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PREFACE


27 June 2013. Kevin Rudd was sworn in as Prime Minister of Australia for the second time. Three years after he had been driven from office in a sudden coup, the Labor Party re-elected him as leader and he replaced Julia Gillard as prime minister. But this event was very different from his first election in December 2007.


Then, there had been hope and expectation: a new prime minister and a new government. The swearing in of the Rudd government was a changing of the guard. The Howard era was over. The new ministers were young, ambitious and optimistic. As their families mingled at Government House, as new faces took the oath of office, observers commented that here was a two-term, maybe even a three-term government that would change Australian society. At its head was a triumphant Kevin Rudd, riding a wave of public support that was to last for the next two years. Smiling, promising, articulate, young, forward-looking and often droll, his image found its reflection in the ever-popular cartoon character Tintin.


Early on, many of Rudd’s ministers likewise seemed to shine, to emerge from the anonymity of Opposition with the competence to manage the affairs of government. Australia survived the Global Financial Crisis in a way that made other countries curious and envious. There were few initial scandals: the government would not lose its first minister until eighteen months had passed. The polls indicated support for the prime minister and the government, as leaders of the Opposition fell by the wayside, discarded by their parties before having the chance to fight an election.


But then, at the first sign of trouble in the polls, the Labor Party removed Rudd in a coup of which most of his ministers were unaware. The government never recovered. After the coup came minority government, division and constant internecine warfare. The government languished in the polls with a level of support that suggested the next federal election result would be the worst in Labor’s history—an annihilation. Massive defeats in state elections in New South Wales and Queensland were harbingers of what the Labor Party could expect. And so Labor, seemingly through gritted teeth, returned to Rudd as its last hope, if not of winning then at least of saving the seats of the many who saw only electoral oblivion ahead.


It was a very different Kevin Rudd who returned to office in June 2013. It had to be. In 2007 he had been a fresh face, a new image: the convivial, Mandarin-speaking nerd who seemed so different from past leaders and who for the past year had been introducing himself to the people of Australia. He offered a series of ambitious plans for the country while arguing that he was cautious and conservative in economic management. In the election campaign he foreswore big spending: ‘This madness has to stop’ was his response to Prime Minister Howard’s new electoral commitments.


In 2013 Kevin Rudd retained some of his popularity but none of his novelty. After his term as prime minister, he had been foreign minister for eighteen months and was then on the backbench for another fifteen. But essentially, all that time, regardless of whether he’d been planning his comeback (which he often had) or was merely being himself, he had been the alternative to Julia Gillard. His colleagues had done their best to besmirch his reputation, in the hope that he would be so damaged that he could never again be credible as prime minister. They’d sullied his standing. But they had not undermined his popularity. If the parliamentary caucus had preferred Gillard the three previous times they’d had a choice, the people had preferred Rudd. Eventually, the caucus too turned to him, by 57 votes to 45.


The cause was tough. He had two, perhaps three months before an election. The Opposition could say nothing derogatory about him that his colleagues had not already said. There was a series of policy bombs to defuse. Rudd himself might still have had the drive, the self-belief that had allowed him to survive three years of denigration and personal vitriol, but he could not be the Tintin of 2007, the optimistic, cheerful face of the future. The second term was to be a grim battle from day to day as hope of victory soon vanished, and the only real issue was whether the seats of the next generation of Labor leaders could be saved. It was to be ‘nasty, brutish and short’.


The Rudd governments may get short shrift from historians. Like so many past Labor governments, internal battles and bitterness made re-election in 2013 unlikely. However, this political death was arguably less dramatic than that of some of its predecessors: the Hughes and Scullin Labor governments disintegrated, brought down by dissidents; the Whitlam government was sacked by the governor-general after more than a year of internal discord, including the loss of a deputy prime minister/treasurer, a speaker and other senior ministers. The second Rudd government just subsided into defeat, too divided, too tarnished, too disliked to seriously claim that it could be trusted for another term.


Yet Rudd himself remains an unusual case: the son of a poor Queensland dairy farmer; a party member without a faction who twice rose to lead a bitterly factionalised Labor; the only federal Labor leader to win a majority since Paul Keating in 1993; only the fifth leader in 115 years to win an election that took Labor from the Opposition to the Treasury benches; and only the second prime minister since 1914 to be sworn in for a second time—the other was Sir Robert Menzies, which is rare company indeed. This book tells the story of how Rudd achieved all that, how he rose to become, and work as, Prime Minister of Australia.


* * *


The prime ministership is a job. It is not quite like any other, but it is a job nonetheless, and the position creates expectations. Some responsibilities come with the appointment: determining governmental arrangements, running Cabinet, making parliamentary appearances, representing Australia internationally. Other activities are determined by the priorities of the individual prime ministers—policy areas, media appearances, public speeches—or sometimes by external pressures, be they financial crises, bushfires or boat people. So prime ministers in part choose what they do, and in part are required by tradition and circumstance to react to the initiatives of others. There are some things that only prime ministers can do, and others that can be delegated to ministers or actors. These are choices for prime ministers, choices that will determine how their government is run. They are seldom appreciated in public.


Much of the process of governing has to be done in private. As an iceberg shows only one-tenth of its mass above water, so the public only sees a small part of the efforts that prime ministers must apply to the job. Announcements that appear to have been scripted on the back of an envelope are often the outcomes of extensive internal discussions and calculations. No other job in the country makes such relentless demands in terms of the range of skills needed, the variety of topics to be addressed, the constancy of the pressure. It alone undergoes intrusive round-the-clock media interest and the forensic scrutiny of every word and action. It takes particular personalities to thrive in this climate of tension.


Many may aspire to be prime minister; every first-year politics class at university will have one or two such dreamers. Some take the first steps along the route. A few attain a high status in political parties. Fewer still get to parliament, where the rivalry may be more obvious, the ambitions more naked. Even leadership of a party is no guarantee of the top job; eight of the Australian Labor Party’s eighteen leaders were never prime minister. Only twenty-eight people so far have become prime minister and three of those were caretakers, sworn in for a few days while parties chose new leaders. Only four people have been prime minister and then resumed office after another incumbent has held the job. People rarely become prime minister by accident; it is almost always the result of a long, dedicated journey, one of gaining experience, winning support, developing a profile, honing skills, and invariably working with a high level of ruthlessness. And this is coupled with a degree of fortuna—being in the right place at the right time, when circumstances are propitious, when enemies are in disarray. Leaders shape their times, but they also respond to them. Those that finally make it then have to use the opportunity to react to emerging threats and to make their mark on the nation in the form that they want.


Prime ministers do not live in a bubble. They live in a movable network of relationships. They must constantly work with others who shape their attitudes, guide their thinking and offer both examples and cautionary tales. Some of those supporters promote their careers deliberately, some by chance, perhaps through gritted teeth.


This book seeks to explain how one person came to the job and sought to meet its demands, lost the job, then won it back again and had to work in very different circumstances to the first time. It does not try to provide a detailed account of everything in Kevin Rudd’s life, nor to explore all the opinions about each stage of his career. It does not seek to sit in judgement on the policies that he introduced, nor ask whether he should have adopted alternative strategies or done things differently. It does try to identify what made him the man he is, how in his early career we can see the personality that became prime minister, and how those characteristics shaped his terms in office.


* * *


This book has a broken history. It was at first intended to be an interim report: to explain how Rudd came to office and how he worked as prime minister in his first two years in power. I finished writing it in early 2010, soon after the international climate change conference in Copenhagen, but before many of the early signs that Rudd was in some trouble began to emerge. In the next few months, the book went through the normal stages of editing and indexing, even as the picture of a supremely confident Rudd began to be tarnished. It was due to go to the printer on 24 June 2010—the day Rudd lost his prime ministership. The book was put on ice.


For the next three years, I waited for the moment when I could confidently believe that Rudd’s career was over, so that I would not again have the book stalled by some sudden event, such as a comeback. I continued to interview Rudd, even after he resigned as foreign minister in February 2012. It was as well I waited. I was on a bus travelling from Geneva to Grenoble in June 2013 as the SMSes began to flow, providing details of the leadership joust taking place. When Rudd finally announced he would leave parliament that November, I returned to the book, inevitably changing much that had been written (hindsight has advantages!), and extending the story to the completion of his Australian career. My interest was in Rudd as prime minister, in understanding the how and why of the prime minister’s task, so I paid little attention to his time as foreign minister, even though it deserves consideration in its own right.


This interrupted history has two impacts. First, much of the writing and some of the interviewing was done in 2009. I talked to some of those who were to become Rudd’s greatest critics and gained their approval to include quotations from their interviews in the text. They backed Rudd strongly then, his prospects appearing to be good, and I have not tried to change this perception in revising the text—that is what they said then, and I have assumed it was sincere. Nor have I sought to detract attention from the energy and enthusiasm with which Rudd approached many policy areas, or the interaction he had with the public, even if some of the initiatives were not fruitful. The chapters in Part II deal with the issues that were seen as important at the time, and the initiatives that the prime minister regarded as significant.


The second, related point is that those chapters were not initially written with the benefit of hindsight. Since June 2010, everything, and I mean everything, has been interpreted through the lens of the Gillard coup. Many have sought to justify how they behaved then by later raising issues and complaints that they never expressed at the time.


Looking back on those events after he left politics, Lindsay Tanner, the former Minister for Finance, wrote:


When regimes are deposed by radical and extraordinary means the new rulers invariably demonise those who have been unseated in order to justify the enormity of their own behavior. You can even see this in the way historians are still unraveling the web of Tudor propaganda that painted a grotesque caricature of Richard III in order to justify Henry Tudor’s seizure of the British crown in 1485 …


Removing a first term elected prime minister by a caucus vote, ostensibly because of his management style, is such an extreme thing to do that those involved have found it necessary to enormously exaggerate the deficiencies in Kevin Rudd’s leadership. There were some deficiencies, it’s true … The critical question, though, is whether they justified a leadership ambush of the kind that occurred on 23 June 2010.


He thought the move unwarranted; others disagree. But he is right about the strategy: Rudd’s critics condemned him, first in private and then, when that did not work, in public.


As for fifty years I have been fascinated by the story of Richard III, whose reputation was so unfairly damned, first by Thomas More and then Shakespeare (great play, lousy history), Tanner’s comparison resonated with me. The constantly recirculated stories and gossip about Rudd reflect a desire to demonise him, to blame him for all the failings of recent Labor governments, whether he was in or out of office at the time. These stories are different from the accounts given in 2009, and that is worth remembering. What changed so dramatically? The criticisms are often coloured by where the sources stood in 2010 and/or what they thought of later events. Some who backed him in 2010 attacked him vigorously later; many returned to him in 2013, even if out of desperation. All of these retrospective accounts, whether in favour or critical of Rudd, must be seen through that lens. There are an increasing number of such stories, though, fortunately for Rudd, none of the authors have the prestige of a Thomas More or the genius of a Shakespeare.


* * *


This book is not an authorised biography. I was not required to gain consent for what I wrote. Nor has Kevin Rudd read what I have written, in 2010 or in 2014. However, the project was undertaken with the cooperation of Rudd. Readers should therefore know how and in what circumstances the book was written.


I have known Kevin Rudd for twenty years. After the 2007 election, I inquired whether it would be possible to develop a project in which I talked to him intermittently to explore how, over time, his role as prime minister changed. It was intended to be something like The Clinton Tapes, a project undertaken in Washington by Taylor Branch, who talked to President Clinton on an irregular basis and only published his account of the process in 2009. The benefit was that he could provide a series of contemporaneous images, rather than one story given at the end of Clinton’s presidency. I suggested, in similar terms, that nothing should be published until Rudd’s term was over, whether that be three, five or ten years. That proposal morphed into this biography, initially an account of how he came to be prime minister and how he approached the job in the first two years, very much the learning period. Circumstances then made it an account of his two terms as prime minister.


The Prime Minister’s Office facilitated access. I talked to Kevin Rudd on six occasions, in six different locations, while he was prime minister. I talked to him another three times before he returned to the job and a further three times after he left politics. I talked to ministers, Rudd’s staff and those of other ministers, as well as public servants, journalists and a number of international figures throughout 2008 and 2009. With co-author Ann Tiernan, I also talked to ministers and departmental secretaries for our book Learning to Be a Minister, which was published in 2010. The interviews were mostly taped, with the agreement that, if any comment were to be attributed directly, I would go back for approval to use the precise words. Otherwise, all comments could be used without attribution.


I also spent four separate weeks, between December 2008 and December 2009, in the Prime Minister’s Office, mostly sitting and observing the comings and goings. On occasion I was able to sit in on meetings of the prime minister with staff, civil servants, delegations or other ministers. I could walk in and out of the general office area without impediment. I could watch the sudden changes of atmosphere, the swings of mood. I also attended a number of prime ministerial visits to hospitals, formal openings and other public occasions, to see him at work. One minister described my position as ‘embedded’, to use a term usually applied to journalists in arenas of war. It was less than that, but much greater than academics are usually able to achieve.


Of course, being there at all made me well aware of the meetings that I could not attend, and of how much else was going on. I had access to Rudd’s schedules, the daily programs of meetings from week to week. I became aware, despite having written for more than thirty years about prime ministers, ministers and public service mandarins, and more generally about Cabinet, of how much more there was to know. Just being there was both a privilege and an eye-opener. If the public knows about 10 per cent of what prime ministers do, perhaps I can now assist in shedding some light on another 20 to 30 per cent of the process of governing, and on the challenges and frustrations, the pressures and pleasures, that all prime ministers face. I suspect that the remaining percentage of the governing process within the Prime Minister’s Office will never be available to anyone but the practitioners. Where there are no written records, only those in the room can tell the stories—their memories will differ, their recall will be selective, their accounts will diverge, their motives will be different and their accuracy will be contested. Two people may have genuinely different accounts of the same conversation, albeit ones that serve their own interests. Interviews therefore have their deficiencies, but until we can check them against the official records, they remain the best source we have. All such accounts, however, can provide at best interim conclusions.


Writing from this position provided me with great benefits. It allowed me to see my subject in action, to watch as events unfolded, to see at times how a prime minister tackles issues and contemplates events as they arise. Of course, tensions can also arise from this. The observance of things as they happen provides an unusual lens. Seeing the world from the unique viewpoint of the Prime Minister’s Office inevitably affects a writer’s perspective. Yet it should be possible to describe and explain what was done, why certain decisions were made, without either endorsing them or accepting that they were the only options.


That is what I have sought to do. This book may have been written from close to the throne, but it is not an official view. It has been an interesting ride, sometimes dispiriting, always fascinating.


Patrick Weller


Griffith University, Brisbane


May 2014




PART I


THE BEGINNING




1


A QUEENSLAND BOY


One hundred kilometres north of Brisbane, and 15 kilometres inland, Nambour used to sit astride the Bruce Highway when it still wove through towns and villages, before the bypasses. Nambour is the regional centre of local government and industry, the hub for all the little towns scattered along the railway from Brisbane to Gympie. In 1961 its population was 5336, but it was a centre of social activity. It used to hold sugar festivals and debutante balls. Timber was the dominant industry; Methodism was the establishment religion. The town was founded in the 1860s by immigrants from the eastern counties of England. Their severe approach to work, alcohol and dancing reflected the culture of the town: hard work, optimism, a communal drive and evangelism. It also provided a flip side: the young could feel ‘stifled by its proprieties, snobbishness and low horizons … the town’s claustrophobia was tangible’. It was one of those towns that could provide kids with opportunities to develop skills and confidence as they grew up, but no future outside the local industries. In the 1960s and 1970s there was no local university. The bright kids left.


Kevin Rudd was born at Selangor Hospital in Nambour on 21 September 1957. His father, Bert, was a returned soldier, and a descendant of two convict families. One was that of a young convict girl, Mary Wade, who survived the rigours of the Second Fleet to start a dynasty and watch it multiply until her own death in 1859. The other was that of the twice-deported Thomas Rudd; he served one sentence, returned to England, and was then convicted and transported a second time. Bert was born in Uranquinty, in southern New South Wales, in 1918, one of a large railway family of nine children. He left school young and was a labourer, just twenty years old, when war broke out in 1939. He enlisted and served in the Engineers in Palestine, North Africa and Borneo. After the war he decided to join an old army mate cutting cane in Nambour. Like many returned servicemen, he did not talk much about the war. But, as he once told his children, when you have seen your friends blown up or shot in the back, you never forget.


Kevin’s mother, Margaret De Vere, was born in 1921, one of seven, and raised in the Nambour district. Her oldest brother served as a councillor in the Maroochy Shire, eventually becoming chairman. Her youngest brother was chairman of Gympie Shire. She too had been affected by the tragedy of war. For three years she had exchanged letters with her first love, George Parkinson, whom she had met while training to be a nurse in Brisbane. He had joined the army as a private, fought around the world and was commissioned in the field. He was killed at Buna on the north coast of the Papua New Guinean mainland. After she died, her family found that she had kept his letters all her life. Margaret nursed in Brisbane during the war and then returned to Nambour to work at the Selangor Hospital, where she was a ward sister.


Bert and Margaret met after the war and married in September 1948. Initially, Bert worked a banana plantation at Yandina Creek, on flat land that seemed a long way from any town. They lived in an old deserted schoolhouse that needed extensive renovation. There was no power, and a clay kitchen floor. The only telephone was a party line. Their first three children were born while they lived there: Malcolm in 1949, daughter Loree in 1950 and Greg in 1954.


In 1956 they moved to a small dairy farm of around 100 hectares some 17 kilometres north of Nambour near the town of Eumundi, with a population (in 1961) of 399. Bert did not own the farm and shared the profits with the landlord. For the family, the new property, though small, offered greater comfort and the freedom to roam, a pleasant change from Yandina Creek, where the isolation seemed complete. From the top of the paddock they could see the town, comfortably within walking distance. And the house had electricity; with a flick of a switch they could have light.


A year later Kevin was born. The first eleven years of his life were, in many respects, like those of so many Queensland country boys. They were a combination of living, riding and working around the farm. He was born with bow legs. In those days, rather than let them straighten naturally, the doctors attempted to rectify the problem. When Kevin was about three, his legs were encased in plaster for some months. He was restricted in movement; that required patience. When the plaster was removed he had to learn to walk again.


His sister, Loree, described him as a pleasant child, always smiling, always finding ways to relate to other members of the family. As the youngest, he was initially the centre of attention. Loree was seven when he was born and enjoyed playing with him; neither of her brothers was prepared to contemplate playing with a girl, unless it was cricket in the yard. Brother Greg was mischievous and physical; he was a fan of wrestling on television and enjoyed trying the holds he saw on his younger brother. Loree recalls Kevin coming away from games with Greg with bruised shoulders, but then heading out again to re-enter the fray. He could not be restrained and was persistent even then.


To the north, the farm backed onto the North Arm of the Maroochy River, so there were about 5 kilometres of creek to explore. Life was bike riding and sometimes horse riding, playing ‘ping-pong’ on the dinner table, draughts and cards, or cricket outdoors, climbing trees, building cubbyhouses, and going on long walks around the farm. Work on the farm involved everyone at different times. Learning to leg-rope the cows, lay out their feed and assist with milking them were regular occurrences, as were planting and picking vegetables and fruit, feeding hens, gathering eggs, opening and closing gates to paddocks, and playing with the dog and cat. They listened to radio serials and news, and on TV watched The Mickey Mouse Club and later Bandstand, The George Wallace Show and The Benny Hill Show. Movies included those with Jeanette McDonald and Nelson Eddy, Zorro and John Wayne. Wood chopping, emptying the scrap bucket, plucking a beheaded chicken and burning the rubbish were among the less-favoured chores.


Farming was hard work. Bert had to milk the cows twice a day, and each time it took three to four hours. Sometimes the children would assist with bringing in the cows, distributing the feed, placing or removing suction caps on teats, and cleaning the yard or dairy. Although the youngest, Kevin would be there, sometimes assisting and sometimes making castles in the feed box.


Unlike some of their contemporaries, the children were never kept away from school because there was a crisis on the farm or their help was needed for other purposes. Education was regarded as vital. The kids went to Eumundi state school, which was run by Mr and Mrs Kelly. It was organised into four classrooms, each covering two grades. As Loree notes:


At the age of five, Kevin walked with us to school. By that stage, as we were getting older, we used to catch the milk carrier. The milk carrier used to come and pick up cans and we would load them into the back from the dairy. When it was coming up to the house to head off, we were waiting out the front, it would stop and let us climb in the back with the cans and you would just hang on, on the way to school.


There were assumptions that the children would follow their father onto the land. ‘You have to decide’, his father once told Kevin, ‘what your future is going to be. Will it be dairy or wheat?’ That was the prospect ahead.


From an early age, Kevin showed interest in the wider world. Loree recalls that the older kids may have noticed their father was reading the paper, but Kevin would ask about what he was reading. ‘When I was very young’, says Kevin, ‘I’d sit on his knee while he read the Queensland “bushman’s bible” Country Life. That’s how I learned to read actually. He’d read aloud and I’d find the words. I think that’s how I learned about the Cuban Missile crisis’.


Kevin recalls his father taking him on camping trips, and being taught bush craft, but he was often out or busy on the farm, so Kevin did not see it as a ‘really close relationship’. To his older children Bert was a cheerful larrikin, unpretentious, and not so careful with money, thinking it was there to spend. He could be incisive and intelligent, although the lack of opportunity in country New South Wales had precluded any further education. He was popular, good company, with a sense of humour. He encouraged and supported his children. He was also a Mason.


Margaret’s Catholicism defined her. She had been brought up by a stoic, hardworking and iron-willed mother who had been frustrated by her husband’s profligacy with the proceeds of the pub he owned. Margaret, in turn, demanded of her children a tight observance that the older three at least found difficult to accept without question. They would be required to recite the rosary while Bert was in the next room watching Disney. Greg had no doubt where he preferred to be. Calls to attend church could echo across the farm as the kids were summoned home.


There was tension between Bert and Margaret. They were constrained by the different perceptions of the proper roles for men and women of the era, and frustrated by the isolation on the farm. They had fallen in love, but found living together all the time much harder. Bert’s laconic style clashed with Margaret’s rigid and risk-averse approach; her life was founded on her faith, a faith that allowed her to endure any problems and struggles. Both parents loved their children and found common interest in their development. They stayed together but often found it easier to work apart. Bert ran the farm and became active in the community. He was one of the founders of the local indoor bowls club.


Initially Kevin and Greg shared a room, with Greg in the upper bunk, Kevin in the lower. Greg’s untidiness could annoy his younger brother, who even then was neat and organised. Greg says:


I have this perfect picture of him. I walked in one night and he was standing at the chest of drawers very tense and annoyed, so tense he was almost shaking, and he said, ‘Is it so hard to pick up those socks and put them in the drawer?’ I’ll never forget that. I probably said, ‘Yeah, it is’. I still enjoy getting a rise out of him now.


The tension between the parents made life at home hard for the older siblings; one by one they sought to leave. Malcolm joined the army at fifteen; he wanted to get away from the farm. As he was a bright kid doing well at school, his high school headmaster tried to persuade him to stay until he finished Year 12, but Malcolm wanted his own life and chose to go to the Army Apprentice School in Victoria; his parents, somewhat reluctantly, signed the forms. Malcolm served in Vietnam.


Loree chose to go to boarding school in Gympie when she was fifteen, in part because she felt caught in the tensions between her parents and did not want to take sides. Nor did she want to be burdened with confidences. When she left school at seventeen, she decided, to her parents’ horror, to enter a convent in Brisbane, rather than take up a place at teachers’ college. She spent the six months before the entry date nursing at the Mater Hospital in Brisbane.


Greg was given the choice of going to the local high school and helping on the farm, becoming a weekday boarder and helping on the farm at weekends, or going to board in Brisbane. He chose boarding at Marist Brothers in Brisbane; he wanted to get right away from the milking and from his mother’s religious demands.


In the 1967–68 Christmas break, the family went on its one great family holiday. The destination was Malcolm’s passing-out parade in the Mornington Peninsula in Victoria. They towed an erratically behaving caravan from Eumundi first to Sydney and the Taronga Park Zoo and then on to Canberra and its War Memorial. They stopped to visit Bert’s family at Uranquinty before dropping the caravan and continuing to Melbourne. After the formal parade they ventured to the mansions of Toorak, where Bert took his family to meet John Buchan, businessman and Liberal Party stalwart. In the army, Bert had been Buchan’s driver in the Middle East and they had remained in contact thereafter. It was Kevin’s first trip to the country’s great cities and centres of government.


In 1968, only Kevin was at home with his parents. He was aware of the tensions, the occasional distance between his parents and then the reconciliations. If the atmosphere got too oppressive, he would ride out on his pony and spend the day exploring the creek bed that bordered the farm. Kevin was close to his mother. She passed on her interests in politics, sport, newspapers and the radio. She encouraged his reading, and his curiosity. He began to learn the piano, which his father was unsure was a proper activity for a boy.


Then, on 14 December 1968, the predictable world of Kevin’s childhood collapsed. Bert had been to an indoor bowls function in Brisbane with his friends. They chose to stay overnight. Faced with the need to milk the cows in the morning, Bert decided to drive back. On the way he ran off the road. The family was woken by a phone call in the early hours of the morning. Bert was in hospital in Brisbane. Over the next two months, the family visited him in hospital, Loree from the Brisbane convent, Greg from the local boarding school, Margaret and Kevin making the long journey down from Eumundi. Over six weeks his condition varied; he was expected to recover. Then Bert contracted septicaemia in hospital. Margaret stayed in Brisbane and Kevin went back to school. Bert died on 12 February 1969. He was just fifty years old. Malcolm, on compassionate leave from the army, picked Kevin up from school and had to break the news. Kevin was eleven and without a father.


He was also without a home. As a share farmer, Bert did not own the house in which the family lived. While he was in hospital, neighbours had assisted in keeping the farm working. Even though Margaret Rudd may have been able to farm the land, she was never given the opportunity. A new tenant was needed; the Rudds had to leave and Margaret had to earn a living. They were gone within a few weeks.


The next two years were hard. The family had no settled home. Initially, Margaret chose to return to nursing, but she had not nursed for twenty years and her qualifications were outdated. She moved to Scarborough in northern Brisbane to work in a nursing home. Kevin spent the next few weeks staying with neighbours, and continued to go to Eumundi Primary until the end of the term. The families were pleasant and friendly, but the eleven-year-old missed his mother. When she came to visit, he was suddenly asked, in front of the family he was staying with, whether he wanted to come to Scarborough. Of course, he agreed.


So Kevin found himself shifting school and living, initially with just his mother, in a small flat. His older brother Greg had been boarding at Marist Brothers Ashgrove; he joined Kevin at Scarborough and at the De LaSalle Catholic school there, but hated the claustrophobic atmosphere where his mother was grieving, he was grieving and Kevin was grieving. Greg could not accept his mother’s view that their plight was all the will of God. He fled back to Marist Brothers Ashgrove, where arrangements were made to cover his fees. Kevin was at a new school and had few friends. At the end of each school day he walked down to his mother’s workplace and waited in her office, often for hours, until she got off duty. It was a lonely time.


Margaret knew she needed to retrain at the Mater Hospital in Brisbane. In the way of the time, that meant that she had to live in the nurses’ quarters. She gave up the flat, moved to Brisbane and sent Kevin to join Greg at Marist Brothers Ashgrove. He hated it: the regimentation, the authority, the brutality and the learning by rote are the characteristics he remembers most. In the traditional mode, the Marist Brothers were tough and craved sporting heroes. Kevin was not robust or good at, or particularly interested in, sport except cricket, where he toiled ineffectively as a wicketkeeper in a lower grade.


Holidays were almost worse. In the 1969–70 Christmas break, his mother rented a small flat under the house of some friends in Nambour for the summer. It was cramped with Margaret and her two younger sons there. When Loree decided to leave the convent and join them, it became claustrophobic. Greg moved out to the Marcoola surf club and slept there in a fibro bunkhouse.


When the summer lease expired, they had nowhere to call home. They drove from one relative to another, spending a few nights with each. Once when they arrived to find the relatives out, Kevin, Loree and their mother had to sleep in the car. It was not a common occurrence, but the memory and the sense of helplessness linger. It was, in terms Kevin later used, ‘bleak charity’. Unhappy at school, disrupted at home, reliant on the goodwill of relatives, moving from place to place for two years: these were memories that were to remain with Kevin and shape his approach to life: ‘What I think it did for me was it made me feel this thing very deeply and emotionally: that this sort of thing should not happen to anybody’.


Then some stability returned. Margaret finished her training. The insurance company paid out on Bert’s small insurance; it had been in dispute because of missed payments while he was in hospital. It was not much, but it allowed her to buy a small house in Princess Street in Nambour, a house in which she lived for the rest of her life. It is a small, typical Queensland house, built on the slope above a road: a kitchen and living area, three bedrooms clustered at one end, with an enclosed verandah at the front, and raised off the ground with room for a car underneath. Loree remembers:


The house was very Spartan and there was lino on the floor and one TV in the corner. There was very, very little furniture. In Kevin’s room there was a single bed, a single desk, which was Greg’s desk, a tiny little desk, and a bookcase.


Margaret was able to return to the nearby Selangor Hospital to resume life as Sister Rudd. It gave Kevin a stable home, a settled location and the ability to develop a circle of friends. It also ensured a close and devoted relationship between mother and son. In the next year or so it provided a place to display the Hansards that Kevin ordered and which were delivered regularly. Loree says he was still young when he started reading Hansards:


He was very interested in the parliamentary process and he understood how laws were made and how they [were] put together and the process of change. Even as a teenager at school, you could see him thinking about how you would implement change and what you would need to get things done through government channels. He was thinking of government as a vehicle for change, even as a young person … Whether that influence came from my mother and my father or whether he just listened more, I don’t know.


He went to Nambour High School, a school of which he is proud, for the last three years of his secondary education from 1972 to 1974. The school has expanded over the years, gradually filling its site alongside the main road through the town; at that time it was the Bruce Highway, which now bypasses the town. In the 1970s it was a lively school, often with bright young teachers in their first year out of teachers’ college before they were sent to the country for their service there. Nambour High has developed a public profile since, for the future Prime Minister Rudd, Treasurer Wayne Swan, Minister for Ageing Justine Elliot and one of the prime minister’s press secretaries, Fiona Sugden, were all educated there between the 1970s and the 1990s. There were others, too, suggesting the school was able to inculcate in some of its kids the drive to do well (and in the process, to leave Nambour). Rudd and Swan never met there, even though they were only two years apart.


Loree had left the convent after her father died. While Kevin was at Marist Brothers, she went to teachers’ college and completed her teacher training. Under the terms of her bond, she was allowed to teach near home for a year, so she joined Kevin and his mother in Nambour and taught at Nambour state school, which is on the same site as Nambour High School. She and Kevin walked to school together in the morning and often back in the afternoon. Loree remembers: ‘Sometimes after school he’d come over to my classroom as I was tidying up and give me various hints on how to improve my teaching, as only little brothers can do’. The next year, she left Nambour to teach in Weipa and then went to Dimbulah on the Atherton Tableland.


Kevin flourished in the new environment. Stability and good teaching allowed his curiosity to flourish. Loree watched her young brother grow:


I would describe Kevin as like a plant that you have kind of got in this really clay soil, not going anywhere, not growing, not dying. It is just sitting there. Then suddenly it is put in fertile soil and it has got the sun and the rain and water. That is Kevin this year in Nambour. That is really what I saw before my eyes. He was so organised. He had all his subjects. He loved them. He loved his teachers. He loved going to school. He loved—and he would watch—Monty Python was on TV at that time and Aunty Jack was on. I mean I used to look at them and think, ‘What are you laughing at Kevin?’, and he would just chuckle, chuckle, chuckle.


He was quickly into the new challenges. He was articulate, informed and inquisitive; he played cricket for the Yandina Creek C team.


Nambour encouraged debating, and Kevin was part of the A team. His close friend Fiona Callander was part of the B team. They used to develop strategies and practise down the road from the Callander farm at the house of history teacher Fae Barber. She provided the chocolate cake; when they won they gave her a brooch inscribed: ‘Fae Barber, gastronomically yours, the 1974 debaters’.


Kevin entered a national public-speaking competition run by the Jaycees. He liked to talk about social justice. He won the Nambour competition, then the Capricornia final at Biloela, and finally the state final in Brisbane. He had to fly to Perth to contest the national championship. He did not win. The teacher who taught him public speaking, Ron Derrick, said: ‘No-one could teach Kevin, we were only able to guide him and he did the rest’. At the Inter School Christian fellowship, he agreed to debate a local Salvation Army girl about the reality of Christianity. Kevin was the sceptic, the doubter. They attracted the largest crowd of the year.


He enjoyed the theatre and participated in drama, remembering in particular Beryl Muspratt:


She was really good at bringing young country kids out of themselves … It was a great gift and much under-acknowledged and under-appreciated … It’s people’s ability to identify the talents and draw them out and be the encouragers and then the enablers. So, there were school productions and there was Young People’s Theatre which was different and ran after school. I was active in that with the Callander girls.


He performed in a Molière production, Le Medecin Malgre lui, translated as the Mock Doctor, after school. At school he played the Minister for Pleasure and Pastimes in Julian Slade’s musical Salad Days. He developed a presence, a confidence and a style. Nambour High School may have liked its sporting heroes, such as Wayne Swan a year or so earlier, but it gave opportunities for the debaters and the actors to flourish. Kevin grabbed the opportunity.


Above all, he found the intellectual challenge of history and English to his liking. In his final year he was taught English and Ancient History by Fae Barber, then a 39-year-old who had just arrived from Sydney (and whom he once introduced as ‘my Ancient History teacher’). She later described the process: ‘I prepared a lesson and Kevin prepared a lesson and we proceeded by a Socratic method’. In 1974 they studied Robert Bolt’s play A Man for All Seasons. (The same year, another Year 12 student, far away in Victoria, was reading A Man for All Seasons and, as a consequence, decided to drop his plans to do medicine and to enrol in a law degree. Peter Costello was ‘fascinated by the interplay of law, morality, conscience and politics’.) Kevin wanted to explore further; he wanted to know more about a person who was prepared to stand up for his principles, even to the point of death. When he won a school prize, a book token, Barber took him down to Brisbane to spend it. He bought a number of books on ancient history and donated them to the school, because he had felt the lack of books there. While there, he also bought a present for Barber: a copy of Thomas More’s Utopia. It was inscribed: ‘To Mrs Barber “In memory of a yearlong battle with ignorance”—to perpetuate the ambiguity’. (‘I never really understood whether he was talking about him or me’, quipped Barber.) It was unsigned. Thomas More, courtier, administrator, historian, Tudor apologist and finally a martyr of conscience, was an interesting choice for a seventeen-year-old. She gave him Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations.


His other twin interests developed simultaneously. He had been fascinated by China since he was ten, when his mother gave him a book on archaeology. China in the early 1970s was only gradually opening to the West. It had been wracked by the Cultural Revolution, of which there were few details. Then ping-pong diplomacy—the invitation to a table-tennis team to visit and play—was followed by Gough Whitlam’s visit in 1971. Whitlam was condemned by the desperate McMahon government for his softness on communism, only to have the Liberal attack undermined a week later by the announcement that Henry Kissinger had been on a visit to Beijing.


The Whitlam visit had an impact on the young Rudd, who wrote to him: ‘Dear Mr Whitlam, I am fifteen years old. I am a student at Nambour High School. I want to become an Australian diplomat. What should I do?’


Whitlam wrote back: ‘You really should go to university and the study of a foreign language would be useful’. Chinese did not appear in the Nambour High School or Queensland curriculum.


The other part of his education came from school friends, or rather the parents of school friends. The Rudd household was not especially party political. Bert’s attitudes had been those of a typical small landholder and returned serviceman: Country Party in his attitudes, but supportive rather than active. Nambour was the electorate of Frank Nicklin, the Country Party premier, and the Country Party was the only force in town. His mother may have voted for the Democratic Labor Party. Politics was never a strongly argued subject around the table.


Kevin’s national and international political insights came from elsewhere. One of his closest friends from the debating team was Fiona Callander. Her father, Bob Callander, was a journalist who had worked around the world; he had seen the impact of war and poverty. Then he decided he wanted a quieter life and left the Sydney suburb of Beecroft to grow pineapples in Wombye. Callander brought a more cosmopolitan perspective to the quiet hinterland; he talked widely and often about subjects that crossed the spectrum. Kevin lapped it up:


Bob was the first person I ever met with anything to do with the Labor Party … Nambour in the 1970s was not exactly the centre for international socialism. I found it fascinating watching Gough on television on one hand and being able to talk to somebody on a pineapple farm in Nambour who had met all these people and could tell me some of the texture of what these national luminaries were really like … He brought politics alive in my mind and also the world alive in my mind. In those days to meet somebody in Nambour who had worked in London, was a journalist, travelled extensively in Europe, said to me that there was an exciting pulsating world out there and, secondly, national political life was not simply something on television. It was something made up of real human beings, people of flesh and blood and this bloke had walked among them.


Buoyed by Callander’s insights, Kevin attended meetings of Young Labor in Nambour while the Whitlam government went from triumph in 1972 to that narrow 1974 victory: ‘I remember sitting through a very long harangue from Senator George Georges with myself, one other bloke and a dog, literally’. Politics was growing in his mind.


Callander was not the only model. Bert’s wartime commanding officer, John Buchan, had been one of the three founders of the community organisation Apex Clubs. He was a friend of Sir Robert Menzies, as well as president of the Victorian Liberal Party from 1958 to 1962, and treasurer from 1963 to 1967. He was a classic member of the Victorian establishment. But he was far more than that. Kevin recalls:


John Buchan had this great sense of perfectly Edwardian noblesse oblige, a sense of personal responsibility towards the people with whom he worked or who had worked for him. When my father died he therefore maintained correspondence with me through until I was elected to parliament and then he died.


During his high-school years, Kevin used to visit and sometimes stay with the Buchans during summer; like many Victorians they had an apartment on the Gold Coast. He thought the Buchans were disappointed when he eventually joined ‘the other side’, but they remained in close contact. Buchan died aged eighty-nine, just after Rudd was elected to parliament; Rudd attended his funeral in Melbourne and then continued to visit his widow.


His enduring friendships with two such different men reflect Kevin’s ability to relate across the generations, classes and professions. He was as comfortable in the Callander’s Nambour farmhouse as in the Buchan’s Gold Coast penthouse. He listened to their experiences and they, in turn, found it worthwhile to invest time and interest, both then and over the next twenty years, in this seventeen-year-old Queenslander from a poor and disrupted family.


Kevin was dux of the school, a straight-A student, when he left at the end of 1974. Nambour High had provided the environment for his talents to flourish at a time when he had the stability and growing maturity to take advantage of the opportunities it offered. The teaching had been good, the staff often friendly and supportive. He applied for entry to the Arts/Law degree at the University of Queensland and was awarded a place.


For the boy from Nambour, provincial towns, whether Nambour or Cairns,


are just large enough to have a critical mass of culture, public entertainment and the arts, usually through theatre, usually through local performances, usually through local debating societies, going back to the great School of Arts tradition of the turn of the previous century. They are large enough to have that, but small enough whereby kids with ability could achieve and be recognised and rewarded for their achievement. If you were so encouraged by being locally successful, it gave you a huge amount of confidence to do other things … A lot of folk have come out of those towns which have a pronounced civic culture, a pronounced local culture which is not just about sport … [It] esteemed academic achievement, esteemed cultural achievement; but at what I would describe as a sufficiently modest scale that you could with some ability achieve well. I think kids growing up in large cities with huge schools don’t have that.


Nambour might have provided the stability and inspiration, but it was not going to be a significant part of Kevin’s future. Yet his connections were not forgotten. ‘I’m Kevin and I’m from Queensland’ became a neat self-deprecating line. The place still has a pull. He remembered those who had helped him. When Ron Derrick was sick, he received a note of good wishes. When Bob Callander was dying of cancer, Rudd visited the hospital and talked to him for hours.


Rudd returned when he could to visit his mother; his children were a joy to their grandmother. By 2001 Margaret was eighty and in ill health. Loree returned to the Nambour house she had left over twenty-five years before. She got a job in the local hospital and lived with her mother until she died in 2004. She is still there. She campaigned locally. She recalls knocking on a door just after the Scores strip club scandal had been revealed. When she said she was campaigning for the Labor Party, but without revealing who she was, the householder laughed. ‘Hey, go Ruddy, he likes the nudies just like we do’, he chortled.


Loree contrasts her reaction to events to those of Kevin:


We all know families where they … go through similar things but one out of the group somehow has something within him that chooses a path that says, ‘I’m going to fix things’, whereas the rest of us say, ‘Well, that’s life’. Kevin’s that one in our family.


The family ties stayed close and devoted. Loree admired the brother who took control, and watched that small boy who became prime minister with the amused interest of the big sister. And he remembered her. On her birthday in 2009 he rang twice. Since she was out both times, he sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to the answering service.
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CALLIGRAPHY AND CHRISTIANITY


As dux of the school, Kevin had the full range of university options. The expectation was that he would go to the University of Queensland. To his mother’s consternation, he turned down a place in Arts/Law and chose to take a break for a year, to relieve the pressure of hard work and settle on what he might want to do. Initially, he stayed in Nambour and worked in a cafe that now displays a plaque commemorating the fact that a future prime minister once served at the tables there. Then he chose to head off south, first to Brisbane, where he was a barman at the Paddington Hotel. For a non-drinking country boy not yet of legal drinking age, it was a rough introduction to a tough pub. By the time he left, ‘I could hold four pots in the left hand and get the head right in each of them’.


He moved further south to Sydney, where he initially stayed with Bert’s sister and, through Bob Callander’s connections, worked in Grace Brothers, Roselands. He was the spruiker who introduced the displays that were put on stage for the entertainment of the shoppers. Then he struck out on his own. Looking at the noticeboards at the University of Sydney, he found a room to let in a house in Albion Street, Surry Hills and shared there with one guy and ‘three very attractive female lawyers’ who were in the fifth year of their degree. It was, he said, ‘kind of fun’ for the first time living in a house with a group of young sophisticates. He could have a drink, talk about politics, be away from family and just grow up. He found a job as a ward cleaner at Canterbury Hospital that paid much better than his last job. He was cleaning a floor on 11 November 1975 when he heard of the sacking of the Whitlam government:


I was just shocked, that that could happen. I didn’t take to the streets or anything like that. I just remember leaning on my mop saying, ‘How on earth did that happen?’ I think, even as a kid, I got the impression about how a sense of crisis could be both constructed and manufactured. Constructed by political play obviously by Fraser, manufactured by a broader media environment at the time which had reached the decision to bring Whitlam down as well.


He registered to vote for the first time in an election in the inner-Sydney electorate.


Kevin spent these months in Sydney looking for meaning and faith. He visited a new church each week, just to discover their beliefs and approach. He went to


the Wesley Centre Mission because I lived in the middle of town. I used to go to St Michael’s Anglican Church—it was virtually next door to where we were living in Albion Street in Surry Hills—the Scots Presbyterian Church in the middle of Sydney, the Pitt Street Congregational Church, which is now Pitt Street Uniting, St Michael’s Surry Hills. It was my habit just to wander around, sit up the back and have a listen. So I think it was [at] Pitt Street Congregational Church that I ran into the Freckletons.


When the pastor asked any visitors to identify themselves, Kevin said he came from Nambour. At the end of the service, a pastor from a different church, Frank Freckleton, also a visitor, came to say hello. His wife was the sister of a Nambour teacher, so Kevin got to know the Freckletons. Their daughter had just finished a degree at the Australian National University (ANU) and was able to tell Kevin about the university. She had also been a resident at Burgmann College on the campus. Kevin says:


I hadn’t decided then where I was going to university; from memory I had deferred a position at University of Queensland. I may have already applied to the University of Sydney—I’m not sure—and then I applied to the ANU. I was trying to make up my mind whether to do Arts/Law or Asian Studies/Law or Asian Studies and then Law. So it was the debate in my mind at the time.


He sought information and in late 1975 he applied for Burgmann at the ANU. Acting as his referee, Frank Freckleton described Kevin as ‘courteous, willing to work and with a happy disposition’; he was also ‘ambitious’. His school deputy praised his intellect and also concluded he was a ‘mature and responsible young man’.


Kevin had been brought up a Catholic, his mother’s faith. He had attended mass with her as a matter of course:


We went to church at the local Catholic church in Eumundi. And every second Saturday we’d be rounded up to go to catechism. Mum would bellow out of the window of the farmhouse across the flats, ‘It’s time for catechism’, as Greg and I would disappear into the distance. But she had a habit of being able to round you up pretty quickly and get you there.


Catholic school religion was no more than ‘you would tend to observe as an eleven- to thirteen-year-old attending a Catholic boarding school: mass three mornings a week and regular prayers in the classroom. But no particular spark of personal faith’.


Kevin began to have doubts about the more doctrinaire characteristics of Catholicism while he was working in Sydney. During that year, he recalls, he ‘did a lot of reading and a lot of reflection about the great “whys” of life’.


Part of the reason for not going straight to university was to sort a few things out in my head rather than embark on a career path or some academic path without understanding some foundational questions as to ‘What’s it all about … at least for me’. And so sometime in the last quarter of that year, I think, I made an adult decision that I was a believer. But that came after a solid year’s reflection.


In February 1976 Kevin moved to Canberra and the ANU. He lived at Burgmann College, interdenominational and freewheeling. It had only opened a few years before. One of its founding students was the party-loving Peter Garrett. A year or so later Nick Minchin arrived. The student body included the riotous, the studious, the religious and all kinds between. The college had both a chapel and a bar.


Kevin enrolled in the Faculty of Asian Studies. The ANU had a number of advantages. It was small. It had expertise in Chinese language and literature. And it was a long way from Queensland.


When Kevin went to the ANU, he was a Christian rather than an advocate of any church. He points out that:


I knew enough about church history to understand how they emerged, how the Reformation occurred and how the various revolts within the Reformation subsequently occurred. But I think there is only one essential question and that is, ‘Based on the evidence that you’re presented, do you believe or not in the existence of God?’


It was, he argues, a consequence of reflection, and says:


the proofs available to me were no more remarkable than were available to people who have reflected on these things over the centuries; no more persuasive or unpersuasive depending on who is reflecting on them. But that’s the conclusion I’ve reached and it’s a conclusion that I’ve subsequently been comfortable with.


At the time, there was a college padre of an evangelical bent. He encouraged the students to think about their role and future in life. That was already Kevin’s inclination:


For me it was a question of reflecting on the claims of the church, neither Catholic nor Protestant but the church, about the existence of God and the life of Jesus of Nazareth; and reflecting further whether I accepted—as a matter of faith and reason—that those claims were true. And having reached that conclusion, only one proposition emerges from that: How then do you lead your life? For me it provides a form of moral compass in the broadest sense. However flawed your life might turn out to be, at least you have a sense of your fundamental bearings.


The first breakfast in orientation week turned out to be critical to his life. Kevin sat down opposite Thérèse Rein. He introduced himself. She retorted: ‘You know, I think you are the first Kevin I’ve ever met’. Rudd recalls thinking: ‘What a marvellously snotty thing to say’. She thought it was just a truthful comment with no hidden meaning. Later in the week, as she recalls:


Kevin and I were walking back in the same direction [from a Student Christian Movement meeting] and he said, ‘You live at Burgmann College, don’t you?’ I said, ‘I do’, because [I’d met this] whirlwind of people, and he said, ‘I do too so why don’t we walk back together?’ And he said, ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ … so we had tea in his room with the door open.


Thérèse had come to the ANU from Melbourne. Her father had been in the RAAF in the war and had injured his back in a plane crash. After the war he was eventually confined to a wheelchair. He used his returned service rights to undertake a degree in aeronautical engineering. He worked in Adelaide and then in Farnborough in the UK. He was an archer in the Australian team in the Stoke Mandeville Games, the precursor of the Paralympics. When he returned to Australia, he became a driving force in developing disabled athletics.


Thérèse was born in Adelaide, the first child in the family. When she was in high school, the family moved to Melbourne and she completed her secondary education at Firbank, a private girls school. Thérèse expected to go to the University of Melbourne, but the ANU had an early entry scheme for outstanding students, so she applied and was accepted; it was just insurance. Then her father was in another terrible accident. He was driving home from work along St Kilda Road. A drunk driver travelling in the other direction at more than 150 kilometres per hour lost control of his vehicle. The car hit the median strip, flipped in the air and landed on the roof of Thérèse’s father’s car, trapping him inside. The drunk driver was killed and Thérèse’s father badly injured. The next months were a blur as the family regularly travelled over to the Heidelberg Hospital. Thérèse’s matriculation exams came and went; she did poorly. She did not get into Melbourne and, although she could have gone to Monash, the family thought it might be useful for her to go to the ANU. Besides, they thought they might all be moving to Canberra soon, a shift that did not eventuate. Thérèse was therefore at Burgmann for that meeting of minds.


Thérèse was fascinated by Kevin’s aspirations and his social conscience. He explains why he wanted to study Chinese:


Australia’s recognised China. America’s recognised China. China is huge and growing. It’s to our immediate north. The next century is going to be the China century and it’s really important for Australia that we have people who not only speak the language but understand the history and culture of the Chinese people because our future lies there.


They talked about education and politics. This person, she recalls thinking when they met, should go into politics; this person should be prime minister.


From that first meeting, Kevin and Thérèse’s lives intersected regularly. They were part of the same group and they fought on and off for the next two years, not personally but about ideas. Both had separate interests, Kevin in the activities of the Asian Studies students, including the production of Chinese opera, while Thérèse liked bush dancing. When Thérèse contracted glandular fever in the first year and was so tired she could not get out of bed, it was Kevin who came to check on her. He collected food from the dining room, brought it up to her and ensured she ate it. He was a solicitous friend.


On 17 October 1977, towards the end of her second year, Thérèse was walking back to her room when Kevin fell in step beside her. She remembers vividly:


I was walking back to my room and he was walking in that direction. That wasn’t the direction of his room, and I said, ‘Where are you going?’ He said, ‘I’m going to see someone’. So he kept walking. I said, ‘Well who are you going to see?’ He said, ‘I’m going to see someone’. So we’re walking along and he’s still with me. Well we’re running out of corridor here, because my room was one off the end of the corridor, and I said, ‘Oh, so you’re going to see Kathy’. He said, ‘I’m going to see someone’. So I went to my room, I said ‘Goodnight, have a nice night’, and went into my room and shut the door. Then there was this knock on the door and I went to the door and opened it and I said, ‘Weren’t they home?’ He said, ‘No, I’m coming to see you’. I laughed and I said, ‘Well that’s nice’. He said, ‘I thought we should go out’. I said, ‘We’ve just been out’. He said, ‘No, together’. I said, ‘What now? It’s really late’. Anyway, so he asked me out.


That combination of playfulness and seriousness was typical. Thereafter they were regarded as a couple. She was nineteen, he was twenty.


Kevin was never interested in campus politics. He was not a student activist, even as the campus, just across the lake from Parliament House, fumed at the perceived illegitimacy of the new Fraser government that had so easily won the federal election in December 1975. Organised politics was not yet for him. The challenges were more personal.


University friend Harry Barber was already at Burgmann College when Kevin Rudd arrived. But the link to Kevin was not only Burgmann but also the Evangelical Union:


The EU connected us across the years and across disciplines in the way that the football club does, or the hockey team. University is not much of a deal if you’re only meeting the people you’re studying with and that was the sort of thing I was trying to avoid.


Thérèse remembers Harry as ‘having a great sense of humour, being very kind, very warm. He kind of reminded me of Pooh Bear at the time’. He too was searching for understanding. Harry would wrap himself up in an old greatcoat and set out with Kevin before breakfast, into the mist and fog that often blanketed Lake Burley Griffin, to talk about religion, about God, about all those things that are of concern to the young as they search for meaning. These walks were described as perambulatory prayer meetings, two young men wanting to know what to believe. Harry recalls: ‘We were both serious people and we wanted a meaningful context for things and we wanted to make a difference for the good’.


As students, they were not into practical outcomes; they were trying to work out where they were and how they might make real contributions in the future. Their interest could readily be distinguished from the partygoers’ and the politicians’. No-one, said one colleague, would ever have any doubts about which group Kevin belonged to.


Christian theology was combined with Chinese studies. Kevin was the secretary of the Evangelical Union at the ANU. The EU was the link that brought together people from different disciplines and backgrounds. There, as Kevin says, they all explored the choices:


The standard readings: on the right you all read John Stott … the modern father of English evangelical Anglicanism. And at the other, slightly lefty, end of the evangelical spectrum you had Bonhoeffer’s Letters from Prison and The Cost of Discipleship. So you had John Stott’s basic Christianity at one end and C.S. Lewis up the middle, mere Christianity, and over to the left Dietrich Bonhoeffer: muscular Christianity. I am a great fan of Lewis’s Christian apologetics.


As ever for students, the way forward becomes an accident of timing and opportunity. Kevin regarded himself, in those first years at university, as quite a conservative Christian. In the third year of university he was responsible for organising the university mission and had to identify an evangelist to invite to the campus:


Someone recommended a Baptist. I listened to this guy for three days. It was unapologetic Bonhoeffer social gospel: ‘Get active in politics’. I’m the guy that got this guy, seeing the words ‘Baptist’ and thinking ‘that is safe’. This guy provides a marvellous set of apologetics about it being impossible to be a person of faith unless you are active in social justice through the political process.


He found the challenge confronting:


I have actually not quite got there yet. I’m probably twenty to twenty-one years of age and so this has an effect on me—this is the year before I head off to Taiwan and my transition into social justice–Christianity—in the sense that it is quite right for a person who has formed Christian views to be able to be concerned about human rights. I began subscribing to an American journal called Asia Watch, which was monitoring human rights, not just in China but elsewhere.


The serious students did not just talk about religion. When they discussed social problems, Harry remembers Kevin saying: ‘When I’m prime minister …’ It was not so often that it became routine, but nor was it just the once either. Whether it was already an ambition seems less clear; to Rudd it was a figure of speech, a way of identifying what needed to be fixed, what was ‘Right and Important, with capital letters’, as Harry describes them.


Kevin took to his study of Chinese with dedication. Harry watched with admiration: ‘He had this big fat dictionary that was as high as it was wide but Kevin just loved it, he went to it like Pooh to his honey pot, he’d just lick off another layer’. He may not have been the most brilliant linguist, but he worked consistently and hard. Thérèse says:


he did this wonderful unit called Chinese Calligraphy and Painting; they had to actually practise the characters; this is very Zen; you sit there with an ink stone and you grind it and then you mix the ink with the brush and the water. It’s very harmonising; you think about the meaning of the character that you’re writing. One of the most wonderful characters was done by the younger brother of the last emperor; this single big character on a scroll we saw in Beijing was the character for a tiger, and the energy, the strength, the elegance and the power of the way the character was drawn conveyed the tiger.


For his second long vacation, Kevin decided to see a bit more of Australia. After Christmas at Nambour, he hitchhiked up the Queensland coast. He visited Loree, then did some teaching on the Atherton Tableland, and revelled in the independence.


At the end of his third year, he decided he needed to improve his skill in the Chinese language and to go overseas. He applied for a grant from Beijing, but failed, perhaps the first failure in his career. Instead, he won a scholarship to cover his basic costs in Taiwan. He might have been lucky. In Beijing he would then have been restricted to the compound for foreign students. Although Taiwan was still an authoritarian regime run by the Kuomintang (KMT, the Chinese Nationalist Party), there were few restrictions on private lives. As long as people did not take political action, they were free to say whatever they wanted in private. It was far easier to chat to the local people, to make personal friends, to get to know families and thereby to develop language skills.


The scholarship was useful, but not enough. Kevin and Thérèse decided to stay in Canberra over the break. Thérèse had finished her degree and applied for a job in the public service; she duly got the job—and found it excruciatingly boring and pointless. Kevin took a number of jobs, including cleaning the house of journalist Laurie Oakes, to raise funds for Taiwan.


The months in Taiwan in 1979 were Kevin’s first experience overseas:


I stayed in a fantastic place called the Republic of China Recover the Mainland Anti-Communist International Youth Activity Centre [image: image]. I lived there and studied at a very good teaching academy which was the Mandarin Training Centre at the Taiwan Normal University … effectively the tradition of normal universities is to train teachers; this one had a Mandarin training centre within it.


We were all foreigners but most were overseas Chinese from elsewhere, a number of Japanese, a number of Chinese who didn’t speak Mandarin, who spoke Cantonese or whatever. A small number of barbarians—a few Brits, the odd American and I think one or two Australians. So yes, it was really good for my Chinese. I had to earn some money so I used to teach English on the side as well.
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