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			Far in the north of Australia lies a little-known land, a vast half-finished sort of region, wherein Nature has been apparently practising to make better places. This is the Northern Territory of South Australia. Britain, it is said, thinks of establishing an Imperial Naval station at Port Darwin. But let Britain beware! The Northern Territory has ‘broke’ everybody that ever touched it in any shape or form, and it will break Britain if she meddles with it. The decline and fall of the British Empire will date from the day that Britannia starts to monkey with the Northern Territory.

			Banjo Paterson, The Bulletin, 31 December 1898

		

	
		
			

			

			Authors’ note

			This is not a political book.

			It’s about politicians, but it’s not about politics. The Mills and Giles CLP government failed for many reasons, but not because of ideology or its political leanings. This book is about the fall of an empire – about the power struggles and missteps and flawed characters that took the CLP from the Northern Territory’s dominant political force to near extinction, from an election win in 2012 to holding just two seats in Parliament four years later.

			As the empire crumbled, the internecine nature of Darwin’s elite society was laid bare. The carnage exposed a sort of frontier Gotham City; corrupted by an interconnected web of public service fiefdoms, lawyers, judges, police, politicians, businesspeople and the media.

			It’s easy to become entangled in that web.

			We were very close to many of these events as they unfolded. At times we were something closer to characters than mere observers. And, as a result, we have had to include ourselves and our experiences in the telling.

			As much as the events of NT politics might seem like the script to a bad soap opera, the stories are real. They speak for themselves, which is also why we’ve included many of the original reports in these pages.

			Ben Smee and Christopher A Walsh

			September, 2016

		

	
		
			

			

			Introduction

			Adam Giles stopped answering calls about 12.15 a.m. the night he was rolled as the Northern Territory’s Chief Minister. It had been a sweaty, nervous night in the middle of the Wet, and the heat had hit his penthouse apartment overlooking the Arafura Sea at the end of the Darwin Esplanade. As a thunderstorm roiled in the distance, his phone was resting twelve floors below, at the bottom of the building’s swimming pool.

			The police had tapped his phone, Giles was sure, as he settled in for a few beers and to plot his next move with his last remaining ally, Dave Tollner.

			We had spoken to him about four times that day as the coup unfolded. Giles’s mood had changed from denial, to anger, to bargaining.

			He first denied any knowledge of an unfolding coup. Later he raged about the stupidity of it. And in our last conversation, just after midnight, before the phone was hurled from the balcony, he seemed to think there was a way to fight on.

			‘I haven’t resigned, make sure that’s clear,’ Giles said.

			There was surely no way back. All but five members of his government had signed a letter demanding his removal. Giles’s own resignation letter had been prepared and hand-delivered to him by Cabinet secretary Gary Barnes, where it sat unsigned on his kitchen table in a blue folder.

			As Giles and Tollner lit cigars, the rough outline of a conspiracy started to take shape. They sipped beers from Country Liberal Party stubby coolers that depicted Giles as a frontier cowboy, wearing a broad-brimmed hat and riding a bucking horse. The legend of the Territorian ideal of maverick and manliness, created on the frontier the CLP had ruled for twenty-seven consecutive years, was embodied in the boy from the NSW Blue Mountains. He wasn’t going to back down because a few wimps said so.

			What followed over the next twenty-four hours was one of the most remarkable episodes in Australian political history. Giles, the dumped leader, simply refused to go. During a shambolic caucus meeting the following afternoon he kicked the table and threatened to take his few remaining allies to the crossbench. Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) were in tears as accusations and threats flew across the room. The plotters had botched their plan by assuming Giles would resign graciously and go. The Chief Minister survived to fight another day, with a few scuff marks on his usually well-polished RM Williams boots as battle scars.

			Throughout an extraordinary four-year term, commentators were always trying to count the numbers, or to divide the party into factions as a way to chart and explain the internal turmoil. The truth was, the CLP wing had no firm allegiances, no factions or groups. There were sixteen factions of one, and between 2012 and 2016 at least seven of them made leadership bids in some form or another. The team that won the 2012 election included a dogcatcher, a goat farmer, a publican, a gift-shop owner, a shock jock and a mango grower. Seven of the original sixteen MLAs resigned from the party. There were eighteen Cabinet reshuffles and eight different deputy leaders, most of them forced out through resignations or sackings. One minister was ousted after sending lewd videos of himself masturbating to a woman. Another was threatened in a seedy Tokyo girly bar after racking up a $5000 bar tab he couldn’t pay. Yet another found himself in hot water for dealings with his Vietnamese mistress’s company, and shouted ‘We are in love!’ on the floor of Parliament.

			The term ‘circus’ barely does the NT class of 2012 justice.

			In Canberra, the same few years had been a constant power game of scheming and shifting alliances. But Territory politics is not played by counting numbers. It’s a blood sport. Kill or be killed.

			Every member of the CLP government will walk away from politics feeling some bitterness about those four years and few will look back fondly on Giles as a great leader. But Giles was not the Chief Minister because he was popular with his colleagues, or had the numbers to win a leadership vote. He was there because he was the alpha male, the strongest performer – the most ruthless and the most willing to strike to defend his territory.

			In the croc-eat-croc world of the Northern Territory, Adam Giles was the biggest crocodile in the Cabinet.

		

	
		
			

			1

			Their rightful inheritance

			The gaudy conference room at the remote Mount Bundy Station looked like the mess you’d find at a school camp: out-of-date pine furniture, bright green tablecloths and a faded blackboard in one corner, long overdue for replacement. In the paddock below, the Adelaide River had swelled during the Wet, taking over much of the floodplain. Station owner Sue Witham once told us about a particular crocodile, five metres long, that would leave its usual river nook and come after livestock when the Adelaide swelled. Croc experts reckon anyone who jumped into that river faced almost certain death, such is the concentration of saltwater crocodiles in there that stake their territory every 100 metres or so, and defend it with an almighty aggression.

			In 2011, about a year before the Country Liberal Party (CLP) won government, Opposition Leader Terry Mills brought his collection of eight unruly Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) here for a team-building weekend. Mills was quickly losing control of the party, hampered by minor missteps and undermined by ambitious rivals, and this was a last-ditch attempt to repair some of the internal dysfunction. He hired a high-priced behavioural expert to facilitate. She put reluctant shadow ministers through exercises they would later mock as being beneath high-school students.

			The weekend was a disaster. At one point two future ministers nearly came to blows. Another stormed off in a huff and drove back to Darwin. When the rest of the MLAs left, the consultant stayed behind with Mills to deliver her verdict. The CLP Opposition was a hopeless case. In some work groups, she said, there might be a classic narcissist – a difficult and destructive personality who is contemptuous of colleagues, unable to accept blame or work towards a common goal. In such a case, she might have been able to offer advice or a strategy for dealing with the rogue element.

			But, she told Mills, she’d never seen so many narcissists in a single group, and the best she could offer him was a sincere ‘good luck’.

			Mills stared out the window through his horn-rimmed glasses. As he stood and looked at the swollen Adelaide River, he pondered the crocodiles in his Cabinet, hellbent on claiming the Territory for themselves, hardwired to fight and unwilling to concede the smallest piece of ground. In the reptile world, subordinate crocodiles unable to establish a territory in the river system are either killed off or forced out to sea, where they move around the coast in search of another river system.

			Mills might have won a few battles, and he would win a few more, but each attack wounded his authority. This collection of misfits was supposed to be preparing to run a government, but was barely capable of holding an adult discussion.

			When Mills took the reins in 2008, the party held only four seats in Parliament. Mills led the same group to a historic election victory in August 2012, returning the CLP to power after eleven years in Opposition. A win usually buys a leader time, even one who is despised by his colleagues. But things have always been done differently in the Territory.

			•

			In 1898, when Banjo Paterson arrived at the edge of the frontier, then called Palmerston, his Bulletin reports began to establish the myth of the Territorian, who ‘have a curious delusion that they are a very energetic and reckless set of people. But it’s all talk and drink. Palmerston is a city of booze, blow and blasphemy’.

			The CLP was, for almost three decades since self-­government was granted in the 1970s, considered the natural party of government in the Territory. Former Minister Stephen Dunham once told Parliament about the CLP’s ‘rightful inheritance of being the party that runs this place’. Those comments are often cited as an example of the arrogance that existed at the end of the CLP’s period of Territory political dominance. Aligned with both the Liberal and National parties, but with an entirely separate administration, the CLP’s mission was – is – less about ideology and more about maintaining the myth of the Territory as Australia’s final frontier.

			The values of the Territorian and the CLP don’t make for a neat definition, and often defy political labels. For example, people in the NT are overwhelmingly supportive of medicinal and recreational marijuana use, but at the same time rabidly opposed to harder drugs. They’re fans of big government – one in five works in the public service and has a stake in the bloated bureaucracy – but despise the nanny state when it comes to gun control, speed limits, booze restrictions or any attempt to stop the annual fireworks free-for-all of cracker night.

			In the mid to late 1990s, the CLP passed mandatory sentencing and euthanasia laws – arguably the most conservative and the most liberal legislation ever passed in Australia, both of which came under extreme scrutiny in Canberra.

			If nothing else, the CLP ideology was anti-Canberra, except when it came to accepting huge barrels of cash from the national coffers. The party opposed the Aboriginal land rights agenda they saw being shoved down their throats by the Commonwealth in the years after the NT achieved self-government; after all, the frontier myth was about the promise of unclaimed lands beyond the edge of civilisation.

			The Territory has always had a largely transient population. Darwin was levelled twice, by bombs and natural disaster, which led to a local exodus. There had never been an NT-born Chief Minister, but the politics of the place has always been rooted in the notion that southerners shouldn’t try to ­sophisticate the men and women who were drawn to life on the Frontier. That proved popular in the 1970s, 80s and 90s.

			While Darwin remains a frontier town at heart, it’s a very different place today from when self-government was enacted and during the first twenty-seven years of CLP governments. As recently as the 1990s bars were often racially divided. Not by rule, but by design and convention, since drinking culture varied from pub to pub, and even between different bars at the same hotel. Drinkers flocked to where they felt most comfortable, and Darwin people were comfortable with segregation. The one constant was the topless waitresses and strippers, a staple of every self-respecting publican’s business.

			In the early 1990s, a young CLP member caught sight of a senior minister drinking at Petty Sessions (aka Sweaty Passions), a strip bar just a few hundred metres from the NT Parliament House and the Supreme Court. Unsurprisingly, it was popular with both lawyers and pollies.

			‘He came over and said, “Sorry, mate you can’t come in. Cabinet meeting”,’ the story goes.

			The Territory’s first Chief Minister, Paul Everingham, is best remembered for calling a 3 a.m. press conference in 1984 to announce the government had taken control of the Darwin and Alice Springs casinos from Treasury Hotels. He’d been out celebrating his wife’s birthday. Journos remember him calling time by saying, ‘Are there any more questions? Right, then let’s go and have another drink.’

			The CLP were no strangers to political bloodshed in those days. In recent years, as the Mills and Giles governments became a national embarrassment, party members would lionise Chief Ministers like Everingham and Marshall Perron, who led the ‘Territory Party’ in its good old days. But decades of comfortable election wins fomented internal divisions, to the extent it was commonly said the CLP was a bigger threat to itself than Labor could ever be.

			In the mid-1980s, the party went through three Chief Ministers in four years. Soon after Ian Tuxworth was rolled in 1986, he led a group of mainly rural CLP members away from the party to form the NT Nationals. At one point they held two seats in the Assembly, but the breakaway party was wiped out in 1990. The realities of NT politics were stacked against the NT Nationals. Labor typically won the bush, dominated by remote Indigenous communities, on the back of its support for land rights. But these were just a few inconsequential seats outside of Darwin, Alice Springs and Katherine, and the CLP never lost in the bigger towns or the city.

			•

			Terry Mills, like his brothers, was destined to run the family farm near Geraldton in WA. To his family’s surprise, a young Terry decided to pursue a teaching career and set off for Perth after finishing school. He developed a passion for Indonesia while working as an education consultant for Indonesian families, and eventually started an import business there.

			In 1989 Mills was drawn to Darwin by its proximity and long-standing links to Indonesia, and the city’s South-East Asian flavour. Reserved and religious, Mills was not a fit for the typical CLP mould; he was certainly not one for the ballet at Petty Sessions. He started work as principal of the Palmerston Christian School in the fast-growing satellite town near Darwin. Mills joined the party in 1993 after, he claims, hearing and seething over Paul Keating’s victory speech on federal election night. He decided to get involved.

			Mills wasn’t a Canberra-basher or a blue-blood Liberal. Despite his religious beliefs, he wasn’t driven by them politically, nor was he an arch-conservative. One of Mills’s favourite things about the broad church of the CLP was the way it embraced people who were typical, even life-long Labor voters.

			Mills likes to tell the story of how, after being elected to the Palmerston seat of Blain in 1999, he recruited Peter Chandler, later education minister and briefly Deputy Chief Minister, but a former Labor voter, to the party.

			‘I gave him a copy of the party constitution and told him to have a read,’ Mills said. ‘He came back the next week to sign up.’

			Labor won power for the first time ever in the NT in 2001. On the back of Chief Minister Clare Martin’s overwhelming popularity, the party then won nineteen seats at the 2005 general election.

			Mills had briefly been the leader of a CLP in disarray in 2003, the job thrust upon him and relinquished after less than a year. The 2005 wipeout cost the CLP all but four seats, and Mills was the lone survivor above the imaginary Berrimah Line that divides Darwin from the outback.

			The mood in the NT turned during that term. Martin’s gloss wore off, and she was deeply affected as the Howard government launched its intervention after allegations of rampant child sexual abuse in remote communities. Jodeen Carney led the CLP team of four for about three years before Mills came knocking and asked for her job one day in early 2008. Carney had to tell Mills how to call a party-wing meeting, where the vote was split 2–2. Carney, citing former Prime Minister John Gorton’s precedent that a tied vote was effectively a vote of no confidence, stood down. Later that year, with Mills at the helm, the CLP returned to the brink of government, winning the popular vote and eleven of twenty-five seats in Parliament.

			All the CLP members elected in 2008 carried through to government, with the exception of Carney, who retired in 2010. Four years later they would become the most chaotic and dysfunctional government in Australian history.

			Carney’s recollection of the mob is withering. ‘With perhaps one exception, none of the members I served with until I retired late in 2010 were able to articulate exactly why it was they wanted to be in government.

			‘Naturally, there were the daily differences with Labor and the usual political banter, but as a group, and as individuals, I never heard them say why it was they wanted to be in government. All they knew was they wanted to be. They wanted what Labor had.’

			Almost all were politically green, but there were two notable exceptions: John Elferink and Dave Tollner. Elferink, a cop, had held the bush seat of MacDonnell until 2005, but moved back to the city and won Port Darwin in 2008. Tollner, who had been the federal member for Solomon until 2007, was an abrasive character in the old-school CLP mould. He clashed badly with Mills and almost instantly had designs on the leadership.

			In 2010 Tollner challenged for the leadership and lost - his only vote in support came from close mate Adam Giles. In February 2011, a series of internal emails were posted anonymously to a blog site titled ‘Libby Leaks’ that detailed the rift between Mills and Tollner.

			Mills started the discussion by sending a note to all of his colleagues - except for Tollner - claiming the CLP had been the subject of a ‘sustained and well organised internal assault’.

			‘Due to circumstances I have no need to elaborate on over the last few months placed me as leader and us as a team in a defensive position,’ Mills wrote. ‘It was a dangerous and disturbing distraction from the main game. While some in the Party want to keep this going, the turbulence and instability arising from that episode should and must be put behind us as we turn our attention to matters important to the broader community. After all, it is they who will determine if we are the ones to deliver on their hopes for a better life next year.’

			Deputy Opposition Leader Kezia Purick sent the email to Tollner. He blasted back, slamming the Opposition strategy and saying that Mills’s office ‘has lurched from crisis to crisis with the whole emphasis on saving Terry’s skin’.

			Two days after the leaks were made public, the NT News published a story claiming there was new pressure within the CLP for Mills to stand down. 

			John Elferink replied to Tollner’s email:

			‘David,

			Yawn.

			Please don’t f*** up every one else’s chances because you’re not getting your own way. If you can’t be part of the team then don’t and move on, but don’t pretend you’re doing anyone a favour because you simply aren’t.

			Your self indulgence is both wearisome and counter productive. Please become part of the team so that we can simply get rid of Labor or leave. Perhaps try your hand as an independent. If things are as bad as your misguided views believe, then you have nothing to lose by doing that. But don’t ask the party and your colleagues to keep supporting you when you support no one other than your self.

			It’s grow up time, you cannot build by being a wrecking ball.

			Elf.’

			The only people involved in the email exchange were Opposition MLAs. One of them created a fake email account, named Pauline Harris, and told Elferink to ‘jam it up your backside with a tree branch’. 

			Such brawls should have served as warning sirens that the Opposition was bitterly divided and unready to govern. But Labor was tired after eleven years in power, including the last three in a minority government propped up by UFO enthusiast and independent Gerry Wood.

			In 2012, Mills and the CLP won sixteen seats, including five in the bush, an unprecedented incursion into Labor’s domain, and a significant historical shift away from the party whose success was once built on its fierce opposition to Aboriginal land rights.

			About 9.30 p.m. on election night 2012, Mills walked to the podium wearing a bright orange tie, the ochre of the Territory flag and the adopted colour of the CLP. The room fell quiet; the ABC news coverage broke off from Paul Henderson’s concession to watch Mills’s historic victory speech at the Darwin North RSL.

			The cheering crowd hushed, and the new Chief Minister stood for a few minutes, waiting and mumbling, trying to figure out whether his microphone was turned on.

			It was painful to watch, but perhaps not as painful as what came next.

			Carney had a close-up view of the catastrophe. ‘To most members of the newly elected government, [the perks of office] signalled that they had arrived at their political pinnacle. They had done enough, and the next four years were going to be enjoyable.

			‘It didn’t seem to occur to them that, once in power, they had to govern. They needed to think, they needed to work, and they needed to lead. They didn’t.’
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			Terry’s towelling

			The first decision Terry Mills made as Chief Minister was to dump his deputy. It was also his first serious mistake.

			Convinced that Kezia Purick had leaked against him in opposition, and unwilling to trust her now the party was in government, Mills quickly put the numbers together for Alice Springs-based MLA Robyn Lambley to serve as his deputy and Treasurer. He had previously promised Purick he’d keep her, but now spoke publicly about how he had no authority to intervene, that the deputy’s job was the gift of the party room. Purick was given the Speaker’s chair as a peace offering, and because Mills thought – wrongly – it was where a wounded rival could do the least damage.

			Lambley, a former nurse who owned Mad Harry’s discount store in Alice Springs before entering politics, later spoke publicly about ‘the difficulty of taking over government after eleven years’. Both she and Mills had little idea of where to begin. Those difficulties helped paint a picture of a bumbling, incompetent administration. A week after taking office, the government announced a razor gang, the ‘Renewal Management Board’, a collection of CLP-friendly old heads from the public service, some dragged out of retirement on fat consultancy fees, to examine the state of the Territory’s finances.

			The board’s report painted a dire picture. Lambley went to Cabinet with four uncomfortable proposals to repair the budget: hikes to power tariffs, increased car rego fees, a $200 per household crime levy to pay for promised extra police officers and the introduction of a land tax. The Territory is the only place in Australia where property owners don’t have to pay a land tax, a long-held CLP policy and a source of pride within the party. The suggestion was howled down by Cabinet.

			Dave Tollner and Adam Giles cried bloody murder in Cabinet about increases to power bills and car rego. These were approved in October 2012, with Mills and Lambley telling their colleagues there was no other option, and that Labor could be blamed for leaving behind huge deficits.

			That same month, the government took out full-page ads in the NT News to announce the findings of the razor gang: the NT was heading towards billion-dollar deficits and something must be done. The government plan was to then spend a couple of months speaking about the state of the budget and blaming Labor for the debt and deficit before announcing anything controversial.

			Lambley’s inability to sell that message became a significant problem. In October she fronted a press conference, unprepared, and fluffed her lines when asked about the budget.

			‘I’ve got a lot of homework to do, haven’t I?’ she said. ‘I’m from Alice Springs, there’s a lot I don’t know about Darwin.’

			Worse was to come. A couple of months later, at another press conference and asked what the quarterly changes to power and water bills would be, she admitted her ‘maths isn’t good’.

			The situation deteriorated as Giles, Tollner and Purick started to rebel. Before the mini budget in November, Labor caught wind the government was considering a hike to car-rego fees. The NT News was given a printout of an incriminating Purick email about eighteen months later that indicated Speaker Purick had leaked to Labor.

			Madam Leaker

			Exclusive: Ben Smee

			6 April 2014

			LEAKED emails show Speaker Kezia Purick fed embarrassing information about cost hikes direct to Labor in the chaotic months before Terry Mills was rolled as Chief Minister.

			Increases to power prices and car registrations were huge factors as the tide of public opinion turned sharply against the Country Liberals in late 2012 and 2013.

			It appears that senior figures from within the party were also helping to fuel that opposition. In one email, obtained by the NT News, Ms Purick suggested that Labor should question then-transport minister Adam Giles in Parliament about whether car rego fees would be increased by 15 per cent.

			‘Leave the rest to Adam, who will deflect to (Treasurer Robyn) Lambley,’ the email says. ‘We have our reasons, which you know so that’s all I (will) say for now. The increase is set to be much higher, which is a real pisser on top of power prices.’

			The following day in Parliament, Opposition Leader Delia Lawrie asked this suggested question. Mr Giles then responded before handballing the question to Ms Lambley.

			Ms Purick said yesterday she made no apologies for ‘standing up for the interests of my constituents’ about vehicle rego hikes.

			‘I have been known to stand alone in a fight for my constituents (on) issues that put me at odds with my own colleagues and party,’ she said.

			‘No one enters public life to be a doormat – those who do get the boots of others trampling all over them,’ she said.

			Power prices, however, cost Mills and Lambley their authority. More Cabinet leaks to Labor and the media in the ensuing months kept the Mills administration on the back foot. Tariffs went up by 30 per cent. Territorians held public rallies, burning their bills on the Parliament House steps. On the day the power and water tariff increases were announced, the NT News headline suggested it might be time for locals to ‘SHOWER WITH A FRIEND’. Two days later, on 23 November, the paper printed an open letter to Mills on its front page, calling him to abandon the hikes and to provide proof they were actually needed.

			Territorians pay less for power than people in most other states in Australia, but use so much more of it. All but the most hardened of locals spend the Wet, which typically runs from October to April, with the air-conditioner on all night long, a desperate defence against sticky nights where the temperature doesn’t drop below 30 degrees and the humidity pushes past 80 per cent. (That’s why Territory elections are always held in August, at the peak of the beautiful dry season. No one wants voters passing judgement in the sticky build-up months, where the tropical behavioural disease Mango Madness has been known to set in.) Pushing through deeply unpopular power plans was irritating enough; that it came at the onset of the Wet was enough to make voters go troppo.

			Thousands of people leave Darwin for an extended period over Christmas. February, when life returns to normal, is the start of the Top End political killing season. Former Labor Chief Minister Paul Henderson timed his retirement to heap maximum pressure on Terry Mills, prompting a by-election in the Darwin northern suburbs seat of Wanguri in mid-February 2013. The poll gave the mounting pressure on Mills a focal point. The CLP was thrashed, suffering a 12.4 per cent swing.

			On the Monday night after the by-election, John Elferink launched a leadership bid with no preparation. There are two types of leadership challenges: moves designed to fail but publicly wound and undermine the leadership, and leadership challenges that succeed. In almost all cases the numbers are locked in before the plotters launch.

			Elferink called for a leadership spill at 8 a.m. on Tuesday.

			The night before, Elferink and others worked the phones. He could muster little support. Tollner and Giles were ultimately interested in taking control themselves. The bush bloc was still backing Mills. And those who were beginning to soften in their support for the leader, along with everyone else, thought Elferink was too much of an oddball to connect with Territory voters. The next morning, with hours before the meeting, Elferink had just a single vote: his own.

			ABC journalist Danielle Parry, who would soon take a job with Giles as his press secretary, broke the story about the unfolding challenge on the 6 a.m. news bulletin. In a panic that his bungled plan had become public, Elferink rang Parry to inform her there would be no meeting. Mills refused Elferink’s resignation, wary of the division that a high-profile sacking would create.

			On 3 March, Cabinet met to discuss the Palmerston Hospital development. Tollner was the chain-smoking health minister and his view was that running two hospitals in the Top End would be a waste of money; that the Palmerston Hospital should be bigger, better, more expensive and replace, rather than complement, the ageing Royal Darwin Hospital in the northern suburbs.

			Things got heated and Tollner picked up a hardback folder filled with about 500 pages of Cabinet papers and weighing several kilograms. He hurled it at Mills, striking the Chief Minister on the side of the head.

			Mills didn’t have to tell Tollner to go, he was already storming towards the door.

			The incident was shocking enough that Elferink and then-mines minister Willem Westra van Holthe suggested calling the police. Instead, a shaken Mills banished a seething Tollner to the backbench.

			With Tollner on the outer, Mills needed desperately to stitch together a deal that would keep the rogue MLA’s allies – Giles, Purick and backbencher Peter Styles – from fighting back. He negotiated for Lambley to resign (which she was almost relieved to do) and made Giles Deputy Chief Minister. But after Lambley handed in her resignation, Giles walked into the wing meeting and demanded to be made leader instead.

			Mills emerged victorious, with Willem Westra van Holthe his deputy, John Elferink the new Treasurer and Giles left on the outer to bide his time. A week later, Mills boarded a flight to Japan.

			•

			There’s a temptation, especially among those who were close to Mills, or who wanted to cut down Giles, to romanticise the elected leader so swiftly and brutally stabbed in the back. About four weeks out from the 2016 Territory election, as the walls of the CLP empire fell spectacularly, the NT News added Mills’s name to a popularity poll. Despite having been retired for more than two years, Mills was still the most popular man in NT politics.

			That historical revisionism ignores the utter chaos of his government. Polling around the time of his 2013 dumping showed Mills was toxic: only one in four people thought he was doing a good job. Anger about power hikes was genuine and widespread. There is no question that Mills was undermined, ruthlessly. But there is also no question that he made a series of very poor decisions and was given poor advice, which allowed the white-anting to succeed.

			Mills had qualities that made him quite successful in opposition and ineffective in government. He talked in platitudes that impressed people when he was campaigning, only to anger them for their lack of substance after he was elected. Mills failed to establish any sort of agenda, and was often railroaded by the competing forces within Cabinet, then forced to take the blame when a course of action failed. But while Mills would come to see that as an injustice, it simply highlights the reality of how rudderless the government had become under his leadership.

			Mills’s new deputy Westra van Holthe called him in Japan on 13 March 2013, to inform Mills the numbers were done and his tenure was over. Mills had to cancel official functions in Japan and left early, leaving a small group of bureaucrats stranded in Tokyo, waiting for a scheduled flight. That night they visited a darkly lit bar on a nondescript Tokyo street offering homemade and flavoured sake. Over the years, as the Northern Territory negotiated to bring the $36 billion Ichthys liquified natural gas project to Darwin, this particular bar had become a favourite haunt of the delegation. Its walls are littered with worthless NT memorabilia: brochures, letterheads, business cards. Taking pride of place now is a book of Paul Arnold photography, initially brought to Japan to be presented as a gift at Mills’s final meeting. Inside the front cover, the book is signed by the Territorians who were in Japan when Mills was rolled. Alongside the signatures are the words: ‘Terry wishes he was here.’
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			The coup

			The coup against Terry Mills was run from two restaurants at opposite ends of Darwin. Tucked into a quiet corner of the Loong Fong Seafood Restaurant at Darwin Airport, CLP President Braedon Earley and Alice Springs councillor Eli Melky worked the phones. The Loong Fong has a popular deck area but the March night air was too sticky for most diners to want to eat outdoors. Inside, the restaurant was mostly empty tables arranged with flamingo pink chairs and bright red napkins. There were a handful of other diners, but the room was quiet enough that the plotters had to be discreet. By the end of the meal, they had the numbers to make then-backbencher Peter Styles the new Chief Minister.

			Across town, Il Piatto at SkyCity Casino was buzzing. Adam Giles, Dave Tollner and Bess Price were breaking bread and drinking red wine with Sherwin Iron board member and party figure Rodney Illingworth. The large square tables faced through glass windows to ensure most diners got to view the sunset over Little Mindil Beach. They talked about anything but Terry Mills.

			Towards the end of the meal Price got a phone call from the divisive bush MLA Alison Anderson. She relayed to the group that the fix was in: Mills had lost the majority, and the bush bloc would now swing its crucial votes behind Styles.

			By 2 a.m., those same numbers were backing Giles. Price was despatched after dessert with a message for Anderson – Giles and Tollner were no longer on board, and the plan would have to wait until Mills returned from Japan. Anderson, having openly shifted her support from Mills and desperate that the move happen quickly, phoned Giles in the middle of the night.

			‘It’s you,’ she said.
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