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Mark Humphries and Evan Williams are the resident satirists on the ABC’s 7.30. They previously created satirical sketches for SBS’s The Feed and the ABC’s The Roast. Neither of these shows were about food. In 2018, Prime Minister Scott Morrison wrote of one of their sketches ‘Love your work. Had a good laugh’. He’s been a bit more quiet lately.


Mark’s writing has appeared in The Guardian and the Sun-Herald. As a presenter, Mark has guest-hosted ‘Talking Pictures’ on the ABC’s Insiders and was the host of the Network 10 quiz show Pointless. He was also the winner of Celebrity Mastermind but never likes to bring it up.


Evan’s writing has appeared in the New Yorker, McSweeney’s, the Sydney Morning Herald, The Guardian, The Monthly and The Mini Whiteboard on the Fridge Where he Writes the Grocery List.
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‘It’s a hell of a town’


– Walter Burley Griffin on New York City


When one embarks on writing a book about Australian politics, one finds there is no better starting point than Canberra. Canberra is a planned city. And if the idea was to create an utterly unremarkable urban environment, then you have to tip your hat. Yes, Canberra was once known for legal pornography and legal fireworks, but now it’s so much less than that, being only the home of Australian politics.


Passing through the city, it’s impossible not to think of the many historic political figures who once navigated these relentless roundabouts. Unfortunately, it’s also impossible to remember their names. Robert Mumps? Is that one? Bill Chipley? No, that’s not right. Who was the guy who ate the onion again? Don’t worry, you can google it later. For now, just take in the atmosphere.


Canberra, with her frosty mornings allowing the outlines of middle-aged men’s nipples to bloom beneath their identical crisp white shirts. Canberra, with her litres of sweat trapped in the lycra of cycling middle-aged men, enough to perhaps hydrate a sizable village. Canberra, O Canberra. Thank you for being there when we needed some place roughly equidistant between Sydney and Melbourne.


Of course, talk of this city prompts the question every aspiring politician is trying to answer: How do you get to Canberra? Yes, Murrays Coaches provides services departing Sydney’s Central Station hourly, but we’re speaking metaphorically. That said, you will need to get there somehow, and you could do worse than the team at Murrays. Look, we’re not here to ‘sell’ you on Murrays, but if you were so inclined, use the promo code ONPOLITICS at checkout for a surprisingly generous discount.


But before you buy your ticket, you should know that the Canberra life is not for everyone. In fact, many politicians find it so dull they eventually break down in tears and claim that they want to ‘spend more time with their family’. On the other hand, apparently there are a few interesting restaurants popping up in Canberra these days, so, swings and roundabouts. Oh so many roundabouts.


But if one decides that the Canberra life is the one for one, then one will be embarking on one hell of a journey.1 With nothing more than a Murrays ticket in one hand, a briefcase full of bland talking points in the other, and a void in your heart that can only be filled by the validation of the masses, you might just have what it takes to make it in the town where the nation’s politicians reluctantly come to work and play. (If you can define sitting around drinking single vineyard cabernet sauvignon and coldly dissecting the political minutiae of the day as ‘play’.)
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1Authors’ note: After a robust discussion with Hachette’s copyeditor, we have generously agreed to remove five ‘one’s from this sentence.









‘I did but see her passing by,
and yet I love her till I die’


– Robert Menzies on his first sighting of a Murrays coach


There are a handful of famous addresses in politics. 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, 10 Downing Street and, of course, 5 Adelaide Avenue, Deakin. If you enter this address into your preferred search engine, you’ll stumble upon the kind of historic home you’d quickly scroll past on an Airbnb search of Canberra properties. But for many politicians, this Dijon mustard-coloured building called The Lodge is the place they wish they could call home. O, what they wouldn’t give to lay their head on the same pillows that have played host to the balding domes of prime ministers past. (With the noticeable exception of the Abbott Pillow, which still has a vague onion pong to it.) After all, it is this hallowed residence that plays host to the prime minister’s preferred toilet, if there’s no Macca’s nearby.


But the prime minister doesn’t need to just go toi-toi in Canberra, he or she may need to relieve themselves in Sydney. Hence, Kirribilli House.


Kirribilli House is the prime minister’s official Sydney residence,2 though historically its primary function has been to facilitate fauxblokesmanship between the prime minister and the Australian cricket team.


John Howard made it his primary place of residence in 1996 when he realised his Wollstonecraft home was insufficient for the task of providing an outdoor area for Warnie to sneak a ciggie. Additionally, the steep lawns are fun for kiddies to roll down, and provide good momentum when disposing of disgraced ministers into Sydney Harbour.


During his prime ministership, Malcolm Turnbull lived in his own waterfront Point Piper mansion since bunking in Kirribilli House would have been equivalent to doing the CEO Sleepout. It is believed that the main motivator for Peter Dutton to challenge for the Liberal Party leadership in 2018 was his mistaken belief that he would get to live in Turnbull’s mansion. Not only did Turnbull choose to live in his own house during his prime ministership, he also chose to donate his entire parliamentary salary to charity. Plus, in the final days of the 2016 campaign, he donated more than $1 million to the Liberal Party, which then replaced him as leader two years later. Not really sure why he wanted to be prime minister, come to think of it. Probably just thought it’d look good on LinkedIn.


*


But the path to either Kirribilli House or The Lodge leads first through another house. And it’s easily the most iconic, distinguished and important house in all of Australia. Yes, we are of course talking about the Sydney Opera House Parliament House.


Parliament House truly is ‘the people’s house’. Though if you do arrive with a delivery truck and start unpacking your belongings, you will be gently escorted to the people’s exit. This building is the heart of our democracy. (Unless you read Australian democracy’s entire Terms and Conditions, which does mention something about Buckingham Palace, but who has the time to read the whole thing?) The House contains 4700 rooms, but the three most crucial are the House of Representatives, the Senate and the Parliament House Gift Shop.


We recommend making a beeline to the gift shop first to purchase a copy of the most bloated political memoir you can find, ideally hardback. Armed with this, you’ll be in a strong position to bludgeon any backbencher that attempts to get a selfie with you while inside Parliament House. The Australian Medical Association (AMA) states that even the slightest knock to the head from John Howard’s 880-page Lazarus Rising: Revised & Updated to Include the 2013 Election can cause concussion, often leading to CTE, so do be careful. We do not recommend using the 720-page The Menzies Era by John Howard, as any strike dealt by a swollen prime-minister-on-prime-minister tome often kills immediately on impact. Similarly, we do not advise using On Politics and Stuff for bludgeoning, as even the hardiest thump from this slim volume would only result in minor irritation, through which the politician could continue their selfie-taking.
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