turned into evening, did he agree to the conditions.

Angus Taylor also needed time. Taylor visited Turnbull to air his concerns at the government’s direction on immigration and align himself with Dutton on the question of reducing the intake. He offered his resignation, listed his problems with the energy policy and held out on giving any assurance of loyalty. He pondered for hours before telling Turnbull he would not support another challenge.

Michael Sukkar was reluctant to retreat after voting for Dutton. There was no guarantee of support from this assistant minister, who was one of the most powerful conservatives in the Victorian division and a man who would never feel easy with Turnbull’s opinions on social questions like same sex marriage. Sukkar, the member for Deakin, had welcomed Dutton to Melbourne earlier in the year to introduce him to Chinese donors and supporters over lunch near Box Hill. The unannounced visit had triggered friction with Julia Banks, the local member, and suspicions grew that Sukkar was trying to lift Dutton’s appeal in a state that had never warmed to his Queensland conservatism.

Another assistant minister, Zed Seselja of the Australian Capital Territory, seemed just as intent on leadership change. Seselja and Sukkar were angry at the government’s inability to end a funding dispute with Catholic schools and urged more spending to stop protests from church leaders and principals. Turnbull was overseeing a settlement with the Catholic sector, at a cost to taxpayers of about $4 billion over a decade, but it was coming too late.

Confusion spread as night fell and ministers kept visiting Turnbull to negotiate their positions. Michael Keenan, the Minister for Human Services, told Turnbull he did not want to resign, did not expect another challenge and, in those circumstances, could offer a promise that he would not support another spill. Greg Hunt, the Health Minister and aspirant for the deputy’s position, said he would not vote for another spill and believed it was time for the government to unite. Alan Tudge, the Minister for Citizenship, had deep concerns about the government’s policies and direction but also stepped back from resigning.

Faced with Turnbull’s request that they stay in their positions on the condition they offered him their support, the ministers chose to keep their jobs and protect their careers. A fever took hold as the media reported a minister was prepared to quit and then, moments later, reported the Prime Minister had refused to accept the resignation. The negotiations continued in Turnbull’s office until after 10 p.m. when Taylor called to confirm he would not support another spill or challenge, a conversation heard by some of Turnbull’s staff.

One resignation fuelled more fury than others. James McGrath had helped elevate Turnbull to the leadership three years earlier. The Queenslander had buoyed the challenge with his talent for persuasion and his shrewd use of a spreadsheet to tally how his colleagues would vote. Now he was gone. News of his offer to resign spread soon after his 5 p.m. meeting with Turnbull and drew comments from the Prime Minister’s Office that the departure was not formal. What mattered was the message to everyone in Parliament House and beyond: McGrath had given up on the man he helped install in The Lodge. This was the culmination of almost two years of friction between McGrath and Turnbull’s office, most of it centred on his concern that the government was not doing enough to look after the conservative base in his home state. McGrath would complain to Cray and David Bold and then complain about them, only to be met by suggestions that he do more to fix the problems that so alarmed him. He thought the government needed to change its ways; they thought his complaints outstripped his useful contribution to the cause. McGrath was part of the executive as an assistant minister but was never given the promotion he might have expected and found instead that he had worn out his welcome in the leader’s office. The bitterness reached its melancholy end when he deserted Turnbull and wrote Dutton’s name on the ballot paper.

The grievances multiplied in the Prime Minister’s Office as the ministers told Turnbull of their concerns about the government’s direction and progress. Rather than resigning on a point of principle, they named issues like school funding, immigration and energy. A few named the personnel in Turnbull’s office, such as Cray and Bold, for being unfriendly towards them or never returning their calls. When Tudge suggested Cray was briefing against him, Turnbull told him his complaint was rubbish: if she was backgrounding the media, she was resourceful enough to make sure Tudge would read about it on the front page. Even Taylor, who had the greatest concerns about the National Energy Guarantee, held back from resigning over the emissions target or the energy mechanism.

These were not philosophical arguments about high purpose or fundamental policy. Some of the complaints belonged in a high school playground rather than the ministerial wing of Parliament House. The echoes of 2015 were everywhere in the peevishness about the Prime Minister’s Office, as if the only way to fix a petty internal aggravation was to force an upheaval in the nation’s government.

A sense of dread settled over some Liberal backbenchers while Turnbull negotiated with his ministers. Jane Hume was struck by the hesitant support for the Prime Minister in some quarters of the party, as if people were not sure which team to join until they saw an update to the score. Hume had entered the Senate in 2016, after a career as an investment banker and superannuation fund adviser, and now faced her first spill in Canberra. She had an invitation to drinks for backbenchers in the Prime Minister’s Office, arranged before the leadership ballot, and arrived at 6 p.m. that Tuesday to find two dozen colleagues trying to make sense of a disaster. There was vocal support for Turnbull from some, like Victorians Julia Banks and Tim Wilson, but others were careful about what they said. Hume thought Turnbull looked miserable. He expressed disbelief at the move against him and spoke bitterly of the ‘wreckers’ causing so much damage to the government. He was showing the strain of his talks with ministers but seemed to lift his spirits when he asked everyone for their thoughts.

Jason Falinski, the member for Mackellar on Sydney’s northern beaches, heard one voice call out with a blunt assessment of the attack from the conservatives. This is driven by revenge.14 Turnbull assured the group the government could win the election if it stopped the sabotage from within, a message that encouraged Falinski as he left the function, but Hume worried that something was missing. Perhaps there was not enough energy to galvanise the backbench and fight to save the leader.

Hume and others headed from Turnbull’s office to the next function of this Tuesday night in the knowledge they could not cancel this event no matter how difficult the circumstances. The Liberal Party’s policy think-tank, the Menzies Research Centre, was hosting dinner at Old Parliament House to commemorate Dame Enid Lyons, the first woman elected to the House of Representatives and a cabinet minister in the Menzies government. The audience came from the senior officials and ministers of the party: Julie Bishop, Kelly O’Dwyer, Michaelia Cash, Linda Reynolds, Simon Birmingham and the Liberal’s federal president, Nick Greiner. The anxiety was palpable as they left their offices at a moment of crisis to hear an actress perform Dame Enid’s first speech to Parliament. The alcohol flowed as they waited until 10 p.m. for dinner to be served and for Bishop to speak. The Foreign Minister could not avoid the obvious event of the day when the time came for her remarks.

‘I am the — still — deputy leader of the Liberal Party,’ Bishop said. Her next words resonated with the women in the room afterwards. ‘We need more women in Parliament. We need more women as decision makers. We need more women around the cabinet table. We need more women as a voice for other women and for the community at large.’ The applause was long and loud when Bishop said the party had to do everything it could to support women, but the real test for the Liberals would come within days. How would they vote when a woman stood for the leadership?

Cormann tried to keep a peace deal alive while ministers talked with Turnbull over how to keep their jobs. He urged Cray to make sure Turnbull refused to accept the resignations and kept the ministry together while a settlement was found to prevent a second challenge. Throughout the night he returned to the idea put to Turnbull shortly before noon: make Dutton the deputy. ‘It’s the only way to bring the show together,’ he told Cray in a text message. He was planning to see Dutton in the evening. He sent a message assuring Cray he would try to save the situation. ‘Genuinely want to get this back on track,’ he said.

It was an hour to midnight when Cray told Cormann that ministers had pledged their loyalty to Turnbull with assurances they would not vote for another spill or challenge. This was not the moment to surrender. But the early copies of the next day’s newspaper front pages, circulating on email and social media on Tuesday night, showed the leadership convulsions were impossible to control. ‘Dead Mal Walking’, said the Herald Sun. ‘Groundhog Day’, said the Daily Telegraph. Both newspapers reported a second challenge was being prepared.

The front pages also showed that Cray’s loyalty to Turnbull made her a target. The Australian reported Cray’s visit to Cormann and Dutton the previous Wednesday night as a sign of the ‘sense of panic’ that had been growing inside the Turnbull office for days. Cray had joined the conservatives in Cormann’s office that night — Dutton as well as Sukkar, Seselja and Tasmanian Senator Jonathon Duniam — when they were celebrating their success in defeating the euthanasia bill.15 It was common for her to catch up with Cormann over a drink, but now someone had passed on the story to portray the conversation as paranoia.

Cormann assured Cray he had told the reporter the spin on the story was wrong.

‘I give up. They are terrorists,’ he said. It was not clear who he meant.

There was still a way to save the Turnbull government as the night passed and the Canberra air fell close to freezing. Cormann was planning to walk up Red Hill with Dutton at first light on Wednesday. Could he get Dutton to change his mind?
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MALICE AND MAYHEM

WEDNESDAY 22 AUGUST

PETER DUTTON ACCELERATED HIS push for power early on Wednesday, 22 August, in a way that terminated any idea of a settlement with Turnbull and any hope the government could avert a second destructive challenge. He made his intentions clear: he would not stop. His talks with Mathias Cormann did not change his mind and his meeting with Turnbull led him to a simple decision. He could not be deputy. He would be leader. It was a brutal assertion of will based on the assumption, embraced with enthusiasm by conservatives in the Liberal Party and the media, but unproven with the Australian public, that Dutton could lead the government to victory. In his phone calls to colleagues, Dutton argued that Turnbull bore responsibility for losing fourteen seats at the last election and would do the same at the next. He told MPs he could do better. I can beat Bill Shorten.

Dutton made his plans on the assumption that Turnbull would call an election if he was not driven from office. He argued later that Turnbull had brought on the first ballot to confirm his leadership and prepare for an early election, an option that might be revived if he could survive to the end of the week. ‘I thought he would go to an election off the back of that week,’ Dutton said.1 ‘I’d formed a judgement that that would have been a disaster for us, to go to an early election, it would have been Malcolm’s exit strategy out of the Parliament. He would have blamed everyone else but himself for a catastrophic loss.’

This was Dutton’s explanation for his relentless drive towards another ballot. He abandoned the idea of waiting two weeks and chose instead to seek a resolution within days, a timetable that took the party room towards breaking point. There was no sign that his walk up Red Hill with Cormann had changed his thinking at all.

One day after the first ballot, Dutton wanted to tell Australians what he could offer. His first step was to try to put some warmth into his cold public image by telling two Melbourne radio stations there was more to Peter Dutton than immigration policy and asylum seekers. His second was to try to broaden his appeal to Australians by proposing a cut to energy costs for ten million households by removing GST from their electricity bills, a change he said could be made ‘straight away’ in the next billing cycle. He promised a downpayment to voters on a change of leadership: immediate help with household budgets, to be followed by ideas like scaling back the migrant intake. But the interviewer on 3AW, Neil Mitchell, concentrated on one of the mysteries of the Dutton campaign.

‘Will Tony Abbott be part of your team?’ Mitchell asked.

‘I’ve heard it said, and I’ve read it somewhere about me being a puppet of Tony’s,’ Dutton replied.

‘That he’s pulling the strings,’ said Mitchell. He still wanted an answer.

‘It’s just garbage. I’m my own person. I don’t take direction from Tony or others.’

Dutton changed the subject but many of his colleagues already suspected he would return Abbott to federal cabinet. A cabinet appointment would be a practical reward for Abbott’s long campaign against Turnbull and a symbolic restoration of conservative power in Canberra, but Dutton’s refusal to declare his intention was revealing. Signalling a promotion for Abbott would antagonise moderates while ruling it out would alienate conservatives. Dutton already had the conservative vote. Whatever Abbott’s media friends said about his wide appeal, to hint at his return to cabinet would only lose Dutton votes inside the party room. It had to be secret. The dance around this question became the ultimate indicator of Abbott’s value to any new leader who wanted to lift the government’s stocks with the Australian public. Years after his leadership, Abbott remained so divisive inside his party and so unpopular outside that no announcement of his cabinet ministry ever came.

Ministers defended Turnbull but could not stop Dutton from building pressure for a new ballot. Bishop, Laundy and Fifield were among those who arranged interviews on Wednesday morning to try to avert another clash, although Fifield was tepid in his public praise for Turnbull as leader. The Prime Minister’s Office had helped coordinate the interviews in the belief Fifield could be trusted. Outside the television and radio studios, however, he was already faltering. It would take more than this to stop an assertive and determined challenger who was forthright on 3AW about doing the numbers for another strike.

‘Are you working the phones?’ asked Mitchell.

‘Of course I am,’ Dutton said. ‘I’m speaking to colleagues and, again, I’m not going to beat around the bush with that, mate. I’m happy to be honest and say yes, I’m talking to colleagues, colleagues are talking to me.’

Mitchell followed the interview with a verdict for listeners. ‘Malcolm Turnbull I don’t think will survive,’ he said. ‘I think there’ll be another challenge and Peter Dutton will get up.’ This expectation was everywhere. It became almost overpowering as the day went on.

Turnbull knew parts of the media were against him and took his concern to the most powerful media proprietor in Australia. The Prime Minister’s Office put in a call to Rupert Murdoch soon after 9.30 a.m. so Turnbull could make his concern plain to the News Corp chairman. Turnbull held two of the company’s newspapers, The Australian and the Daily Telegraph, most responsible for negative stories about his administration, and he regarded the Sky News evening line-up, especially Peta Credlin, as a deranged cheer squad for the idea that the Liberal Party should be reborn with leaders like Abbott and Dutton even if that meant an election defeat. Now he had a message for Murdoch that the media campaigns would destroy the government.

‘The only beneficiary will be Bill Shorten,’ Turnbull told Murdoch. ‘There is a campaign to bring me down. Your papers and Sky are directing it and driving it.’ He told Murdoch the campaign was personal and did not have any rationale on policy grounds, given he was leading a government that cut taxes while Shorten promised to increase them. He mentioned the positive coverage of Abbott and the role played by Credlin as proof the News outlets were helping to destroy a Liberal government, and he added a colourful description of their strategy: ‘We have to burn the village to save the village.’

Murdoch played down any part in causing trouble and said his son Lachlan was in charge of the Australian operation and its coverage. He did not concede he was helping Shorten and he suggested Turnbull speak to Lachlan.2 It was a curious response for anyone aware of Murdoch’s long career. This was a man who supported Gough Whitlam as Prime Minister in 1972 and turned on him within a term, prompting a strike by journalists at The Australian over the negative coverage in 1975. Murdoch’s own newspaper claimed credit for making Tony Blair the British Prime Minister in 1992 — ‘It’s The Sun wot won it’, said the tabloid’s page one headline — and then abandoned Labour to back the Conservative Party leader, David Cameron, in 2010.3 No politician would ever doubt Murdoch’s power; no politician could ever bank on his support. One Liberal minister recalled a private meeting during the Abbott government when Murdoch had praised Abbott and scorned Turnbull. The suspicions in the Prime Minister’s Office about the Murdoch campaign had only grown after learning of Lachlan’s words in Bellevue Hill the previous week. Who could believe the founder of the company had no sway over his son?

There was only one way to interpret the elder Murdoch’s response on the phone. He was fobbing off the Prime Minister.

Turnbull spoke to another media proprietor, Kerry Stokes, several times through the week and in the days that followed. Stokes, the chairman of Seven West Media, did not agitate for leadership change and counselled against making Dutton the Prime Minister. He was appalled at the events in Canberra and told Turnbull of a conversation he had held with Murdoch in which one comment stood out: ‘Malcolm has got to go.’ This was proof for Turnbull that News Corp wanted him driven from power. Later, Stokes would not confirm the remark to journalists, saying he did not enter into ‘speculative gossip’, and News Corp general manager, Liz Deegan, dismissed reports of the comment as ‘speculation and conspiracy’, while Lachlan Murdoch said he had not heard his father utter those words in a meeting with Stokes.4 Yet the private conversations were fundamental to Turnbull’s view of the campaign against him. Malcolm has got to go. Turnbull would not forget those words.

‘Yes, I did speak to Kerry, and that’s what he’d said Rupert had said to him,’ Turnbull recalled later. ‘He said to Rupert: “That’s crazy. You know, Malcolm’s doing well in the polls, he’s way ahead of Bill Shorten. Why would you want Bill Shorten to be Prime Minister?” To which, according to Kerry, Rupert said: “Oh, well, three years of Labor wouldn’t be so bad.” So, I can’t work that out. I can’t explain that.’

News Corp was not the clone army its critics made out. Whatever Murdoch thought and said, the company’s best commentators wrote as they saw fit. But the company’s influence was felt everywhere and its Sky News evening hosts rejoiced in the Dutton campaign. The conservative voices in the media were getting the spill they wanted, if not the Prime Minister they preferred.

Morrison watched Dutton mobilise and was not going to stand idle. Two of his closest advisers, Alex Hawke and Ben Morton, began calling Liberal colleagues on Wednesday morning to gauge their thoughts and prepare for a second ballot. They did not have to ask MPs to vote for Morrison as leader for MPs to know he was positioning for exactly that outcome if a confrontation came.

Ray Hadley sneered at Morrison as a leadership contender. He told listeners the Treasurer was ‘dishonest’ even though he had admired him in the past. ‘If he told me it was raining outside, based on his recent performance, I’d go outside and check,’ he said. Now he claimed Morrison was trying to run for the leadership with Dutton as his deputy. He based this on a text message he had received the previous day from a ‘Liberal Party MP’ and he relayed this message on air, but he slipped over his words in a way that suggested to some listeners he was reading a message from Dutton himself.

‘Scott Morrison is now running around trying to put a ticket between himself and Peter Dutton together to try to challenge Malcolm Turnbull,’ Hadley said, reading out the text message.5 ‘He’s told those he’s lobbying he won’t serve as my — as the deputy to Peter Dutton. He won’t serve as his deputy. He wants to be the leader.’ The reference to ‘my’ deputy fuelled suspicions the radio host was passing on Dutton’s remarks to embarrass Morrison or force him to declare his hand. Hadley denied the theory and said he had stumbled over his words. ‘For the record, the contact I had within the Liberal Party was not Peter Dutton. Seems to be a storm in a teacup,’ he said.6 It was another moment of suspicion over who was being played and the way the media was being used. What mattered more than the source of the text was the way Dutton and Morrison were now circling each other as rivals, even if one of them was yet to declare his intentions.

Morrison insisted in public that Turnbull had his total support. ‘I want to put to rest any suggestion that I’ve made any approach, any approach has been made,’ he said when a television crew found him walking through Parliament House. ‘It’s all the usual nonsense. The Prime Minister knows exactly where I stand.’

In truth, everyone stood on a heaving deck.

Liberals were lurching from one theory to another in constant speculation over an imminent move from Dutton. The anxiety from the first spill led to a constant state of alarm over another confrontation, encouraged by conflicting media reports that were presented as breaking news in one moment and baseless rumour in the next. Stress and sleep deprivation did not help: many had talked late into the night and started early the next day; Dutton admitted he had slept for less than two hours.7 One cabinet minister believed the party had reached a point of no return: ‘It was basically open warfare.’ With Dutton out of cabinet and many Queensland MPs at his side, some ministers calculated that it was almost impossible to put the government back together. Liberals who had run for Parliament in front of posters that promised stable government now saw chaos taking hold.

One man had more power than most to calm the crowd. Cormann spoke to ministers and backbenchers all morning about the size of the movement for change and the prospects for asserting order when so many had given up on Turnbull. There was no science to this assessment because nobody could be certain of the numbers, but Cormann told people it was becoming more difficult to hold the centre and that two of his Western Australian colleagues, Slade Brockman and Ian Goodenough, seemed to be shifting to Dutton. Cormann began to suggest Turnbull would have to step aside.

Cormann was a rare figure in the government, a force for stability in a party room with too many members who could lose their heads when put to the test. His presence as Finance Minister, as leader of the government in the Senate, as one of eight members of the leadership group, as a leader for the conservative side of the party, all gave the government the ballast it needed to ride out a storm. This was true whether the storm was a clash in the Senate or an attack from Abbott on the government’s direction. This sheer solidity led Turnbull to rely on Cormann more than most members of the cabinet, a point he made when they dined together sometimes at The Lodge. This trust was elemental to the government.

Sally Cray and David Bold implored Cormann to steady the ship. As two advisers who had worked for Turnbull for years, in government or not, in leadership or not, they were loyal to the man at every stage. This made them the trusted go-betweens in this emergency when Turnbull needed Cormann more than ever. Bold believed Liberal MPs would see off the leadership threat if the Finance Minister could calm their nerves, even if it meant Cormann would have to support Turnbull over his close conservative friend, Dutton. Other cabinet ministers could not wield this influence. Only Mathias really counts. Bold worried about one thing more than most. Would Cormann decide it was just too hard to go on when the party room was split, when Abbott would not stop and the conservative media commentators would keep baying for blood? In every other spill in recent times, not least when Abbott was removed, MPs had turned to someone who was more popular in the polls and therefore more electable. That was not the case here. Logic said the argument for change was weaker than in the past.

The signs that Morrison was on the move added urgency to these calculations. Cray sent a message to Cormann with a stronger argument against the idea that Turnbull should resign to allow an orderly transition. ‘You do know if MT resigns that ScoMo will win,’ she wrote at 10.56 a.m. The Prime Minister’s allies were checking on numbers and were confident he had enough support in the party room to see off a challenge. Craig Laundy, who had taken up residence in Turnbull’s office to do the numbers, was sure of this majority support. Cray and Bold went to Cormann’s office to urge him to be more sceptical of Dutton’s numbers.

Cormann offered a simple message as they stood in the office. I can’t hold back the tide. Cormann thought Turnbull was finished because the party was riven, because Dutton would not stop and because MPs were shifting from the old leader to a new one. Brockman and Goodenough, two of those who were drifting away from Turnbull, were close allies of Cormann and Cash and the conservatives in Western Australia. They were considered wholly owned subsidiaries of Cormann and Cash. If Cormann could not hold those two votes, who could he hold? Bold looked at the clock on the wall. It was 11.11 a.m. He had to return to Turnbull’s office with this hopeless assessment and tell his boss to prepare for Cormann to visit.

The mere act of visiting the Prime Minister’s Office was now enough to start a rumour. Journalists stood outside the ministerial wing to watch the corridor between Turnbull’s suite and the cabinet room, the usual entrance to his office. They could also see the corridor running perpendicular to this and leading to Cormann’s office on the Senate side of the ministerial wing. Guards monitored the media to ensure they did not break the arcane rules of the Parliament by loitering in the corridors, but they could not stop journalists spending hours of the day watching the traffic until they were relieved by other journalists assigned to do the same. Cormann’s walk to Turnbull at 11.45 a.m. was seen immediately and posted on social media. What it meant could only be guessed. Only in retrospect did its meaning become clear. This was the conversation that doomed Turnbull.

Cormann told Turnbull that he no longer had a majority of the party room and should consider resigning to make the transition to Dutton as smooth as possible. He said four cabinet ministers who backed Turnbull the previous day had come to him on Wednesday morning to tell him they no longer backed the Prime Minister. Cormann was still frustrated at the way Turnbull had launched the spill on Tuesday and saw the surprise as disrespectful to the party room and, in a way, a vote of no confidence in himself as a member of the leadership group. He believed the 35 votes meant Turnbull could not go on as leader. Backbenchers were telling him they had switched to Dutton over the past 24 hours. ‘People formed a judgement, I believe, that, based on what had happened, that Malcolm would not be able to sufficiently unite the team moving forward,’ Cormann said later.8

Cormann also wanted to be transparent with Turnbull about his own position. He would vote for Dutton in a party room ballot. He offered his resignation.

Turnbull refused to accept this judgement or resignation and told Cormann to defend the government rather than blow it up. This is crazy. Your job is to keep the government together. He was not about to resign when he had won the ballot in the party room just one day earlier. The parliamentary party had confirmed his leadership. On any assessment, the success of the Turnbull government was vital to Cormann and others, so it made no sense to allow this collapse. Turnbull had placed enormous trust in Cormann — and told him so. They had talked about life after politics and going into business one day. Cormann had told senior Liberals in Western Australia months earlier that he would not change leader. And here he was doing exactly that.

‘Mathias, they are terrorists,’ Turnbull said. ‘We can’t give in to terrorists.’

The meeting ended with the two men in direct conflict, their relationship on a precipice with no agreement on the way out of a disaster. Laundy made another attempt to change Cormann’s mind soon afterwards, with a text at 12.20 p.m. telling him the numbers were with Turnbull and he could go through the list of names to prove the point. Laundy had another task: he visited cabinet ministers to check the claim they were giving up on Turnbull. The answer from Dan Tehan was that he would not vote against the Prime Minister.

There was a fine point of difference in some of these positions. A cabinet minister might say privately that Turnbull’s leadership was in question and needed to be resolved, while also saying he or she would not vote against the leader. Not for the first time, some politicians wanted to walk both sides of the street. Some of them avoided too many public appearances and made sure they made no public commitments. They wanted Cormann to manage the situation for them.

That Wednesday in Parliament became a pantomime for the Australian public with a performance that would fool only the youngest child. The government acted as if the business of the day continued when everyone could hear the brawl backstage. Within an hour of their talk about leadership change, Turnbull and Cormann joined Morrison at a press conference in the Prime Minister’s courtyard to claim success for their economic plan. They did so while finally succumbing to the reality of a hostile Senate, which had vetoed the second phase of the company tax cuts at 10.40 a.m. that day. The policy, which had caused Turnbull so much political pain and which he had wanted to cancel in June until Cormann convinced him otherwise, was now dead. In its place was a stop-gap policy to announce a different tax cut at some point in an uncertain future. The failure was a blow to government policy but a small affair next to the threat to the government itself.

Turnbull argued in public what he said in private, that the ‘iron laws of arithmetic’ had just confirmed his leadership, but the attention in the press conference was on those who were meant to support him.

‘Treasurer, can you rule out having any leadership ambitions?’ a journalist asked.

‘Me?’ Morrison feigned surprise. ‘This is my leader and I’m ambitious for him!’ He put his arm around the Prime Minister.

‘Good on you, thanks ScoMo,’ Turnbull said with a smile.

It was almost as if the threat had eased, until Cormann was asked if he could rule out shifting his support to Dutton.

‘You’re asking me a hypothetical. I support Malcolm Turnbull as Prime Minister,’ he said.

‘It’s not a hypothetical,’ the journalist said. ‘There was a leadership ballot yesterday. Are you going to rule out shifting your support?’

‘I was very grateful when Malcolm invited me to serve in his cabinet in September 2015,’ Cormann replied. ‘I have served Malcolm loyally ever since. I will continue to serve him loyally into the future.’

Turnbull ended the press conference without the slightest twitch to show what he thought of that loyalty.

Only one event could interrupt the leadership talks consuming the Liberals now that Dutton was on the march. Question Time offered a respite for some backbenchers because it gave them an hour or more to avoid the escalating pressure from Dutton’s allies to support a new challenge. It also gave Labor an opportunity to highlight the worthless assurances being offered by the ministers who had voted against Turnbull but negotiated with him later to keep their jobs. Labor reminded ministers of the principle of cabinet solidarity and then asked: ‘Does the minister retain enough confidence in the Prime Minister, his government and its policies to remain minister?’ Five ministers had to ease their way carefully around the principle in the Westminster system that ministers should not mislead Parliament.

‘Yes, I do,’ said Greg Hunt. ‘I do support the Prime Minister.’ Michael Keenan acted as if his reply should be obvious: ‘The answer, of course, is yes.’ Angus Taylor agreed. ‘The answer is yes, I do,’ he said. Alan Tudge went further. ‘I have given the Prime Minister my assurance that he has my support as leader. I’ve also given him my assurance that he has my support for keeping our borders secure,’ he said. The final target, Steve Ciobo, chose this moment to complain that he was not asked enough questions in Parliament, but he was brought to order. ‘Let me make it very clear: yes, of course there’s confidence,’ he eventually said. ‘How much clearer can I make it?’ Some of his colleagues thought a vote in a ballot would be a start.

All five ministers were misleading Parliament with the tenor of their statements if not the facts. In the usual casuistry of political argument, ministers might justify their remarks by suggesting they could support Turnbull at that instant and support Dutton within a day or two. The insincerity was overwhelming even if the lies were contested.

The black humour of the Question Time parade was a brief entertainment in a hollow spill that was bringing the party of government to a standstill without any purpose that mattered to the Australian public. Dutton promised a tax cut on electricity bills but at no point set out a higher cause, let alone a difference in philosophy or principle with Turnbull, to justify the extreme step of replacing a Prime Minister. The challenger offered no shift in policy on tax, national security, health, education or any other area that typically decided elections. He had signalled a change on immigration but the lower intake in permanent migration was already underway. He exploited the division on climate change without advocating a different policy inside or outside cabinet. Rather than identifying an intolerable flaw in the man he sought to replace, he praised him. If Dutton was promising a new direction for his party and his country, his map was invisible to Australian voters. As for political vision, his manifesto required only five words. I can beat Bill Shorten.

One question dogged the Dutton campaign even as its leader felt closer to victory. Was he eligible to sit in Parliament? The Ten Network’s report on Dutton’s financial affairs on Monday night exposed him to claims he should be referred to the High Court, sitting as the Court of Disputed Returns, to decide whether he was eligible to sit in Parliament under Section 44(v) of the Constitution.

Turnbull was less than emphatic in his support for Dutton in Question Time when Labor asked about this legal doubt. The Shadow Attorney-General, Mark Dreyfus, asked when Turnbull had sought legal advice from the Solicitor-General on whether Dutton was eligible to sit in Parliament. Turnbull took that question on notice but had an answer within 15 minutes: ‘Advice has not been sought from the Solicitor-General.’ It was true at that moment but not for much longer.

Once Question Time was over, Turnbull dispatched an adviser to speak to the Attorney-General, Christian Porter, to consider what could be done to resolve the doubt over Dutton. The logical course of action was to seek legal advice from the Solicitor-General, but it would be best if this request did not come from Turnbull because of the perception of a conflict of interest. The Prime Minister should not be demanding the legal inquiry into his challenger. The Prime Minister’s Office had sought advice from the Australian Government Solicitor but wanted Porter to ask the Solicitor-General, Stephen Donaghue, for a separate opinion.

Porter, a man who had been the Western Australian Attorney-General and later Treasurer before moving to federal politics, sat for some time in his office to think this through. He had voted for Turnbull on Tuesday but could see there was considerable support for Dutton, a minister he worked with happily. He realised he would have to step back from any involvement in the leadership dispute to focus on a constitutional question that put him between the two rivals. Porter could see the grounds for referring Dutton to the High Court. Soon after four o’clock, he visited Dutton in his office to tell him so, and to ask for his cooperation in providing documents about his financial affairs. He said he could not get involved in the leadership contest.

Next, Porter went to see Turnbull in his office to set out the way he would handle both leader and challenger. Handling this brief like one lawyer with another, he did not shield Turnbull from one uncomfortable opinion: he thought Turnbull would lose the leadership. He added, however, that he would not vote against the Prime Minister or sign a petition to force a meeting. Porter told Turnbull it would be prudent and best if the Attorney-General acted alone in dealing with the Solicitor-General to request and manage the legal advice on Dutton, given it was meant to be his process. He did not want any outside interference.

What Porter did not say was that he had heard talk of Turnbull calling the Solicitor-General during the request for advice on Joyce and his citizenship questions the previous year. He feared the same strong opinion and action from Turnbull now, given the stakes were so high.

The first sign of friction came when Turnbull asked Porter to show him the instructions he would give Donaghue, the essential step in determining the scope of the advice being sought. Porter refused and Turnbull was displeased. Again, Porter said he had to ensure a fair process and this meant he alone would deal with the Solicitor-General. He took Turnbull’s silence as consent. Two hours later, Porter issued a press release at 7.09 p.m. to announce he had taken the matter to the Solicitor-General.

A brief moment arrived when Turnbull and Shorten had a common interest in damaging Dutton. After seeing Porter’s statement, Labor issued an 8.05 p.m. press release with advice from two barristers, Bret Walker SC and James Mack, who thought it was ‘clearly arguable’ Dutton had a pecuniary interest that breached the Constitution. The opinion was dated 18 April 2018, a sign of Labor’s ability to plan long in advance for its most potent political attacks. Shorten increased pressure on Dutton at the moment it would do the most damage to his claim on the leadership.

Cormann wanted to convince Turnbull to admit defeat but needed more help. He found two cabinet ministers, Michaelia Cash and Mitch Fifield, who were willing to join him in a delegation to Turnbull’s office at 4.30 p.m. to tell him he no longer had a majority. Together, they pressed him to do what Cormann had asked earlier: arrange an orderly transition and convene another meeting of the party room to choose a new leader.9 Again, Turnbull refused to submit to this pressure.

‘This is terrorism,’ Turnbull told them.10

Cormann did not disagree but argued they had no choice but to concede the numbers were against Turnbull and a new leader should be named. The trio backed Dutton.

‘Why give in to terrorism?’ Turnbull responded.

In Turnbull’s account, the reply from Cormann was a surrender: ‘We have to give in.’

Turnbull saw this challenge as an insurgency from the right of the party, fomented by Abbott and urged on by conservatives in the media with Dutton as their chosen figurehead. To him, this was an illegitimate putsch because the conservatives did not have a majority and were using intimidation and bullying to force the outcome they wanted. Turnbull completely rejected this delegation and its plea for another party room meeting.

The loss of Cash and Fifield stung more than other desertions. Turnbull had promoted both to his cabinet after replacing Abbott. He had helped Cash during the last months of the Abbott government when she was scrambling, as the Minister for Women, to secure funding for a $100 million package to stop violence against women and children. The approval and announcement of the policy was one of Turnbull’s first statements as Prime Minister. He had made Cash the Employment Minister and defended her when she faced an investigation into the way her office tipped off the media about a police raid on the Australian Workers’ Union.

Fifield had been integral to Turnbull’s challenge three years earlier as a senior member of the conservative side of the Liberal Party’s Victorian division, demonstrating the loss of support for Abbott within his own base by walking into the ballot alongside Turnbull. He had risen to cabinet as Communications Minister to run the national broadband network and, in a difficult Senate negotiation, amended media ownership laws to allow more corporate mergers. These two ministers had gained status and influence from the rise of Turnbull; in the end, they would not risk either to save him.

The clamour in the conservative media grew louder as rumours spread that Cormann had resigned. Some commentators were so exhilarated at the idea of defeating Turnbull they ran from the grandstand and onto the field, where they threw themselves into the game. Alan Jones was calling MPs to urge them to vote against Turnbull.11 ‘This is critical stuff, you’ve really got to think about this, the party’s got to change direction,’ he said. Jones also spread misinformation, deliberately or not, that heightened the sense of chaos and conveyed the assumption that Turnbull had lost his majority. ‘Get ready. Party room meeting tonight. Goodbye Malcolm who doesn’t have the numbers,’ Jones posted on Twitter at 6.13 p.m. It was not true. The chief whip, Nola Marino, confirmed there was no meeting, but her words could not stop the bedlam.

Abbott expressed sadness at the crisis. ‘I want to see the era of the political assassin end,’ he said on 2GB, before adding some fine print to his declaration. ‘I also want to see the best possible government.’ He said he had not done a deal for a promotion. On Sky News, Peta Credlin dismissed the idea that Dutton had been plotting for months. ‘Ask the base and they’ll tell you this shambles of a mess is of Turnbull’s own making,’ she said. Andrew Bolt was surprised the Liberals did not turn to Abbott as leader when Dutton had gone into the leadership challenge without a clear idea of what he would do differently from Turnbull.

‘Good luck to Peter Dutton, I like him,’ said Bolt soon after 7 p.m. ‘He could actually be good. But on days like this, you think that the Liberals just need to go up in flames now, and hope that from the ashes something good can once more grow.’ The party’s professed supporters seem to will it to self-immolation.

The day was ending with Turnbull battered by the loss of his company tax policy and Dutton bruised by his rushed proposal to remove the GST from electricity bills, an idea described by Morrison as an ‘absolute budget blower’ that would cost $7.5 billion over four years. The Dutton campaign lacked a compelling policy message to justify its assault on the leadership, but this did not stop a sudden escalation in its push for an urgent party room meeting. The new pressure point was a formal letter being signed by Liberal MPs to demand another ballot. Reports of the petition appeared on social media and online news sites after the six o’clock and seven o’clock television news bulletins.

Dutton’s allies spread word of the petition in the expectation that Turnbull could not refuse a meeting when presented with a formal request. They based their calculation on history: five years earlier, Julia Gillard had agreed to a Labor caucus meeting to vote on her prime ministership after her challenger, Kevin Rudd, gained support in a petition said to be circulating among MPs. The rumour of the petition spread so quickly on Wednesday, 26 June 2013, that she appeared on Sky News to announce a meeting.12 Yet Gillard never saw the petition. It was never released and nobody was ever certain who signed it. Spooked by this piece of paper, Gillard lost the ballot by 45 to 57 votes at seven o’clock that night.

Joel Fitzgibbon, the Labor Shadow Minister for Agriculture and one of Rudd’s numbers men five years earlier, knew all about the petition and was willing to offer help to those in need. One of Dutton’s allies asked for Fitzgibbon’s advice on Tuesday night while one of Morrison’s supporters discussed the same subject with him on Wednesday morning. The Labor frontbencher, a senior figure in the New South Wales right, expressed surprise the Liberals had few rules to govern the situation they now faced, but the party room lacked the structure of the Labor caucus, which has an elected chair to run meetings. Fitzgibbon thought they did not need a rule and told them a petition could work. A leader can’t prevent a meeting if the members want one. It was as if he had pointed out a battering ram that lay outside the caucus room door, waiting to be lifted and used on the Liberal party room at the other end of the corridor.

Dutton launched the petition when Turnbull refused to listen to Cormann. If the leader would not agree to a meeting, the challenger would force one. Dutton’s lieutenants fanned out through the building, each of them carrying a separate piece of paper, to convince their colleagues to sign the document and demand a meeting that could decide the leadership before Parliament rose on Thursday night for a two-week recess. Those charged with getting signatures on the petition included Andrew Hastie from Western Australia, Tony Pasin from South Australia, Michael Sukkar from Victoria, Jason Wood from Victoria and Victorian Senator James Paterson. Progress was slow. Liberals were reluctant to put their names to a document that might be made public and used against them by proving to voters they had brought down a Prime Minister. Hastie discovered this when he approached Queensland MP Trevor Evans with a manila folder that held the piece of paper and a list of names.

‘That? I’m not signing that,’ said Evans. ‘That is a suicide note.’ The assumption that Queensland MPs wanted Turnbull torn down was not as simple as it looked. Evans represented the marginal seat of Brisbane, north of the river from New Farm to Paddington and up to Newmarket. He was not alone in rejecting this new tactic. Liberal MPs began to leave the building and openly dismissed the petition when asked by journalists about the rumours of a meeting that night. Another Queenslander, Bert van Manen, who held the seat of Forde by just 0.63 per cent, told reporters to be careful with ‘fake news’ about a second ballot.13 Jane Prentice, an ally of Turnbull who had won and held the outer-Brisbane seat of Ryan at three elections, said she heard there were only nine signatures on the document. What did she think of the petition? ‘I think people should stop thinking about themselves and start thinking about the people of Australia,’ she said.

Turnbull had to be ready for another vote while doing everything to prevent it happening. He called Arthur Sinodinos in Sydney soon after sunset to discuss whether his friend and ally, one of the group that propelled him into the leadership years earlier, could come to Canberra to help again. Turnbull told him the vote could be close. There could even be one vote in it. Sinodinos had been on medical leave since September after being diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, but the exhausting cancer treatment, including chemotherapy and a bone marrow transplant several months earlier, would not stop him. ‘I’ll come down,’ he said.14

Morrison’s supporters were careful to keep their plans to themselves as they called to gauge the level of support for Turnbull and to gently raise the idea of elevating the Treasurer to Prime Minister. Scott Briggs, the businessman and former Liberal Party official, called Michael Photios, the lobbyist and influential leader among the party’s moderate wing in New South Wales, to have a conversation with only one purpose. It was an overture to swing the moderate faction behind Morrison, long before there was any agreement that Morrison would run. Cray learnt of the call and interrupted a six o’clock meeting between Turnbull, Pyne and Morrison in Turnbull’s office to ask the Treasurer what he or his lieutenants were up to. Morrison denied a plan to secure votes. Briggs called Cray soon afterwards to insist he was loyal to Turnbull.

Morrison told a supporter shortly before seven o’clock he would not move while Turnbull remained leader and other MPs should take the same approach. ‘I’m not in,’ he messaged. ‘They need to stay with MT.’15 Morrison gathered his closest allies that night at the Kingston foreshore apartment he shared with Stuart Robert and Steve Irons to discuss strategy over pizza.

Cray tried again to save the government by seeing the one person with enough authority to stop the bloodlust. She sent a message to Cormann to suggest they hold their usual conversation over a glass of wine at the end of a day in Parliament. She walked to his office just before 8 p.m. Nine frenetic hours had passed since Cormann had told Cray and Bold the tide was against them, but Cray was still sure he was wrong. She told him the Dutton lieutenants kept exaggerating their numbers, just as they had on the eve of the party room meeting when they told the media they had a majority.

‘They are having you on,’ Cray said. She went through the names that might have shifted to Dutton as well as names she thought had come back to Turnbull, but Cormann would not relent. He was quieter than usual. Cray had encouraged the rise of Cormann to a position of enormous power in the government, making him a trusted minister to Turnbull, but she worried that her support for this senior conservative had harmed her relationships with the moderates of the party, not least Bishop, Brandis, Pyne and Birmingham. For all her personal friendship with Cormann over the years, she now saw that this rescue attempt had failed.

‘It will always be the betrayal by Cormann that cut me the most,’ she said later.16

James McGrath felt sure enough of the leadership outcome to burn his bridges at the very time Cray and Cormann were debating the numbers. McGrath had given up on Turnbull and his office and believed another ballot was the only way to end the excruciating pain of a failing government. The Queensland Senator had sided with Dutton and offered his resignation as an assistant minister within hours of the Tuesday ballot, only to have the offer rejected. Now he visited Turnbull again to insist he accept the resignation. McGrath followed the discussion with a public statement that heaped pressure on the Prime Minister to face up to his loss of support in the party room. At 8.02 p.m. he posted his resignation letter on Facebook to set out his alarm at the loss of support for the Liberal National Party in his home state.

‘The people who have for all their lives counted on us to look after them and their families are now questioning our commitment to them,’ McGrath said in his resignation letter to Turnbull. ‘Our people feel forgotten, ignored, and spoken down to. As a Liberal National Party Senator for Queensland, this is an intolerable situation. As I have said to you previously, my most important job is that of a Liberal National Party Senator for Queensland. The values of the Liberal National Party and its members and supporters must always come first — before my career and yours. We must always stand up for our people.’

Greg Hunt was not ready to do the same. Within minutes of McGrath’s post, the Health Minister denied any knowledge of the petition and said he supported Turnbull. ‘I haven’t seen anything, I haven’t signed anything, and to this moment I’m not aware of it,’ he said of the petition when a camera crew found him in the Mural Hall.17 ‘I set out my position in Question Time today and my position has not changed. The Prime Minister has my support.’ It was another moment of utter bewilderment. A minister who had voted against Turnbull declared support for him at the very time Liberals were telling journalists he would run for deputy on a ticket with Dutton. The challenge blended confusion and duplicity to create chaos.

The wandering tribes of the party room were hungry for certainty when the government was hurtling towards another confrontation and Dutton’s lieutenants were putting pressure on their colleagues to join their cause. Sarah Henderson, the member for Corangamite, one of the government’s most marginal seats, was offered a ministry if she abandoned Turnbull and supported Dutton.18 She rejected the offer and said her voters would not have forgiven this ‘act of treachery’ if she had agreed: ‘Imagine the disgust of the people I represent.’

The moderate wing of the party formed a group to stick together. Paul Fletcher, the Minister for Urban Infrastructure and a long Turnbull supporter from the New South Wales division, set up the group with a benign name and a social purpose. He called it Sensible Friends and created it on WhatsApp, the messaging service that was an essential application on every politician’s mobile phone, with an invitation to drinks in his office that night. Among those invited were Julia Banks, Simon Birmingham, Richard Colbeck, Chris Crewther, Lucy Gichuhi, Sarah Henderson, Jane Hume, Craig Laundy, Julian Leeser, Kelly O’Dwyer, Marise Payne, Jane Prentice, Melissa Price, Christopher Pyne, Anne Ruston, Scott Ryan, Tony Smith and Trent Zimmerman.

Some shared stories in Fletcher’s office of the pressure they were under to decide between Turnbull and Dutton as well as the undeclared candidate, Morrison. One of them, Hume, was exposed because her position on the party’s Senate ticket in Victoria had not been confirmed. The uncertainty over her future had been prolonged by the Victorian conservatives all year. The state division had endorsed all members of the lower house as candidates at the next election, but had not done so for Hume and her fellow Victorian Senator, Paterson. As someone who had voted for same sex marriage, Hume was vulnerable to a challenge from conservatives led by Sukkar and his friend Marcus Bastiaan, a party vice president who had gained power throughout the division by recruiting members from church groups. Sukkar and Bastiaan had demonstrated their strength months earlier by defending Michael Kroger, the Victorian party president, against a challenge. The same influence could be brought to bear on Hume with a simple calculation: she could vote for Dutton and guarantee six more years in the Senate, or she could stick with Turnbull and be thrown out by the Right.

The group in Fletcher’s office heard Hume talk of phone calls she had taken that day from Kroger, who wanted her to know the advantage to her own prospects from switching camps. Hume had put a question to him: ‘Is this the state president of the Victorian division telling me how to vote?’ Kroger replied that it was not; he was simply talking to her as a friend. Yet the message was clear: to vote for Turnbull was to put her political career at risk after years of work to enter Parliament.

Stories like this spread among the guests in Fletcher’s office by the time Turnbull arrived with a short message for them all, summed up in three words. Hold your nerve. The long hours, and the contrast of pleasant drinks with brutal politics, made everyone anxious. One of the MPs put words to the frustration: ‘I’m sick of walking around with champagne when Rome is burning.’ The support for the Prime Minister did not seem strong enough. Hume said as much in a conversation with Turnbull.

‘Where are my ministers?’ she asked.

‘I’m here,’ said Laundy. So was O’Dwyer. But Frydenberg arrived late, looking wretched, and Tehan did not attend. Fifield and Cash were not there, even though many MPs had no inkling as to why they were absent.

The Prime Minister’s dinner that Wednesday night was chilli con carne in his office with those he could trust: Lucy, Michael McCormack, Pyne, Cray and Banks.

Those loyal to Turnbull were feeling outnumbered.
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OVER THE PRECIPICE

THURSDAY 23 AUGUST

DUTTON CALLED TURNBULL SOON after 7.30 on the morning of 23 August to set off a sequence of events that were intended to demolish the Prime Minister’s last defences. He told Turnbull he had lost control of the party room and should allow a ballot within hours to decide the leadership. Turnbull refused on the grounds he had not seen the petition. The two men were at a stand-off, but Turnbull had one advantage: whoever signed the petition, the Prime Minister decided whether to call a meeting. He also chose its timing. Dutton wanted a meeting as soon as possible in the belief he had the numbers to succeed and should use them before Liberals had time to return to their electorates and think through their decisions over time. Rather than slowing down, he rushed towards a ballot. So began one of the most demented days in Australian politics, a day when competing politicians pursued their ambitions with such brutal force they broke their party room and opened the doors of Parliament to total chaos.

Turnbull believed Dutton was holding the government to ransom and told him so that morning, before delivering an extraordinary warning: the party room confrontation was escalating into a constitutional crisis. Turnbull told Dutton he had spoken to the Governor-General, Sir Peter Cosgrove, and informed him that Dutton’s eligibility to sit in Parliament was a grave issue. Were Dutton to be elected leader, he added, he would be plunging the government into a constitutional crisis on a scale not seen since 1975. He told Dutton he should refer himself to the High Court. Dutton refused.

This was a breathtaking assertion. Turnbull had spoken to the Governor-General several times during the week to keep him informed of developments and, at one stage, make sure he would remain in Canberra in the event that a new Prime Minister would have to be sworn in to office at Government House in Yarralumla. His comment about Dutton was a very different and dramatic step. If taken to its conclusion, with formal advice to Sir Peter that he could not appoint Dutton as Prime Minister, the dispute would leave the government paralysed. If the party room elected Dutton but Turnbull advised against his appointment, Sir Peter would be placed in the rare and difficult position of adjudicating on one leadership claim or the other. The Governor-General would have to rely on his reserve powers, exercisable without the advice of ministers, to resolve the deadlock, but he would be severely constrained. One course pursued in the past, for the Governor-General to consult the Chief Justice of the High Court, would be perilous here because the High Court might have to rule on the Section 44(v) question at the heart of the dispute.1

Turnbull did not need to spell this out for Dutton. The logic was inescapable. Turnbull was willing to turn the doubt over Dutton’s eligibility into a question for the Governor-General. One way for Sir Peter to break the deadlock was an early election.

Turnbull ended the call with Dutton and turned to Lucy and the allies in his office.

‘I should just drive to Yarralumla, notify the Governor-General and go to an election,’ he said.2

He was thinking out loud. The idea was so dangerous it verged on a death wish, so unready was the government for an election campaign. The retreats on energy policy and company tax cuts were only days old and the public polls suggested another slide in support. Everything pointed to a crushing Labor victory, yet Turnbull was giving voice to his exasperation with a divided government. ‘We need to give the Parliament back to the people,’ he said. It took time for those in the room to talk him off the ledge: Laundy, Cray and Bold all argued against such a precipitous move. What was the likely scenario? The prospect of an election might encourage Liberals to speed towards a spill within hours.

Within minutes of this phone call Dutton was broadcasting his request for a meeting. He made a brief statement to the media and was followed by journalists who asked if he had the numbers. ‘I wouldn’t have contacted the Prime Minister if I didn’t believe that we had the majority of support,’ he said. He said no more because he assumed he would be making further remarks — perhaps a victory speech — later in the day. His public call was only the first step in the manoeuvres to force a ballot. Cormann, Fifield and Cash were planning to hold a press conference to echo the demand for a vote, while Hunt and others were ready to resubmit their resignations to intensify the crisis.

Turnbull convened the leadership group at the usual time of 8.30 a.m. with Bishop, Morrison and Pyne as well as the Nationals leader and deputy, Michael McCormack and Bridget McKenzie. It was as if the business of government continued. Within fifteen minutes, however, a delegation arrived to shatter this illusion. Cormann and Fifield, two of the ministers who would have joined the leadership group on any other day, arrived with Cash to speak to the Prime Minister. Sally Cray and David Bold stopped them outside Turnbull’s office. Why were they turning up now? They knew the leadership meeting was on? Cray looked at Fifield and Cash.

‘Why do you keep coming with Mathias?’ asked Cray. ‘What is wrong with you two? Why can’t you grow a spine and explain to him why you are turning on him?’

They did not say a word. Cash was shaking. Fifield stood silent. They would not look Bold in the eye. The three visitors waited in a room next to Turnbull’s office until the Prime Minister came out to see them. Morrison was with him.3 ‘You need a witness for this,’ he said.

Cormann told Turnbull the Liberals could not leave Canberra with the leadership question undecided. There had to be a party room meeting that day to prevent the government being irretrievably damaged and stop Bill Shorten winning the next election. Cormann did all the talking as the three presented their resignations. Cash was sobbing. Fifield was opening his mouth but the words would not come. He seemed to be whispering his agreement with Cormann. The Finance Minister told Turnbull he had lost his majority and would have to step down.

Turnbull rejected this message. He thought Cormann was being weak and treacherous and did not have the character to stand up to the insurgents who were trying to destroy the government. This is terrorism. He said it again. He believed it was still possible to fend off the threat from Dutton, despite the obvious damage, but it required Cormann to hold firm. When Turnbull insisted he would not give in, he heard Cormann’s reply as a surrender. You’ve got to give in to the terrorists. Turnbull had gone through the numbers with Laundy that morning and knew the situation was dire but thought he could hold on if these three ministers would stay with him. Yes, 35 had voted against the Prime Minister on Tuesday, but this would not turn into a majority if cabinet members called for stability. Morrison passed a warning to Cormann as the trio left Turnbull’s office. ‘If you do this, you’re making it happen,’ he said.4

Cormann moved immediately to make a public statement and maximise pressure on Turnbull. His office issued a media alert at 9.26 a.m. for a press conference in the Senate courtyard with Cash and Fifield nine minutes later, sending camera crews scrambling to broadcast the event while Liberal backbenchers and ministers froze in their offices to watch their television screens. Even after all the rumours, some Liberals did not know Cormann had switched camps until they saw him speak alongside Fifield and Cash. His assessment, that Turnbull no longer had a majority of the party room, influenced every MP watching him.

‘I did not want to be here in this position,’ said Cormann. ‘I did not know that there was going to be a motion from the Prime Minister to declare the leadership positions vacant on Tuesday. I, like others, was taken by surprise.’ Cormann said five cabinet ministers had come to him since Tuesday and told him they had voted for Turnbull in the spill but now believed he had to go. ‘That is not something that I can ignore,’ he said. Fifield and Cash agreed. ‘What has become apparent is that a majority of party room colleagues believe that there should be a transition,’ said Fifield. Cash said she realised the same on Wednesday. ‘I became aware yesterday that it was very clear that the Prime Minister no longer, in my opinion, had the confidence of the party room,’ she said.

They spoke as if they were reacting to an earthquake they could feel and could not stop, rather than setting off a detonation themselves. Cormann said he believed Dutton would be the best leader for the government and spoke as if his colleagues agreed, although none of them could explain this shock. How had Turnbull failed? Cormann would not say.

‘I believe that Malcolm Turnbull has been, and is, a great Prime Minister,’ he said. Again, he said the majority of the party room wanted a new leader. That was it. His words the previous day still echoed in the Prime Minister’s office. I can’t hold back the tide.

Julia Banks watched the press conference in anguish at the destruction of a leader she admired. Sitting in her office, with Cormann still on her television screen, she sent a message to Cray to tell her she was going to quit. Banks would not support a Dutton government. As the minutes passed, she decided to put out a public statement making this plain.

‘Can I come over or is it chaos?’ she texted Cray at 9.56 a.m.

‘Sure, come over,’ Cray replied. ‘It is chaos.’

Tony Burke was about to add to the tumult. The Labor shadow minister chose this moment to put a motion to the House of Representatives that targeted Dutton and had the potential to deepen the divide within the Liberals. Burke waited for Steve Ciobo to finish speaking on a bill to implement the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement, a speech in which Ciobo praised the ‘strong leadership’ of the Prime Minister he was trying to remove. Burke then put a motion to the House that might force Dutton out of Parliament. Dutton faced open questions over his eligibility under Section 44 of the Constitution: he had commissioned legal advice that cleared him, while Labor had produced legal advice that said the High Court had grounds to declare his election invalid. Burke moved at 10.10 a.m. that Dutton be referred to the High Court.

There were no speeches as the House divided. Burke had the support of four of those who sat on the crossbench: Adam Bandt of the Greens and three independent MPs, Cathy McGowan, Rebekha Sharkie and Andrew Wilkie. But he could not get the Queensland independent, Bob Katter, to join them. The outcome depended on whether any of the Liberals or Nationals would turn on Dutton when he was most vulnerable. None did. Burke lost the vote by 68 to 69. Dutton was spared by the reluctant support of Banks and the tactical support of Turnbull and his allies. The Prime Minister was still waiting on advice from the Solicitor-General on Dutton’s eligibility and would surely lose support in the party room if he sided with Labor against a Liberal. This did not mean he would give up on this constitutional question.

Banks arrived at Cray’s office to find one of the Prime Minister’s press secretaries, Daniel Meers, sitting at the computer. She began drafting a statement with Meers in which she damned the challengers and said she would quit the government benches if they succeeded. ‘I will not be intimidated by the deliberate and destructive campaign led by the Tony Abbott, Peter Dutton, Michael Sukkar partnership. Nor will I be intimidated or bullied by their tactics,’ she dictated. She said she would stay in Parliament and sit on the crossbench.5 Laundy was considering a similar decision. Another minister, Darren Chester, a Nationals MP, said in public that ‘all options were on the table’ if Dutton became leader. A Nationals MP, Kevin Hogan, issued a statement saying he might move to the crossbench. The government was in real danger of losing its majority in Parliament if it removed Turnbull.

Ministers and backbenchers gathered in the Prime Minister’s suite in a series of roving meetings that began at Cray’s desk and spread into Turnbull’s personal office, where he sat with his iPad and drank Chinese tea as he listened to Lucy, Julie Bishop, Craig Laundy and others. Bishop’s mobile phone was buzzing with messages while Turnbull ruminated on his options. Banks joined the meeting and said she believed the Prime Minister should hold out against the petition. Turnbull tapped at his iPad, murmuring at each comment. He was yet to announce his decision.

Laundy missed a call from Trent Zimmerman, a key figure in the moderate wing of the party, and left the room to find an empty office nearby where he could speak quietly on the phone. He called his wife, Suzie. ‘We’re done,’ he said.6 He asked her to drop everything in Sydney and fly to Canberra to support Turnbull and Lucy that night. He returned Zimmerman’s call and was put on speakerphone with a group of moderates including Simon Birmingham, Paul Fletcher and Marise Payne.

‘How is he?’ asked Zimmerman.

‘Mate, it’s a moving feast.’

‘We’re going to need your help. We think that if he stands, Dutton definitely wins.’

Laundy said the best thing they could do was to come down to see Turnbull themselves. ‘He needs support.’ His suggestion led to another gathering in the Prime Minister’s suite when Birmingham, Fletcher, Payne, Zimmerman and the most senior moderate, Pyne, joined Turnbull and Lucy. The shock of Cormann’s public decision was less than an hour old and Payne was in tears, while Birmingham did most of the talking. As gently as possible, the group canvassed the need for Turnbull to resign so other candidates could emerge to block Dutton. There was no mystery about the leading candidate. Pyne had already spoken to Morrison’s group about their chances.

Here, in Turnbull’s office, the arrangements for the coming ballot took shape. The Liberals would vote on a spill motion to decide if the leadership should be declared vacant. Turnbull agreed to step down if the motion was successful, clearing the way for others to stand against Dutton.

Morrison met his lieutenants in his office. Two of his allies, Alex Hawke and Ben Morton, had called Liberals on Wednesday morning to gauge whether Turnbull could hold on, but their calls also helped to test opinions about Morrison’s ability to defeat Dutton. Another close friend, Stuart Robert, had been in Morrison’s office for most of the week to be ready for this contest. Their preparations were no secret within the party room and had already unsettled the Dutton camp to the point of spreading rumours to provoke Morrison into declaring his intentions, but the confirmation was slow to arrive. Only at 10.30 a.m. were journalists briefed with enough certainty to report that Morrison was definitely running for the leadership. As this news spread, the most important message conveyed to Liberals was that Morrison was doing this with Turnbull’s blessing.

Another wave of resignations struck Turnbull’s office to force a ballot. The ministers who had supported him in Question Time on Tuesday arrived at his office less than 48 hours later to insist he accept their resignations. Greg Hunt issued a public statement at 10.58 a.m. to make sure this news went to the media and colleagues as quickly as possible. Angus Taylor did the same at 10.56 a.m., Alan Tudge at 11 a.m., Michael Keenan at 11.03 a.m. and Steve Ciobo at 11.09 a.m. Several used the passive language of observers watching a crowd, as if they had no influence over these affairs. ‘It has become clear that he’s lost the support of the Liberal Party room,’ said Keenan. Ciobo was the same: ‘Regrettably, it is clear to me the Prime Minister has lost the support of the party room.’ They were too delicate to mention the knives in their hands.

Michael Sukkar and Zed Seselja were working without rest for Dutton after submitting their resignations earlier in the day. They were joined by Andrew Hastie, Tony Pasin, James Paterson and Jason Wood. They had five sheets of paper with signatures to demand a meeting but did not have a majority despite days of claiming to the media that Dutton had the numbers. Their desperation increased as Morrison moved into the open as a candidate in the event that Turnbull resigned or lost a vote to declare the leadership vacant. The men had been putting constant requests to their colleagues to sign the paperwork. The urgency of the petition began to consume the Dutton lieutenants to the point where their nagging turned into pestering and badgering. For some, it turned into bullying.

The media campaign for Dutton was just as relentless and was fed by confident talk that the challenger had already secured a majority of the party room and was being denied a fair ballot by an unscrupulous Prime Minister. On 2GB that morning, Alan Jones complained on air about those who were mobilising to block Dutton. Ray Hadley’s preference for Dutton and disdain for Morrison was transparent. On Sky News, Andrew Bolt and Peta Credlin told listeners that the next leader had to be Dutton. At the Herald Sun, Bolt used his blog to welcome the change before it arrived. ‘Prime Minister Peter Dutton’, said the headline at 9.47 a.m. on Wednesday. ‘Peter Dutton will be Prime Minister today. The Turnbull era is over.’ Only later did he add a question mark to the headline and lay the blame for his mistake: ‘Oops. I underestimated Turnbull’s bastardry. This drags out to tomorrow.’

The media was making itself part of the story. The Nine Network’s political editor, Chris Uhlmann, called out the media commentators who were turning into players.

‘Everyone from the Prime Minister on down has pointed out to me that they believe that there is a campaign being waged against them,’ Uhlmann said in a morning broadcast. ‘This is reporting news, right, this is what people are telling me about what’s going on — that News Corporation, so we’re talking about The Australian, the Daily Telegraph and all of those tabloid newspapers around the country, 2GB in Sydney, led by Alan Jones and Ray Hadley, and Sky News in particular, with its evening line-up, are waging a war against the Prime Minister of Australia. Now that’s what they think. That’s just reporting the news. Apparently if you say that to them, now, they get their knickers in a huge twist. So all I’m saying is if they want to dish it out they should be prepared to take it, and they’re among the biggest bullies in the land. And it’s about time that people called them out for what they are.’

This was an accurate account of the view within the government but it inflamed media rivalries and infuriated News Corp Australia. The defence was that neither the Daily Telegraph nor The Australian newspaper had advocated for any change and had merely reported the news. Within Turnbull’s office, however, nobody believed the claim that the coverage was fair because the editorial pages held back from demanding a spill. That was an old trick, said one adviser. ‘The damage you do on the front page is not outweighed by what you bury on page thirteen.’

The leadership rivals circled each other while the media debate raged. The idea of a combined ticket, with Dutton and Morrison joining forces, came up briefly on Thursday morning when Dutton tried to talk to Pyne to discuss the plans for Parliament. Unable to reach him on the phone, Dutton walked to Pyne’s office to speak directly. Morrison entered the office soon after they began speaking. It seemed too convenient to be a coincidence. The time had come to decide if one of the leadership contenders would agree to accept the deputy’s position. Together they could overthrow Turnbull with a handshake.

Dutton put the question: ‘Is there an agreement to be struck here or not?’ The numbers gave Dutton an advantage, given his conservative bloc was at least twice the size of Morrison’s personal following of about 15, but neither man was interested in serving as the other’s deputy. United, they could claim a majority that would easily defeat Bishop. As rivals, they could not be sure of their chances. Dutton had to find more supporters while preventing anyone shifting to the alternative. Morrison could only succeed if he had Pyne and the party moderates by his side. Pyne could be kingmaker.

Three years of bitterness was flooding through Parliament House. The poison in the Liberal Party was pumping through the party room and infecting every limb until the government staggered, slumped and collapsed. The shocking admission of this paralysis came at 11.33 a.m. when Pyne stood in the House of Representatives and said: ‘I move that the House do now adjourn.’ The business of the Parliament was cut short to give the Liberals time to wage their civil war.

It was an extraordinary moment. Burke told the five ministers who had sworn their support for Turnbull the previous day that they should face Question Time to answer whether they had misled Parliament.

Pyne had canvassed the option of an adjournment the previous night but decided to put the motion only after speaking to Dutton. It was an extreme measure to cope with an emergency. Turnbull said the adjournment had taken place at the challenger’s request, but Dutton was angry at being blamed for the move. He wanted a shorter break to hold a party room meeting on Thursday morning so that Question Time could be held as usual at two o’clock that afternoon. ‘I thought it was a ridiculous situation where the new leader wouldn’t front Question Time,’ Dutton said later.7 ‘That’s what I put. Pyne said the decision had already been taken, I presume with Malcolm earlier that day or the day before.’

Five years after losing power, Labor enjoyed the reward for its policy decisions and aggressive tactics in opposition. It had applied pressure until the government snapped. The Labor deputy leader, Tanya Plibersek, said the crisis was a generational break in the Liberal Party because the conservatives would never let the moderates govern and the moderates would never let the conservatives govern. Shorten argued in the final minutes of proceedings that the Liberals were irreparably split. ‘I said on Tuesday that this is a government which had lost the will to live,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think even on Tuesday we could have seen the cannibalistic behaviour of a government that is eating itself alive.’

Pyne had no time for a reply. He put the motion and saw it pass by 70 to 68 votes. The House adjourned and the Liberals scattered.

Christian Porter tried to shut out the confusion of Parliament House as he worked in his office to prepare for a legal confrontation. The Attorney-General knew the weight Turnbull was placing on the advice to be drafted on Dutton’s eligibility. The Solicitor-General, Stephen Donaghue, had called Porter at 6.30 a.m. to say he had received multiple calls from Turnbull already that morning, although he had not responded to any of the calls. Porter saw this as a breach of his understanding with Turnbull from the previous day, which was meant to keep the Prime Minister out of the process. Porter drafted a letter to the Solicitor-General stipulating that he was to prepare his advice exclusively for the Attorney-General, something he felt he had a right to do under the law.

Next, he met lawyers from the Australian Government Solicitor and the Attorney-General’s Department to discuss the factors the Governor-General should take into account in appointing the Prime Minister. This was separate advice from the request to the Solicitor-General about Dutton. Porter had to be ready for a clash over Sir Peter’s reserve powers. Porter walked to the Prime Minister’s suite at noon to discuss Turnbull’s view of this vital legal question. He learnt that Turnbull had spoken to the Governor-General and heard that Turnbull believed Sir Peter could not appoint Dutton as Prime Minister because of the concerns over his eligibility.

‘Are you saying you have provided this advice to the Governor-General or the Governor-General is already of that view?’ Porter asked. ‘Because in my view that is wrong in law and unconstitutional in fact.’

Turnbull replied that he understood how the Governor-General thought on the question and he was sure he knew the correct view. It seemed a Delphic reply. Then Turnbull came to the point: he wanted Porter to agree it would be impossible for the Governor-General to appoint Dutton as Prime Minister with the Section 44(v) doubts hanging over him as a member of Parliament. This was an argument Porter could not endorse and a statement he would not issue, but he knew Turnbull intended to hold a press conference within the hour and that the question might come up.

‘If you say this at your press conference I will rebut it,’ Porter said.

It was a powerful gambit. Turnbull risked an open breach on the law with the government’s first law officer. The question over Dutton’s eligibility was real and significant but had to be treated with caution when any discussion of the Governor-General could ignite an argument Turnbull might lose. When the time came for the press conference, Turnbull made no mention of the Governor-General. He underlined the need for anyone who aspired to be Prime Minister to be eligible to remain in Parliament under Section 44 of the constitution and left it at that.

Turnbull was heated with Porter. He told the Attorney-General that he and Cormann, his fellow Western Australian, had been weak to allow the crisis to build to a point where it threw the government into disarray. Porter suggested that he could resign if the Prime Minister felt this way, but Turnbull turned down the offer. There was no common ground here. Porter told Turnbull he would not be ‘lectured to’ and departed.

Porter spent the afternoon and evening preparing a brief to answer questions on Dutton’s eligibility if and when the party room met. He bore no ill-will towards Turnbull over their legal jousting, but he had to prepare for the prospect that the SolicitorGeneral’s advice would not be beyond doubt, just as his advice on other MPs and their Section 44 troubles had not been conclusive. Porter went to Cormann and told him of his conversation with Turnbull, then spoke to Dutton to explain the position he would take on the ballot. He had offered his resignation, he said, but believed the country needed an Attorney-General who would stay out of the leadership contest. He would not sign the petition.

Turnbull set the rules for the contest at a press conference in the Prime Minister’s courtyard. He rebuffed questions about whether he was feeling betrayed or hurt — ‘I’ll leave the emotions, I’m going to be very hard-headed about this’ — and offered instead his analysis of the best way to conduct a ballot. The rules were his to decide and he issued them with a ruthless objective. First, there had to be 43 signatures on the request for a meeting to prove it had majority support. Second, the party room could only decide the leadership after seeing the legal advice from the Solicitor-General on Dutton’s eligibility, a document not expected until early the next day. Third, the meeting would begin with a motion to declare the leadership vacant. If this was carried, Turnbull would accept defeat and leave it to others to contest the leadership.

Watching this press conference, some of them hearing these decisions for the first time, Turnbull’s supporters saw how the rules would slow the stampede. One of them felt Turnbull’s life as a merchant banker now shaped the way he set the terms of the ballot, as if he was negotiating the decision points in a corporate deal. What was the Dutton challenge if not a hostile takeover? Turnbull’s rules delayed the Dutton onslaught, gave rival candidates more time to ask for support and meant party room members could consider their decisions overnight. Turnbull also gave his colleagues another item to inform their decisions. When Phil Coorey, the political editor of the Australian Financial Review, asked if he would stay in Parliament until the election if he lost the leadership, Turnbull was direct. He would leave early and cause a by-election. ‘I’ve made it very clear that I believe that former prime ministers are best out of the Parliament,’ he said. ‘I don’t think there’s much evidence to suggest that that conclusion is not correct.’

Turnbull spoke at times as if he would lose. ‘I think the public will be crying out for an election,’ he said, before adding that the spill motion might not be carried. He indicated support for Morrison but was not asked about other candidates. He chose this moment to define the revolt as political insanity, a lasting but contested judgement.

‘The reality is that a minority in the party room, supported by others outside the Parliament, have sought to bully, intimidate others into making this change of leadership that they’re seeking,’ he said. ‘It’s been described by many people, including those who feel they cannot resist it, as a form of madness.’

‘Who do you mean?’ asked Katharine Murphy, the political editor of Guardian Australia.

‘I think what we’re witnessing, what we have witnessed at the moment is a very deliberate effort to pull the Liberal Party further to the right,’ he said. ‘That’s been stated by a number of the people that have been involved in this. Look, I think I won’t get into the merits of that, but I just say that what began as a minority has, by a process of intimidation, you know, persuaded people that the only way to stop the insurgency is to give in to it. I do not believe in that. I have never done that. I have never given in to bullies. But you can imagine the pressure it’s put people under.’

Bishop watched the press conference with Lucy in the Prime Minister’s office and contemplated this public statement about the rules for the ballot. She had known she could run for the leadership with Turnbull’s blessing but had not called her colleagues to ask for their votes. Lucy spoke as they sat together.

‘Julie, you mustn’t die wondering,’ she said. ‘Malcolm wants you to run. You’ve got to do it for the women of Australia.’

Only at this point did Bishop begin her bid for the leadership. Turnbull’s press conference removed the last doubt over his intentions, leaving her with a short time to decide her next move. There was no time to talk to her family or her partner. When Turnbull stepped back into his office from the courtyard, she told him she would stand for leader. ‘Go for it,’ he said.

Bishop returned to her office, gathered her closest advisers and made the first phone calls to her fellow MPs. Her message on that Thursday afternoon and evening was that she had the experience for the leadership as well as the best qualifications from her time as a cabinet minister in the governments of John Howard, Abbott and Turnbull. Only one other minister, Turnbull, had served in Howard’s cabinet. Bishop had been Liberal deputy for eleven years, Foreign Minister for five years and a frontbencher in government and opposition for sixteen years.

Bishop’s private message in these phone calls matched the public polling on her standing with voters: unlike Morrison or Dutton, she could point to evidence that she was the preferred Prime Minister and could beat Shorten. She also had a message for women: she was the first woman to stand for the Liberal leadership and was giving the women of the party a chance to be heard. Women who received these calls remembered one of Bishop’s themes. She had said in her speech at the Enid Lyons commemoration on Tuesday night that women had to stand up. Now she was doing just that.

Yet she was starting her race too late and the contrast with Morrison was telling. While Morrison’s helpers had been calling to advance his cause for more than 24 hours, Bishop had no inner circle of MPs to fan out through the Parliament to cajole their colleagues and plot for her elevation to the leadership. Perhaps she had been loyal to Turnbull too long while others manoeuvred to replace him. Now she chose to call every MP herself to ask for their vote, regardless of assumptions about their support or where they sat on the spectrum from moderate to conservative. One of her first calls was to Abbott. ‘I’m calling you out of courtesy,’ she began. Abbott almost yelled his reply. ‘Do me the courtesy?’ He was still bitter over the past.

The boiling hatreds of the party room made a cool choice on the leadership difficult if not impossible. It had become customary among conservatives, especially those influenced by Abbott, to sneer at Bishop and dismiss her political skill and her record as the deputy leader. Her popularity with the public meant nothing compared to this dislike on one side of the party, which now weighed against her as a candidate. One of the biggest reasons for rejecting Bishop was that the conservatives bore so many grudges against her. Look what they had done to Turnbull. Why would they not do the same to Bishop?

Fletcher met Zimmerman and Laundy in his office early in the afternoon to consider the likely result from a contest pitting Bishop, Dutton and Morrison against each other. Drawing on the numbers backing Turnbull and the way this group would split, they calculated that Morrison would be knocked out in the first round of voting and that this would lead to a second round in which Bishop lost to Dutton. As they talked, Laundy took a call from Bishop in which she asked for his vote. ‘I can’t,’ he said. Laundy told her he would vote for Morrison in the first round because he did not believe Bishop could beat Dutton in a final ballot. Soon afterwards the trio walked downstairs to Pyne’s office to put their conclusions to Pyne and Birmingham. The moderates assumed eight of those who would vote for Morrison in the first round would back Dutton in the second round, enough to make him Prime Minister. In this scenario, Bishop would lose to Dutton by 38 to 44 votes.8

Cold logic decided how the moderates should vote. They would have to back Morrison in the first round and accept the elimination of Bishop to secure the defeat of Dutton. There was no justice in this choice when seen in light of the marriage equality debate the previous November, a cause dear to many of the moderates. Of all the contenders, Morrison displayed the weakest support for the change and had abstained from the final vote in the House of Representatives the previous December despite the results of the postal survey. Bishop and Dutton had voted for the bill to change the Marriage Act. Yet Dutton had no friends on the moderate side of the party after the disruption of the past week, while the suspicion that he was willing to appoint Abbott to a cabinet ministry also lost him votes.

Bishop did not know of these calculations. Her only hint of the hurdle she faced with the moderates came when Pyne messaged her at 5 p.m. to make a suggestion.

‘If you run for deputy leader you will win,’ Pyne said. He calculated the Dutton camp could not install its preferred deputy, Hunt, if the party room had an alternative in Bishop, the incumbent. There was a brief prospect for a joint ticket, with Morrison as leader and Bishop as deputy, but it was too late. Bishop was already running for leader and had Turnbull’s blessing to do so. She was telling MPs that this was a crossroads: she would stand for the leadership and live with the result. She would not contest the deputy’s position if she lost.

Morrison had a powerful advantage over Bishop now that all three contenders for the leadership were out in the open. While she made all her phone calls herself, he had a close group of aides who had worked with him for years. As the afternoon wore on, with no certainty about when the ballot might come, the Morrison camp met again. Alex Hawke held a council in his office with Stuart Robert, Ben Morton, Steve Irons, Bert van Manen, and Lucy Wicks. What made this meeting significant at the time, and deeply contested afterwards, was that Morrison asked an outsider, Craig Laundy, for help. Morrison needed Laundy’s assistance with Turnbull’s core supporters so they could convince them all to side with Morrison. Laundy arrived at Hawke’s office to find the meeting was underway.

Name by name, Hawke and Robert read out a list of MPs and discussed how they had voted on Tuesday and how they might vote in the next ballot. Laundy found himself disagreeing over the names they claimed had voted for Dutton but would switch to Morrison. He spoke up to tell the group that one MP they mentioned was ‘100 per cent’ with Turnbull on Tuesday. Robert disagreed with a smile. ‘You’ve now worked out we haven’t always been on the same team,’ he said, in Laundy’s account of this exchange. Laundy fell silent. He pondered how this group could be so sure they had a cohort of MPs who would vote for Dutton in one ballot and move to Morrison a few days later.

‘I felt sick in the guts,’ Laundy said later. ‘It would be fair to say I was in shock.’ He walked back to the Prime Minister’s section of the ministerial wing, entered Cray’s office, shut the door behind him and spoke. ‘We’ve been played.’

Laundy believed the Morrison lieutenants were not just speculating on names but knew with precision that a group of MPs had backed Dutton when they were loyal to Morrison.9 This explained why the support for Turnbull was softer on Tuesday than Laundy had expected and why Dutton had gained 35 votes when his opponents thought he could not secure more than 30. From this sprang the suspicion that Morrison had given his supporters approval, either tacit or explicit, to abandon the Prime Minister.

‘I wasn’t shocked,’ said Cray of this moment. ‘It was just confirmation of something I already sensed.’ Bold, who was also in the office when Laundy returned from the meeting, had the same response. ‘It wasn’t like it came as a complete surprise,’ he said later.10 They had seen Morrison profess loyalty to the leader in 2015 when his supporters voted for the challenger. Why would he not do it again?

Robert acknowledged that Laundy was surprised by what he had heard in Hawke’s office. ‘It was clear to him that we had not been sitting idle,’ he said later.11 Robert denied trying to coordinate votes on Tuesday to build up Dutton’s numbers and make a second challenge inevitable. ‘The idea that you could inflate the numbers on a snap call is nuts. You can’t do anything in 30 seconds. It doesn’t work that way.’ Even so, Morrison’s lieutenants had been asking Liberals for their support while Turnbull was still leader. Robert saw this as seeking the best outcome for the party – Morrison as Prime Minister – rather than ‘rushing to failure’ by allowing Dutton to steamroll his way to victory.

The suspicions over these tactics never eased. To his critics, Morrison aimed to profit from a turmoil he had helped to create.

Another contender had the deputy’s position in his sights. Josh Frydenberg had pondered the advice from Dan Tehan and could see the opportunity to run for deputy at a time when the party room was splintering. He walked through the ministerial wing to see Hunt so he could tell his friend they would be competing in the ballot. Then he returned to his office to work with Tehan and others, including Scott Ryan and Melissa Price, to call MPs and ask for their votes. Ryan, whose work with a spreadsheet had helped Turnbull become leader three years earlier, brought the same skills to Frydenberg, who called almost every MP as the day went on. Frydenberg had an advantage over Hunt among party room members outside Queensland who recoiled from Dutton’s grab for power. Hunt, a Victorian, had tied himself to Dutton, a man with little evidence of popularity in the southern states. Some of Hunt’s colleagues were forever confounded by this judgement.

Some Liberals fled Parliament House after the adjournment to escape the Dutton lieutenants who stalked the corridors with a petition in their hands and a mission on their minds. One sanctuary was a bar in Manuka, just below Capital Hill, where a handful of backbenchers sat and watched their phones light up with calls seeking their signatures or votes. They could see the same people pursuing them, one after another, as they considered whether to answer. One took a call from Cormann, who was so invested in the challenge he was helping to secure the numbers. The Liberal MP refused to sign the petition, but Cormann told him they could not leave Canberra that week without resolving the leadership. The backbencher, a Turnbull supporter, told Cormann he should have thought of that before walking onto the Senate lawn that morning to support a spill. ‘Mathias, this sounds like a Mathias problem,’ he said. There was no sympathy for a cabinet minister accustomed to the regard of his peers. Keenan called the same MP to voice concern they would all look like a ‘laughing stock’ if they did not sign the petition and hold the meeting. The MP turned him down without saying what was on his mind. No, you’ll be the laughing stock. The rest of us will look sane.

Banks remained in Parliament House in the knowledge that none of the Dutton supporters would demand her signature, such was her loyalty to Turnbull, but she witnessed the pressure on others. Banks walked to the office of Ann Sudmalis, to find her crying at her desk while Jason Wood, one of Dutton’s Victorian supporters, urged her to sign a piece of paper. ‘What are you doing?’ Banks demanded. Wood complained about Turnbull’s lack of attention on his electorate of La Trobe and praised Dutton as a better leader. Banks was incredulous that Wood had deserted a Prime Minister over something as mundane as his visits to a marginal electorate. Is that why you want to bring down the government? The desperation in the Dutton camp was rising: Wood left the office suggesting they only had 35 names. It was about 2 p.m.

Banks was still sitting with Sudmalis when her phone rang with a call from Morrison on a subject she could easily predict. Before they could talk about the ballot, before Morrison could ask for her vote, Banks told him she was so appalled by what she was seeing she was ready to quit. Morrison urged her to stay, told her she was exactly the person the government needed and put the question he was asking MPs all afternoon. If I run can I have your support? Banks said yes.

In this call and others, Morrison was direct in his requests to backbenchers. You know me, we work well together. Can I rely on your support? Can I have your vote? When Dutton called MPs, he urged them to change the leader to prevent a repeat of the 2016 election tactics and a guaranteed loss to Labor. Bishop called with proof from the published opinion polls that she could win voters in the middle ground. Some Liberals were surprised to find Turnbull did not call them or look them in the eye and ask them to stand by him. There were no fighting words from the Prime Minister about blocking the petition or defeating the spill motion, while his allies had fallen silent after calculating the numbers were against him. The calls to MPs that afternoon and evening were from competing candidates who assumed Turnbull would be gone within a day.

Only after returning to her office did Banks learn that Morrison was not the only candidate against Dutton. She spoke to Bishop and offered her vote as soon as possible, then called Morrison to explain she could not vote for him in the first round. Morrison could not suppress a sigh.

The charge towards a spill began to slow as Hastie, Pasin, Seselja, Sukkar and others struggled to get the names they needed on the petition, but this meant the pressure on backbenchers increased to a point where bruising tactics were used to extract a result. Some called it bullying, some called it politics as usual. Whatever label it was given, the response from one Liberal MP was to lock his office door to stop the endless appeals, friendly or not. The House of Representatives had adjourned but proceedings continued in the Senate, where Birmingham ran the government’s business as the leader in the chamber after the resignations of Cormann and Fifield. Liberal senators dreaded the ringing of the bells to call them to a division so they would have to enter the chamber and sit with their colleagues. All the talk would be about the petition.

Linda Reynolds was shocked by the pressure applied to bring down a Prime Minister when she believed a government was always more than its leader. Reynolds had entered Parliament in 2014 as a Senator from Western Australia after a lifetime in the army as an officer and reservist, with the rank of brigadier. She did not regard the leadership spill as another day in politics and rose in the Senate at four o’clock to say so.

‘The tragedy of the madness that has taken hold of a number of my colleagues is that this has been a very good government,’ she said. ‘I do not recognise my party at the moment. I do not recognise the values. I do not recognise the bullying and intimidation that has gone on. Whatever happens tomorrow, this is a sad day for my party and for our nation. I just hope that, whatever happens tomorrow, the behaviours we have seen and the bullying and intimidation, which I do not recognise as Liberal in any way, shape or form, are brought to account. We are not here to squabble with each other. We are here to serve the people of Australia. I feel ashamed that we are letting our nation down.’

No other Liberals spoke out in this way in this week. While Turnbull had spoken of madness and bullying, Reynolds was giving her account of what she witnessed among colleagues and was putting this on the record in Hansard. This was an army officer, no shrinking violet, defining the behaviour as bullying as it happened. Within days the dispute over the events reached a point at which some Liberals, including former politicians who did not witness the spill, denied a culture of bullying and said the ‘rough and tough game’ of politics was not for everyone.12 Liberals would disagree about whether the experience was bullying for the simple reason that each one of them had a different experience.

Yet the pressure would not ease. There could be no outcome without 43 signatures on the petition. It was not for Turnbull to make Dutton’s challenge any easier.

The cracks in the Dutton camp were starting to show in the Monkey Pod room of the ministerial wing, wedged between the offices of Dutton and Pyne. ‘There was no campaign management, no campaign leadership,’ said one member of the Dutton group. While Dutton spent his time on the phone, his lieutenants were belatedly putting some science into their calculations by sending an adviser to Officeworks to buy an overhead projector, which was used to display their spreadsheet of names and votes on the wall. As late as four o’clock on Thursday, however, the spreadsheet did not add up. The group realised they had forgotten Jim Molan, the most recent Liberal to enter Parliament.

Pyne organised one of his staff to watch everyone who arrived in the Monkey Pod room, then passed the list to colleagues. He told other members of the moderate wing that he had staff holding glasses up to the wall to listen to the Dutton lieutenants next door and learn hints about MPs being worked on to join the challenge. ‘These Einsteins next door, this is what they’re saying,’ Pyne said at one point, according to one Liberal who heard Pyne read out an account of some of the Monkey Pod remarks. ‘Surely you know those blokes are as sharp as a bowling ball?’

The media campaign for Dutton reached a fever just when his support began to cool. That evening commentators stared into the cameras at Sky News with absolute conviction that only one contender could unite the party. Andrew Bolt deplored the way Turnbull was blocking Dutton and helping Morrison, his ‘crony’ and a man the conservatives did not trust. Peta Credlin said the party room would have to vote for Dutton to end the disunity.

‘What Dutton will bring is he will be able to unite the base,’ Credlin said. ‘That is the problem, that is why the Newspoll is as it is.’ She said it was nonsense for the Liberals to try to win marginal electorates held by Labor by appealing to the middle ground with Bishop: ‘No way, lady.’ And the problem for Morrison was that he was part of the cabinet decisions under Turnbull. ‘He’s seen as joined to Malcolm at the hip. I think that damages him.’

The slaps for Morrison were no surprise on Sky at night, but the praise for Dutton was starting to wear thin with MPs who had endured days of misinformation in the media which they blamed on Dutton’s helpers inside and outside the Parliament. Whether it was the false claim that Dutton had a majority of the party room, the Hadley rumour of a ‘ticket’ with Morrison or the Jones tweet about a spill on Wednesday night, the challenge had been characterised by the swagger of its lieutenants and the propaganda of its promoters. Morrison’s advocates found MPs were receptive to the idea of a centre-right candidate who could unite the party. They assured their colleagues that Morrison was the cleanskin candidate: he had not encouraged Dutton’s move and played no part in Turnbull’s sudden ballot.

Into this maelstrom stepped the most senior officials of the Liberal Party nationwide, led by federal president Nick Greiner, the former Premier of New South Wales, a man chosen by Turnbull the previous year to try to bring the party together. The federal executive gathered for dinner in Canberra on Thursday night to prepare for a formal meeting the next morning, scheduled long before any signs of a spill. Around the table sat three of the state division presidents most determined to see Turnbull removed: Gary Spence of Queensland, Michael Kroger of Victoria and Norman Moore of Western Australia. As the meal progressed, without a vote being taken, it seemed that nine of about twenty members were backing a spill. Spence had called MPs to say so. Kroger had not only called MPs to urge a vote for Dutton but to back Hunt as the deputy. Some Liberals took a dim view of these interventions, as if their party was becoming more like Labor, with its faction leaders.

Greiner sent a text to Turnbull at around nine o’clock to pass on the view from members that the party room meeting should be held that week.

‘For what it’s worth, we’re having dinner and three-quarters of the executive are here and there’s a strong view the issue should be resolved tomorrow,’ he said.

‘Well that is no surprise,’ Turnbull replied. ‘Some of them are the ones who caused the problem.’

Banks sat in her office that night with the shocks of the week still shuddering through her veins and the dread of a Dutton government making it impossible for her to sleep. She shared a pizza with her office manager while some of her neighbours along the Parliament House corridor, Jane Prentice and Steve Irons, came in for drinks. The two Liberals were equally opposed to Dutton becoming leader, while Irons was one of the tight group surrounding Morrison and was impatient with arguments in favour of voting for Bishop. He seemed confident Turnbull would resign the next day. I’ve got it from the best authority. Turnbull’s gone. Turnbull’s gone. After midnight, with the anxiety growing as the ballot approached, he was even more adamant Banks should vote for Morrison in the first round rather than cling to the idea of Bishop as a contender. As they stood in a doorway, he brought his face up close to hers. You have to vote for Scott. His face was ten centimetres away. He didn’t need to raise his voice. Don’t be an idiot. Turnbull’s gone. Irons said later he was not confrontational.13 None of this swayed Banks. She was sure Bishop was the best alternative.

The misleading media claims never stopped. The Dutton camp was so confident of success it spread stories for the morning newspapers claiming to have 48 votes. The group broke off from counting numbers to relax over dinner. Dutton and Cormann ate at Portia’s Place, a favourite with politicians and staffers, while Ciobo and Keenan enjoyed dinner at the upmarket Ottoman restaurant closer to Parliament House. Sukkar, Taylor, Hastie, Pasin and Seselja gathered over a Japanese meal.

Hawke and Robert, meanwhile, stayed with Morrison in the ministerial wing of Parliament House with a growing sense they were gaining ground while their rivals stalled. Hours had passed since Turnbull had laid out the public condition for 43 signatures and yet the Dutton challengers had been unable to gather the numbers and, in a humiliating concession, had to talk to the Morrison camp to admit they needed help. Robert was incredulous at this failure. Are you kidding me? It was after nine o’clock by the time he took a call from Paterson telling him the petition had 38 names, although he would not hand over the list. The Dutton camp’s claim to a majority had been put to the test and shown to be false. The truth was laughingly obvious. They were all lying.

The Morrison strategy drew on the successes and failures of recent Liberal history. The last three-way contest for the leadership had been at the end of 2009 when Turnbull, the incumbent, faced a spill motion that allowed Abbott and Joe Hockey to stand against him. Turnbull made an agreement with Hockey to bow out of the race if the party room voted for a motion to declare the leadership vacant, only to renege on this in a spectacular rift when the spill motion prevailed and he decided he must try his hand in the ballot. The moderates were split between Turnbull and Hockey while the conservatives were glued to Abbott. Hockey’s chance to become Opposition Leader died when he was excluded in the first round, losing by 23 to 26 votes against Turnbull, while Abbott secured 35 votes. Turnbull went on to face Abbott and lost by one vote. Robert had helped Abbott secure this narrow victory, 42 to 41 votes, and had seen the difficulty for Hockey in standing as the compromise candidate between two others. Nine years later he wanted to make sure Morrison did not fail in the same way. The message to wavering Liberals was that Morrison was a social conservative who belonged on the right of the party, even as he relied on support from the left.

Another lesson was more recent and more sensitive. Abbott had been overthrown in 2015 in a ballot where Turnbull’s handiwork was obvious while Morrison’s fingerprints were more difficult to find. Morrison was one of the 44 who voted for Abbott and yet his stated loyalty to the leader was hollow from the start, given that his small group of followers had joined the 54 who sided with Turnbull. The promise of a new Liberal team at the top of the government — Turnbull as leader, Bishop as deputy, Morrison as the new Treasurer — was fundamental to the challenge and deadly to Abbott.

One week after the 2015 spill, Abbott emerged from the surf at Manly beach in Sydney to give a waiting reporter his unvarnished thoughts on Morrison’s part in the coup. ‘I’m afraid Scott badly misled people. He badly misled people,’ he said.14 The numbers showed that Morrison had played the former leader. In the 2GB studio, Hadley demanded Morrison swear on a bible to explain his part in bringing Abbott down, only for Morrison to claim he could find no bible to swear upon.15

The experience of the last spill shaped the way everyone considered the next. Morrison had deserted Abbott while pretending to support him.16 As midnight passed, Liberals believed he was doing the same to Turnbull.
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DOUBLE DEALING

FRIDAY 24 AUGUST

THE FINAL STEPS TOWARDS a ballot were taken on the pathways leading to the doors of Parliament House on the morning of Friday, 24 August, when some of Morrison’s supporters revealed they would sign the petition to force a party room meeting. Ben Morton, the Western Australian who had been advocating a leadership change for days, endorsed Morrison without hesitation at 7.30 a.m. and told waiting journalists he would put his signature to the paperwork. It was a sign of the open support for the Treasurer and the growing assumption the spill motion would be passed. Scott Buchholz, a Queenslander, said he was being ‘pressured beyond any comprehension’ to put his name to the petition and believed Turnbull should hold the meeting without waiting for the names.1 He signed soon afterwards but said he would not support the spill motion.

Warren Entsch revealed he was willing to provide the last signature on the paperwork if another name was needed to gain a majority. He added a lesson from history. Entsch remembered Turnbull’s ascent to the Liberal Party leadership ten years earlier when he defeated Brendan Nelson by 45 to 42 votes after ten months of undermining the elected party leader. When Entsch scrawled his signature under Morton’s name, he added a note: ‘For Brendan Nelson.’

The Liberals were about to pitch their government into the unknown. This was a bigger gamble than Turnbull’s move on Tuesday because it was a collective leap to the next election with a new and untested leader. Turnbull had put his leadership on the line. The parliamentary Liberal Party now put their credibility as a government on the line. They invited a verdict from Australian voters on their shared breakdown.

Only when it suited Morrison and his supporters were the final names added to the list. The second challenge to Turnbull only arrived because the wind was in Morrison’s sails when Dutton was becalmed. South Australian Senator David Fawcett, who believed the damage from the week had to be cut short, had signed on Thursday night. Karen Andrews, a minister and Morrison supporter, also added her name. Jane Hume had signed the previous afternoon after telling Turnbull’s allies that she believed the meeting had to go ahead. Then came John McVeigh, a cabinet minister who had assured Turnbull’s allies he would not vote against the Prime Minister.

One who would not sign was John Alexander. A former tennis professional who believed any intelligent team would learn from its mistakes, Alexander thought the Liberal Party should have changed its party room rules to make leadership spills more difficult after the removal of Abbott three years earlier. He stopped at the doors of the Parliament on Friday morning to tell reporters the rule change was even more necessary: ‘We are now committing another act of self-harm, greater than the last.’

Mitch Fifield met one of his oldest political friends before eight o’clock to explain his decision the previous day. The Speaker, Tony Smith, found a quiet moment to ask his friend to reconsider his support for Dutton. The two had known each other as allies in the Victorian division of the Liberal Party over decades and as fellow advisers in the office of Peter Costello as Treasurer. Another alumnus from that office, Kelly O’Dwyer, had spoken to Fifield on Thursday night to urge him to abandon Dutton because of the risk of a backlash from voters in Victoria.

Smith had been taken by surprise by Fifield’s announcement with Cormann and Cash the previous morning and thought it was fundamentally wrong to give in to the pressure for a spill. ‘I’m not going to take political advice about lower house seats from Mathias Cormann,’ he was heard to tell colleagues in the hours after that announcement. As someone who had fought and won six elections as the member for Casey in the foothills of the Yarra Ranges, he had no patience with the rumblings of those who sat comfortably on the red leather seats of the upper house, removed from constituents with local concerns. He had worked as an adviser to Costello during the campaign for the GST at the 1998 election and was dismayed to see Dutton argue for electricity bills to be exempt from the tax — the Labor policy under Kim Beazley as Opposition Leader. Smith chose to support Turnbull no matter what.

Smith told his friend it was wrong to assume a foregone conclusion and urged him to think again. The conversation helped convince Fifield to switch his allegiance. He had gone from voting for Turnbull on Tuesday to backing Dutton on Thursday and supporting Morrison on Friday, a head-spinning example of the confusion within the party. Usually unruffled and inclined to dry humour, Fifield had been showing the strain of his public support for the spill. He later admitted his misjudgement in private. ‘I think I made a terrible mistake yesterday,’ he told one colleague.2 He expressed the same regret in other conversations about his decision to stand alongside Cormann — an astonishing acknowledgement that one of the central acts in this upheaval was the result of muddled thinking.

Turnbull resisted the pressure for a meeting in the hope that the Solicitor-General would conclude that Dutton should face the High Court over his financial interest in childcare centres and his eligibility under Section 44 of the Constitution. Turnbull called Christian Porter at 6.45 a.m. to ask when the advice would arrive, but the two were at odds before they had even seen the document. Turnbull believed the Governor-General should not appoint Dutton if he faced questions over his right to sit in Parliament. Porter believed the Governor-General appointed a Prime Minister on two criteria only: first, did he or she have the confidence of the House of Representatives; second, could he or she ensure the passage of budget supply bills. In Porter’s view, the Section 44 questions should be a matter for the party room, a place where political and legal risks could influence a ballot, but not for Sir Peter Cosgrove at Yarralumla.

Dutton blamed Turnbull for a ‘disgraceful’ tactic he believed was a distraction and a dirty trick. He had released advice finding there could be no ‘agreement’ between the Dutton childcare centres and the Commonwealth without an actual contract. Without that link, he argued, there were no grounds for referral to the court.

Porter waited for the legal advice in his office, considering whether he should abstain from the leadership ballot if and when it came. He arranged for one of his staff to write to the Governor-General’s staff to inform them he would be available if needed, but there was no reply. Finally, at nine o’clock, the advice arrived from the Solicitor-General, Stephen Donaghue, and Porter sent two of his staff to take copies to Turnbull and Dutton at once, each of them less than a minute away in the ministerial wing. He sent a covering letter to Turnbull in which he restated his view that the doubts were a question for the party room, not the Governor-General.

Like so much legal advice about Section 44, the opinion from Donaghue offered limited relief without certainty. It said Dutton was ‘not incapable’ of sitting in Parliament but it was ‘impossible to state the position with certainty’ and, more ominously, there was ‘some risk’ the court might conclude there was a conflict. Donaghue had been at the Victorian bar for seventeen years and held a doctorate from Oxford, yet his advice was not infallible. He had told the government one year earlier that Barnaby Joyce could survive a challenge over his citizenship, only for the High Court to declare his election invalid. Donaghue’s conclusion gave Dutton a reprieve but could not end all the doubts over his position.

The last hope for Turnbull was to slow the petition and delay the meeting. As late as 11 a.m. there was still an argument within the Prime Minister’s Office to prevent a ballot and allow MPs to go home for two weeks in the hope they would hear from constituents who would urge them to keep the Prime Minister. Turnbull and his allies were hoping for people power to save him. This was put to the chief whip, Nola Marino, on one of her many visits to the office. Turnbull said the time had come to send the MPs home. Marino would not have it. She said the leadership had to be decided before they went home. Arthur Sinodinos, back in Turnbull’s office, could see the support for Morrison growing among those who might otherwise guard Turnbull.

One question nagged at those who wanted to defeat Dutton. Turnbull had declared on Thursday he would step down if the party room voted in favour of a spill, but he had changed his mind before. He had lost a spill motion when Liberal leader in 2009 but refused to bow out, reneging on earlier agreements and placing himself in a ballot against Tony Abbott and Joe Hockey. What if he did the same? If Turnbull ran against Bishop, Dutton and Morrison, he could split the moderate vote again, a gift to Dutton this time just as it was a gift to Abbott nine years earlier. One path towards a smooth transition was for Turnbull to resign at the start of the meeting.

Paul Fletcher and Marise Payne, two of the leaders of the moderate wing, visited Sally Cray to ask her about Turnbull’s intentions. Would he consider resigning? It was a bleak moment. To ask the question was to peer into the political abyss and confirm that all was lost, that the Prime Minister’s own supporters thought he no longer had the numbers. The question infuriated Cray. ‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘But have you met him?’ She told them Turnbull would not cave. He would have to live with his decision for the rest of his life. How could any of them go to him now and suggest he give up? The very question provoked her suspicions.

‘Have you been sent here by Scott?’ she asked.

‘No,’ said Payne.

The leaders of the moderate wing wanted to keep their colleagues together as the party splintered. The routines of Parliament House had broken down on an anxious day when Liberal MPs had none of their usual business to conduct in the chambers. Bill Shorten and most of his Labor colleagues had gone home the previous night to leave the Liberals to their agony in a building with vast areas of empty space, where it was easy for every MP to retreat to his or her office and sit with staff to watch live coverage of their collective implosion on Sky News or the ABC.

Fletcher used his WhatsApp group, once called Sensible Friends and now named Friends for Stability, to gather colleagues in this office for a morning tea to mark the birthday of Jason Falinski, who turned 48 that day. More important than the cake was the unifying idea some of them expressed. This Dutton thing is crazy. Turnbull had gone to the group’s drinks on Wednesday night but was absent now, while Morrison remained with his inner circle in his office. The group of twenty or so MPs included Christopher Pyne, Marise Payne, Kelly O’Dwyer, Craig Laundy and Simon Birmingham, all of them moving in and out of the gathering as they spoke on their phones.

The focus was on blocking Dutton, not saving Turnbull. The absence of a vigorous campaign to defend the Prime Minister was remembered later. ‘Malcolm did not call,’ said one backbencher. Turnbull did not go to MPs to seek their support in these final hours.

The moderates were united on what to do in the second round of the ballot but not the first, when they had to choose between Morrison and Bishop. Entsch told the group he would be backing Bishop; Alexander indicated the same. Others were so worried about the prospect of a Dutton victory they believed they had to put other factors aside, not least their regard for Bishop and her popularity with voters, in order to make sure the choice in the second round was between Morrison and Dutton. Only after they left the morning tea did they get a WhatsApp message from Fletcher, sent at 12.10 p.m., with a warning about the risk of voting for Bishop.3

‘Cormann rumoured to be putting some WA votes behind Julie Bishop in round 1,’ wrote Fletcher. ‘Be aware that this is a ruse trying to get her ahead of Morrison so he drops out and his votes go to Dutton. Despite our hearts tugging us to Julie we need to vote with our heads for Scott in round one.’

‘Got it,’ wrote Laundy.

‘Agree,’ said Pyne.

‘Yes,’ wrote Ryan.

‘Someone should tell Julie,’ said Linda Reynolds, the Senator from Bishop’s home state of Western Australia.

‘Agree,’ said Chris Crewther.

‘I have,’ responded Pyne. ‘Very respectfully.’

Pyne was not giving his colleagues all the facts. Bishop knew nothing of this ploy as she called her colleagues that morning. She had spoken to Pyne on Thursday, when he had suggested she run for deputy, and she knew many of the moderates would vote for Morrison, but she was not alerted to this calculated plan to weaken her support in the first round. As the deputy leader of the party and a minister with more popular appeal than her rivals, Bishop was a natural choice for leader but was struggling to overcome the resistance from the right. The barbs aimed at Bishop by Peta Credlin on Sky News were merely a small sample of the hatred for her in the Abbott camp, which blamed her as well as Turnbull and Morrison for the spill three years earlier. The conservatives would never accept her as leader and would respond to her rise, if it came, by resuming the guerrilla campaign they had waged against Turnbull for so long. The moderates had to choose Morrison so they could elevate someone the conservatives would reluctantly accept.

Opinions outside the party room were very different from the deliberations within. Liberal Party surveys found that Australians viewed Bishop far more favourably than Turnbull or Morrison. The most recent party polling showed that 36 per cent of voters had a favourable view of Turnbull while 37 per cent were unfavourable and 27 per cent neutral, producing an overall rating of minus 1 per cent. The equivalent results for Morrison showed that 22 per cent were favourable, 29 per cent unfavourable and 49 per cent neutral, leading to an overall rating of minus 7 per cent. The party did not ask about Dutton. Neither the Prime Minister nor his aspiring successor could claim genuine popularity among the bulk of Australian voters. Only Bishop could claim this. The results showed 45 per cent of respondents regarded her favourably and 29 unfavourably, with 26 per cent neutral. Her overall rating was positive at 16 per cent.

The surveys were guarded so closely by party headquarters and the Prime Minister’s Office that few backbenchers ever saw them. The most sensitive information showed the government was doing better in marginal seats than any of the published polling suggested. The July result from surveys across 40 marginal seats concluded the government was leading by 52 to 48 per cent against Labor on a two-party basis. The next election was not a lost cause on these numbers. Asked to name their preferred Prime Minister, 58 per cent of respondents in these marginal seats chose Turnbull and 29 per cent chose Shorten. The trend illustrated what should have been obvious to all, that perceptions of government unity, or lack of it, were crucial. The Coalition’s primary vote had been 37 per cent in March and the same in April and then improved when the government united behind the personal tax cuts in the budget, rising to 40 per cent in May before peaking at 44 per cent in June and easing to 42 per cent in July.

The published surveys, such as the Ipsos poll conducted for the Sydney Morning Herald and The Age and the Newspoll conducted for The Australian, did not have this focus on the nation’s most marginal seats. Their nationwide results consistently showed the government was trailing Labor in a trend that shaped assumptions about the next election, confidence levels within the Coalition and media coverage of the government’s political performance. Even here, however, the government had improved: it had narrowed the gap with Labor over several months and lagged by 49 to 51 per cent in four consecutive surveys from 1 July to 12 August.4 The Ipsos survey also showed the government had narrowed the gap to 49 to 51 per cent in July before a horror slump revealed on 20 August after the disunity on energy policy and doubts about leadership.5

The question no poll could answer was the one that would always trouble this government. How would it perform without its supreme talent for discord? It could not unite to save itself.

Shorten waited for the Liberal ballot with Tanya Plibersek during a visit to St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney, where they dismissed the government’s ability to function under any leader. While Labor’s public position was that it did not matter who led a dysfunctional government, the party’s private work suggested its greatest risk was an early election against Bishop. Focus group research suggested she was a significant threat due to her personal popularity, something that might dissipate over time but could boost the government if it went to the polls within weeks.

Again, Turnbull sought to delay the vote. When the Dutton lieutenants claimed 43 signatures on the petition, they took the list to Marino but were told the Prime Minister wanted to see it for himself. Dutton took the document to Turnbull’s office to make sure the meeting would go ahead. Even this was not enough. Turnbull announced at 11.30 a.m. he had seen the petition with 43 signatures but wanted the whips to verify all the names. He asked for a copy of the five pages, the first step towards revealing all those who signed the papers, and waited for Marino and her fellow whips to phone the 43 MPs. This check was a final show of derision for the Dutton camp, a sign that Turnbull would not trust any assurance from Dutton and his helpers after four days of bragging and misinformation about the challenger’s supposed majority. The meeting, meant for midday, was scheduled for 12.20 p.m. instead.

Dutton and Cormann walked together from the ministerial wing of Parliament House a few minutes before the party room meeting was due to start. Turnbull followed soon afterwards, flanked by Laundy and Sinodinos, two friends from the vote three years before. Morrison walked to the room alone. The 85 members of the parliamentary Liberal Party prepared for a different procedure to the sudden ballot on Tuesday: this time, the Prime Minister would not be relinquishing the leadership to allow others to stand. The first vote was whether to declare the leadership vacant — the proper meaning of a spill. Turnbull stood at the front of the room, said he had received the petition and deferred to Marino to oversee the vote. It did not take long for the whips to count the ballot papers. Marino told the room the motion had been carried but did not say more.

A voice called out for the numbers. It was Victorian backbencher Russell Broadbent.

‘I want the numbers, please,’ said Broadbent.

‘No,’ said Marino.

‘I would like to know the numbers.’

Marino told him she would only release the count if the room wanted it done, a comment that prompted so many replies from others that Broadbent convinced her it was the will of the party room. Only then did Marino read out the tally. The motion had been carried by 45 to 40 votes. Turnbull had lost by a margin so narrow it shocked many of those in the room. Three votes were enough to make the difference. The big lie of the week, that Turnbull had lost his majority days earlier, was exposed. He would have kept his majority if Cormann, Cash and Fifield had changed their minds in his office the previous morning. It would have been a narrow majority, not enough to prevent another battering from Dutton, but it might have given Turnbull time. There was a case, on these numbers, that he could have influenced backbenchers to stand by him if more cabinet ministers had done the same. Cormann had not responded to a stampede. He had been part of one.

‘This is a farce,’ said Turnbull in a low voice, heard only by those around him. He looked stricken. He sat at the table at the front of the room, with Bishop next to him, and his friends could see the anger and frustration on his face.

The votes for Turnbull were ‘soft’ in the sense that some of those who voted for him had already given up on him. Some Liberals would never vote against a sitting Prime Minister as a point of principle. Others wanted to be able to say they had stayed with Turnbull, even as they watched him sink to the ocean floor. This was the deception that shrouded every analysis of the tally: the party room included some MPs, their exact number unknown, who did little or nothing to protect the Prime Minister but wanted to go home to their electorates and tell constituents they had voted for him.

The Prime Minister had seen thirteen members of his ministry turn against him: Peter Dutton, Steve Ciobo, Greg Hunt, Michael Keenan, Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, Angus Taylor, Alan Tudge, James McGrath, Zed Seselja and Michael Sukkar, followed by Mathias Cormann, Michaelia Cash and Mitch Fifield. Another two ministers, Karen Andrews and John McVeigh, had signed the petition. This group made up almost half the 33 Liberals in the ministry. How could a Prime Minister survive such a vote of no confidence? The greatest damage to Turnbull came not from the spontaneous combustion of the backbench but the desertion of his ministers, which meant the fall of the Turnbull government came primarily from a rupture within its own executive. Stable government. Liberal ministers revealed the emptiness of their slogan with their votes.

The election of the new leader came next. In the usual convention, without speeches, Marino called for candidates to stand in their places. There were some murmurs of surprise when Bishop rose, a sign that some believed she would withdraw after seeing she did not have the numbers. The assembled MPs wrote the names of their preferred leaders on their ballot papers and waited quietly as the whips collected the papers. After a short wait the result was declared: Bishop gained 11 votes, Morrison 36 and Dutton 38. The most popular Liberal leadership contender with Australian voters was eliminated in the first round. Her supporters in that vote included Turnbull, Julia Banks, Warren Entsch and Andrew Laming.

The second round was over within minutes. There were 40 votes for Dutton and 45 for Morrison. The first round had shown everyone that Dutton lacked an absolute majority, a dangerous weakness when many assumed that Bishop’s votes were more likely to go to Morrison, but the final tally proved beyond doubt that the boasts about Dutton’s numbers had been hollow.

Dutton’s supporters were deflated and full of recriminations. One argument among them was that Cormann had been too slow to issue a public demand for a spill and that a statement one day earlier would have brought on a faster ballot to their advantage. Another was to blame Turnbull for flouting party conventions and using dirty tactics to delay the meeting and help Morrison. A third theory was that Morrison’s supporters had voted for Dutton on Tuesday to inflate his numbers and accelerate a leadership change. But if Dutton’s 35 votes on Tuesday included cuckoos’ eggs laid by Morrison, his support was too soft all along. All these arguments became excuses for failure.

There was no time for speeches until the deputy’s position was decided. Three candidates stood: Josh Frydenberg, Greg Hunt and Steve Ciobo. One was untainted by the instability of the week while the others were part of the push that had split the government. The defeat of Dutton added some uncertainty to the outcome. ‘Now I don’t have to vote the ticket,’ one Liberal muttered under his breath. The alliance between Queenslanders and Victorians, intended to secure the leadership for Dutton and the deputy’s position for Hunt, was defunct. Frydenberg gained 46 votes, Ciobo 20 and Hunt 16. There were three informal votes. The contest needed no second round given the winner had an absolute majority. Frydenberg had entered Parliament in 2010, nine years later than Hunt and Ciobo, and had risen to the deputy’s position without having to plot against a leader or tear down an incumbent, and his winning margin was greater than any candidate in the room. It was a significant leap for someone who had been spoken of as a potential Liberal leader for years.

Morrison made a short speech in which he spoke of Liberal history and values and glanced at the portraits of former leaders on the walls of the party room.

‘There’ll be a woman there one day,’ he said.

‘In which century?’ muttered Bishop, loudly enough for others to hear.

The Liberals walked from their party room in a state of exhaustion, some of them gutted by the infighting and others relieved at the rise of their new leader. Dutton and Cormann were stony-faced as they left the room. Laundy felt physically wrecked from the strain of the week. Friendships had been fractured, hatreds inflamed and suspicions deepened among Liberals who were supposed to present a united face to Australian voters at an election due within nine months. The fury at the events would not subside easily. Turnbull would be blamed for inviting a challenge, Dutton blamed for launching one and Morrison accused of exploiting the chaos to engineer his own rise to power.

Morrison was soon dubbed the ‘accidental prime minister’ for his unexpected success but the catchy phrase was careless for the way it glossed over the plots required to make sure he prevailed. Some of his supporters had voted for Dutton on Tuesday. They had magnified the challenge, weakened the Prime Minister and helped create the conditions for a second ballot. Some of his supporters had signed the petition. They had waited until the time was right for their preferred leader before adding their names to the paperwork and bringing on the meeting. As soon as the first ballot was over and the Prime Minister was gasping for air, the small band of Morrison supporters began working to help their leader and leave Turnbull to his fate. They did this at the very time Morrison put his arm around Turnbull in the Prime Minister’s courtyard. This is my leader and I’m ambitious for him! The pledge lasted only as long as Turnbull kept his head above water.

Morrison’s enemies saw the tactics of the past repeated to destroy another Prime Minister. While Morrison had voted for Abbott in 2015, his followers sided with Turnbull. While Morrison voted for Turnbull in 2018, his followers prepared for a spill. Some of them gave up on the Prime Minister, watched the pressure for a second ballot, mobilised to lobby for votes and secured victory for their patron and themselves. Even so, Morrison only emerged as an open candidate when he had Turnbull’s blessing. The turning point in this debilitating challenge came when Turnbull chose to anoint Morrison and Bishop as worthy successors in the belief that this was the only way to defeat Dutton. The destruction wrought by the Dutton campaign forced Turnbull to make this choice. ‘They had so damaged him there was no coming back,’ said one of Morrison’s lieutenants.

Dutton created the conditions for Morrison’s victory. The new Prime Minister only triumphed with the unwitting help of Dutton and the explicit approval of Turnbull. The search for villains after the fact naturally led some of those in the Dutton camp to suspect they had been played all along by Morrison and his helpers, yet the key decisions in the challenge were those made by the challenger himself. Dutton withdrew support from Turnbull at the height of the energy debate. Dutton chose to stand and seek the leadership rather than wait two weeks. Dutton did this knowing Morrison would be a likely rival. The ultimate foolishness of the challengers was their need to blame Morrison for their own mistakes.

Who, outside the angry factions of the media, forced them on this path? The Dutton lieutenants charged ahead with their petition in the hope they could force a second ballot before Morrison was ready, yet their tactics proved their own inadequacies as politicians. Andrew Hastie, Tony Pasin, Zed Seselja and Michael Sukkar had been in Parliament no longer than five years and aspired to be future leaders. All claimed to stand for conservative values. All assisted a convulsion that brought the government to a halt without achieving any policy shift that could claim to restore a conservative philosophy in grave danger from the previous administration. Their high purpose was no greater than a personal preference for one man over another, to the disregard of stability or continuity, two values to which the conservatives were meant to aspire.

Turnbull returned to his office on this Friday afternoon and retreated to his private suite with Lucy and their daughter, Daisy Turnbull Brown. He had a final speech to prepare. Within minutes he had his first visitors when Morrison arrived with his ally, Scott Briggs, the former party official who had helped Turnbull enter Parliament fourteen years earlier. They spoke privately for a short time, but Turnbull’s family had no patience with this interruption. Turnbull Brown hurried them out of the room. ‘Dad needs to work on his speech now,’ she told the new leader of the Liberal Party. Morrison stopped at the door to keep talking, but Turnbull Brown insisted he leave: ‘Come on, come on, we’ve got to go.’ She was protecting her father from the men who might have protected him more than they did.

Turnbull had looked increasingly drained to his colleagues as the week drew on but now put a tight smile on his face as he walked to his final press conference as Prime Minister. He emphasised a phrase his opponents would abhor — that he led a ‘progressive’ Liberal government — and named the passage of marriage equality law as proof that he led a reforming administration. His list of achievements included jobs growth, 3.1 per cent economic growth, personal income tax cuts, business tax cuts, the start of the Snowy Hydro 2.0 project, the beginning of construction of the Western Sydney Airport, the approval for the Inland Rail line, the announcement of a rail line from Melbourne’s city to the Tullamarine airport, the creation of the national redress scheme for victims of child sexual abuse and investments in naval shipbuilding. On international affairs, he named the approval of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, signed by eleven countries despite the rejection of the deal by US President Donald Trump. He also mentioned the resettlement deal with the United States for refugees on Manus and Nauru — a ‘challenging exercise’ to hold Trump to the deal agreed with Obama.

Turnbull displayed no anxiety at the way Morrison had risen to the leadership. There was instead a condemnation of Dutton and his supporters inside and outside the Parliament.

‘Look, I think you all know what’s happened,’ Turnbull said. ‘There was a determined insurgency from a number of people, both in the party room and backed by voices — powerful voices — in the media, really, to if not bring down the government, certainly bring down my prime ministership. It was extraordinary. It was described as madness by many and I think it’s difficult to describe it in any other way.’

These words defined the week for Turnbull and his supporters. Madness. He found it inconceivable that the party would topple a leader who was more popular than his replacement. He had applied logic to every potential scenario and concluded he was safe, but he had fumbled the equation when putting a value on revenge and blind ambition.

Nobody could offer a better explanation for this wreckage. Within hours of the ballot, Cormann was on Sky News explaining that the Tuesday ballot had taken the party by surprise and led cabinet ministers and others to come to him that same day to tell him they had changed their minds about their votes.

‘I was approached by four cabinet ministers in the morning and further cabinet ministers later that day who told me that they had supported Malcolm in the leadership ballot on Tuesday but that they had changed their position,’ Cormann said, without naming the ministers.6 Cash and Fifield were among them. So too was Porter, yet there must have been more if Cormann was being honest. His remarks included a curious change in his language. On Thursday he had said ‘five cabinet ministers’ approached him, but on Friday he suggested a bigger number: four at first, followed by others. Who were they? There were only a few candidates for this list.

Morrison, who was never close to Cormann, was unlikely to share his intentions with the man who walked up Red Hill each morning with Dutton. Another four cabinet ministers had voted for Dutton from the start, while several others had remained with Turnbull to the end.7 Cormann’s silence long after the spill meant the names of those who came to him would remain a matter of conjecture or dispute for some time to come. And how reliable were his words? There was no guarantee the ministers he had in mind would agree with the way he had characterised their private conversations.

Every moment of this drama was soaked in duplicity. Cormann’s account revealed the deceptions: either he had exaggerated the shift in position by fellow cabinet ministers, or those cabinet ministers had admitted their shift to him and lied to others. Cormann struggled to explain how this had led to the sudden removal of a leader.

‘You’ve dumped a first-term Prime Minister and you can’t sit here and tell us why?’ asked Sky News host Laura Jayes.

‘Well, I haven’t dumped a sitting Prime Minister,’ Cormann replied. Even now, he spoke as if others had made the decision for him. He argued the leadership was now ‘settled more comprehensively’ than it had been earlier in the week. He assumed Australians would accept a leap of logic: that the leadership was thrown into doubt by a vote of 48 to 35 but settled when the numbers were 45 to 40. It was sophistry.

The survivors of this shattering week fled Parliament House for the highway to Sydney or the Qantas Club at Canberra Airport, where Liberal MPs gathered awkwardly in groups, reluctant to strike up a conversation with colleagues whose decisions on the leadership they could not comprehend. Pyne cried on the way home to Adelaide. Sinodinos, still recovering from non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, returned to Sydney with an unsentimental view of the outcome, even though the sheer turmoil had surprised him. ‘Once it had happened, I guess my attitude was: the party room proposes and the party room disposes, and it has ever been thus. I didn’t dwell on it because, frankly, I had to get back to my daily routine.’ A cancer diagnosis kept even this leadership spill in perspective.8

Shorten, watching from Sydney, did not see any logic to the way the Liberal Party shunned Bishop. Nor did he see any sense in the way it cast out Turnbull.

‘While I knew his own party owed him nothing, or they felt they owed him nothing, I still think he was their best salesman,’ Shorten recalled. ‘I just didn’t think they’d cut down their best salesman — after they’d done it once and nearly lost the election, after they’d seen the mess Labor had gotten into for doing it. I just didn’t think their panic would overcome their rationality. But it did. And I never picked Peter Dutton to be the arch-conspirator.’9

Australian politics had witnessed a great reversal in fortune for the two major parties. Labor had feared the rise of Turnbull three years earlier but was now unafraid of his successor. The Liberals, meanwhile, had cheered the fall of Abbott in the certainty their new leader would pulverise the enemy, but were now anxious about the government’s prospects as they prepared for another election. The only joy in this takedown was for those who took pleasure in revenge.

Dutton maintained that he had no choice but to stand for the leadership and force a decision on the government’s future.

‘It had to be resolved that week in my mind,’ he said later.10 ‘Because I genuinely thought, and very strongly hold the belief to this day, that he would have gone to an election off the back of that. With the numbers, the 48 and 35, he was dead from that point, right, so it had to be resolved.’

Abbott had no regrets about doing everything he could to stop the National Energy Guarantee. He left Canberra that week satisfied the party would be better off without Turnbull as leader.

‘We often appeared divided when Malcolm was the leader because Malcolm was a man of the left trying to lead a party of the right,’ Abbott said later.11 ‘I think the key ingredient was not the fact that there have always been more progressive and more conservative people in the Liberal Party — that’s always been the case and always will be the case. The key ingredient was a leader, a challenger-cum-leader, who was very, very progressive, especially by Liberal Party standards, and who wasn’t very respectful of the Liberal Party’s traditional centre-right centre of gravity.’

Yet the Liberals often appeared divided when Abbott was leader, too. The party room fractured at regular intervals, whether on climate change or marriage, and every crisis deepened the enmities. Those who despised Turnbull were convinced he was the toxin that weakened their party. They ignored their own toxic hatreds, as if the disease was always someone else’s fault.

The camouflage thrown over this long power struggle was the idea that Australia’s leaders were engaged in a philosophical contest of great consequence for the nation. Another idea, that a new leader was essential to rescue the Liberal Party, was a poor justification for this collapse. In truth, the government was broken by private feuds.

‘It was all personal,’ said Broadbent.12 ‘Malcolm made it personal because it was all about Malcolm, and Tony made it personal because he’d become the Prime Minister and was deposed — and he’d won an election, and he’d been very patient as Opposition Leader.’

Broadbent, the man who had fought for a marginal seat at every election since 1990, watched Liberals join the leadership spill out of nothing more than a desire for personal advancement, at the very point when the government was catching up to Labor and had a chance, slim perhaps but real, to win the next election.

‘What the party didn’t understand was that Malcolm had just come to that place when the Australian people were accepting him as Prime Minister,’ Broadbent said. ‘He’d got to that point. You would have seen his net satisfaction rating beginning to improve. His enemies knew that and they had to bring him down before he became the accepted Prime Minister.’ The published polls before the turmoil, which had the Coalition behind Labor by 49 to 51 per cent in two-party terms in four consecutive surveys, signalled the improvement in the government’s fortunes. ‘Howard would have been absolutely rapt with those sorts of figures. It would have been a close election campaign.’

The government would never see this future. The pursuit of the Prime Minister had gone on so long that the hunt became impossible to stop. The Turnbull government ended the moment the predators were joined by the panickers.




PART THREE

RESCUE

‘In politics, a dead man’s shoes are not a poignant reminder of a loved one who has passed on. They are receptacles that have to be filled.’

Alan Reid, The Gorton Experiment, 1971




14

STEPS TO THE ABYSS

SEPTEMBER TO DECEMBER 2018

LATER, WHEN A TROUBLED government had won a miraculous victory, the aftermath of Scott Morrison’s ascent to power was sometimes portrayed as the first stage in an astonishing political recovery. At the time, however, every new shock to the Liberals seemed to push their party room another step towards an abyss. Every one of the MPs understood the warning from John Howard in an earlier period of turmoil: disunity is death. Many of them expected destruction at the election due within nine months, and the immediate events following the 24 August leadership spill confirmed their fears when they witnessed a crash in the opinion polls, a defeat at a by-election, a defection, a plunge into minority government and resignations by the most senior ministers.

The months after the spill felt like an interregnum while the Liberals and Nationals trudged towards their demise, only to be stunned later by their rescue. Disunity gave them a near-death experience.

Morrison alone conveyed total confidence in his capacity to get the better of Shorten. This, after all, was his job. Four weeks after the spill, he presided over a meeting in his Parliament House office with his inner circle: chief of staff John Kunkel, who had worked for Howard and for mining company Rio Tinto; principal private secretary Yaron Finkelstein, who had been poached from polling and research firm Crosby Textor; communications director Andrew Carswell, a former News Corp journalist who had joined Morrison when he was Treasurer; and Andrew Hirst, the federal director of the Liberal Party. Voters had flayed the government in the published polls after the spill, suggesting an election defeat so devastating the Coalition could lose twenty seats. The Liberal Party research showed a similar slide in popular support, but it clarified the group’s thinking about the slim chance of success. This became known as the ‘narrow path’ to victory as Morrison and his advisers examined the strategy in dozens of meetings over the subsequent months.

Like a goat track to a summit, the path was so difficult it could only be traversed in the best weather. The Coalition would need to win at least two seats from Labor: Lindsay in western Sydney and Herbert in Queensland. It would need to stem its losses in Melbourne, where a redistribution meant some of its seats were likely to fall to Labor, and it would have to hold ground in Western Australia. It would try to pick up two or three seats in Tasmania and recover the regional electorate of Indi in northern Victoria. All this seemed unlikely, even outlandish, when the research was so dire, but there was only one way forward. And so the climb began.

Morrison admitted the failures of the party as soon as he had to explain the destruction of the Turnbull government. ‘The circumstances of a few weeks ago, I know they appalled all Australians,’ he said. ‘The Parliament looked like The Muppet Show and people should feel rightly angered about that.’ The comparison with an American children’s comedy series, with its monsters and puppets, was a gift for television producers who could run clips of the show’s resident rock band, Dr Teeth and The Electric Mayhem, and its wild drummer, Animal. It was a gift, too, for Shorten, who could ridicule the government with its own words.

What Morrison did not do, however, was condemn the Turnbull or Abbott eras by exaggerating his intention to set a new direction. He promised continuity in government rather than a departure in policy or even a difference in style. Julia Gillard had found a way to explain her removal of Kevin Rudd in June 2010. ‘A good government had lost its way,’ she said. Morrison avoided any similar formulation. This gave him the capacity to claim some of the record of the previous governments, not least economic growth and job creation, when the election came. Morrison maddened his interviewers by avoiding any criticism of the previous two leaders and shedding no light on how he had risen to the top. Why, exactly, had the government just decapitated another prime minister? Morrison would not say. He lived Benjamin Disraeli’s maxim. Never complain; never explain.

Changes were made without fanfare. Morrison confirmed the National Energy Guarantee (NEG) would only serve as a reliability benchmark and would not be revived in any form to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The NEG was dead, again. He dropped another change the government had pursued for years: an increase in the age at which Australians would qualify for the Age Pension. Labor had increased this from 65 to 67 when in government; the Coalition had proposed an increase to 70 but had never been able to legislate the change. Morrison hammered another nail in the coffin of the hated federal budget of May 2014, a blueprint that had caused so much damage to Abbott and his government.

Josh Frydenberg chose the treasury portfolio as deputy leader and tried to calm a rattled party room. He invited Morrison and his wife, Jenny, to dinner at his Melbourne home with his wife, Amie. Even small things like a home-cooked meal meant something after the hostilities of August. Political leaders and their deputies are not always close, but the two new leaders worked at this, to the point that Morrison asked Frydenberg to stay in a spare room in Kirribilli House when in Sydney for work. The new ministry was an exercise in conciliation, reward and judicious punishment. Peter Dutton stayed in home affairs and Greg Hunt stayed in health, but others who plotted for change were demoted: Steve Ciobo to defence industry, Michael Keenan out of cabinet. Michael Sukkar was dropped from the ministry, but Angus Taylor gained the energy portfolio and moved in to cabinet.

The gaping absence in the new ministry was Julie Bishop, whose friends said she could not see herself continuing as Foreign Minister with Morrison. With an eye for symbolism, she wore red high heels to the press conference to announce her decision, as if she would like to click the ruby slippers and escape the madness.

‘Can you see a point where the Liberal Party will bring itself to elect a popular female leader?’ asked Seven News political editor Mark Riley.

‘When we find one, I’m sure we will,’ she replied, in an icy judgement on the party room.

The Morrison allies who outsmarted the Dutton camp now assumed positions of influence. Alex Hawke became Special Minister of State, Stuart Robert became Assistant Treasurer and Steve Irons was named an assistant minister. Melissa Price, one of those who had helped Frydenberg become deputy leader, entered cabinet as Environment Minister. There were smiles at Government House as the new ministers were sworn in on 28 August, but the months ahead showed the Coalition still had its talent for damaging itself.

The priority was to keep control of Parliament. With only 76 seats in the House of Representatives, the new government was vulnerable from the start. Turnbull resigned from Parliament one week after the spill, just as he had warned. Morrison was careful to praise his predecessor and recall how often he had talked about love. ‘Well, mate, love’s coming right back at you, Malcolm,’ he said.1 The problem was in having that love returned.

Turnbull’s friends, tormented by memories of the spill, studied every minute leading up to the ballots in August. They remembered their tally of the MPs they believed had voted for Turnbull on the Tuesday, they checked the names on the petition calling for a second spill and looked again at the narrow ballot that brought down a Prime Minister on the Friday. The numbers told the story: some of Morrison’s supporters had voted for Dutton in the first vote and therefore weakened Turnbull before the second. Morrison insisted he was loyal and refused to say more.

‘Malcolm always knew that I would never be standing against him,’ Morrison said in an interview in early September.2 ‘Just like Tony Abbott knew I was never going to be standing against him as the Prime Minister. That’s exactly what happened.’ Morrison wanted everyone to stop thinking about the past. ‘We leave the bitterness of the decade behind us. The mantle of leadership has passed to a new generation and let’s not carry that stuff forward — let’s leave it back there.’

Turnbull was a brooding presence long after he had left the party room. He said little in public and flew to New York with Lucy ten days after being deposed, but he could inject himself into Australian politics at any moment with a message or a tweet. The Australian media was interested in his every move, to the point that photographers tracked the couple as they walked with their groceries to their apartment on the Upper West Side.

The task of replacing Turnbull in Wentworth was so difficult that Morrison took the wrong side in the local Liberal contest, anointing local councillor Katherine O’Regan. The party instead chose Dave Sharma, a former Australian ambassador to Israel who had left diplomacy to go into business. Turnbull congratulated Sharma on his victory in the preselection but was reluctant to do more to help. The two spoke by phone, with Turnbull offering advice from New York on every aspect of an electorate he had held for fifteen years, but the assistance was tentative. Liberals were incensed at Turnbull’s refusal to do more to hold the seat. Late in the campaign, Morrison and others sought Turnbull’s help with a letter to voters endorsing Sharma. Turnbull turned down the request. How could he write such a letter without reflecting on the way the party room had thrown his government into chaos?

A new pattern emerged. Turnbull would speak up on policies where he disagreed with the government, not least climate change, while another member of his family began to intervene with vigour. Turnbull’s son, Alex, stepped into politics one day after his father’s formal resignation from Parliament. On 1 September Alex called for donations to support the Labor candidate in Wentworth, Tim Murray, a friend from the world of investment banking, and within weeks he was helping an independent candidate for the seat, Kerryn Phelps, a local doctor and former deputy mayor of Sydney. This was the first step in what became a guerrilla campaign to raise money for independent candidates who would challenge the Liberals over the collapse of their climate change policy.

The younger Turnbull, like his father, would tackle an opponent with no mind to the bruises on either side of the bout. This was personal. Early in the Turnbull government, stories had begun appearing about Alex, his family and his career as an investment banker in Singapore. He blamed his father’s enemies for breaking one of the rules of engagement in politics — going after families. In their private conversations, Alex had urged his father onwards on energy policy and offered detailed modelling on the cost of renewables to push back against the conservatives. Now he felt no need to stay silent. Alex opposed the Liberals’ stance on climate change, thought the party was captured by donors in the coal industry and believed the party’s conservative wing had to be confronted.

‘I think there is an aspect of the hard right of the party where they thought they could engage in a form of activity that some described as terrorism — that they had a monopoly on power,’ he said later.3 ‘But you cannot assume it won’t cost you in the end. You can’t assume you won’t get a grass roots campaign against you.’ Helping Phelps in Wentworth was only the start. Abbott would be the next target. Alex told his father that Abbott and others should feel the consequences of their actions. I feel I need to square off with these guys. He felt he had been targeted as a member of the Turnbull family and was within his rights to respond aggressively to the conservatives and their allies in the media. ‘I was hoping it might be seen as an example — that there’s not a lot to gain by going after people’s families because you don’t know enough about your opponent to know what will happen next.’

The damage to the government was revealed on 20 October when it lost a seat that had been a Liberal stronghold since the formation of the party. Phelps edged ahead of Sharma by 1,850 votes with a campaign that promised more action on climate change, strong support for progressive social issues such as same sex marriage and more humane treatment of asylum seekers. The Liberal Party vote in two-party terms collapsed from 67.8 per cent at the 2016 election to 48.8 per cent at the by-election. Morrison seemed on his way to political oblivion.

The final weeks of the Wentworth campaign proved the government had not fixed its flaws. The Nationals engaged in another round of infighting when rumours spread that Joyce might try to regain the party leadership from McCormack. The bigger stumble was on foreign policy. One of Morrison’s decisions brought months of further damage. Influenced by Sharma’s advice, and aware of the strong Jewish population in the eastern Sydney electorate, Morrison spoke to select reporters on the Monday before the by-election to tell them he would consider recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, a departure from settled Australian foreign policy and a decision that could anger Arab and Muslim allies who took the Palestinian side in the dispute over the city’s status.4 While the proposal was only a review, not a final outcome, the reaction was ferocious when the news was revealed the next day.

The Indonesian Foreign Minister, Retno Marsudi, was hosting Palestinian Foreign Minister, Riyad al-Maliki, in Jakarta when Morrison announced his changes. While the Australian ambassador was in touch with Marsudi on the Monday night, Foreign Minister Marise Payne only spoke to her after the announcement the next day. Before they spoke, Marsudi told Payne by text that recognising Jerusalem would be a major blow that would ‘slap Indonesia’s face on the Palestine issue’ — a warning that was leaked to the Australian media.5 Defence officials admitted they were only notified of the review after the media was told, cementing the impression of a rushed change in policy to meet a domestic political objective.

The scale of the problem became clear after the Wentworth by-election when Morrison tried to advance a free trade agreement with Indonesia but found the timetable was suddenly at risk. Morrison needed a go-between to restore equilibrium with the Indonesian President, Joko Widodo, and called the obvious candidate, Turnbull, who had formed a friendship with Jokowi three years earlier. By 29 October the government had briefed Turnbull on its dilemma and arranged for him to meet the Indonesian leader at an Oceans Conference in Bali. Their 45-minute meeting proceeded smoothly, but Turnbull emerged to find a gathering of journalists waiting for his comments.

Turnbull revealed that he had considered the same issue when in office and rejected the option Morrison now pursued. ‘The conclusion that I took, and my government took, after very careful and considered advice was that a policy that is well over 40 years old, 50 years old, should remain exactly the same as it is,’ Turnbull said.6 The leader and his predecessor were now at odds on foreign policy. Morrison brushed aside the criticism, but the storm over his sudden decision continued for months. Only in December did he confirm the new Australian stance, which was to recognise West Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and to acknowledge the aspirations of Palestinians to make East Jerusalem their capital in a two-state solution, while the Australian embassy would remain in Tel Aviv. Only in March did Indonesia sign the free trade agreement.

Morrison was not displaying the sure touch his downcast Liberals needed. And he was buffeted by shocks he could not foresee — such as the leak of a government review of religious freedom. The report by former Attorney-General Philip Ruddock, a trusted Liberal with respect throughout the party, had been commissioned by Turnbull to satisfy conservatives at the height of the dispute over same sex marriage. It had never been released. Now it found its way into the media and reopened the argument about whether churches and religious institutions would lose their right to speak up for their faith when their faith was at odds with anti-discrimination laws.7 The leak was a hostile act when the government was fighting to save Wentworth, but the subject was supremely important for Morrison, who believed religious freedom had to be protected. ‘At the end of the day, if you’re not free to believe in your own faith, well, you’re not free,’ he said in one of his first interviews as Prime Minister.8 Yet he could not act on this wish when the opportunity arose.

One year after same sex marriage had become law, questions about religious freedom returned to torment the Liberals and Nationals. Morrison promised changes to the law before the end of the year but could not end the disputes within the party room over the rights of a religious school to abide by its faith and the goal of protecting an individual from discrimination. On Wednesday, 5 December, in the final week of Parliament for the year, Morrison met backbench colleagues to raise the idea of a conscience vote on a private member’s bill to decide the matter within days.9 Even this would not work: it antagonised some of the more conservative MPs and was greeted with derision by Labor.

The ‘transaction cost’ of removing Turnbull seemed to grow at the end of 2018, long before Morrison’s election victory in May gave everyone the benefit of hindsight and led them to recalculate the risks and rewards of a leadership spill. At the end of November, three months after Turnbull had been removed, the Liberals received a thumping rejection from Victorian voters at a state election that saw the abrupt removal of state Liberals in safe seats. After four years in power, Labor Premier Daniel Andrews sought re-election against a Liberal opponent, Matthew Guy, who campaigned on crime prevention and economic management. The result was a 5.3 per cent swing to Labor, blamed by shocked Liberals on the damage to their party from the crisis in Canberra.

The blame was based on Labor tactics to use federal problems to cause state trouble. ‘Stop the Liberal cuts’, said the most prominent Labor advertisement against the Liberals. The words were matched with unflattering photographs of four Liberals, only one of whom was running in the state election. Next to Guy were images of Morrison, Dutton and Abbott.

Julia Banks chose the aftermath of the Victorian election to air a denunciation of the Liberals she had been contemplating for months. Banks had waited for signs that Morrison was acting on complaints about bullying and the lack of promotion for women, but she felt the government was engaging in empty talk. One of her friends, Ann Sudmalis, the member for Gilmore, had complained of bullying against her by a state colleague when she announced in Parliament in September that she would not contest the next election. Morrison had promised the organisational wing of the party would make sure more women were promoted, but Banks had given up waiting. At midday on 27 November, she told Parliament she was leaving the Liberal Party because of the ‘dark days’ of the spill.

‘Led by members of the reactionary right wing, the coup was aided by many MPs trading their vote for a leadership change in exchange for their individual promotion, preselection endorsements or silence,’ Banks said. While she pledged her support on confidence and supply, her decision meant Morrison’s hold on power was more precarious than ever. The Coalition now had only 74 out of 150 seats in the lower house, confirming its status as a minority government. Frydenberg raced to Banks’ office after her speech to confirm she would not bring down the government. While Banks offered this certainty, she made her view of Morrison clear when Frydenberg asked her to talk to the Prime Minister in his suite. ‘How about he rings me?’ she asked. He did so, but it made no difference.

Morrison had to make sure he would not lose any more of his backbenchers. Craig Kelly was the next problem. Kelly was one of Abbott’s allies in the energy debate and was under threat from moderates in the Liberal Party who blamed him for years of disruption. This was another grudge match. When Kelly threatened to move to the crossbench and Morrison intervened to save him, Turnbull called members of the party’s New South Wales state executive to urge them to cut Kelly loose. This skirmish between Turnbull and Morrison was over within days. The New South Wales division obeyed the Prime Minister.

A history of political assassination still dragged the Liberals down. Voters were giving up on the major political parties after a decade when leaders could be torn down overnight regardless of whether they had won an election. The Liberal Party’s focus group research revealed the scale of the problem. Asked for their thoughts on Morrison, voters doubted his ability to deliver whatever he promised. They’ll probably just roll him. The cynicism was now cemented into the political system. If I vote for him, who am I going to get? These sorts of responses showed the damage the parties had done to themselves.

Labor had created the monster by knifing Kevin Rudd in his first term, with no hint to Australians that his position was in doubt. By the time the Liberals were tearing down Tony Abbott, the jaded electorate was giving up on its leaders regardless of their promises to deliver stability. Morrison had to address this concern if he was to have any chance of success.

Morrison drafted new rules to stop the leadership carnage. The members of the federal parliamentary Liberal Party had operated for decades under rules that required only a simple majority for a spill, but Morrison accepted there should be a higher hurdle for any future spill. This was a backdown. Morrison had initially brushed aside questions about tougher rules when others had called for change. Linda Reynolds, the Western Australian Senator, had been so incensed by the chaotic spill that she wrote a proposal within days to set a higher bar than a simple majority.10 Another Liberal, Trent Zimmerman, called for rule changes on 21 October.11

Morrison phoned John Howard to make sure his plan would have the support of the party’s most successful leader since Menzies.

‘He rang me and he explained it to me and I said, given the history, it was very clever,’ Howard said later.12 ‘It was very astute and quite transparent. And he was able to say without fear of contradiction that he couldn’t be removed. But that was a rule still within the sole remit of the parliamentary party.’ A key feature of the new approach was the way it varied from the Labor Party rules brought in by Rudd in 2013. The Labor caucus shared power over the leadership with the wider party membership, with each group holding 50 per cent of the votes. Howard believed this was a mistake. ‘I am strongly opposed to leaving the decision on the leader to anyone other than the parliamentary party. I am against a hybrid system — completely opposed to it.’ Howard’s view was that the decision should rest with those elected by Australians to represent them in Parliament.

Morrison took the proposal to Frydenberg, who agreed that a way had to be found to stop the practice of revolving prime ministers, and then to federal cabinet. This was a swift and surgical change without time to create a media storm. The Prime Minister prepared the ground while returning to Australia from Argentina, where he had attended the Group of 20 summit in Buenos Aires, and presented it to cabinet soon after arriving in Canberra. On the evening of Monday, 3 December, he called a snap meeting of the Liberal party room and arranged for the party whips to ask the assembled MPs to endorse the plan.

Morrison told the assembled MPs of his proposal: the party room could remove a leader with a simple majority in opposition, but could only remove a Prime Minister who had won the previous election if the spill motion had 75 per cent support. Some MPs bristled at this sudden curb on their rights. ‘You’re our leader, not our emperor,’ said one voice from the room. A few MPs, including Tim Wilson, argued for a lower threshold of about 60 per cent. Morrison agreed to a compromise: the spill motion would need two-thirds of the party room to succeed. Abbott welcomed the rule as a sign of cultural change and called it ‘atonement’ for the coups of the past. It was approved by consensus.

The new rules were announced to the media rather than codified in a public document. Morrison told a sudden press conference that a ‘special majority’ of two-thirds would be needed to replace any Liberal Party leader who won an election and became Prime Minister.13 Could the rule be overturned by a simple majority? ‘No,’ Morrison told the media. ‘It requires a two-thirds majority.’ Would it apply to Liberal opposition leaders? No, again. Would it apply to deputy leaders? No. After clarifying each point, Morrison returned to the most important message from this change — that he had listened to Australians who were fed up with leadership instability. ‘They’re sick of it and we’re sick of it and it has to stop,’ he said. ‘That’s why we’ve put this rule in place; if they elect a Prime Minister by electing a government then they should have every reasonable expectation that that’s what should remain.’

Morrison finally had a foothold on the path out of a political ruin. The new rules gave him an answer to the essential question at the election to come. He could promise Australians he would not be rolled like Abbott and Turnbull. Many voters would not know of the rules and others would not trust them, yet this moment was central to the recovery. After years of infighting, the members of the party room had formally agreed to restrain themselves.

The election strategy was set. Morrison had announced he would bring the federal budget forward to April, a clear signal he wanted to go to the polls on 11 May or 18 May, which was the last possible date for a half-Senate election.14 Morrison and his inner circle knew they needed to wait as long as possible so the leadership crisis could drift into the past, but their plan was challenged within days. Turnbull ridiculed the election delay in private conversations with Liberal colleagues including New South Wales minister Matt Keane, a leader of the party’s moderate wing. ‘Scott Morrison is just trying to keep his arse in C1,’ Turnbull said to Kean, referring to the number plate of the Prime Minister’s car. Turnbull argued the ‘brand damage’ from the leadership spill would destroy the New South Wales government of Liberal Premier Gladys Berejiklian at the state election on 23 March, just as it had hurt the Victorian Liberals. This was a genuine concern within the New South Wales government. Morrison’s strategy was a departure from the plan discussed within the Turnbull government months earlier. Turnbull confirmed the original plan. ‘My intention, and Scott’s intention for that matter, prior to my being removed as prime minister, was to go to the polls on the second of March,’ he said.15 For Morrison to keep to this timetable would be to help Berejiklian but expose himself to political doom.

‘You do know that many of your colleagues see all of these moves as you trying to get the government into opposition?’ ABC Radio National host Fran Kelly asked Turnbull.

‘Well, it’s nonsense,’ said Turnbull. ‘That is what I’ve described as attribution bias — that is, blaming other people for the consequences of your own actions.’

Turnbull was driven by what he called the ‘destructive, mad, pointless exercise’ of the August spill. Yet his interventions backfired. His private remarks to Liberal colleagues were leaked to the press and his call for a swift election was ignored. For his enemies in the party room, Turnbull was now the prime suspect for every leak that hurt Morrison or Dutton.

Yet the government was easily knocked off course by its own members. Before the year was out, Nationals assistant minister Andrew Broad was the subject of a salacious New Idea magazine feature that said he had attempted to romance a ‘sugar baby’ in Hong Kong.16 The man who had quoted an evangelist to shame Barnaby Joyce ten months earlier now faced the exposure of his text messages to ‘Sweet Sophia Rose’. He resigned from the frontbench and announced he would leave Parliament at the election.

The pressures on the government grew to such a scale in the final weeks of 2018 they broke its control of Parliament and its ability to legislate its own agenda. The final day of Parliament for the year became a snapshot of the dysfunction in Australian politics when the two major parties fought to a stalemate on the floor of the House of Representatives. Labor, the Greens and the crossbench had a rare opportunity to gain a majority in the lower house to pass a law that would force the medical transfer of asylum seekers from Nauru and Manus Island. The amendments to migration laws restricted the discretion of the Immigration Minister to reject the transfers, although the minister could refuse transfers on national security grounds.

The conflicting arguments made border protection the defining test between Shorten and Morrison as the year ended. Labor, the Greens and the crossbench passed the medical transfer bill in the Senate after hours of filibustering by the government, but they ran out of time to send their bill to the House of Representatives and force a vote they believed they could win. The tactics forced the government to shelve a competition bill intended to put pressure on the big energy companies, while Labor gave in to pressure to pass a bill to give security agencies greater power to intercept encrypted communications.

Australians saw pandemonium in Parliament. Only the delaying tactics spared Morrison from losing a vote on a significant bill in the lower house, something no Prime Minister had suffered since 1941. While Morrison gained some breathing space, the Senate approval of the medical transfer bill guaranteed a vote in the House of Representatives as soon as Parliament resumed in February. Morrison would be tested again.

Shorten displayed his total confidence and tactical superiority against this weakened government. Sure of his lead in the opinion polls, he risked a fight on asylum seeker policy rather than pursuing the safer course of matching the Coalition on border protection. His political success encouraged him to become a bigger target. Labor also proved its mastery of Parliament with the sort of skill, wit and surprise that had its own backbenchers roaring with delight at the government’s discomfort.

Only later would Labor discover that being brilliant in Parliament was no use if it was bad at elections.
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MIRACLE MAN

THE MAY 2019 ELECTION

THE ROAD TO AN unlikely election victory began in the early days of 2019 when Scott Morrison left Kirribilli House and headed south on the Princes Highway to Shoalhaven Heads with his wife, Jenny, and their daughters, Abbey and Lily. The family’s Ford Titanium had two kayaks on its roof and towed a rust-coloured trailer with a bike each for the kids. The Prime Minister’s security officers reluctantly agreed he would drive his car to the beach, but they followed in their own vehicle and tracked his every move. Even when he kayaked on the Shoalhaven River, they paddled behind.

This was a holiday as well as an experiment — a test run for Morrison in a part of the world with no pretensions and few luxuries. The small beach town on the New South Wales South Coast was in the electorate of Gilmore, a seat Morrison was desperate to retain. He joined the locals at the Heads Hotel, met the Rural Fire Service volunteers and played beach cricket with his family. The routine echoed John Howard, who had taken a summer holiday at Hawks Nest on the New South Wales Mid North Coast for two decades. The test results seemed positive. Morrison posted a dozen holiday photos on Facebook and the thousands of responses were generally friendly. It was a hint, perhaps, that Australian voters might warm to this new Prime Minister, who presented himself as a middle-class suburban dad.

A bigger test came three weeks later when Morrison ventured to the suburbs around Brisbane. This was a dry run for an election campaign in the seats he had to hold to stay in power. Again, voters seemed welcoming.1 Morrison worked on two central messages. First, that Australians could trust the Coalition to manage the economy. Second, that Labor’s tax agenda was too big a risk. One message offered reassurance, the other delivered a scare. This gave the government the twin engines for a relentless assault on Shorten and his policies — his changes to negative gearing, capital gains tax, family trusts, superannuation and the tax refunds investors could receive for the imputation credits on their share dividends. This would be a powerful negative campaign.

A third element emerged by necessity. Morrison was weakened by any reminder of the divisions among his own ministers in August. The cabinet team was a liability. The Liberal brand was a problem. Morrison made the election a choice between himself and Shorten. This campaign would have to be even more presidential than the last, when Liberals had complained about the way Turnbull hid the party logo. The experience in Shoalhaven Heads and Brisbane suggested this might work.

Frydenberg attacked Labor on the scale of its tax changes as soon as the year began, grabbing every weapon, no matter how small, to taunt Shorten and Bowen over the impact of higher taxes on the economy. The Labor proposals for dividend imputation became a ‘retiree tax’ because so many older Australians relied on share dividends, while the negative gearing changes became a ‘housing tax’ and the stricter rules on discretionary trusts became a tax on family business. Starting on the second day of the new year, Frydenberg cited economic modelling to warn of a ‘negative impact on confidence’ from the changes to negative gearing.2 The economic claims were contested, but Frydenberg moved on within days to attack the changes to superannuation and tax refunds on dividend imputation.

Shorten mocked the claims about his tax program and tried to turn them into a joke. ‘I wouldn’t put it past this government this year, because they are so desperate, that they say that Labor wants to introduce death taxes,’ he quipped on 24 January. ‘That’s crazy.’ Frydenberg issued a press release within hours to amplify the idea, even though he noted it was a ‘flippant’ remark. ‘Death taxes — you don’t say, Bill!’ said the statement, which began to spread on social media. Labor was in more danger on tax than it realised.

Arguments raged about the difference between the removal of a tax concession and an increase in a tax rate, but Labor did not hide the fact that it wanted to raise tax revenue, and it magnified its ambitions by setting out every plan over a decade. The dividend imputation changes, announced in March 2018, were meant to raise $56 billion over ten years by stopping the payment of cash refunds from the Australian Taxation Office to people who claimed franking credits on their share dividends, under rules in place for two decades to prevent investors paying additional tax on dividends that were funded by company profits that had already been taxed. While Labor tried to limit the blowback by pledging exemptions for pensioners and part-pensioners, it antagonised many others. When Liberal backbencher Tim Wilson launched a campaign against the dividend changes as chair of a parliamentary economics committee, Labor created a furore over the way he used the committee for political ends. The result was even greater attention on tax.

These were ambitious changes, only some of them tested previously in the full force of an election campaign. The curbs on negative gearing had been part of Shorten’s plan for three years, and Labor felt it had done well at the 2016 election to defend this scheme to stop investors using the tax concession if they bought existing properties but allowing them to use it for new construction in order to encourage new homes to be built. The new restrictions would only apply to future property investments. A concession on capital gains tax would be scaled back, too. But this was the first election campaign for the franking credit changes and the superannuation policy, which had been finalised at the end of 2016, as well as the higher tax rate for family trusts, from July 2017.

All these policies came from a different era – a time when Turnbull led a fractious party room that would draw attention to its disputes rather than trouble Labor with any political pressure. No sooner had Shorten announced a complicated policy than his opponents would resume fighting among themselves. This lulled Labor into a false sense of confidence about the sheer scale and complexity of its policies when it only had to contend with a divided enemy. In a sense, what became a weakness for Labor during the campaign was only possible because of the weakness of the Coalition in the years before.

There was no retreat by Labor in the face of Frydenberg’s attack. Labor treasury spokesman Chris Bowen and finance spokesman Jim Chalmers stood by their policies and locked in the revenue they needed to pay for the spending increases on health and education agreed by Shorten and the shadow cabinet. Bowen and Chalmers estimated that 96 per cent of Australians would not be affected by the abolition of franking credit refunds from share dividends, 95 per cent of people with super would not feel the impact of the tax changes in this area, and 98 per cent of taxpayers would not be affected by the changes to trusts.3 They believed they could manage the objections from the small percentage of losers from each policy. Yet those small percentages added up.

Morrison and Frydenberg prepared to widen the gulf with Labor on tax and the economy in the federal budget on 2 April, but they first needed to calm a storm that had damaged the government for years. The royal commission into banking and finance was due to be released in early February, a reminder of Shorten’s campaign for a full investigation into the banks despite stubborn refusals from Turnbull and Morrison. This was a powerful advantage for Labor in its long effort to blame the government for protecting the ‘big end of town’ and meant the government would be in deeper trouble if it mismanaged the response to the final report by Commissioner Ken Hayne.

Cabinet met to consider the options before seeing the final report. Frydenberg spoke on the likely findings and the need for a more generous compensation scheme for victims of years of misconduct by the banks. Morrison and the cabinet approved a plan to respond within days of the report when it was handed to the government that Friday, 1 February. After working through the weekend, Frydenberg was able to announce the government response, including more compensation and more powers for banking regulators, when the Hayne report was released to the public on Monday, 4 February.

It was too late for the government to present itself as a tribune of the people, given it had shielded the banks from this inquiry for so long, but Frydenberg tried to shift perceptions by promising action, with a catch: the changes to the law would come after the election. He had to be taken on trust. Two days later, Turnbull conceded the government should have launched the royal commission one year or eighteen months sooner than it had begun.4 The Liberals had paid heavily for their decision to side with the banks against Shorten.

Morrison faced Parliament on 12 February looking more exposed than any Prime Minister in decades. As the leader of a minority government, he was powerless to prevent the House of Representatives voting on a bill that would amend one of his flagship policies, offshore detention for asylum seekers who came by boat. Shorten had chosen over the summer to continue with a temporary alliance with the Greens and independent MPs to pass an amendment to provide medical transfers for asylum seekers on Manus Island and Nauru. Yet Morrison made a new calculation: rather than try every tactic to try to stop the vote, as he had done in December, he would have to accept the outcome. The bigger fight would come outside Parliament when he accused Shorten of being soft on border protection.

In a show of force against Morrison on the floor of Parliament, the government lost a series of votes by 74 to 75 on procedure before a final and telling defeat on significant legislation, an upset that had not occurred in the lower house since 1941, when John Curtin had won two independents to his side and Arthur Fadden had resigned as Prime Minister at once. The medical transfer law was passed over the thundering objections from Morrison and Dutton about the risk of more boat arrivals. Morrison came very close to losing a vote on a money bill, an event that would have been the trigger for his resignation, because the amendment at one point included a cost to taxpayers and, arguably, an appropriation. Shorten stepped back from this final blow. Some of the independent MPs had pledged support to the government on confidence and supply. They agreed to remove the appropriation from the bill.

Shorten did not call for an immediate election and Morrison tried to shrug off the battering. ‘Votes will come and they will go, they do not trouble me,’ he said. It took time, but he was proven right. Labor had the undoubted mastery in the House of Representatives. It was up to Morrison to prove he had the upper hand in the world outside the chamber.

The government was pronounced doomed by a crowd of commentators, a verdict its own ministers seemed to confirm by choosing to leave the Parliament at the coming election. Kelly O’Dwyer announced her decision on 19 January and Michael Keenan did the same on 26 January, while Steve Ciobo and Christopher Pyne did so on 2 March. After weeks of rumours, Julie Bishop announced her resignation on 21 February. Craig Laundy, now on the backbench, announced on 14 March that he would go as well.

The most positive sign for the government was the success of Gladys Berejiklian and her Coalition government at the New South Wales election on 23 March, showing her federal colleagues that the path to victory was to focus on delivery and avoid culture wars. The result showed the campaign power of the NSW Liberals, who bested the famous NSW Labor machine, and it was a vindication for Morrison’s decision to hold back from a federal election until as late as possible.

While others departed, Abbott remained. Liberals feared his decision exposed the government to even greater risk. Every seat mattered on the narrow path to an election victory, and Warringah was a safe seat the Liberals feared losing to independent candidate Zali Steggall. The safest choice was for him to make way for a new Liberal candidate, a woman perhaps, but this was impossible when Abbott was intent on staying in Parliament and some of his admirers believed he was destined to be their next Opposition Leader. Yet he was at odds with his community on climate change and knew it. In the first week of March, at a candidates’ forum with Steggall, he changed his stance to declare there was no need after all to withdraw from the Paris Agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

‘We’ve got a new Prime Minister and a new energy minister,’ Abbott said.5 ‘We had an emissions obsession that needed to be broken, and it has now changed.’ The weather vane gyrated; a policy so central to the campaign against Turnbull was no longer a problem. Turnbull returned fire on Twitter, calling Abbott’s claims about coal-fired power ‘innumerate idiocy’.

No departure was as witty or disarming as Pyne’s valedictory. ‘I have seen some truly dreadful people come through here over the last quarter of a century,’ he told Parliament, before politely excluding his current colleagues. He admitted he had had a fortunate life. ‘I don’t have a log-cabin story like so many people in this place — although I did once have to get my own lemon for a gin and tonic!’6 But the bad blood in the party room was still visible. Abbott watched with no sign of amusement; Bishop left the chamber before Pyne had begun speaking. In the closest he came to a comment on the past, Pyne acknowledged the Liberals could be a ‘rambunctious’ group at times but said he was a team man and added: ‘I just happen to go for the team that is the election-winning machine.’ The Labor benches erupted at this boast, so fanciful did it seem.

The Morrison government was regaining its balance in the very week Pyne made his speech. The federal budget on 2 April gave Morrison and Frydenberg a solid foundation for the campaign by repeating the design of the budget one year earlier. It was all about tax cuts, the one idea that could unite the Coalition and highlight the contrast with Labor and its tax revenue increases. The centrepiece was an income tax cut of $158 billion over a decade, made more generous by the decision the previous August to scrap the unlegislated company tax cuts. There was barely any innovation in the plan other than matching Labor on the scale of the benefits for those on lower incomes and accelerating some of the benefits promised for later years.

Frydenberg promised a surplus of $7.1 billion in the year ending June 2020 and spoke as if this were an outcome rather than a forecast, in effect asking voters to trust him when he declared the Commonwealth finances were ‘back in the black’ and ‘back on track’ — a line taken from former treasurer Peter Costello. Two days later, Shorten responded: he rejected most of the income tax cuts for anyone earning more than the median income, offered a better tax offset for workers on lower incomes and identified a new area — cancer treatment — for higher spending.

By the time Morrison called the election, on 11 April, the competing messages were set. While Shorten pledged ‘fairness’ with more spending on services and a tax increase on wealthier Australians, Morrison relied on the fear of a Labor agenda that was greater than any manifesto seen at an election in decades. The vital Coalition attack line came on the first full day of campaigning, when Morrison released a government estimate of the higher tax revenue under a Labor government over a decade. The figure came to $387 billion.

Only a portion of this was a tax increase. The biggest single component was $230 billion from Labor’s decision to reject some of the government’s income tax cuts — in other words, Labor’s decision to keep many of the tax rates and thresholds unchanged. The other $157 billion came from measures that increased the taxes paid to the Commonwealth from changes to negative gearing, capital gains tax, dividend imputation, super, family trusts and a 2 per cent ‘deficit levy’ on incomes over $180,000 a year. Labor tried to dismiss the estimate, but it was close to Labor’s own costings, which were revealed later in the campaign.7

Morrison had defined the Labor agenda with a single number. He made sure the campaign was not only about individual tax measures but the sheer weight of the total.

Shorten was not tricked into setting out this big target. He did so consciously, proud of the Labor platform and confident it would work to his advantage.

‘You’ve got to go in with a clear agenda,’ he said on the eve of the election campaign.8 ‘And we’re outlining it. Love us or hate us or be somewhere in between, you can’t say we’re not working out the issues now. We haven’t been an opposition who’s coasted on the mistakes of the government and the division of the government.’ Shorten believed Labor’s long debate about its big policies gave him an edge over Morrison — or ‘the other fellow’ as he sometimes called him — because the Prime Minister had leapt into the leadership with too little time to devise an agenda and too many Liberals engaged in mutual hatred. ‘We’ve spent five and a half years preparing for the next five and a half weeks,’ Shorten said in this interview. ‘I do think they have fallen apart. The level of hate. They’re like addicts. They know they shouldn’t but they just can’t help themselves.’

Labor was too confident Australians would embrace its agenda and too sure the Liberals would cruel their own campaign. These two miscalculations, equally fatal, were revealed in Shorten’s words and deeds during the campaign rather than the explanations offered in hindsight. Central to the Labor approach was the contrast of a ‘big target’ policy ambition with a ‘small target’ political strategy. The first two weeks of the campaign included moments when Shorten stumbled over the sheer scale of his own plans, as if he had already banked the money from tax changes he and his shadow cabinet had approved years earlier.

At times, Shorten seemed to feel the case for change had already been made and he had no need to prove his policies could work.

On a dry, hot day in Adelaide, after visiting Flinders University to speak about healthcare, Shorten spoke to a group of journalists who wanted to discover more about his policies. He blocked their every attempt. When James O’Doherty of Sky News asked whether he would rule out new or increased taxes on superannuation, Shorten said ‘we have no plans to increase taxes on superannuation’ despite having a stated policy of raising billions of dollars in tax revenue from super changes over a decade.9 Asked when he would tell Australians the cost of his climate change policy on the economy, he changed the subject to wages, corporate profits, health, education and tax loopholes. The reporter, Jonathan Lea of the Ten Network, remonstrated. ‘You didn’t answer the question,’ he said. ‘Answer the question, when can people know, Mr Shorten, the cost to the economy?’ Shorten ignored the question and turned to another reporter.

Labor had powerful support for its effort to advance a broad climate change policy without falling into an argument over costs and the economy. GetUp, the activist group that had done so much damage to Liberal candidates at the 2016 election, had raised $12.5 million during the twelve months leading up to the 2019 election. Most of the donations were small amounts from tens of thousands of individual donors. The group’s director, Paul Oosting, put $4 million of this towards the election campaign and could call on more than 9,000 volunteers to hand out howto-vote cards at polling stations. The group targeted conservative government MPs including Tony Abbott, Peter Dutton, Greg Hunt and Kevin Andrews. It supported Kerryn Phelps in her bid to hold Wentworth as an independent MP.

Yet the activist model was under more pressure at this election than the last. GetUp arranged ‘calling parties’ in which its members would gather at someone’s home to make automated phone calls to voters in target electorates. Volunteers in Canberra, for instance, might try to sway voters in northern Brisbane. But on climate change and another environmental issue, the development of the Adani coal mine in the Galilee Basin of central Queensland, the activists from the south showed no sign of convincing the voters in the north. The emblematic protest of this geographical divide was a convoy to stop the Adani coal mine, a group led by former Greens leader Bob Brown and his foundation, and launched in Salamanca Place, Hobart, on 17 April. The convoy reached Melbourne, Albury and Coffs Harbour over the following days and arrived at Emu Park, north of Rockhampton, on 24 April. The group held rallies in central Queensland over five days before returning south.

Liberal National Party candidates showed no alarm at the visitors and responded with ‘start Adani’ t-shirts and declarations that Queenslanders should decide their own affairs. Shorten hedged on whether he believed the coal mine should go ahead. By the time the election was over, the electorates where the LNP was meant to be vulnerable became strongholds instead. Voters in Capricornia, which includes central Rockhampton, swung to the LNP by 11.6 per cent. Those in Flynn, which includes Gladstone and Emerald, did the same by 7.6 per cent. In Dawson, where local member George Christensen had faced newspaper reports about his trips to the Philippines, the swing to the government was 11.2 per cent. And there was an emphatic defeat for Labor in the neighbouring seat of Herbert, where the LNP claimed victory with an 8.4 per cent swing. The convoy from the south looked like a lesson for the future on how not to campaign.

Morrison attacked without rest to warn voters about the full suite of Labor promises, not only on climate change but on superannuation, dividend imputation, family trusts, negative gearing and capital gains tax. This was about turning the sheer scale of the Labor election platform, including its spending promises, into a weakness.

‘He tells everybody everything they want to hear,’ said Morrison in the final fortnight of the campaign.10 ‘On everything. That means he goes around promising them everything and he doesn’t tell them the price because he’s not the one who’s going to have to pay for it.’ Morrison never faltered in his criticism of his opponent, turning every question about his own ideas into an answer about the problems with Shorten. ‘I’m quite a focused person when it comes to showing the discipline that’s necessary to keep all these things in balance,’ he said of his approach to budget policy. It applied equally to his political style. He displayed total focus and discipline, up to and after polling day.

The Coalition campaign headquarters, or CCHQ, was established in Brisbane to acknowledge the importance of holding and winning ground in Queensland. Andrew Hirst, who had been deputy chief of staff to Abbott in the upheavals of 2015, was now Liberal Party federal director and ran the campaign with deputy directors Isaac Levido and Simon Berger. They were joined by Morrison’s chief of staff, John Kunkel, and Mathias Cormann. The CCHQ team spoke at 5.30 a.m. each day before holding a conference call at 6.10 a.m. with Morrison and the core group travelling with the Prime Minister: principal private secretary Yaron Finkelstein, Liberal MP Ben Morton, communications director Andrew Carswell, operations director Sonia Gentile and social media chief Kelly Boxall, a former adviser to New Zealand prime ministers John Key and Bill English. At 6.30 a.m. Morrison held another call with the government leadership group, including Simon Birmingham as campaign spokesman.

This was repetitive work. The campaign message rarely changed. Morrison made sure his team knew the importance of talking about the economy without fail. ‘Every day I go off message, we lose,’ he told them. Hirst and his team analysed the research each morning, including qualitative findings from focus groups and quantitative research, and considered the target seats that warranted another visit from Morrison. Even random events, like an attempt by a protestor to ‘egg’ the Prime Minister at a meeting of the Country Women’s Association in Albury, did not throw the campaign off message. Morrison’s unworried response, and his help for a CWA member who had been knocked to the ground, meant the distraction was judged a net positive.

The track polling of twenty marginal seats, most of them held by the Coalition and under threat from Labor, confirmed the strategy was working. The government’s primary vote rose from 38 to 41 per cent after the 2 April budget was released and the official campaign was underway. These figures were the average of the three weeks before the budget and the three weeks afterwards. The gains were sustained over subsequent weeks, leading the CCHQ team to a stunning conclusion: they were closer than they thought to a majority.

On 10 May, with eight days to go until the polls closed, Hirst received a special poll of voters in Longman, the area on the northern fringes of Brisbane where Turnbull had suffered his devastating by-election defeat ten months earlier. The results showed the Coalition was solidly ahead. Hirst kept the news quiet to avoid alerting Labor to its danger. Six days later, Morrison made a sudden foray into Longman to meet voters without giving Labor enough time to respond. The Coalition took the seat from Labor with a swing of 4.1 per cent.

While the published opinion polls showed Labor was ahead nationwide, the Crosby Textor polling, carried out by Michael Brooks, a London-based pollster brought out for the campaign, showed the Coalition was ahead in its target seats. The final track poll had the Coalition primary vote on 43 per cent and the Labor primary vote on 33 per cent.11 This was an unusually low primary vote for Labor compared to most published polls. The final election result showed the nationwide primary votes were 41.5 per cent for the Coalition and 33.3 per cent for Labor.

The recovery was astonishing. The Turnbull government had experienced similar levels of support the previous year, according to equivalent track polling by Crosby Textor, and it also witnessed a gain in support from tax cuts promised in the budget. The Coalition primary vote had risen from 37 per cent in March 2018 to 40 per cent in May and 44 per cent in June, before falling to 42 per cent in July. While popular support had collapsed after the chaos and discord of August, the government had slowly climbed back towards victory.

Could Turnbull have kept the government in a competitive position? His supporters were sure of it; his enemies laughed off the idea. Every verdict on the bloodletting before the election campaign depended upon this hypothetical, yet the polling showed the Coalition was always competitive when it was united.

The Labor campaign headquarters heard no alarms to warn Shorten and his team of the trends on display on the Coalition spreadsheets. Yet there were dangers emerging, some of them on a scale the Labor campaigners did not recognise until the days after the election. The first whispers of trouble came before the campaign began, when Shorten’s chief of staff, Ryan Liddell, was told of attempts on the Coalition side to spread stories about proposals for an inheritance tax. Liddell also saw the way Frydenberg seized on the ‘death tax’ phrase as early as January.

The union movement identified the problem days before the election was called, when social media accounts began sharing false claims about a death tax. By the third week of April, with one month to go until polling day, Australia was experiencing a form of ‘fake news’ similar in style, if not scale, to the campaigns seen overseas. One screenshot purported to show Sally McManus, the secretary of the Australian Council of Trade Unions, announcing a Labor policy. The tweet, dated 21 April, said: ‘At the Labor National Conference the imposition of an inheritance tax was passed by the majority of candidates as being a Labor objective within the term of the next Parliament. The ACTU proudly supports this initiative.’ There had been no such policy or vote by candidates. The tweet was a doctored image. Some Facebook posts claimed Labor, the Greens and the unions had ‘signed an agreement to introduce a 40 per cent inheritance tax’. No such agreement existed.

‘We were being told every single day that people were receiving messages in their Facebook accounts saying Labor and the Greens and the unions had done a deal to introduce a death tax,’ McManus said after the election.12 ‘It just grew and grew and grew.’ She called it a ‘subterranean’ social media campaign that was impossible to stop. The death tax claim, in all its forms, was boosted by hundreds of conservative Facebook accounts and could be traced to Coalition voices. Ian Macdonald, a Liberal National Party Senator, warned of death taxes under Labor on 31 January. George Christensen, the LNP backbencher, did the same one week later. By the day before the election, for every person searching Google about a ‘retiree tax’ there were thirty searching the term ‘death tax’.13

Labor national secretary Noah Carroll had prepared for this by meeting Facebook before the campaign began to discuss ways to stamp out false claims once they emerged. Labor approached the social media company again when the falsehoods spread, but the party felt the response was slow and inadequate. It had to fight fire with fire by paying for advertising that would promote links to stories that debunked the claims. Labor was wary of making a noise about the problem in the national media, out of concern that escalating the issue would only accelerate the spread of the falsehoods.

A more obvious danger came from parts of the traditional media. Just as Turnbull had blamed News Corp for campaigning against him, now Shorten saw it as an opponent. Shorten took an uncompromising position towards News Corp and its executive chairman, Rupert Murdoch. A manager from the Australian arm of the company had spoken to Shorten’s staff months earlier about setting up a time for the Labor leader to meet the media proprietor, but Shorten turned the offer down, a departure from the practice of former leaders including Kevin Rudd. When the ABC revealed this rejection, Shorten added a barb. ‘My real conversation is not with the rich and powerful in this country,’ he said.14 Sure of himself and what he stood for, Shorten took the calculated risk of treating the Murdoch media empire with disregard, or even disdain.

The full force of the News Corp onslaught came in the last ten days of the campaign, when the Daily Telegraph raised the highly personal subject of Shorten’s mother, Ann. The front page headline, ‘Mother of Invention’, claimed the Labor leader had shown ‘slipperiness on detail’ when speaking on the ABC’s Q&A program about the sacrifices his mother had made in being a teacher for most of her life when she aspired to becoming a lawyer. Central to the report was the suggestion that Shorten had misled the audience by not mentioning his mother’s career as a lawyer later in her life. Yet Shorten had spoken at other times of her brief period in the law, which she could only study after her two sons had left school.

The report was an extraordinary over-reach on a subject usually quarantined from the hard politics of an election campaign. It was also wrong — and not only about Ann Shorten. On a deeper level it showed a complete lack of awareness of the sacrifices made by many women of an earlier generation who had the brains for careers they could not pursue. Voters who wondered about the man behind the politician had their answer on the day the story appeared, when Shorten held the most compelling press conference of his campaign — a moment when his voice choked and his eyes welled up at the memory of his mother’s unrealised ambitions.

Shorten had made a conscious decision to confront News Corp, or any other media company, if he felt its coverage was unfair. Shorten and his senior shadow ministers, including Plibersek, followed this by raising questions about whether Murdoch’s companies paid their fair share of tax and whether media could abuse their market power. ‘Not everyone in News Corp is the same, but some days they should just put that they’re a political party, they should put “written and authorised” on their front page,’ Shorten said.15 ’ News Corp Australia executive chairman Michael Miller later defended the coverage and criticised Labor for its ‘fairly coordinated effort’ to battle the company rather than the government.16

Clive Palmer was another disruptive force for the Labor campaign. The mining magnate had seen his Palmer United Party disintegrate after he had entered the lower house for a single term in 2013, but he poured cash into a new entity, the United Australia Party, using royalties from a mining deal with Chinese companies. By the end of the campaign, the UAP had spent at least $53.6 million compared to the $14.5 million spent by the Liberals and $13.3 million by Labor, according to research company Nielsen.17 And the tone of Palmer’s campaign was overwhelmingly critical of Shorten. What had begun as a blitz of newspaper and television advertisements about Palmer policies turned into a negative campaign against Labor.

Shorten and his closest advisers felt they could tough out this confrontation with the media and attack from Palmer because they had an edge over Morrison in the polls. The Labor track polling of twenty target seats was conducted by YouGov Galaxy, the same firm running the Newspoll surveys published in The Australian, and it showed Labor was within reach of victory. Labor fell behind in the middle of the campaign and was weakest in Queensland, but recovered as polling day neared. By the last week of the campaign, Shorten was being told there was a swing towards Labor in Western Australia. Labor began the campaign with 69 seats and was confident of winning the new seat of Fraser in western Melbourne. In the final days, the results showed it was in a strong position in Boothby, Corangamite, Chisholm, Dunkley, Gilmore, Hasluck, La Trobe, Reid, Stirling and Swan. It might not win all these seats from the Coalition, but it believed it could secure enough to claim 76 seats and a majority.

The Labor campaign went into mourning on the Thursday before election day, when Bob Hawke died in his sleep at the age of 89. His wife, Blanche d’Alpuget, announced the news shortly after 7.30 p.m. and Shorten made a statement in Sydney at 8.30 p.m. as well as arranging to visit d’Alpuget the next day. The news came only one day after Hawke had released an open letter praising Shorten for his ‘political courage’ and policy ideas. Hawke’s letter was aimed at the Coalition’s key weakness: disunity. ‘As I said repeatedly when I was prime minister’, he wrote, ‘if you can’t govern yourselves, you can’t govern the country’.

Shorten cancelled plans to campaign in Brisbane and scaled back the intensity of his campaign, focusing on moments to remember Hawke. In a frenzied contrast, Morrison flew to Queensland before travelling to Tasmania and home to Sydney in the final two days. Only some voters would have noticed the intensity of his campaign, yet some Liberals believed it showed Australians that Morrison was hungry for the job. For all the talk of a late swing to the government, however, the results from early voting centres tended to show Labor had fallen behind when the early votes were cast.18

Labor’s most formidable opponent in living memory, John Howard, believed Morrison had out-campaigned Shorten and won the vital contest between two leaders in an era when party loyalty was far less important than in the past.

‘I think there were two things that worked very much in his favour,’ Howard said.19 ‘One was the growing implications from Labor’s tax increases and the implausibility of describing anybody affected by them as the big end of town. That was a huge mistake. And the other thing was that, during the campaign, the personal comparison between Morrison and Shorten worked hugely in Morrison’s favour. At a time when tribal support for the two major sides of politics is less intense than it used to be, I think the strengths and weaknesses of the leaders become even more apparent.’

Howard, who had led the Liberal Party to four election victories over Labor, believed Shorten put himself at odds with Labor history when he joined the public debate over the remarks by a footballer, Israel Folau, that gay people would go to hell. ‘I don’t want to overstate it but I think the religious freedom issue hurt Labor,’ Howard said. ‘When you think of the history of the Labor Party and how it used to be dominated heavily by its Irish Catholic roots, I just thought their indifference on that issue hurt them. They didn’t seem to care whether they offended people or not.’

When the final results came in, they showed a small but telling increase in support for the Coalition. After preferences, the Coalition vote rose from 50.4 per cent at the 2016 election to 51.5 per cent in 2019. This meant 7.3 million voters had backed Morrison and his party when given the choice between the two sides, while 6.9 million had chosen Labor. The danger for Labor was in the slide in support from voters who gave the party their first preference in the lower house. At 33.3 per cent, its primary vote returned to the level seen when Abbott defeated the party in 2013. The primary vote for the Coalition parties was 41.4 per cent. Both major parties were more vulnerable than in decades past, but there was no doubt which side was weaker.

The Coalition began the campaign with 74 seats and came close to failure. It regained Chisholm and Wentworth and snared Bass, Braddon, Herbert, Lindsay and Longman from Labor. But it also lost Warringah to an independent and Corangamite, Dunkley and Gilmore to Labor. This was not a victory ‘made in Queensland’ or any other state because the government only survived on its gains in Tasmania and New South Wales and its ability to hold ground in Victoria and Western Australia. It held power with 77 seats.

Labor would have years to consider how and why it lost. One fact was painful and contentious: voters swung against the party in parts of its heartland, like western Sydney, where Chris Bowen suffered a swing against him. The results from individual booths in marginal seats suggested the swing against Labor was greater in some areas with lower incomes. The reasons for these results were a matter of conjecture and argument: changing demographics, scare campaigns, the prospect of a tax cut, a dislike of Shorten or an affinity for Morrison and his Christian belief. What could not be disputed was the swing. Yet Labor gained support in wealthier electorates like Bradfield and North Sydney, or Goldstein in the more comfortable suburbs of Melbourne. Shorten won voters he did not need in safe Liberal seats. His appeal on issues such as climate change did not rally enough voters to his side across the country.

Shorten was the subject of intense criticism in some quarters of the mainstream media and social media, as well as from Palmer’s advertising and the Coalition’s relentless negative campaign. Yet this was not enough to explain Labor’s failure to vanquish a government so riven by conflict.

The Labor agenda galvanised the party’s base but could not convince enough Australians in a disengaged electorate. This sweeping progressive agenda, summed up by the estimate of $387 billion in higher taxes, made too many enemies with its scale and complexity. The comparison with the 1993 election campaign, when the Liberals lost with the ‘Fightback!’ reform plan including a consumption tax, was inevitable. ‘I’ve never seen an election campaign where an opposition went in creating as many constituencies of enemies,’ said John Wanna, the Sir John Bunting Chair of Public Administration at the Australian National University.20

As election night neared, Shorten suffered the curse that had troubled Turnbull three years earlier. A majority of Australians went to the 2016 election with a strong sense that Turnbull would win. In a survey days before the polls closed, 60 per cent said Turnbull would prevail and only 17 per cent thought Shorten would win.21 Three years later, the final Ipsos survey found 55 per cent of respondents expected Labor to win the election while only 32 per cent said the same of the Coalition.22 Shorten was the favourite. Morrison was the underdog.

Labor campaigners gathered at a hotel in Essendon Fields, on the grounds of Melbourne’s old airport, for what they expected to be a celebration on election night. Hundreds drifted in to the Hyatt Place function room at six o’clock to see a vast television screen carrying an ABC broadcast that worried the room as the counting began. By seven o’clock there was enough confidence in the published opinion polls, including exit polls, to keep spirits high even when there was no sign of the powerful swing to Shorten that so many had expected. Cheers went up when Abbott was defeated and Zali Steggall emerged as the new independent member for Warringah. But this was not enough when a Labor victory was so obviously slipping away.

Volunteers wept as they watched their dream of a Labor government fade before their eyes. This was a shattering moment for the true believers who had been so sure this was their chance to change the nation. The setback was a horror to behold because it was not just one defeat. This was the end of a six-year cycle that had begun with Abbott’s emphatic victory in 2013 and the ascension of Shorten to the Labor leadership. Success had been so close in 2016; now it was out of reach again.

‘I know that you’re all hurting,’ Shorten said when he took to the stage at 11.30 p.m. ‘I am too.’ He said it had been a tough campaign — and ‘toxic at times’ — but expressed no regret at putting forward a big agenda.

‘When the final votes were cast, I wanted to be able to look at myself in the mirror and say there was nothing more that I could have done. No more ideas that we should have expressed,’ he said. There were groans from the room, which was full of supporters from Shorten’s electorate of Maribyrnong, when he announced he would resign as leader.

Shorten returned to the heart of Melbourne with his closest friends and colleagues to find someone had ordered a bottle of champagne in anticipation of a different future. It was a bitter end to years of struggle.

Morrison checked the results on an iPad in his study in Kirribilli House as election night began. The early signs of success confirmed the belief he had expressed for months about winning against the odds. Nobody else had been so sure of his chances, so much so that the entire campaign seemed an act of sheer willpower in the face of every obstacle. A political ally and friend, David Gazard, joined the Prime Minister as he contemplated the first results. John Kunkel and Andrew Carswell arrived soon afterwards. Only at 10 p.m. did Morrison and his team leave the official residence to join the Liberal Party leaders and members, including Howard, at the Sofitel Wentworth in the city. It took until after 11 p.m. for Shorten to accept the outcome and call Morrison to concede defeat.

This was an incredible victory, unbelievable for so many Liberals. Even Abbott, when conceding he had lost Warringah, lauded this ‘stupendous’ result and predicted Morrison would enter the Liberal pantheon forever. Yet the words that defined the outcome were those of Morrison himself when he spoke to the crowd of supporters at midnight, on the same stage where Turnbull had addressed dejected Liberals on election night three years earlier. The difference was not in the number of seats won but in the expectations for each leader.

Morrison now appeared before a cheering crowd to declare the result was a win for the ‘quiet Australians’ who aspired to work hard and do better in life. Nobody could be sure who these quiet Australians were — by income, suburb, profession or belief — because they could be anybody and everybody. Morrison, the cunning politician and suburban everyman, claimed the victory for a group of supporters only he could define.

Only now did Morrison come close to admitting this victory — so astonishing and so unlikely — might not have happened at all.

‘I have always believed in miracles,’ he declared.

And that is exactly what it was.




EPILOGUE

AUSTRALIANS SHOWED NO GREAT enthusiasm for the politicians they restored to power. By the time the counting ended, a government with a narrow majority had replaced a government with a narrow majority. Morrison claimed 77 of the 151 seats in a slightly expanded House of Representatives, barely different to the tally when Turnbull held power with 76 of 150 seats. One result was hailed a victory for the ages, while the other considered a setback so dire it set off years of discord. Expectations shaped everything. The way the Liberals and Nationals celebrated their tiny majority showed how greatly they had expected annihilation.

The ruthless pursuit of power seemed to bring its reward. Those who helped Dutton destroy Turnbull claimed vindication, while those who elevated Morrison did the same. The pattern of the past emerged again: just as Labor had clung to power after the removal of Rudd in 2010, and the Liberals did the same after toppling Abbott five years later, so the Liberals now gained a slender but unlikely majority. Perhaps every leadership spill turned the country’s politicians into such figures of derision that no side could gain an emphatic victory. What nobody could know was the election result they might have seen if the governing party had kept its head.

What everyone could see, however, was the cost of division. The Liberal party room had been a proven failure: it had been unable to deliver the stable government it had promised at the 2016 election and had put its mutual hostilities ahead of the national interest. Why should Australians expect it to change? The mercenary quests of the party room had proven that turmoil brought reward. How could the future hold any peace when the past was so full of poison?

‘In violence we forget who we are,’ wrote Mary McCarthy. This was true of the political violence the Liberals visited upon each other. Two years after winning an election, they had thrown each other into a week of political butchery that defied everything they claimed to stand for — stability, steadiness and conservative management of the nation’s affairs. They forgot who they were — or, at least, who they pretended to be. The miracle was not in Morrison’s political skill, formidable as it was, but in the way so many Australians were ready within eight months to accept, even forgive, this collapse.

The greatest mistake for this group of politicians would be to absolve themselves of their collective failure. Labor, in turn, faces the challenge of rethinking its agenda under a new leader, Anthony Albanese.

Australians are asked, again, to take their politicians on trust after a leadership crisis. The Liberals could not learn the lesson from the Labor failure but now promise to learn the lesson from their own. Their assurance rests on one theory and one fact. The theory is that Morrison holds unquestioned authority after winning the election on his own terms. The fact is the change in the Liberal rules to set a higher hurdle for a spill, requiring two-thirds of the party room for the leadership to be declared vacant. Perhaps this will end the cycle. Perhaps it will only give dissenters a more challenging target when fostering unrest.

No rule can stop a subterranean conflict. Turnbull was vulnerable before he called a ballot and even more so after he won by 48 to 35 votes. His enemies did not need 66 per cent to unleash chaos; 42 per cent was enough. Given a higher threshold, those intent on their own advancement might resort to more vicious tactics, more public disloyalty, more briefing to the media, more aggression to achieve their ends. The rules adjust the price of power, not the hunger for it.

One lesson from this account is that a leader alone cannot contain a wayward party room. The modern media creates endless opportunity for distraction and division, whether it is through a tweet, a Facebook post, a radio interview, a newspaper story or a television appearance. Too many of the Liberals and Nationals of the 45th Parliament turned themselves into exhibits for Vera Brittain’s theory that politics is the ‘executive expression of human immaturity’ — an assessment to be tested by the 46th Parliament.

All the camouflage of the previous years, the attempts to dress up the infighting as a contest of great political philosophy, fell away once Turnbull was gone and Morrison assumed control. ‘In my judgement, it’s much less a philosophical divide that’s hurt the party over the past five years than a clash of personalities,’ Abbott wrote at the end of October. It was a fascinating statement. Any reasonable observer would have known all along that the policy disputes were only a means to an end in a revenge cycle.

There will be no excuses if the government is unable to break the cycle, because Morrison presides over a party room where so few of the old protagonists remain. Abbott, Bishop and Turnbull are gone.

Morrison led his fortunate government out of the wreckage with his back to the past. He wanted his colleagues to resist every urge to glance behind at what they had done. Let’s leave it back there. Yet the Morrison government was born out of this history. The story of the Liberals and Nationals in these years is a history the two parties can never disown and a cautionary tale for any other government in the years ahead. What you don’t remember you repeat.
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Malcolm Turnbull leaves Question Time with Tony Abbott on Monday, 14 September 2015. Minutes after this he told Abbott he would challenge for the leadership.
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Tony Abbott consults Peta Credlin, his chief of staff, in February 2012. Credlin was crucial to Abbott’s election victory in 2013 but divisive with ministers and MPs.
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Malcolm Turnbull walks to the leadership ballot on 14 September 2015 flanked by (L to R) Peter Hendy, Wyatt Roy, Arthur Sinodinos, Scott Ryan (obscured), Mal Brough and Mitch Fifield.
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Bill Shorten launched a powerful attack on Malcolm Turnbull and his government in the final fortnight of the 2016 election campaign, with a ‘save Medicare’ rallying cry. He is pictured at the campaign launch in Penrith, NSW, with former Labor prime ministers Bob Hawke, Paul Keating and Julia Gillard.
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Tony Abbott, sitting with Peter Dutton in their usual seats in the Coalition party room, watches Malcolm Turnbull address the Liberals and Nationals on 29 August 2016. Also shown are Mitch Fifield, Christian Porter and Linda Reynolds.
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Malcolm Turnbull poses with the women in his ministry in December 2017. L to R: Kelly O’Dwyer, Melissa Price, Bridget McKenzie, Anne Ruston, Julie Bishop, Concetta Fierravanti-Wells and Michaelia Cash.
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Bill Shorten and Tanya Plibersek kept Labor ahead in the polls throughout 2017 and 2018. They are pictured here after Shorten’s budget reply speech on 11 May 2017.
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Turnbull retreated on a Clean Energy Target in 2017 in the face of objections from Abbott and others, in a precursor to the struggle over the National Energy Guarantee the following year.

JON KUDELKA, THE AUSTRALIAN, 16 OCTOBER 2017.
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Advocates for same sex marriage mark the passage of the law on 7 December 2017. L to R: Trevor Evans (Liberal), Tim Wilson (Liberal), Janet Rice (Greens), Dean Smith (Liberal), Louise Pratt (Labor), Penny Wong (Labor) and Trent Zimmerman (Liberal).
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Liberal MP Warren Entsch lifts Labor MP Linda Burney to celebrate the passage of same sex marriage, as Liberals Trent Zimmerman and Jason Falinski look on, while Labor’s Chris Bowen stands behind.
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Malcolm and Lucy Turnbull meet United States President Donald Trump and his wife Melania in the Oval Office of the White House on 23 February 2018, as the Nationals leadership crisis takes place at home.
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Cast out of power after his affair with Vikki Campion, former Nationals leader Barnaby Joyce watches Question Time from the backbench in May 2018.
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Malcolm Turnbull speaks during Question Time on Monday, 20 August 2018, as Julie Bishop, Scott Morrison and Peter Dutton sit behind him. Turnbull called a ballot on his leadership the next morning.
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Peter Dutton arrives at Parliament House early on Tuesday, 21 August 2018, amid speculation he would challenge. Malcolm Turnbull called a leadership ballot 90 minutes later.
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Tony Abbott and Peter Dutton cross paths in Parliament on Tuesday, 21 August 2018, after Dutton had launched his leadership bid and moved to the backbench.
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Scott Morrison declares his loyalty to Malcolm Turnbull on Wednesday, 22 August 2018, in a statement that would haunt the power struggle. Asked to rule out any leadership ambitions, Morrison replies: ‘This is my leader and I’m ambitious for him.’
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Frustrated at Malcolm Turnbull’s refusal to call a second meeting, Peter Dutton speaks to the media shortly after 8 a.m. on Thursday, 23 August 2018, to demand another ballot. Turnbull pushed back, in a delay that helped Scott Morrison.
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‘This is terrorism.’ With these words Malcolm Turnbull urged Mitch Fifield, Mathias Cormann and Michaelia Cash to resist the pressure for a leadership spill, but they went public with their call for a ballot. They are pictured here leaving their press conference on Thursday, 23 August 2018.

PHOTO: ALEX ELLINGHAUSEN.


[image: image]
Unaware of all the tactics being used against her, Julie Bishop arrives at Parliament House on her regular morning run on Friday, 24 August 2018, hours before she stood for the leadership.
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Defeat hangs over Mathias Cormann and Peter Dutton as they leave the Liberal party room after the final, fateful leadership ballot on Friday, 24 August 2018.
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Their victories obvious in their smiles, Josh Frydenberg and Scott Morrison leave the Liberal party room after becoming deputy leader and leader on Friday, 24 August 2018. Morrison said later: ‘It just turns out that he voted for me and I voted for him.’
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Christopher Pyne is close to tears after farewelling Malcolm Turnbull on Friday, 24 August 2018 and leaving the Prime Minister’s courtyard. He wept on the way home to Adelaide.

PHOTO: ALEX ELLINGHAUSEN.
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Showing the strain from the week, Malcolm Turnbull holds his granddaughter, Alice, while his grandson, Jack, yells his disapproval on Friday, 24 August 2018, in Turnbull’s final press conference as Prime Minister.
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Scott Morrison gains the spoils of victory while Josh Frydenberg stands guard.

DAVID ROWE, AUSTRALIAN FINANCIAL REVIEW, 25 AUGUST 2018.
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Josh Frydenberg with Parliament House cleaner Anna Jancevski three weeks after the leadership spill. She holds a photograph taken by Alex Ellinghausen of her congratulating Frydenberg on the day he became deputy Liberal Party leader.
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Julia Banks takes her place on the crossbench with fellow MPs Cathy McGowan, Rebekha Sharkie and Kerryn Phelps standing behind. Her decision to quit the Liberals forced Scott Morrison into minority government on 27 November 2018.
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Scott Morrison tests his message with voters at Amuri’s Cafe in Cleveland, Brisbane, in January 2019. The visit to Queensland was a dry run for the election campaign four months later.
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Former Prime Minister John Howard campaigns with Liberal candidate Fiona Martin in the electorate of Reid early in the 2019 election campaign. Howard later said there was a ‘whiff of 1993’ in the air.
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Fearing they would lose Warringah to independent candidate Zali Steggall, the Liberals mobilised to save Tony Abbott. Here, the former Prime Minister is helped by prominent Liberal women. L to R: Jane Hume, Anne Ruston, Linda Reynolds and Sussan Ley.
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‘I’m glad that she wasn’t here today to read that rubbish.’ Bill Shorten speaks of his mother, Ann, on 8 May 2019 after the Daily Telegraph accused him of ‘slipperiness’ in a page one story headlined: ‘Mother of Invention’.
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Labor’s new leadership takes shape after an election defeat that shattered the party. L to R: Penny Wong, confirmed as Labor leader in the Senate; Richard Marles, elected deputy leader; Anthony Albanese, elected leader; and Kristina Keneally, promoted to deputy leader in the Senate.
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The ‘miracle ministry’ takes shape after an election some expected to lose. Scott Morrison stands with his ministers on the steps of Government House on 29 May 2019.
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