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Author’s Note


For this first-ever biography of Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, I have drawn on interviews with Scott Morrison, senior Cabinet ministers, staffers, parliamentary allies and rivals, as well as colleagues, close friends, and friends from school and university. Many of the more than seventy subjects interviewed for this book were prepared to be quoted only on the condition that they not be identified by name, as they feared blowback from the powerful thirtieth prime minister. With an election due before May 2022, the interviews and research took place between September 2020 and April 2021, ahead of the federal poll.


– Annika Smethurst, July 2021









Introduction


It will come as no surprise to learn that former Australian prime minister John Howard used to lean on a sporting analogy to describe the highs and lows of political life. Howard would tell colleagues that on good days – like those that followed each of his four election wins – it felt like the start of the perfect game of golf: the sun is out, the sky is blue, putts drop and drives sail down fairways with ease. On bad days, you’re on the eighth at two under par and chipping onto the green to line up a birdie putt when you shank it – the ball charges out low and to the right, landing in a deep bunker. It should be a simple shot out of trouble and you can get back on track. If you’re lucky, you might even walk away with par. But as all those who play it know, golf is a mental game. When you’re under pressure to return to form and your head is filled with bad thoughts, your score will suffer.


Howard, whose career seemed all but over in 1987 when he lost the federal election to Bob Hawke, knows a thing or two about survival. He would use the golf analogy to calm nervous colleagues who feared the wrath of the public over the latest political scandal. This analogy could never be used to describe Scott Morrison’s career, but it perfectly sums up his prime ministership.


In becoming prime minister, Morrison unexpectedly fell over the line in a leadership ballot that would make last-man-standing Olympic skater Steven Bradbury blush. He was then predicted to be one of Australia’s shortest-serving leaders, but he took advantage of a Labor Opposition that made itself a huge target at the May 2019 federal election. His unanticipated victory, a miracle of sorts, appeared to guarantee him years in the top job. It elevated his status to that of Liberal Party legend. However, within months things started to unravel. Like a golfer making air shots, Morrison repeatedly swung and missed.


In December 2019, he refused to cancel a family holiday in Hawaii despite the bushfires raging in Australia’s eastern states. When he did finally return home, his qualified apology for holidaying abroad and his spontaneous defence that ‘I don’t hold a hose’ were early signs that he is prepared to dig in when under pressure, that he becomes defensive when he feels he is under attack.


Landed with a global pandemic in early 2020 when his strong leadership appeared to be waning, Morrison seemed to learn the lessons of his past mistakes. Initially, he was calm and rational and positioned himself as a capable centralist as he embraced massive pandemic spending in a U-turn from the Coalition’s preferred policy of fiscal restraint. The pandemic also allowed Morrison to lean on a favoured tactic: framing issues as trivial when he feels that he is being unfairly treated. With COVID-19 dominating the news cycle, Morrison deflected questions and downplayed minor scandals that threatened his government.


In many ways, he became a victim of his own success. With COVID-19 largely under control in Australia in early 2021, his deflections stopped working. On the eve of the long-awaited vaccine rollout, for which the federal government initially wanted to take credit, the allegation that former Liberal staffer Brittany Higgins had been raped by a colleague in Parliament House in March 2019 rocked the government and triggered a wider debate about the treatment of women in Canberra. Morrison, who married his childhood sweetheart and has resisted the salacious side of political life, was one of just a handful of MPs who might have successfully moralised on the issue, potentially turning a political hit into personal gain. But his response to the growing public anger further fuelled his government’s problems – he invoked his daughters in response to the rape allegations, and subsequently suggested that the thousands of women who attended the March4Justice rallies should be thankful they were not ‘met with bullets’. Like a golfer stuck in a bunker, his great day on the course was taking a turn for the worse.


***


As a politician, Morrison is a master communicator. He has perfected the art of the political attack, which ultimately has helped him attack the Opposition and its policies. When under pressure, Morrison also hits back – sometimes it works, other times it fails spectacularly. Embracing the false belief that he has wooed certain sections of the media or that he will be saved by his savvy marketing prowess, Morrison is also prone to overreach. It’s almost as if, lacking any strong factional backing in Canberra, he has made the middle-class, tabloid-reading mums and dads of Australia his factional bosses and tries to please them with every pitch. Seasoned politicians who see the world through factional prisms are cynical about Morrison’s endless need to pitch to punters. But it is perhaps the key to his success.


Throughout his political career, Morrison has been more willing to answer to newspaper editors than to factional heavyweights. Internally, he was once known as the ‘Tabloid Treasurer’. But it’s an example of his pragmatism and endless pursuit of power. Of course, factions do play an important role in Canberra, whether the Prime Minister likes it or not. Shared ideologies act as a political compass that guide the direction of policy. Without them, it can be difficult to make tough decisions and you can find yourself adrift when scandals hit. Morrison’s decision-making resolutely is not based on ideology but on research and focus groups and newspaper editors that help him understand what the public is thinking. His lack of a strong belief system has been met with caution in Canberra but it has perhaps allowed him to better represent Australia than more ideological prime ministers in the past.


Unlike former prime ministers Turnbull and Abbott, Morrison isn’t a Rhodes scholar. He has been unassuming and often underrated by those who know him, work with him and compete against him on the political battlefield. Writing about Donald Trump after his November 2020 US election loss, Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan described how Trump hadn’t been changed by his time in the White House. She said it was almost an achievement to have been ‘untouched by the grandeur, unchanged by the stature and history of the office’. Morrison’s supporters insist that he is much the same, in that, so far, the role hasn’t altered him. He has tried, sometimes unsuccessfully, to focus on service delivery to middle Australians and not be beholden to the country’s thinking class. He knows who the voters and colleagues who have helped him succeed are and is determined to deliver for them.


Critics have repeatedly underestimated Morrison’s political nous and overplayed the impact of his missteps. But Morrison seems to understand, more than most, what gets through to mainstream Australians and what they ignore.


The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development considers almost 60 per cent of Australians as middle class. Morrison has dedicated much of his adult life to understanding this voting group, trying to replicate their lifestyle and representing them in Canberra. He is mocked for playing up his daggy dad persona and suburban style, but it works.


By throwing on a cap and speaking frankly, he has been able to get through to voters who other politicians largely ignore. He may ham it up, but those closest to him believe it’s an accurate representation of what this unpretentious prime minister is like behind closed doors.


At times, his devout Christian family man image seems at odds with the ambitious, poll-obsessed politician. So too, his ability to largely ignore jibes from the political and cultural elite while simultaneously proving himself susceptible to a bruised ego.


His political ascendance can be attributed to a powerful mix of hard work and unbridled ambition, aided by a devotion to data and polling and the consistent underestimating of his ability by political opponents.


Scott Morrison’s rise to the prime ministership, his unexpected victory in a supposedly unwinnable election and his initial success in fighting the coronavirus has elevated him to status within the Liberal Party.


But his tin-eared response to the treatment of women, the bushfires and the all-important vaccine rollout, coupled with a propensity to blame-shift, chart a course that has the potential to unravel his prime ministership.









Chapter One


Moulding the
National Character


Five months before Scott Morrison was born, an unimaginable and tragic incident occurred at Cheviot Beach on Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula.


On the afternoon of Friday 15 December 1967, Australia’s prime minister, Harold Holt, arrived in the coastal village of Portsea. According to Doug Anthony, the then deputy leader of the Country Party and the last politician to see Holt alive, the prime minister was ‘not a happy soul’. He had been facing sustained media pressure over the alleged misuse of planes, his Cabinet was leaking, and there were rumours of a looming leadership spill. He was also haunted by the war in Vietnam and his Labor rival Gough Whitlam was proving to be a tougher opponent than he had anticipated. Having wrapped up his final Cabinet meeting for the year, Holt had left his wife, Zara, and their children in Canberra and headed for the family’s Portsea holiday home. Back in those days, not only were prime ministers permitted to take a holiday over the summer, they didn’t require the security detail and restrictions that more recent prime ministers have had to contend with.


Australia didn’t know it at the time, but Holt had planned to spend a few days in Portsea with his secret lover, Marjorie Gillespie, who was also on the Mornington Peninsula that weekend. It was a windy morning at Cheviot Beach on Sunday 17 December when Holt, Marjorie, her daughter Vyner and two of their friends arrived for a swim. Even on the most perfect summer day, winds whip up the surf on the peninsula’s back-beaches, sending waves smashing into the shore. Few dare to swim at Cheviot Beach, which was named in honour of the SS Cheviot, a cargo ship that had been bound for Sydney when it sank off Point Nepean in 1887, taking with it the lives of thirty-five of its crew. But neither that tragedy nor the blustery conditions were enough to deter Holt, who was a confident swimmer and avid spearfisherman. He waded into the raging sea about midday while the others remained onshore and within minutes the heaving waters of Bass Strait had engulfed him. He did not reappear.


Police divers and search and rescue teams scoured the turbulent waters off the beach as helicopters swept the wild coastline from above. By Sunday evening, hope had faded that Holt would be found alive, but the search for his body continued for several weeks before officially being called off on 5 January 1968. His body was never found. The authorities concluded that Holt had accidentally drowned, but his death, which occurred at the height of the Cold War, proved a magnet for conspiracy theories, including claims that he had defected to Russia, had been abducted by a submarine, and had taken his own life.


In politics, when death or tragedy unexpectedly end a career, there is little time to mourn. With Holt lost to the sea, attention quickly turned to deciding on his permanent replacement. Deputy prime minister John McEwen was temporarily sworn in as Australia’s new leader until the Liberals could elect a successor. As the leader of the Country Party, McEwen was never going to get the top job. But he made it clear he would not serve in a government led by the divisive Liberal William McMahon, threatening to withdraw his party from the Coalition in protest should McMahon get the nod. To preserve the Coalition’s fragile unity, McMahon pulled out of the leadership race, and on 10 January, Sir John Gorton, a senator and compromise candidate, became prime minister. Due to factional rivals threatening to split the already divided government, Gorton essentially fell into the prime ministership. He was forced to resign from the Senate in February 1968 and contest a by-election in the seat of Higgins, which had been left vacant by Holt’s death. The unusual path Gorton took to the prime ministership saw him take on the mantle of ‘the accidental prime minister’.


Half a century on, in August 2018, Scott Morrison also found himself unexpectedly grasping the country’s leadership, the beneficiary of more divisive opponents. He was appointed prime minister when a factional split meant he was viewed as the most palatable option by the warring moderate and conservative wings of the Liberal party.


It wasn’t quite as unanticipated as a drowning, but few politicians or pundits had predicted that the socially progressive Liberal prime minister Malcolm Turnbull would be challenged by his home affairs minister, the conservative Queenslander Peter Dutton, that week. The major flaw in Dutton’s attempted takeover was that he was considered unpalatable by a significant number of Liberal MPs, who feared the party would be destined to lose the next election should he become leader. The other prominent contender, the moderate Julie Bishop, would never be accepted by the party’s hard-right faction, and so a consensus candidate emerged. Morrison – who, if you believe his version of events, put his campaign together at the last minute – defeated Dutton by forty-five votes to forty, even though Dutton had plotted his attack for months.


Scott Morrison has been keen to cultivate the image of the ‘accidental prime minister’ since taking on the role. But while the timing of his rise was somewhat accidental, his rise to the top job seemed somewhat inevitable from the moment he landed in Canberra. Colleagues describe a man who spent years manoeuvring himself into the perfect position to take the prime ministership at the most opportune time. These suspicions were fuelled by the fact that, while Morrison impressed his peers with his analytical approach and strong work ethic, few trusted him. Parliamentary colleagues have observed that every decision he took in Canberra was geared towards improving his chances of one day becoming Australia’s leader. As one long-serving Liberal minister commented: ‘I thought he always wanted to be the prime minister from the first moment he entered politics.


In some ways, this is not unusual. It’s often said that every single politician who arrives in Canberra wants to become prime minister. While that may be the case, it is a dream achieved by very few. In Morrison, veterans of Parliament House saw a determination that few others had displayed. At his worst, he was calculating and manipulative. At his best, he was incredibly focused and hardworking, always answerable to the people rather than to the factional heavyweights.


***


If it’s true that every member of parliament dreams of becoming prime minister one day, then it is probable that most potential candidates dream of taking over in a bloodless transition, with a strong majority in both houses and the backing of their colleagues and the wider public. But this also is rarely the case.


When Scott Morrison become Australia’s thirtieth prime minister on 24 August 2018, conditions could be best described as suboptimal. Morrison was the Liberal Party’s third leader in five years and represented the sixth change of prime minister in Australia in eleven years. A bitterly divided Coalition was struggling in the polls and an election was due within months. Things looked grim. But this was Canberra, and you didn’t turn down the opportunity to ride around in the prime ministerial vehicle with the numberplate ‘C1’, which stands for ‘Commonwealth 1’, because that opportunity was unlikely to ever present itself again.


The coup that snatched the prime ministership from Malcolm Turnbull had far greater consequences than simply a change of leadership. Turnbull had made it clear that, should he ever lose the prime ministership, he would resign from politics, which is exactly what he did. As such, Morrison’s first big test would be a by-election in October 2018 in the seat of Wentworth, which takes in many of the most affluent suburbs in Sydney’s inner east. Based on the average tax return of its wealthy resident voters, Wentworth should be an ultra-safe Liberal seat. But it has become an exemplar of the phenomenon known as ‘doctor’s wives’, a clumsy political phrase that attempts to describe a voting bloc that is so well off that its members put social conscience ahead of financial self-interest. This switched-on cohort was angry about what had happened to Malcolm Turnbull and it was determined to seek revenge at the ballot box.


Julie Bishop, the popular foreign minister – at least in the eyes of the public – also resigned from the frontbench, creating a headache for Scott Morrison and his party, which was widely viewed as being anti-female, even in those early days. Following the leadership spill, the first-term MP Julia Banks also quit the Liberal Party, citing bullying and intimidation by her colleagues, further fuelling the narrative that the Liberal Party does not support women.


Two weeks into the job and with his party haemorrhaging public approval, Morrison skipped an international talkfest in Nauru and opted instead to travel to the regional NSW city of Albury to deliver his first major speech as prime minister. Expectations were high. Like Gorton, Morrison had emerged as a consensus candidate, a man who was tolerated by both his party’s warring moderate and conservative factions but who was favoured by few. His ascendance may have offered the Liberal Party the hope of a fresh start, but few of his colleagues really knew or trusted the man who would lead them to the next election.


Just as Barcaldine in Queensland is regarded as the birthplace of the Australian Labor Party, Albury, located on the New South Wales–Victoria border, is where the modern Liberal Party was established under Sir Robert Menzies in December 1944. The party had been registered in Canberra a few months earlier, but Menzies chose the Riverina city as the place where he would outline his vision for a broad centre-right political party. Morrison wanted to follow in Menzies’s footsteps. With the Liberals all but broken after years of leadership tension, he wanted to put an end to the factional bitterness, just as Menzies had done for centre-right politics in Australia towards the end of World War II. In those early days of his reign, Menzies wasn’t necessarily popular, but he was the only person considered capable of leading this new party – a predicament mirrored by Morrison’s.


And so, on 6 September 2018, at the Mirambeena Community Centre in Lavington, Albury’s largest suburb, Morrison made his pitch to his colleagues, who were still somewhere between the mental paralysis and stunned mullet stages. Knowing that both the moderate and conservatives wings of the Liberal Party trade on Menzies’s name, Morrison latched onto Sir Robert’s legacy, desperately hoping that the city in which Australia’s longest-serving prime minister whipped up the Liberal Party framework would somehow inspire his shattered team to put aside their differences and focus on winning the next election:




This is an important ritual, for us to come here today where Robert Menzies came all those years ago. To come here and pledge to that legacy, to that heritage … To show the things that we believe in today are the things that he believed in then and the things we will always believe in as a Liberal Party … [1943] was a horror election for what were known as the non-Labor parties. They were wiped out. You’d think after a big election loss like that … ‘it’s all done’, ‘it’s all finished’, that ‘the Labor Party will run the country forever’, it ‘was all doomed’, all that sort of thing. But Robert Menzies at that time, seventy-five years ago, almost to this day, it was in August 1943, he wrote to the president of what was called the Australian Council of Retailers, a fellow called Mr Lamp. And he said this to him in his letter … ‘There is a great opportunity if we are ready to seize it’ … fifteen months later, here in Albury, not far as you’ve just heard, they were putting the final touches and bringing together the formation of the Liberal Party, which has been the most successful political party at a federal level of any party.





With his delivery veering to evangelical, Morrison preached the gospel of Menzies to his lost parishioners, vowing to focus on the value and virtue of all Australians:




He [Menzies] understood that for the individual to be successful in life, and to be able to realise what they wanted … they needed some very important things. If they were fortunate enough, they would have a family that loved them, and not all Australians have that … they would have a family and the family would support them. That is the first building block of any successful country, community, society, is family.





Morrison not only needed to win over his war-weary colleagues but also his greater constituency, who were largely confused as to why a new prime minister had been installed. He called for healing, unity and prayers. And he would need them. The following month, the independent candidate Kerryn Phelps would go on to win the Wentworth by-election, with a swing of almost 20 per cent away from the Liberals.


***


Albury was the perfect place for Morrison to unite his lost Liberals, but the town’s surrounds also held great personal significance for the new Prime Minister and his family. In the late 1870s, Scott Morrison’s great-great-aunt Mary Cameron attended school in the bush settlement of Bungowannah, which lies less than 20 kilometres to the north-west of Albury. Bungowannah would be one of many towns in the area where Mary lived and later taught. The daughter of a farmer who emigrated from Scotland, Mary would go on to become one of Australia’s most famous poets, writers and radicals under her married name, Dame Mary Gilmore. However, to the Morrison household, she would always be Aunt Mary.


Mary spent much of her childhood in southern New South Wales, moving between the farming towns of Wagga Wagga, Cootamundra and Yerong Creek as her father chased work. She proved to be a gifted child and in 1890 moved to bustling Sydney to begin teaching at Neutral Bay Public School. It was there that she struck up a friendship with another writer and poet, Henry Lawson. While the nature of their relationship remains unclear, some – including Scott Morrison – believe they were unofficially engaged for a brief time. What is clear is that the two talented authors forged a strong emotional bond centred on a mutual interest in social reform and a shared mission to improve conditions for maritime workers and shearers. In addition, introversion fuelled their connection. Dame Mary wrote in 1922:




The young Lawson and I were both retiring almost to the extent of the recluse, so that when we met fellowship was perhaps the deeper and the greater. Lawson never had any secrets from me.





Through her writing, Morrison’s great-great-aunt fought for the rights of workers, from farm labourers to seamstresses, and her progressive views allowed her to mix with many famous radical thinkers of the day. One of her friends was the firebrand journalist and trade unionist William Lane, who sold Mary on the idea of leaving Sydney for a new utopian settlement in South America known as the New Australia Movement. In 1895, Mary made the brave yet utterly naive decision to resign from her teaching job and sail across the Pacific to join Lane’s socialist settlement deep in the jungles of Paraguay. It perhaps comes as no surprise to learn that, for Mary, the reality of this utopian existence was far from the idyllic life Lane had promised. Still, when the community dissolved, Mary followed Lane to a new colony 70 kilometres south of New Australia, which was called Cosme. It was there, while working as a teacher and editing the handwritten newspaper Evening Notes, as well as a printed publication called Cosme Monthly, that she met and married fellow settler William Alexander Gilmore. She also gave birth to her only child, a baby boy called William – known as Billy. When the Cosme socialist experiment also failed, Mary and her son were forced to move to the slums of Buenos Aires while William travelled across Argentina shearing sheep to make enough money for the journey back to Australia.


Mary and her family eventually made their way back home and in 1902 settled on a property in Casterton in western Victoria, where her husband’s family had farmed. From her rural farmhouse, Dame Mary lobbied the editor Henry Lamond for a column in the union-affiliated newspaper The Worker, to which she contributed poetry, political analyses and recipes, but in the main continued her fight for equality. She used those column inches to campaign for social and economic reforms that included voting rights for women, an old age pension, improved children’s welfare and better treatment of Indigenous Australians. She would also play an instrumental role in helping Labor secure the federal seat of Wannon in Victoria in 1906 and again in 1910 – although it is now one of the safest Liberal seats in Australia.


With Mary’s literary influence growing, the Gilmores made the decision to leave Casterton in 1912. Mary moved to Sydney so that Billy could attend secondary school, while her husband joined his brother in Cloncurry, Queensland, where they established the first of the family’s properties. As Australia grappled with the outbreak of World War I in 1914, Dame Mary used her writing to help her country process the devastation of the battles being fought abroad. She explored the horrors of war in a book of verse titled The Passionate Heart (1918), which included the evocative battlefield poem ‘Gallipoli’. Her popularity continued through to the next world war, when she produced the defiant ‘No Foe Shall Gather Our Harvest’ (1940) and ‘Singapore’ (1942).


It’s easy to assume that, were she alive today, this heroine of the labour movement would despise the views of her conservative nephew and the party he leads. But this radical socialist was a contradictory character. She was an observant Christian and revered the British monarchy. Her writing was patriotic, but having lived abroad she also considered herself a fierce internationalist. Dame Mary was considered a prominent pacifist yet her stirring verse was widely read and quoted in times of conflict – ‘No Foe Shall Gather Our Harvest’ even received a commendation from US general Douglas MacArthur. She was a radical feminist who fought for the rights for women, but she also extolled the virtues of married life and domestic duties, using her columns to provide hints and tips for Australian housewives. In 1937, Mary was appointed Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire, the first Australian to be granted the award for services to literature. She remains the face of Australia’s $10 banknote.


Scott Morrison acknowledges that his political views vary greatly from those that were held by Dame Mary, and that a gaping political divide has developed in his family over recent generations, but he believes her radical outlook was symptomatic of her generation’s fight for a better life. He also believes her views, like those of many Australians, cannot be so easily defined. ‘She was a big nationalist, and a patriot,’ Morrison says during an interview for this book. ‘You never know, in her time maybe my views may have been more like hers.’ This seems unlikely, but it is clear that Morrison is incredibly proud of the achievements of this Australian icon.


While perceptions of her may differ, it’s impossible to deny the influential role that Dame Mary Gilmore played in shaping modern Australia. She was such a champion for the rights of workers that she became the first female member of the Australian Workers’ Union. In 1942, on her seventy-seventh birthday, then prime minister John Curtin said Dame Mary had ‘helped mould the national character’. Curtin had just made his first train trip to Perth as Australia’s leader, along with his wife, Elsie, who used the long journey across the Nullarbor to knit a pair of Russian-style woollen bed socks for Dame Mary.


While 1945 brought the end of World War II, it also brought great personal grief for Mary. In February of that year, an innocuous scratch from barbed wire turned septic before her husband William could reach the hospital in Cloncurry; his arm was amputated in an effort to save him but he died shortly after the surgery. At the time of his death, Mary had long been separated from her husband, but she nonetheless wrote that there had never been a day she hadn’t thought of him. While grieving William’s loss, Mary received a letter from her son, now married and with a family of his own, and living east of Cloncurry in Julia Creek. Billy assured his mother he was coping with his father’s untimely death, but in reality his life was spiralling out of control as he battled alcoholism and bouts of depression. Five months after his father passed away, Billy died after drinking ‘benzine by mistake’, according to postmistress Nell Green, who detailed his final day in a letter to Mary Gilmore dated 30 July 1945. Scott Morrison’s paternal grandmother Noel – Mary’s niece – passed on the tragic news to Dame Mary; Billy’s wife Dorothy and her young son, also called Bill, had spent time living with Noel in Sydney, so that Bill could begin school.


Dame Mary died in 1962, six years before Scott Morrison was born, meaning she never met the great-great-nephew who would go on to lead Australia’s centre-right Liberal Party. In Mary’s later years, Morrison’s father John would visit his aunt in her modest flat on Darlinghurst Road in Sydney’s inner east while he was patrolling the streets of Kings Cross as a young policeman. Taking a break from penning her weekly column for the Communist newspaper The Tribune – a task she performed until several weeks before her death – she would regale John with stories, recite poetry and offer him some of the homemade jam which she always seemed to have on the boil.


Scott Morrison’s paternal grandparents kept a bust of Dame Mary in the front of the 1920s bungalow they rented in Bronte, right across the road from the home where Scott Morrison was raised. According to Morrison, he and his brother Alan would often go and eat breakfast with their grandparents on mornings when their parents had to work, the terrifying bust glaring at them as they crossed Evans Street. As Scott and Alan got older, the dramatic artwork prompted the boys to ask their grandparents questions about the woman who had helped to shape not only their family but Australia. ‘There was an enormous pride,’ Morrison says.


In 2012, while standing in the Federation Chamber in Canberra’s Parliament House, about 100 kilometres south of the town of Cotta Walla, where Mary was born, Morrison paid tribute to his great-great-aunt. After referring to his daughters’ high opinion of Dame Mary, he said:




Even to this day they look on the $10 note with great pride. She was an immensely talented and compassionate woman of fierce conviction and heart. She may well not agree with everything I agree with today, but she was a … great Australian. With her words, Dame Mary challenged a nation to its core, but she also helped to heal the grief of a war-torn people.





***


While Scott Morrison feels tremendous pride in Dame Mary, there is little doubt that one of the greatest influences on his life was his father. John Douglas Morrison was born in Waverley in Sydney’s east on 2 December 1934 to Douglas Charles John Morrison (1900–77) and Gwendoline Noel Webster (1902–79). In 1953, John was called up for National Service, the program introduced by the Liberal and Country Party alliance which required eighteen-year-old men to do six months of military training within Australia. This sparked in John a passion for community service, prompting him not only to remain in the Citizen Military Forces (now the Australian Army Reserve) but also to join the NSW Police Force. John, as a man of faith, further embraced his community through his involvement with the church. He also showed his commitment through sport – at twenty years of age he joined the Randwick District Rugby Union Football Club, where he played sixty-seven graded games. He hung up his rugby boots in 1962, the year before he married twenty-year-old Marion Elsie Smith. Scott Morrison describes his father as ‘larger than life’ and the ‘knockabout bloke’, adding that ‘everyone knew who Dad was’.


Marion was born in the suburb of Surry Hills, just outside Sydney’s CBD, on 14 January 1943. Her father, labourer Leslie John Smith, who went by the name of Sandy, had moved to Australia from New Zealand as a child. Sandy was a gunner in World War II, serving in Sir Roden Cutler VC’s 2/5th Field Regiment as part of the Second Australian Imperial Force 7th Division fighting in the Middle East, Papua New Guinea and Borneo. Prior to the war, Sandy married a woman called Mardie and settled in a house on Victoria Street in Waverley. Morrison keeps a photo of Sandy, his maternal grandfather, in his office at Parliament House.


As children, Scott Morrison’s parents briefly lived on the same street, but it would be years before a romantic relationship bloomed. John and Marion’s courtship started when she was still a teenager, while he was almost a decade older. Marion invited John to be part of the Bondi Theatrical Society, and slowly their friendship and mutual passion for the stage transformed into love. They married in 1963. Money was tight in those days, but thankfully John’s Aunty Frank (Francis) invited the couple to move into her large home on a corner block – 27 Evans Street – in Bronte. Francis was the sister of Scott Morrison’s grandmother and so was another niece of Dame Mary. She had married late in life but her husband had died shortly after the wedding and she never had children of her own. She had inherited the house on Evans Street, which was laid out in such a way as to effectively allow the Morrisons to have the privacy craved by all newlyweds. That said, as part of the deal, the Morrisons agreed to live with Toby, a cat who came with the property – Toby loved Aunty Frank and seemed to tolerate the rest of the family.


As a child, Scott Morrison had wanted a dog, but that wasn’t an option for a family that had been warmly invited into the home of an archetypal cat lady. Still, in the lead-up to the 2019 election campaign, that fact didn’t stop Labor from latching onto a rumour that the Morrisons had had a dog with the offensive and anachronistic name ‘Nigger’. Despite the obvious untruth of the story, it was soon swirling around the Canberra press gallery with a not-so-gentle nudge from Shorten’s office. Eventually, a diligent journalist thought it was best to ask Morrison’s media team about it, and the story was flatly rejected.


It was just one the many odd accusations the prime minister has been forced to deny – and that embarrassed staff have had to ask him about. Another was a story about Morrison suffering an unfortunate toilet incident at a McDonald’s restaurant in the southern Sydney suburb of Engadine after his beloved NRL team, the Cronulla Sharks, lost the grand final in 1997. While there is no truth in the story, Morrison’s staff say that the prime minister is amused by the rumour which started on Twitter.


In their first five years of marriage, John and Marion welcomed two sons, with their firstborn being Scott’s older brother, Alan. Scott John Morrison was born in Waverley on 13 May 1968, which would eventually make him Australia’s first generation X prime minister. On the day of his birth, a Monday, the Duke of Edinburgh was attending a Commonwealth conference at the University of Sydney. Heavy autumn rains were lashing central and eastern Australia, breaking a longstanding drought – rising waters had even isolated some Queensland towns and cut off Alice Springs. Abroad, American and North Vietnamese negotiators were kicking off peace talks in Paris after years of bloody warfare. Indeed, 1968 was a year of rapid social and political change across the globe – in the United States alone, it saw the election of Richard Nixon and the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr and Robert F Kennedy. In Australia, meanwhile, John Gorton had just become prime minister in unusual circumstances, his predecessor Harold Holt having been lost to the sea. And after decades of conservative rule, radical politics was on the rise as anti-Vietnam War demonstrations gathered momentum.


But such events, whether local or global, were rarely discussed at 27 Evans Street. The Morrisons were compassionate but somewhat insular folk. Scott Morrison says of his parents: ‘They weren’t political. My parents voted Liberal but it wasn’t talked about, it was just sort of known.’ Rather, says Morrison: ‘We were very community orientated. It was the rugby club and the church.’ The Morrisons appeared to live by the proverb that charity begins at home.


When appraising Australia’s thirtieth prime minister, it would seem that this inward-looking approach rubbed off on the young Scott Morrison. While recent predecessors such as Kevin Rudd and Malcolm Turnbull enjoyed the global stage, Morrison has always preferred domestic policy. He explained this while attending the G7 (Group of Seven) summit in the French coastal town of Biarritz in August 2019: ‘I’m not one that rushes to the plane to attend summits. As Australia’s prime minister, I always prefer to be in Australia dealing with issues on the ground domestically.’ That may be the case, but Morrison also understands there are few votes to be won in attending overseas summits. It’s also likely that many Australians embrace and perhaps share this more inward-looking perspective.


Bronte has long been an affluent family-friendly suburb with leafy streets and a beautiful beach. But when the Morrisons lived there in the 1970s and 1980s, it wasn’t quite as prestigious as it is today. There were also space issues in Evans Street. The family had benefited from the generosity, and perhaps the loneliness, of their Aunty Frank, who permitted them to stay in her home – Morrison believes his parents would have been forced to move to western Sydney if it wasn’t for Frank’s gracious offer. But Scott and Alan still had to share a bedroom for their entire childhood and teens, even after Alan began attending university. At one point, their parents agreed to swap rooms so that their growing sons could have more space.


Morrison’s maternal grandfather, Sandy, whom he called Pop, lived nearby on Victoria Street and would take his grandsons on the Bondi to Bronte walk and for swims at the Bronte Bogey Hole, a natural rock pool that appears when the tide goes out. ‘It was a great childhood,’ says Morrison. ‘We played footy and went to the beach all the time.’


The Morrisons remained a close-knit and civic-minded family. John rose through the ranks of the police force and ran the local branch of Christian youth organisation the Boys’ Brigade. Not long after Scott’s first birthday, Marion went back to work as a school bursar while juggling her commitments to her family, her local theatre group and the Girls’ Brigade. The Reverend Dr John Squires, who served at the same ministry as John and Marion, described them both as ‘striking personalities’ and ‘devoted and committed church people’.


Morrison describes his mother as a ‘woman of great and practical faith’. He adds: ‘Life is about what you contribute, not what you accumulate. That’s what Mum and Dad have taught me. It’s about serving others, because in life, it’s people that matter.’ In those days it was unusual for women to enter tertiary education: Marion had married young and was mother to two young boys by the time she reached her mid-twenties. Morrison firmly believes that had she been born in a different era, she would have attended university: ‘She’s really intelligent and in a different time would have gone to university … but her time didn’t enable that for her.’


Again as was the case with many women of that era, Marion never voiced regret about her life – she loved her family, was a dedicated mother and threw herself into her local community. But eventually she did complete an entry-level business qualification that allowed her to be paid at the same rate as a man, a significant achievement at the time. However, when Marion came home to proudly show off her certificate and explain her new pay rate, John failed to realise the significance of his wife’s achievement. He was somewhat dismissive, leaving Marion perturbed. Witnessing the exchange, Scott’s brother Alan counselled his father, who then reflected on Marion’s accomplishment and put things right.


Marion’s clerical work helped the family save money, but musical theatre was her true passion, one that she shared with John and which, in turn, they instilled in their children. John was first drawn to the stage in the 1950s, when he took a short break from rugby, and he would go on to star in such productions as Oliver, My Fair Lady and The Pirates of Penzance. Marion, meanwhile, would direct and otherwise orchestrate more than a dozen plays, even choreographing the musical numbers. Scott Morrison believes he has a greater knowledge of musical comedies than any other straight man in Australia: ‘It was part of our family life. I used to love watching Mum and Dad perform.’ In Morrison’s opinion, his mother, while a strong actress, was a better director, but his father loved the limelight – he had natural comic timing which he showed off in humorous operettas like The Pirates of Penzance and HMS Pinafore.


One year, the whole family took parts in the local church production of Oliver. Scott Morrison played the role of the Artful Dodger, the young pickpocket who introduces Oliver to a thieving gang. As his name suggests, the Artful Dodger is an untrustworthy and cunning thief who is willing to sell out his own friends in order to save his own skin. He is also charming, skilled and a convincing leader. The irony of Morrison playing this polarising character is not lost on many of his political colleagues, who see parallels between Morrison, the tricky but talented politician, and the character he once portrayed on stage.


The role launched what would be a short-lived but profitable acting career for the future prime minister, who acquired an agent and starred in several television commercials. A rumour that has long-circulated in Canberra is that Morrison is the young blond boy in pyjamas who appears in a well-known 1970s commercial for Vicks VapoRub. Morrison denies it’s him but admits he was in a different commercial for the same product, with the jingle ‘Vicks’ll lick a ticklin’ throat’. He was also in the first ever antipodean Burger King ad when the franchise hit Australia’s shores in the early 1970s. ‘We got to eat a lot of fast food,’ Morrison recalls of the experience. He was also among the singers in a Sun-Herald commercial for Tibby the Lion, a character the newspaper dreamed up to ensure children hounded their parents to buy a copy of the paper each week.


***


While the Morrisons weren’t focused on the politics of Canberra, John did put his hand up to run for Waverley Council in the late 1960s, shortly after a change in the law meant that police could run as candidates. His politics are best described as conservative, but at the time John was driven more by a desire to curb the huge developments popping up in Sydney’s east than any ideological bent. He was elected as an independent alderman in 1968, one of two policemen to achieve the feat that year. Still, while he was an independent on paper, he almost always voted with the Liberal-aligned councillors. John’s father, Douglas, had supported Menzies. According to Scott Morrison, his grandfather believed Menzies to be ‘the finest person to ever walk the earth’, and that credence rubbed off on Douglas’s son and grandson.


Despite his obvious political allegiance, John maintained he was the ‘only true independent’ on the council when others described him as a yes-man for the Liberal majority. In 1987 he told the Sydney Morning Herald:




That doesn’t worry me … I have voted both ways in my time on the council. I’m disappointed at the political fighting that goes on within council – and that goes for both sides. With the rise of party groupings in Waverley I had to decide which side I was more inclined to. The problem is people think if you’re not for them you’re against them.





According to Scott Morrison, his father didn’t like the extension of partisan politics into local councils and wanted to remain an independent, even if it was in name only. The younger Morrison would later shift between the conservative and moderate factions of the Liberal Party, never really finding a natural home.


Towards the end of his two decades on the council, in 1986 and 1987, John Morrison served as mayor of the Municipality of Waverley. But his elevation caused a stir as he was simultaneously rising through the ranks of the police force. In January 1986, the Sydney Morning Herald claimed John was the first person to be appointed police inspector of the same municipality of which he was mayor. John denied there was a conflict of interest, telling the newspaper that such a circumstance ‘would only come with a confrontation, and I’m not expecting any disagreements between the council and the local police’.


The mayoral promotion was eventually overturned after an appeal by a senior police officer who was backed by a local Labor politician. At the time, John said he would not stand down. But eighteen months later, in September 1987, he resigned from Waverley Council after having served it for nineteen years, which happened to match the age of his youngest son. ‘After all those years, it’s time to look at yourself and ask how much more you have to offer,’ he said at the time.


It’s hard to deny the impact John Morrison’s career in local politics had on Scott Morrison. While Alan showed little interest in his father’s council duties, Scott treated those years as early political training. He would answer the phone at home after school and allow constituents to vent their concerns. Without the backing of a political party, funds were tight, so Morrison and his dad would make canvas signs in lieu of modern-day corflutes, using spray-paint and stencils to promote John ahead of polling day. ‘I got to spend time with Dad if I campaigned with him,’ Morrison says. ‘I got exposed to it [politics] and I saw what he did and how much he liked it.’


As well as his 45-year involvement in the local Boys’ Brigade, John was a long-term member of the Bronte RSL, the Bondi Junction Rotary Club and the Eastern Suburbs Memorial Park group, and later he worked at Claremont College as a bus driver while continuing to coach up-and-coming theatre stars. Professionally, John remained a dedicated policeman and by 1979 he had joined the Criminal Investigation Branch to work with the fingerprint division. That year, late on the evening of 9 June, one adult and six boys aged from four to thirteen perished when a fire tore through the Ghost Train ride at Sydney’s Luna Park, despite the efforts of attendants who desperately tried to free people as carriages emerged from the dark tunnel. John helped establish the names of the young victims, who were of a similar age to his two sons. Four of the boys were students at Waverley College, located just blocks from the Morrison’s Evans Street home. Like many emergency service workers, particularly back then, John didn’t speak of the grim scene that met him at the amusement park, but it had an impact on him. Scott Morrison recalls: ‘Those boys were the same age as my brother and me. They came from the community we grew up in. It was my father’s grim task to identify those bodies.’


Theatre fortunately played a therapeutic role in John’s life. Years later, when his eldest son Alan announced that he wanted to join the ambulance service, John encouraged him to have an outlet to balance the darker side of the job. ‘In his line of work, you had to have other parts of your life,’ Scott Morrison says. ‘[Theatre] was an escape for him, something that was completely different than the horrors of identifying brutally tortured bodies.’


***


In 1973, a young Scott Morrison set off for nearby Clovelly Public School dressed in a tie and a pair of Bata Scout shoes that had a lion paw-print tread, a detail that was very impressive to a boy who was yet to turn five. Morrison has since recalled the impact his teachers – Mrs Hitching, Miss Gould and Mrs O’Connor – had on him in those early years. Like the Morrisons themselves, the school encouraged a love of music – in one year, teacher Freda Katzmann took her student choir all the way to the Sydney Opera House for the Combined Primary Schools’ Choral Concert. But it was still the 1970s and teachers dished out tough punishment to ‘Cloey kids’ who stepped out of line. Mary O’Connor, the infants’ mistress who taught a young Scott Morrison in Year Two, organised the carols every Christmas and kept students in check with a small paddle that she carried. After school, Morrison would visit his paternal grandparents across the road from his house. Mardie also doted on her grandchildren, crocheting them what Scott, Alan and their cousins all referred to as ‘Mardie rugs’. Her husband Sandy died when Morrison was just thirteen.


Like many Sydney families at that time, the Morrisons holidayed in the Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney. In the early 1970s, after years of staying in modest hotels and units, John and Marion had saved up enough money to purchase a small holiday home at Blackheath. Over time, members of the larger Morrison clan followed John and Marion to the area, buying properties nearby.


In 1980, aged twelve, Scott travelled with his brother to visit their Uncle Bill and Aunty Robin at Greenwood Station, 30 kilometres east of Cloncurry, which had been purchased by William Gilmore and his brother in the lead-up to World War I. For the two boys from inner Sydney, this was a big trip. Morrison describes it as his first real excursion into the bush and says he was blown away by what he saw: ‘I recall being completely in awe of the landscape of this great country. Growing up on Sydney’s beaches, I was very used to seeing a horizon on water. I had never seen one on land.’


It was also the first time the boy from Bronte had interacted with Indigenous Australians. ‘There was a large Indigenous family working on that property … they were skilled stockmen,’ recalls Morrison.




I had almost no interaction with Aboriginal people at this time in my life, and my first reaction as a young boy was to withdraw. They were beautiful, kind and generous people but certainly different from any I had ever known … Uncle Bill sensed my unease. He approached me to provide reassurance and said that, above all, I must treat my new friends with the utmost respect and that, while in so many of our ways we were different, we were in fact the same. We too often withdraw when we don’t know or don’t understand. My uncle … helped me to connect, to see and to appreciate and understand. During the days that followed, I came to learn about their deep connection to land and country …





While in Cloncurry, Morrison’s uncle took him to an open-air cinema to see a western movie starring Rock Hudson. ‘I wish we had gone back more often, but we couldn’t afford it,’ Morrison says.


Morrison’s youth was largely shaped by his parents, the church and his local community. The values he absorbed impacted his approach to politics, particularly as a campaigner. From an early age, he seemed to understand how religion had unified his own family and community and the power of bringing people together behind a common belief.


His boyhood wasn’t one of struggle, nor was it grand in any sense. His parents worked hard to provide their children with considerable opportunities. They instilled a strong sense of community in their children, with less regard for the concerns of the wider world.









Chapter Two


School, Sport and Spin


Until Scott Morrison became Prime Minister, John Howard was the only Liberal PM to have been entirely educated in Australia’s public school system. Morrison’s non-private education provided him with a convenient narrative as he sought to distance himself from toff-spawning institutions such as the Melbourne and Sydney Grammar schools, which each boast three prime ministers among their former pupils. Weeks ahead of the May 2019 election, Morrison gave a speech which leaned heavily on his apparently basic start in life, one that was straight from the Howard playbook:




We went to public schools, like Jenny and her older sister and her brother did. My family story is not uncommon in our country. Australians quietly going about their lives with simple, decent, honest aspirations. Get an education. Get a job. Start a business. Take responsibility for yourself, support others. Work hard.





Scott Morrison wasn’t born into immense wealth. But like Howard, who attended Canterbury Boys’ High School in Sydney, Morrison went to a selective-entry institution that would be somewhat unrecognisable to Australians who were educated at more modest state schools of the same era. In 1980, aged twelve, Morrison was accepted by Sydney Boys High School in Moore Park, one of the best schools in the NSW public sector. It was ‘public’ in designation only. In reality, it churned out as many highly accomplished men as any private school, including the actor Russell Crowe; filmmaker George Miller; Australia’s eleventh prime minister, Earle Page; High Court justice and former Labor attorney-general Lionel Murphy; Australia’s only winner of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry, John Warcup Cornforth; and ten Rhodes scholars.


Back then, Sydney Boys High was zoned, meaning that while there were academic requirements for entering the school, young men who lived outside Sydney’s eastern suburbs had no hope of being accepted. While his academic abilities may have got him through the front door, friends of Morrison from that time describe him as ‘middle ground’ when it came to schoolwork. And all contend he showed no signs of becoming a prime minister. ‘There were a few high flyers at school … you know, people that did sort of stand out as all-rounders, but Scott was in the middle,’ says one former classmate.


Morrison played the saxophone in the Concert Band and later in the Stage Band. He also performed in various school musicals, including Oliver, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat and The Pirates of Penzance – although in the latter it was his brother Alan who starred as the Pirate King. Around the schoolyard, though, Morrison was best known for his sporting prowess. In Year Seven he was introduced to rowing and progressed steadily to the First VIII by Year Twelve. He was equally talented on the rugby field, making the First XV in Year Twelve, having started playing in the under-six team at the Clovelly Rugby Club. Those closest to him in those days say the teenage Morrison was easygoing and loyal, and while he could be fun, he wasn’t funny. ‘He was actually someone you could probably poke a bit of fun at, the way that Australian males tend to take the piss out of each other,’ says one schoolfriend. ‘He was slightly goofy and a bit unco, but he was a good sport.’ Other classmates report that Morrison had a healthy ego, with one claiming he was a ‘fairly arrogant and self-important kid’.


Another former classmate, who played rugby and rowed alongside Morrison at Sydney Boys High, has been shocked by Morrison’s transformation since then. ‘We were probably the sporting jocks to tell you the truth,’ he says. ‘For rugby we were probably training five days a week … and rowing up to six days a week, then you’d go on rowing camps on the weekend. It was a pretty tight group’. He then adds that Morrison ‘was a good kid [and] we both shared a strong faith, which I found hard to reconcile years later when he took on the role of immigration minister’.


That view is shared by many of Morrison’s contemporaries, who say that they were shocked to see him implement the Coalition’s tough border policies, which they saw as conflicting with the moral obligations of Christians. In early 2015, when Morrison was no longer in the immigration and border protection post but was still a minister in the Abbott government, he was invited to speak at a Sydney Boys High fundraising event. More than 300 alumni wrote a scathing open letter opposing the talk, claiming that Morrison had been complicit in advocating offshore immigration detention policies that violated the United Nations Convention against Torture – signatories included former Supreme Court judge Hal Wootten and journalist John Pilger. In response, Morrison tweeted: ‘Everyone is entitled to their opinion. That is what I learnt at Sydney Boys High School. Feel free to send [a] cheque in lieu of attendance.’


***


It was during his first year at Sydney Boys High that Scott would meet his future wife, Jenny Warren. She was not attending the prestigious Sydney Girls High next door to Morrison’s school; Jenny was raised in battler territory in Sydney’s south. The pair actually met on a church youth group trip to Luna Park. Jenny has since described the young Scott Morrison as ‘really confident’ and ‘good looking’, with big hair that resembled that of a member of Spandau Ballet, the English synth-pop band that had just exploded onto the Australian music scene. On his part, Scott thought Jenny was a ‘pretty good sort’, and on the way home from the church trip he asked her for her phone number. She gave it to him but he never called her, and while he would see her on subsequent church trips, he rarely mentioned her to friends.


Former classmates say Morrison was never a ladies’ man but instead was focused on sporting success. In Year Nine, Morrison wrote in his school yearbook – The Record – that, as captain of his rowing crew, he had been the ‘brains’ of the outfit that year and was responsible for plotting the race strategies. ‘There was a great deal of loyalty between the crew members, which I led,’ he wrote. By Year Ten, he’d made it to the Second VIII, where he was affectionately called ‘Cigas’, which was apparently a reference to his muscular calves, or so he claimed. Not one classmate recalls Scott Morrison being called ‘ScoMo’, a nickname he appeared to give himself as he hit the frontbench; instead, he was known as ‘Scotty’.


In 1983, Morrison was playing rugby in a school tournament when a student from Saint Ignatius’ College Riverview was seriously injured on the field. The young man was so badly hurt that he ended up losing the use of his arms and legs and was confined to a wheelchair. Inspired by a forty-hour famine fundraiser they had taken part in through their church, Scott and his friend Drew Tuckwell suggested the Sydney Boys High team organise a 24-hour ‘rugby-athon’ to raise funds for the Saint Ignatius boy. Tuckwell was the one who came up with the concept but he says Morrison should take credit for all the fundraising: ‘He picked up the ball and was the real driver behind raising some money.’ The two boys, helped by their team, persuaded local businesses and individual donors to support the game, which raised $3000 for the injured player.


While mostly well behaved, Scott and his mates still pushed the boundaries just like most teenagers – albeit they did so gently. In his final two years of school, Morrison and his rowing friends would sneak into local pubs like The Windsor Castle and Paddos. One of the school’s rowing coaches, Wayne Williams, was also a local publican and would let the teenagers hang out at his bar on a Saturday night and have a drink. ‘If we’re going to go to a pub and drink, I guess he thought it’s better for us to go and drink at his pub where he could keep an eye on us,’ one rowing friend of Morrison says. ‘We’d go on a Saturday night and get a pizza somewhere and go and have a beer and play some pool at the pub … it was pretty innocuous.’ According to some of his mates, the most trouble Morrison got into during these drinking sessions was one night when he began to choke on a hot dog after trying to eat it too quickly.


Ahead of his final year of school, Morrison offered to run a campaign to get his best mate Scott Mason elected school captain – he’d crunched the numbers and thought he could deliver the captaincy to his friend. But the campaign failed. Morrison had banked on the rowing crew voting as a bloc, but they were split in their choices and Mason ended up coming a close second. Morrison thus learned a valuable lesson about allegiances and the importance of shoring up your support, one that would help him many years later.
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