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Preface


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




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


Senate staffer on the environment of Parliament House, 2017




Chapter 1


CANBERRA’S RELIGION HAS ANGRY GODS


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


We clinked our bottles.


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


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


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




Chapter 2


ON CANARIES AND COAL MINES


Pauline Hanson was born Pauline Seccombe in 1954 in Brisbane, Queensland. She was the fifth child in a family of seven children. From a young age Hanson worked in her father’s cafe as a cook and a waitress, and when she got older she helped with the books. At fifteen, she left school just before her first marriage and her first pregnancy with Walter Zagorski, a Polish refugee whose mother had lived through the Holocaust. Later she worked at Woolworths, then in office administration and after that she tended bars on the Sunshine Coast. When she drove, she liked to drive fast.


She was poor, in the early days, with kids to feed and no education, and that’s when she learned the value of a dollar. Her first marriage ended when she was twenty-one. During her second marriage, she took the surname of Mark Hanson and together the couple set up a plumbing company. He did the work, she took care of the books, and when that relationship burned down, so did the business.


She did, however, keep the name – the one that would eventually become an iconic Australian brand – and in the ruins of her second marriage, she built a catering service with Morrie Marsden. Together they built a fish-and-chip shop, though she preferred not to call it that. It was a ‘seafood takeaway’ according to Hanson. Her innovation had been to bring fresh fish to Ipswich, in what was once coal country. Four times a week, always at dawn, she went down to the fish market to buy her stock. She worked fourteen hours a day, six days out of seven.


Then came politics. Government was a growth industry and politics was financially secure, so Hanson tried her hand, first running as a councillor in Ipswich during a time of closing mines and failing businesses. She only served from 1994 to 1995, after a redistribution forced an election, making her the shortest-serving councillor in the region’s history since 1860. She hated unions and ran her campaign promising to slash funding to the local library, which would have allowed it to set up a proto-internet, because it was a waste of ratepayers’ money. A year after being elected she lost the next election, never having really learned anything about the political process.


After that she scrambled into federal politics on the Liberal Party’s ticket with Morrie Marsden as her campaign manager and her first media advisor John Pasquarelli by her side. It was a good fit. Hanson’s people were small-business owners. They were local merchants in a working-class region, and they believed in self-reliance above all else. By the time she first made a run at federal politics in 1996, Hanson owned land worth $500 000 just outside of Ipswich and an apartment in Brisbane. Under any other circumstances she would have been another grey major-party candidate, another minor captain in the blue army.


Then came the crisis. Hanson penned a letter to the editor of the Queensland Times on 6 January 1996, complaining that white deaths in custody were being overlooked and Indigenous people were being ‘showered with money’. The editor suggested she might want to reconsider running it, but Hanson insisted that it went to press. These days, it would be held up by party headquarters as a textbook example of why they don’t let candidates talk to media.


When he learned of it, John Howard, as leader of the Liberal Party, dropped her from the ticket and banished her from the party, but Hanson leaned in. Out in the community, the region’s economy was going to Hell, and Labor were on the out after the mayor, a Labor man, was dethroned by his own people. Chance meant that the words ‘Liberal Party’ appeared next to her name on the ballot and she rode the outrage to victory on Election Day, carrying 23 per cent of the primary vote in the safest Labor seat in Australia.


No one could believe it. Nothing about it had been planned. It was one of those things that just happened, like childbirth during a meteor shower.


She made a bigger splash with her maiden speech, written by Pasquarelli, and when it hit the newswires, it went around the world for stoking fears that the country would be ‘swamped by Asians’. What Hanson wanted was equality, she said, though not the kind of equality they like to talk about on the left. Hanson didn’t want to share the wealth, or equal opportunity. She wanted a world where everyone was neglected equally, so as to lift the burden on the working-class Anglo-Saxon male. It has always been race and class with Hanson, never race or class.


Years before a wave of populist, nationalist sentiment swept much of the world, Australia did it first, and in that moment Hanson seemed to confirm every stereotype the world had about Australia being the world’s trailer park. Asia-based multinationals were so fearful about what her brand of xenophobia would mean for their companies, they had English-speaking officers send regular reports directly to headquarters, keeping them informed about the situation. Even her former mother-in-law was afraid that Hanson might want to deport her, at least according to David Leser’s profile in the Sydney Morning Herald.


None of which fazed Hanson. She had a knack for flipping the script to evade any uncomfortable questions. It was a tactic she deployed against anyone brash enough to think that a forensic interrogation of the facts was all they needed to cut to the core of Pauline Hanson. Those reporters who had the opportunity to interview her during this time all tell the same war story, the same moment when they pushed too hard on a line of questioning that highlighted some flaw in Hanson’s worldview, or understanding of an issue, and especially anything that seemed to suggest she was racist. Right then, Hanson’s eyes would zero in on her questioner, and the quiver in her voice that suggested nervousness mixed with fury vanished as she began to interrogate her interviewer.


She would always push back, asking the interviewer why they assumed she was racist. It was impossible to intellectually engage with Hanson’s reasoning without offending her, and the reporter, so sure of themselves only a moment before, would stumble while Hanson side-stepped the entire question and went on the offensive.


Two years on, Hanson would be up for re-election, after re-districting forced her to switch seats to Blair. Her new party, One Nation, shared its name with the title of a speech Don Watson had written for Labor prime minister Paul Keating, and she barnstormed the country to spread the word. Hanson criss-crossed the nation speaking to people’s desperation, to their naivety, to their resentment and their confusion. She would listen to them in conversation and she would reflect back their fears, whether it was anxiety about Indigenous land rights and migration, or outrage over dole bludgers taking them for a free ride. It was a formula that earned her a blind loyalty. She listened, it was said. The bastards in Canberra didn’t.


That’s how the Queensland branch of her party won 11 out of 89 seats in Queensland’s state parliament during the June 1998 state election, with 23 per cent of the vote.


Only, three and a half months later Hanson herself would be dethroned, losing to a Liberal Party flunkey who got over the line on a preference deal done with Labor. Hanson won the highest number of votes in her seat – more than Liberal, more than Labor – but the preference deal between the majors snuffed her out. It was something she never forgot, and the party faithful couldn’t understand. Few members of One Nation had the political literacy to comprehend the why and how of the loss. Even fewer had the interest. The very concept of a preference deal was mind-bending to One Nation and its supporters. When they learned the details, they saw it as further proof that the system was rigged and the biggest enemy was the process itself.


Not that it mattered. Just by being, Hanson reshaped the world around her. She had enough popularity to quietly win some of the local burghers to her side and she marshalled enough support that Howard, never afraid to play the race card, co-opted her platform into the Liberal Party’s politics.


Faced with an insurgency, Howard had waged a campaign of scorched earth that ultimately drove One Nation to collapse. Hanson herself did an eleven-week stint in the lockup for screwing around with the party paperwork, before her conviction was overturned, and the general feeling among the political class then, and now, was that it was a stitch-up. Tony Abbott, the then future Prime Minister of Australia, ex-boxer and the Liberal Party’s Rottweiler, had gone too hard and too far on that one, bankrolling a $100 000 fighting fund to send her there for three years. He later apologised to Hanson.


It was also the biggest favour anyone could have done her. She understood the power of narrative on some instinctual level. Her time in the slammer had given her the tag of ‘political prisoner’ and status as a permanent underdog. If it was hard to speak out against her before without looking like a bully, it was damn near impossible for any major party figure to do so from that point on.


And then Hanson got out with her conviction overturned. Any working-class or Aboriginal person in prison for unpaid parking fines or fudging their taxes would have been left to serve out their sentence for want of a good lawyer, but Hanson had enough pull to lodge an appeal that got her out of Wacol Correctional Facility on 6 November 2003.


It took just a year for her to reappear in the public eye, clinging to relevance through the magic of reality TV. She performed on Dancing with the Stars and Who Wants to be a Millionaire. She told Andrew Denton she had changed, and she was going to do better.


And she never stopped probing for that next opening, running for office in 1998, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2007, 2009, 2011, 2013 and 2015.


All she needed was another clean shot, and in 2016, two decades on, she got one.




Chapter 3


ONE NATION UNDER TRUMP


One Nation couldn’t believe that Trump was President.


The votes hadn’t even finished being counted that day when the One Nation crowd gathered eagerly in front of federal parliament to shoot a live Facebook video celebrating Trump’s victory.


The backdrop was the front entrance to Parliament House, those doors that open wide into the marbled public halls and the winding corridors behind them. The Australian flag flew high above it, against an overcast sky that day. Pauline Hanson and Senator Malcolm Roberts stood side by side, though Senators Rodney Culleton and Brian Burston were nowhere to be seen.


‘Hi everyone …’ Hanson said to the camera. ‘I’m so excited that Donald Trump looks like he’s just over the line … And I’m so happy about it because this is putting out a clear message to everyone around the world that people power is now happening,’ she gushed.


It happened with Brexit, it happened with One Nation, she said, and now it happened with Trump. Australia was next, she said, and as far as she was concerned, she was living proof.


Standing next to Malcolm Roberts was the curious figure of Tony Heller, a geologist from New Mexico in the United States. It was easy to get lost in his deep, double-barrelled American accent if you didn’t know his story. Heller, as it happened, was a crackpot anti-climate-change blogger who also wrote under the pen name ‘Steven Goddard’. He had never had a job related to climatology or weather systems, but he did have a blog and a Twitter feed through which he could make grand statements about things he knew only a little about. He was uncompromising and proud, shouting down his critics and comparing climate-change activists to ISIS fighters. He had flown into the country to attend what would end up being a disastrous press conference with Senator Malcolm Roberts on the ‘lie’ that is climate change.


‘This is an incredible day for America and for Australia and our new relationship,’ Heller said.


‘And congratulations to the whole planet because we will free the world of this rubbish that is climate change,’ Roberts added.


‘It’s all about people power and I’m so happy,’ Pauline continued to gush, before pulling new-hire Darren Brady Nelson into frame. Nelson wore thick-rimmed glasses and a trademark thick red tie. He was holding a bottle of Black Pig and at first looked a little sheepish.


To be fair, Nelson had never sought any kind of public attention, it was the party who dragged him into the spotlight. He was a dual citizen of the United States and Australia who, Hanson said, had worked for two months as part of Donald Trump’s election campaign. James Ashby, Hanson’s chief of staff, had told a community meeting at Rockhampton Town Hall on 16 September 2016 that the party had hired ‘one of the world’s leading economists’ and former economic advisor to Donald Trump.


No one had heard a word about the new hire since that moment, but here he was being rolled out for the world to see. It didn’t take five minutes for reporters to start to run down his background. As it turned out, the man who had been hired to help One Nation ‘build credibility on the economics front’ didn’t have a resume dominated by high-profile government and university appointments. Instead it was a series of short-term gigs in lower-level positions at government departments and large corporations, rounded off with involvement in a string of radical free-market think tanks.


As Philip Dorling later documented for the Australia Institute, Nelson had written about climate change for the folksy-named Heartland Institute, based in Illinois, which exists to ‘discover, develop and promote free-market solutions to social and economic problems’. Nelson had previously written an essay for the Ludwig von Mises Institute, based in Auburn, Alabama, calling for the radical deregulation of the US economy, ‘as much as possible, as fast as possible’. He was an ‘Associated Senior Fellow’ of the Center for Freedom and Prosperity, which lobbied in support of offshore tax havens. In October 2015, the dual US–Australian national had come home and got involved with LibertyWorks, an Australian free-market think tank based in Brisbane, as its ‘chief economist and deputy startup manager’.


Nelson had gone to work on the Trump campaign after a friend at the Cato Institute, a Libertarian think tank, set him up with the gig. In the entire two-month period he spent there, he had zero one-on-one time with Trump; he was only involved in the campaign as a junior member of a large team of economic analysts working out of Trump Tower and was then snatched from obscurity by One Nation.


As far as One Nation went, this was a turning point. Until then, the party had been a small but fanatical movement of Australian nationalists, each chasing their own unique vision of an Australia that no longer existed. Then, it was a protectionist party, of the ‘Buy Australian’ variety. Now, it was hard-wiring itself into international networks of climate-change deniers and obscure ideologically driven think tanks. In other words, One Nation was now speaking with an American accent.


As Nelson poured the champagne, Hanson’s cup overflowed. After filling each glass he stopped to give a shout-out to his former economics team on the Trump campaign. Pauline then chimed in to call for unity and bipartisan support for a man who had conquered by dividing the nation.


‘All I can say to people out there,’ Pauline added, ‘if you didn’t have your support behind Donald Trump, or didn’t vote for him, the whole fact is that please give the man a go. As I have always said, the more the media, the more the major political parties and everyone is against you, the more reason they are there for the people. At least give him a go for four years. And let’s see what happens. But to Donald Trump. Cheers.’


It was a line that doubled as a statement about her own political fortunes and betrayed a deeply limited understanding of the world outside her own personal bubble. Donald Trump, the slick billionaire New Yorker who emphasised his talking points with wild hand gestures, infiltrated and bent the Republican Party to his will. He then marshalled its campaign machinery and drove the party all the way to the Oval Office. Hanson, the small-business owner who had stepped up to play the game from the outside ever since she was booted from the Liberal Party, had relied mostly on volunteers and diehards who were willing to suspend disbelief and sacrifice everything for the movement.


Trump, meanwhile, dominated every television channel during his campaign. Every speech, every comment, every Trump moment was beamed into American living rooms, and shared across social media for good measure. Hanson preferred to avoid journalists wherever possible, giving her time instead to early-morning talk shows where she could safely avoid pesky questions about race or her operation. Unless a reporter got in her face, it was impossible to gain access to her, and even then her aides would sometimes call the cops, which fed the narrative that Hanson was under assault by the media. By the end of 2016, Hanson stopped issuing press releases except over social media and banned the ABC from covering her events. She didn’t want coverage, didn’t need coverage, and she certainly didn’t need transparency. Reporters’ emails went unanswered, disappearing into James Ashby’s inbox. Pauline wanted the votes of ordinary people, but she didn’t want to put up with annoying questions about what she was doing in their name. The media were all liars anyway. Who needed them? Not Pauline, that’s for damn sure. All she needed was a few thousand votes.


Something was happening out there, she could feel it, and it was big. This was global, though that wasn’t the word she would use. If Trump could do it, so could she. If she could replicate what he had done, if she could bring in some of those Big American Ideas and make them work Down Under, maybe, just maybe, she would be vindicated. All the slights and tragedies and venom she had endured over the previous twenty years, the prison time and the betrayal and the insults, would be worth it.


After all, she had done it first, before Brexit, before Trump, all the way back in ’96. She had championed a bizarre ethno-nationalism before the internet helped similar groups network their way across the planet, and it had made her one of the most recognisable Australians alongside Crocodile Dundee and his flesh-and-blood counterpart, Steve Irwin. No, she was no Trump, but they were cut from the same cloth. This was happening the world over. Soon, it would be her turn and then she would show them all that blind, dumb persistence worked.


So, together, the four supped champagne as they stared down the barrel of the camera. Malcolm Roberts let out a crackling whoop.


The revolution had arrived.




Chapter 4


NOWHERE TO RUN, NOWHERE TO HIDE


The morning after the US election result was known, a subdued Senator Nick Xenophon made his way downstairs from his Senate suite to the Senate entrance, as usual, where a bank of TV cameras was waiting, as usual. It was the mood that was unusual that day: sullen and depressed. It was all pervasive, across the entire building, and even the irrepressible Nick Xenophon seemed flat.


‘I wonder why everyone is so down?’ he asked no one in particular and no one replied.


No one could believe Trump was President, least of all the senator from South Australia, who in the weeks leading up to the vote had joked that if Trump actually won, he would have his mate Bruno, the bobcat driver, build him a bunker in his backyard so he could wait out the coming radioactive storm. Everyone, including me, thought Bruno was a character Nick had invented to get the attention of the commercial television networks, which lapped it up. Then one day I caught the screen of his smartphone as Bruno called to ask what Nick was doing blasting his name across all major news networks.


‘Mate, I’m giving you free advertising,’ Nick told him.


Xenophon was no Trump. He may have shared similar views on the value of manufacturing as an essential component of the economy, but everything else about the man offended everything Nick respected in a politician, and a person.


He, as it happened, had been a Bernie Sanders guy. He saw in the socialist senator from Vermont someone willing to challenge the basic assumptions of American political life, and he respected that. Sanders may have called himself a socialist, but he was calling for a fairer America in a way that would not be out of place in the right wing of the Labor Party, or even the left wing of the Libs, as far as Nick was concerned. Sanders wanted an Australian-style Medicare system, access to education and a decent minimum wage. Sanders was even speaking Nick’s language when he questioned the way free-trade agreements had been negotiated and managed over the years. To a generation of Americans raised on the idea that the individual hero raged against the collective masses, that they were each temporarily embarrassed millionaires, it might have been heresy, but when Sanders pointed out that society was not a level playing field, Xenophon found himself in furious agreement.


After Bernie failed to make the cut, Hillary was the next-best option. She may not have been inspiring, she may not have been charismatic, but she certainly was better than Trump, a man Nick considered wildly irrational and painfully deceptive.


‘There’s no way Trump can win,’ Nick once said as he walked into the office and gazed up at the television screen, which was playing a news report about the US election in the lead-up to the vote. ‘No way.’


When Trump did, it seemed to change everything. Nick was a twenty-year veteran of state and federal parliaments. He had started his career as a crusading personal-injury lawyer, until he took his fight to the South Australian state parliament on a single issue and discovered an identity as a crusading politician who always went down swinging. It was poker machines that launched his career in those days, but that didn’t stop him taking on other issues he felt actually mattered to ordinary people, such as ticket scalping and reliability of the electricity grid.
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