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There is no conspiracy here. It’s just that, over the
decades, left-of-centre types at the ABC have appointed
left-of-centre types. The culture of the public broadcaster
is so narrow that many people making appointments do
not understand that there are valid positions contrary to
their own.
Individuals – however well educated or well qualified –
who support George W. Bush’s policy on Iraq, or US
policy in the Middle East, or Israel’s right to exist within
secure borders, or who oppose same sex marriage, or
who are concerned about unauthorised boat arrivals or
who happen to agree with the teachings of Pope
Benedict XVI, or who believe in the importance of
private education and private health or who are sceptical
about the impact of global warming are regarded as
unusual. Conservatives do not get key positions within
the ABC because their positions are not considered
legitimate. In short, left-wing fashions prevail at the
public broadcaster – which is why ABC types tend to
criticise both Labor and the Coalition from the left.
The history of the ABC Media Watch program depicts
the reality of the ABC. It’s first presenter was a leftist –
Stuart Littlemore QC. In his book The Media and Me,
Littlemore acknowledged that he used his time as a
reporter on This Day Tonight in the 1970s to campaign
against political conservatives. Littlemore was followed
by a bevy of leftists – Richard Ackland, Paul Barry, David
Marr, Liz Jackson, Monica Attard and Jonathan Holmes.
The fact is that there is more balance on the News Watch
program on Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News Channel in the
United States (which airs on Foxtel and Austar in
Australia) than there is on the ABC Media Watch
program. On News Watch, you can hear the views of leftliberals and conservatives. On Media Watch only left-ofcentre types get guernseys as presenters and no other
view is heard. Jonathan Holmes is an example of the
problem. He acknowledged last year that he was
appointed to the key role as executive producer of Four
Corners in 1982 despite the fact that he was a British
citizen who knew nothing, absolutely nothing, about
Australia. It was an appointment of the left, by the left,
for the left. The long-term impact of the late leftist Allan
Ashbolt – and what was called “Ashbolt’s Kindergarten”
– on ABC news and current affairs is still with us. Which
explains why the public broadcaster is a conservativefree zone.
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SANDALISTA
WATCH SOPHIE
CUNNINGHAM’S
MELBOURNE
In his 1937 book The Road to Wigan Pier,
George Orwell defended “the ordinary
decent person” against “the intellectual,
book-trained socialist”. He wrote that
the latter:
“... type is drawn, to begin with, entirely from
the middle class, and from a rootless townbred section of that middle class at that. ...It
includes...the foaming denouncers of the
bourgeoisie, and the more-water-in-yourbeer reformers of whom [George Bernard]
Shaw is the prototype, and the astute young
social-literary climbers...and all that dreary
tribe of high-minded women and sandalwearers and bearded fruit-juice drinkers
who come flocking towards the smell of
‘progress’ like bluebottles to a dead cat.”

YOU CAN JUDGE A SANDALISTA
BOOK BY ITS COVER

A

s the saying goes, don’t judge a book by its cover.
Except if the tome in question happens to be
Sophie Cunningham’s Melbourne, which is published
by the University of New South Wales Press under
the label NewSouth. The blurb on the back of
Melbourne commences as follows:

the working-class but is now the abode of the tertiary
educated, sandal-warning, left. Sandalista territory,
to be sure.
The map on Melbourne’s inside covers gives an idea
of what is to come. It only mentions eight suburbs –
Richmond, Fitzroy, Carlton, Brunswick, North
Melbourne, Footscray, St Kilda and Hawthorn. Only
seven places are illustrated on the map – the National
Gallery of Victoria, Federation Square, the State
Library of Victoria, Readings Bookstore (Carlton) La
Mama Theatre (Carlton), Merri Creek (Abbotsford)
and the Westgate Freeway (don’t worry, it’s on the
way to inner city Footscray). Abbotsford is next to
Collingwood and Collingwood is close to Richmond,
Fitzroy and Carlton.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR – AND SANDALS
Sophie Cunningham was born in 1963 and educated
at Toorak Central School John Gardiner High School
in Hawthorn and Monash University. She has
worked in publishing and edited Meanjin Magazine
and is the author/editor of a number of books –
including the semi-autobiographical novel Geography.
According to Melbourne, at John Gardiner High
School students wore “Lee jeans, Miller shirts and
lurex treads”. SC writes that, treads are “heavy
sandals made of ribbons of suede and had tyre treads
for soles”. Enough said.

FOREWORD
Apart from seven years living in Sydney,
Cunningham has resided in Melbourne her entire
life. In her revealing Foreword, the author declares
that Melbourne “feels like a small town to me, though
in reality it no longer is”. Earlier in her Foreword,
Cunningham refers to the house in inner-city
Fitzroy North “in which Helen Garner set her
semi-autobiographical 1977 novel, Monkey Grip”.
Cunningham adds:
Almost everyone I know claims to have
lived near that house.

Melbourne’s a city you get to know from
the inside out – you have to walk it to love
it. That’s when you capture glimpses of
people – eating, laughing, talking, arguing,
watching TV and reading – through halfopen terrace house doors and windows.

How about that? Virtually ever yone Sophie
Cunningham knows claims to have lived in Fitzroy
North – a small suburb in inner-city Melbourne.
Elsewhere in the Foreword, the writer reflects:

Hang on a minute. Anyone who knows Melbourne
understands that only a fraction of the city’s four
million residents live in terraces. These are a relic of
parts of old Melbourne and are located in what is now
called the inner-city. Clearly Sophie Cunningham’s
book is not a study of a city but, rather, a small part of
it. Namely, the inner-city which was once home to

...if my ashes were scattered in the Carlton
Gardens you could mount an argument for
a life lived as narrowly as that of any 18th
century English village girl. About 2
square kilometres would cover it. The only
strange thing is that this isn’t, really, such
an unusual Melbourne story.
3
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Yes it is. Sophie Cunningham is asking her readers
to believe that many or most citizens of Melbourne
live much of their entire life in a two kilometre
square. This is nonsense. It’s just a rationalisation
for the author’s narrow life. An idea of just how
narrow this is is evident in her Foreword.
Sophie Cunningham lives in a terrace house in
Fitzroy Street, Fitzroy – which runs parallel to
Brunswick Street. According to the author, such
properties sell at around $1 million. Hilary McPhee,
the author’s “former mentor and now friend”, lives
only a few houses away. Neighbours include theatre
director Betty Burstall, literary agent John Timlin
and literary critic Peter Craven. In fact, Mr Craven is
“visible from the street, his desk piled high with
books and cats”. Really. Film critic Philippa Hawker
“lives less than a kilometre away in Carlton”. Sophie
Cunningham lives with her “girlfriend Virginia...in a
house once owned by James Button and his wife May
Lam.” She adds:
Like many of my friends, James used to
work at The Age, the oldest remaining
Melbourne daily founded by David and
Ebenezer Syme, the grandfather and
great-uncle of my great-grandmother Lucy
Wawn (she of the dinner gong). When I first
met James, almost twenty years ago, he
lived about six houses away from this
current house, which is next door to a
place I shared for a few years with W.H.
Chong, the designer of the cover of my two
published novels and also a former
designer of Meanjin, the literary journal I
went on to edit between 2008 and 2010.
Clearly Sophie Cunningham is part of the inner-cityluvvie-left. Most of her friends work, or used to work,
at The Age – sometimes called “The Guardian-on-theYarra”. The remaining friends appear to be a
collection of actors, academics, film or theatre
directors, authors, fine dining cooks, publishers,
gallery owners and journalists. They are all part of
Melbourne’s inner-city-sandal-wearing-Age-readingfriends-of-the-ABC-left. Helen Garner, who once
wrote a column in The Age, commented that the piece
which received the most feed-back from Age readers
focused on her decision to buy a new pair of sandals.
Sophie Cunningham declares in her Foreword that
she has attempted to write “a photograph of the city”.
Her series of photographs are divided into the four
seasons and focus on Melbourne in 2009. SC’s
images of Melbourne are reported in chronological
order.
4

SUMMER – BALLROOM DANCING
SHOES BURNING
SC and a group of friends get daring. It’s 24 January
2009 and Melbourne is enduring a summer heat wave
and drought. They elect to travel out of their FitzroyCarlton-Brunswick safety zone and visit the Rochford
Winery in the Yarra Valley – about an hour out of
Melbourne. The occasion? Well, Leonard Cohen –
the patron (secular) saint of the Sandalistas – is
singing. Sophie and Virginia may have gone to
Rochford but they are not at risk of meeting any of
the locals – as in workers or people who left school at
15 years of age. Not at all. Rather, all the luvvies of
Fitzroy-Carlton-Brunswick appear to have gone to
Rochford. As SC puts it:
As I stood with Virginia and looked around
the crowd, I saw the faces of many people
I’d met in my 45 years: former housemates,
current friends, my publisher, ex-lovers,
friends of friends, authors I’d worked with,
a guy who’d designed the cover of a book
I’d once published, the woman who
ran my favourite deli stall at Queen
Victoria Market, my osteopath. These
people create my version of Melbourne,
those looped connections that start in
kindergarten, school and university and
are refined by where you live and the work
you do.
Enough said. Four million people may live in
Melbourne but Sophie Cunningham’s version of the
city seems to be limited to university educated, innercity professionals – the only possible exception being
a woman who ran a deli store at the oh-so-fashionable
Queen Victoria Market.
It turns out that SC has had a much-travelled
Summer. A week before her Leonard Cohen
experience at Rochford, she drove to Yea – to do a
reading at the town’s library. Once again, SC did not
run the risk of coming across the Yea working class
or any non-university educated types. It’s a hot
Summer in Melbourne. Very hot. So hot that “our
friend Lizzie found her ballroom dancing shoes
melted at the back of her car”. That hot.

AUTUMN – YOGA AND BOOT CAMP IN
CARLTON
Melbourne is still recovering from the heat wave of
Summer 2009 – which included the terrible bushfires
of Black Saturday (9 February 2009). So Autumn is
ver y much a reflection on that sandal-wearer
obsession – climate change.
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Sophie and Virginia have cats. “Fitzroy and nearby
Carlton are cat suburbs”, she declares. It’s also
writer’s territory. Did you know that Don Watson and
Fiona Capp hired rooms above the Standard Hotel in
Fitzroy “to write during the day”? Well, you do now.
SC has much respect for her fellow writers – but not
much for those who run car parks. She reports that
the car-park at the Prahran Market has a sign which
reads: “If paying by Cridet Card Mastercard or visa
only.” Get it? Car park operators can’t spell. Sandal
Wearers: 2; Car Park Operators: Zip.
Sophie and Virginia love the Queen Victoria Market.
Be careful, however. There is “invariably a bratwurst
with way too much sauerkraut to be eaten” at the
QVM. SC heads off “to the Gertrude Street Yoga
Studio at 6.30 am...where a group of us sit in a large
room....salute the sun, make like warriors and do the
plank”. Go on. Meanwhile, “Virginia and several
friends head to the Carlton Gardens to torture
themselves at boot camp”. How truly fascinating.
Reading Melbourne, you begin to wonder whether
any residents of the city have a regular job or bring
up children or go to the supermarket. There is no
mention of the CBD nor of such Melbourne based
organisations as the Business Council of Australia
(BCA) and the Australia Council of Trade Unions
(ACTU).
To Sophie Cunningham, Melbourne in autumn is all
about theatre and food. But she does find time to join
in the Sandalista’s criticism of Australian culture –
and to bag “the years that John Howard was prime
minister”.
She seems to assume that all of
Melbourne agrees with her. Not one of her friends is
a conservative – and the only sitting politician
mentioned is Greens MP Adam Bandt. SC’s father
“went to the footy with a group of Carlton friends,
including the playwright Jack Hibberd and other La
Mama and Pram Factory identities”. Just as well –
other wise the old man might have stood near
manual workers.

WINTER – A BAD DOSE OF SUBURBPHOBIA
Winters in Melbourne are cold and “unpleasantly
clammy”. So much so that “one is invariably
depressed by the end of them”. The author travels to
inner-city Richmond to meet novelist Michelle de
Kretser and they walk “along the Yarra [River]
through Richmond, Hawthorn and Kew towards
Dights Falls”. She indentifies a “stubbornness and
recalcitrance” in the “river’s spirit”. Really. In
Melbourne, the Sandalista set communicates with
the Yarra – apparently.

Here’s another of SC’s Richmond experiences. She
used to visit the late Peter Mathers there, he was a
writer-gardener. The author declares:
I always envied those who received
remainders of his novel The Wort Papers.
He had composted the unsold copies but
dug them up on special occasions to give
as gifts. The rotting books, full of soil and
chewed through by worms, seemed both
symbolic and practical.
Yeah. Especially if the recipient had no intention of
reading what SC concedes was Peter Mathers’
language which resembled “a range of outrageous,
punning shapes”.
After some reflections on St Kilda, SC warns that
Melbourne is “in danger or running out” of water and
admits to being a “suburbia-phobe”. There follows an
incomprehensible rant about Melbourne’s suburbs –
focusing on the abduction and presumed murder of
young Eloise Worledge in Beaumaris in 1976 and the
1991 murder of teenager Karmein Chan who lived in
Templestowe.
From these two child killings, SC theorises:
The suburbs are spaces where perfection
is possible, the argument seems to be. It’s
just everyone who lives in them who fails.
This smug sense of certainty combined
with the inevitability of failure are just what
one rebels against, a rebellion that has
fuelled many great Melbourne comedians.
So the author of Melbourne believes that “everyone”
who lives in Melbourne’s suburbs “fails”. Fair
dinkum. Some suburbia-phobe, to be sure.
SC now travels to Hawthorn, just over the Yarra from
Richmond and within walking distance to the CBD.
Even so, this is just too far away from Fitzroy Street,
Fitzroy. The author refers to the “bland horrors of
Hawthorn” while she quotes an acquaintance
complaining of “the even blander horrors of
Brighton”. Hawthorn is beyond Richmond; Brighton
is beyond St Kilda. To the author of Melbourne they
are in another country – or universe.
Sophie Cunningham is a real leftie-luvvie. She is
proud of the fact that her parents were involved in the
teacher movement, opposed the Australia’s Vietnam
commitment and belonged to the Gough Whitlam
Fan Club. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, SC was
involved in the nuclear disarmament movement. She
simply assumes that all Melburnians share her
political views.
5
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Before the end of Winter, SC finds time for another
put-down of the outer suburbs. She worked for the
publisher Penguin in the early 1990s and this meant
“a drive up the Maroondah Highway to Ringwood”.
She remembers the experience:
It was...like being stuck an hour out of town
and forced to buy potatoes in their jackets
from the car yard next door for lunch.

SPRING – A DATE WITH FOOTBALL
Spring gives Sophie Cunningham a chance to opine
about her love for Australian Rules football in the
lead-up to the Australian Football League grand final
(which is usually held in the final week of September)
– and more besides:
Football is important to Virginia and me. Our
first what-I-can-now-see-was-a-date more
than nine years ago was to a footy match.
Virginia had turned up wearing a Geelong
beanie, and if you’re prepared to go on a
first date wearing a beanie, you know who
you are. That’s an attractive quality.
How twee. SC soon confesses that she once lived in
Balaclava (don’t worry it’s not too far from St Kilda).
Her local cafe there was Wall 280, which was fitted
out by Six Degrees. Peter Malatt, a member of the Six
Degrees team, described his approach on fit-outs
as follows:
Most of us went to uni and lived in terrace
houses in the inner suburbs.
This made sense to SC – who is under the illusion
that the residents of Melbourne all live in terrace
houses and have university degrees.
Now SC visits Footscray, another inner-city suburb.
Her contacts there are Tony and Maureen Wheeler,
formerly of the Lonely Planet publishing house who
are now associated with the taxpayer subsidised
Wheeler Centre and another leftist – Jeff Sparrow at
Overland magazine. SC does not seem to know any
non-luvvies.

SUMMER, AGAIN – THE YARRA AS A
GREAT DIVIDE
It’s time for a final reflection on summer. Once again,
Sophie Cunningham reflects on the Yarra River as “a
social divide in Melbourne”. She describes an
occasion when North Fitzroy luvvies had to travel
over the Yarra River to Albert Park (don’t worry, it’s
close to St Kilda). Gosh. She refers to riding from
Fitzroy to St Kilda by bike as “crossing the great
6

divide”. Really. By the way, Balaclava is recommended
by SC for its “bagels, lox and kugelhopf”.
Summer ends with a wedding, James Button and May
Lam got married “after a courtship involving fifteen
years and two children”. It was a 40 degree day. At the
Boulevard Restaurant in Kew (don’t worry, it’s just
over the Yarra from Collingwood), Sophie talked to
Age journalist Martin Flanagan, former Age journalist
Peter Wilmoth, writer Helen Garner and film
maker Tony Ayers. The latter gave a speech about
sharehouses and sprinklers – apparently SC believes
that all Melburnians of a certain age once lived in
sharehouses. This gave the author another
opportunity to inform her readers that Melbourne is
running out of water – this time quoting from singer
Paul Kelly’s autobiography.

AFTERWORD
It’s time, again, to talk about cakes and football, the
Wheeler Centre, the Melbourne Writers Festival,
Overland and SC’s new bike. Oh yes, SC
acknowledges the dams are filling and that the
drought seems to have broken. Melbourne ends with
Sophie and Virginia looking at the rain from their
Fitzroy abode. She reflects: “No horses had been
swept away, but a couple of Range Rovers looked in
trouble”. Apparently all the bikes were saved. That’s
inner-city Melbourne. And, alas, that’s Sophie
Cunningham’s Melbourne.

v v v

FACTUAL ERRORS AND HISTORICAL
HOWLERS IN SOPHIE CUNNINGHAM’S
MELBOURNE – WITH SOME HELP
FROM PETER HAYES
In Melbourne (UNSW Press, 2011), Sophie Cunningham
(born 1963) writes that she has spent all but seven years
living in Melbourne. She has worked in Melbourne
based publishing houses and edited Meanjin at the
University of Melbourne.
Yet Melbourne is littered with factual errors and
historical howlers. Clearly – as with its publication All
That’s Left, which was edited by Nick Dyrenfurth and
Tim Soutphommasane – UNSW Press did not engage
a fact-checker for this publication. Gerard Henderson
identified some of the errors/howlers in his Media
Watch Dog blog on 4 November 2011 (Issue 119) – and
has since found some more. The remaining errors/
howlers – which are identified by an asterisk – have
been provided by the Melbourne writer Peter Hayes.
• Page 10: SC describes Melbourne as “endlessly
flat”.
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Not so. From Doncaster, for example, you can see the
entire Melbourne CBD set out below. Doncaster is
only a 15 minute drive from Fitzroy, where SC lives.

Balaclava, Graham Kennedy, who was in turn an
inspiration for the working-class boy from Reservoir,
Graeme Blundell (later Kennedy’s biographer).”

• Page 30: SC writes: “From the forties, the Fitzroy
Council was, reputably anyway, stacked by John
Wren’s men”.

Not so. Graham Kennedy was a household name long
before Barry Humphries and had worked his way up
through radio under the tutelage (and inspiration) of
“Nicky” Whitta. Blundell’s biography of Kennedy
(King: The life and comedy of Graham Kennedy, Pan
Macmillan Australia, Sydney, 2003) lists Humphries
only twice in the index; both entries refer to passing
mentions of Humphries’ name that give no support at
all to the “inspiration” thesis.

Not so. The Catholic business entrepreneur John
Wren was involved with Richmond Council – not
Fitzroy Council. Anyone with an understanding of
Melbourne politics in the first half of the 20th
Century would know this.
• Page 30: SC writes: “Wren’s grip [on Melbourne
politics] was firm and held for much of the 20th
Century”.
Not so. John Wren died in 1953, half way into the 20th
Century. His influence died with him.
• Page 54: SC writes that Melbourne criminal
Squizzy Taylor “died of gunshot wounds – inflicted by
a standover man from Sydney – in Fitzroy’s St
Vincent’s Hospital in 1927”.
Not so. Squizzy Taylor died on 27 October 1927
following a shoot-out between him and the
Melbourne based criminal John “Snowy” Cudmore.
The shootings, which took place in Barkley Street,
Carlton, were regarded by police as a double murder
– that is, according to Victoria Police, Taylor shot
Cudmore and Cudmore shot Taylor at the same time.
Taylor suffered bullet – not gunshot – wounds.
• Page 60: SC writes:
John Wren died a month after suffering a
heart attack watching his team, Collingwood,
win the 1953 grand final. A close game can
do that to you.
Not so. John Wren suffered a heart attack at his
home in the early morning of Monday 28 September
1953. The VFL (now AFL) Grand Final was played on
the previous Saturday.
• Page 62: SC writes that until the mid 1980s “the
VFL residency rules meant that players lived and
worked in their team’s suburb (or its catchment
area).
Not so. There were residency rules which controlled
recruitment at certain times. However, there was no
regulation as to where VFL players lived or worked.
*• Page 72: SC writes about the comedy team
Coodabeen Champions and declares: “Its current
members are comedian Jeff Richardson, lawyer Ian
Cover…”

*• Page 83: SC quotes Graeme Blundell as making
the following point about Barry Humphries:
Blundell wrote: “Barry transformed not
only the comedy business, but also the
way we look at ourselves; he was the
bridge that took us from the cosy nonthreatening world of vaudeville into a
dangerous new territory of satire”.
Not so. The relevant article by Graeme Blundell is
“The clown prince of suburbia”, Inquirer, The
Weekend Australian, 7–8 February 2009, p 17 – which
is cited in Cunningham’s bibliography as ‘The crown
[sic] prince of suburbia’, Australian, 7 February
2009. In fact the quote in question comes from Garry
Reilly. This is what Blundell actually wrote:
Comedy writer Garry Reilly, co-creator of
the ground-breaking Naked Vicar Show,
agrees. “Barry transformed not only the
comedy business, but also the way we
look at ourselves; he was the bridge that
took us from the cosy non-threatening
world of vaudeville into and [sic]
dangerous new territory of satire,” he says.
“It was uncomfortable at first as we
struggled with what it revealed about
ourselves and even worse, how others
saw us.”
Graeme Blundell’s Weekend Australian article also
contains the following quote from David Williamson
– it may have been Cunningham’s source for the
“inspiration” claim noted above:
“He gave permission to a new generation
to refuse to be ‘nice’, to wage war on
the insufferable Australian smugness,”
according to Williamson. “Graham Kennedy,
I’m sure was a beneficiary.”

Not so. Ian Cover is not a lawyer.

This is David Williamson’s view. Graeme Blundell
made no such claim.

*• Page 83: SC writes about Barry Humphries: “He
was the inspiration for the working-class boy from

• Page 86: SC writes about the “six o’clock swill” –
the requirement that hotels in Victoria close at 6 pm,
7
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which was removed in 1966. She comments that six
o’clock closing:
…led, inevitably, to the “six o’clock swill”,
a ritual in which men downed as much
beer as they could before vomiting and/or
being ejected onto the street.
Not so – this is a gross exaggeration. There were
some instances of what would now be called binge
drinking in the lead-up to 6 pm. But there was
nothing “inevitable” about this – and many men and
women were well behaved as they left hotels at
closing time.
• Page 86: SC writes that around 1966 “Aboriginal
Australians received full citizenship”.
Not so. This is clearly a reference to the 1967
referendum. This provided for Aborigines to be
counted in the population (i.e. the Census) and gave
the Commonwealth Government power to make laws
with respect to Aborigines. That’s all. Many
Aborigines were citizens before 1967 and there was no
reference to citizenship in the referendum question.
*• Page 87: SC describes Carlton’s La Mama theatre
as “a grotty little two-storey shed in a bluestone lane
off Grattan Street in Carlton”.
Not so. It is off Faraday Street – and quite some
distance from Grattan Street.
• Page 94: SC writes that she is “retrospectively
amused by the fact that the star of the Monash Labor
Club was future Liberal deputy leader Peter Costello”.
(SC enrolled at Monash University in 1980).
Not so. Peter Costello was never a member of the
extreme left Labor Club at Monash University. He
was a member of the Evangelical Union and later the
Monash Association of Students. As Shaun Carney
documented in his book Peter Costello: The New
Liberal (2001), Costello led the opposition to the
extreme left on the Monash campus. He was bashed
by a leftist thug while a student.

*• Page 185-186: SC writes: “Garner’s first novel,
Monkey Grip, was published in 1976. While
Melbourne was rapidly changing, the establishment
was still stuffy – as headlines like this one for the
Herald show: ‘Head Prefect of Tammy Fraser’s old
school at the centre of storm about junkies and the
counter culture’.”
Not so. Monkey Grip was published in 1977. There
was no such headline in The Herald, the then
Melbourne evening paper. The article referred to is
by Jan McGuinness – it was published on 27
December 1977. It had three small headings – which
lead to the main heading “HELEN THE STIRRER”.
Here is how the heading looked:
Head prefect at Tamie Fraser’s old school –
Teacher in the centre of a storm about a
frank talk on sex –
Author of a controversial book about
junkies and the counter culture –
HELEN THE STIRRER
In other words, the focus of The Herald’s heading was
on Helen Garner’s controversial comments on sex –
not on the fact that she went to the same school as
Tamie Fraser, The Hermitage at Geelong.
• Page 213: SC refers to Davis McCaughey as “a
Presbyterian minister, vice-chancellor of the
University of Melbourne and the governor of Victoria
from 1986 to 1992”.
Not so. Davis McCaughey was never vice-chancellor
of Melbourne University. Thanks to Peter Pierce’s
review in The Weekend Australian on 6-7 August 2011
for drawing attention to this.

v v v

ALL NUDE – EXCEPT FOR THE
SANDALS

• Page 99: SC claims that “in retrospect it seem [sic]
clear that Manning Clark’s History of Australia: The
Musical was one of the first victims in the culture wars”.

For much of the year, Melbourne is a cold climate.
However, according to Sophie Cunningham, a bit of
hot weather is all that is needed to get the Sandalistas
to disrobe – down to their sandals.

Not so. This was a dud production which failed
dismally at the box office. That’s all. If the
Melburnian lefties had booked seats, it would have
been a stage success.

Page 252. According to SC, “nude Scrabble-playing
with cold beer” is one of her “fonder New Year’s
memories.

• Page 144: SC looks back in happiness on what she
calls “Burke Street” in Camberwell.
Not so. It’s Burke Road – and it’s a major arterial road
in Melbourne’s east. Even Fitzroy residents should
know this. By the way, Bourke Street is in the
Melbourne CBD.
8

Page 269. At the James Button/May Lam wedding,
“filmmaker Tony Ayers reminded people of
sharehouses in St Kilda and Fitzroy” where those
present once lived. According to SC, “we all laughed
when he talked of times that seemed to involve an
inordinate amount of nudity and running under
sprinklers”.
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HEARTBURN
Shelley Gare
When a group – a gobble? – of internationally
famous food writers gathered in Key West, they
turned out to be driven by one thing and it
wasn’t haute cuisine as Shelley Gare writes.

A

mericans are different. They eat more. Bad food,
good food. Add some cheese please.

“We eat more because we’re bigger than most people
and we start out bigger,” New Yorker writer Calvin
Trillin explained to an audience of 399 Americans and
one Australian who had gathered to explore the role
of food in literature at the San Carlos Institute on Key
West’s Duval Street, early last year.
Trillin, a small, trim man in his mid-seventies with an
intense stare and fierce black hair rimming a bald
head, may have been daring his literary seminar
listeners to laugh.
Or maybe not.
This is a man who once wrote that he has been
talking about being hungry from the moment he
learned to talk. If he could, he would eat Chinese food
with a tablespoon. “The last piece of food I left on my
plate - that was in the fall of 1958, as I remember – had
a bug on it.”
A serious news journalist, he gradually began to write
about food when The New Yorker sent him on the
road for 15 years to turn out regular pieces on
Regional America.
He discovered that sometimes, the fastest way to get
a bead on a town, was by asking the hotel desk clerk
the best place to eat: not the restaurant the clerk
would take his in-laws for their 25th anniversary but
the place he’d go after 13 months in the army. And so,
Trillin revealed America in all its complexities,
divisions and paradoxes to his readers through the
crawfish festival in Breaux Bridge, Louisiana,
country patties in Mississippi, and through Formicatable restaurants like Arthur Bryant’s in Trillin’s
hometown of Kansas City which serves beef cooked
over a hickory fire, and was the first place in town
where blacks and whites ate together because,
according to Trillin who wrote it in capital letters,
“IT IS THE SINGLE BEST RESTAURANT IN
THE WORLD”.
Who knew?

If you want to understand business, follow the money.
If you want to understand people, follow the food.
Who can better understand the mysteries, pretences,
desires, fears, vanities and truths of humans than the
true food writer? There is almost no subject he or she
can’t serve up: taste, cooking styles, agriculture, big
business, government policy, eating habits, spending
patterns, class differences, race, migration, the rise of
tapas, the collapse of cheese cake. As our obsession
with food, superstar chefs, elite restaurants, TV
cooking shows, bake-offs and cookbooks has grown,
so has the food-writer’s territory.
For all that – perhaps because of some of that - it has
been a slow grind since the 1960s to get food and food
writing on the intellectual menu.
Pretty Key West bulges with restaurants, bars and
food specialties – conch chowder, key lime pie, pink
shrimp – and its most famous citizen was Ernest
Hemingway who ate and mostly drank his way
around the island on and off from 1928 until his death
in 1961. When he came to write his memoir, he called
it A Moveable Feast.
But, when we think of Hemingway we think of wars,
bullfights, death, hunting and steely, spare prose. We
don’t think of: “The pommes à l’huile were firm and
marinated and the olive oil delicious.”
Three years ago, the organisers of the august Key
West Literary Seminar – happy eaters all – looked
around at the western world’s unceasing fascination
with food and said, oh what the hell. Even The New
Yorker was doing an annual food issue.
For 28 years, the seminar, held annually, had devoted
itself to fiction, short stories, poetry, theatre with
guests like Edmund White, Jan Morris, Paul Auster
and Margaret Atwood, but last year, food got the
guernsey: The Hungry Muse or food in literature.
Invitations went out to Trillin and to a host of chefs
turned writers, journalists, foreign correspondents,
political reporters, poets, novelists, academics who
for various reasons, from curiosity to greed, had
settled on food as a way of writing about life.
The list included Indian cookbook pioneer Madhur
Jaffrey; Mark Kurlansky who wrote Cod, Salt and The
Big Oyster; Julia Child’s longtime editor Judith Jones,
so diminutive that on stage her white head barely
bobbed above the lectern; Ruth Reichl, whose Garlic
and Sapphires described her time in mufti as The New
York Times restaurant reviewer and who made it okay
to take ethnic restaurants seriously; her successor
Frank Bruni; and chef and former Times columnist
Molly O’Neill who grew tired of writing “food porn”
9
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ten years ago and – shades of Trillin – took to
America’s byways and highways to produce a
celebration of regional food One Big Table.
And so, 70 plus years after Californian M.F.K. Fisher
compiled her first beautifully crafted collection of
essays on eating well; 60 years after Elizabeth David
transformed the English cookbook; 50 years after
Judith Jones rescued Julia Child’s manuscript, and 40
years after French chef and author Jacques Pépin
found himself laughed out of school at Columbia
when he suggested doing his doctorial thesis on the
history of French food, this bevy of stellar foodwriters happily arrived from the rest of freezing
America like a flock of heat-seeking hummingbirds,
ready to talk seriously about two passions. Food.
Writing.
On opening night, Reichl, whose c.v. includes
restaurant reviewing for The Los Angeles Times as
well as The New York Times, five books, and ten years
as the last editor-in-chief of Gourmet, read aloud the
first piece of food writing she’d ever loved:
“When you wake up in the morning, Pooh,” said Piglet
at last, what’s the first thing you say to yourself?”
“What’s for breakfast?” said Pooh. “What do you say
Piglet?”
“I say, I wonder what’s going to happen exciting today,”
said Piglet.
Pooh nodded thoughtfully. “It’s the same thing,” he said.

FOOD TALKS
Early in 2010, seminar guest Patrick Symmes whose
beat is Latin America, went to Cuba, on assignment
for the monthly journal Harper’s, to live on the
monthly average wage of $US20. “How is it possible
for Cubans to live on this?” he had wondered to
himself. “I decided to gamble on my stomach.”
During his month, he discovered that the citizens
have had ration cards that keep them just above
starvation level since 1962, that they depend on
barter and stolen goods to get enough to eat, and it is
effectively illegal to grow carrots in your backyard
because – say the authorities - it would create
disparities and then dissent.
“It is a total lack of civil liberty because of the lack of
economic liberty. For Cubans who don’t have a little
money coming in from a brother in Spain or an uncle
in Miami, food was the pre-occupation.”
Who knew.
Symmes explained in some wonderment, “I can’t
deny, food often seems to explain a country to me
10

better than even a detailed study of the history and
politics.”
Almost any human experience or emotion can be
expressed in terms of food. Poet Billy Collins read his
2008 poem, Divorce:
Once, two spoons in bed,
Now tined forks
Across a granite table
And the knives they have hired.
Or, as Roy Blount Jnr, put it on stage:
Okra's green,
Goes down with ease.
Forget cuisine
Say "Okra, please."
You can have strip pokra,
Give me a nice girl and a dish of okra.
There were tales of fish-eye soup cooked by an
indigenous Alaskan, blowfish testicles that taste of
caviare and cream, and chicken sashimi in Japan that
– surprise! – wasn’t lethal after all.
A poem by American poet Louis Simpson, based on a
real incident in the life of Russian writer Anton
Chekhov, was quoted. In it, Chekhov’s guests try
hard to impress him with their conversation.
Eventually he leans towards them and asks if they
like chocolate. “People may not know what they
think/ about politics in the Balkans/ … but everyone
has a definite opinion/ about the flavour of shredded
coconut.”
If the subject is food, almost any question can be
asked, and at the seminar, it was.
Why do Americans so love the formula “all you can
eat”? (For answer, see Trillin above.)
How do men in Rome stay slim? (They eat small
portions, claims Frank Bruni whose food memoir
Born Round chronicles how a fat, young ItalianAmerican child used to family lunches that began at
10 am turned into a snake-hipped, food-happy
journalist.)
And the best of all – from Blount - which no-one ever
tried to answer: “How can a chicken eat all the time
and never get fat in the face?”
Trillin is all too aware of the frailties brought on by
too much food and drink. He has discovered that the
day after Thanksgiving is the busiest day in America
for long distance calls. “People apologising,” he
remarks, lugubriously.
“We forget how important food is: it’s a prism, a
metaphor, for everything we do,” says chef turned
writer Molly O’Neill.
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O’Neill, a tall, slightly scary and majestic woman, won
her cooking chops when restaurant kitchens were
still blue-collar, and she shucked oysters alongside
male line cooks who were teamsters in the offseason. She grew up in Columbus, Ohio when it was
the world’s number one test-market for the huge
food conglomerates peddling new convenience and
fast foods.
As a child who wasn’t allowed to eat junk food at
home – her father thought it was a Communist plot –
O’Neill regularly slipped down to the local grocer to
scarf up free samples of fries, snacks and cereals. “If
you wanted to get your play on Broadway, you tested
out in Peoria,” she says. “If you wanted to be the next
Big Mac, the question was: ‘will they eat it in
Columbus?’ Columbus was the epitome of average
and the tongue that food marketers dream of is
average.”
But tongues change as their owners are introduced to
new experiences, countries and people and thus, food
writers can be the true chroniclers of our age, noting
the shifts that indicate subterranean changes. They
spot demographic changes before the statisticians
file their reports because they’re the ones who’ve
spotted an explosion of Cambodian – or Ukrainian or
Brazilian - restaurants or the overnight success of a
chain of cheap bistros.
If you want to know about poverty, migration,
aspiration, who’s saving and who’s spending, where
the angst lies and how to find the sweet spot, look at
what people are eating and cooking. Or not cooking
and eating.

a newspaper editor and a politician; it was on the
virtues of dunking versus crumbling one’s cornpone
in the hammy broth called “potlikker”, the liquid left
behind after southerners in the US boil their “mess of
greens” – collard greens, mustard greens, turnip
greens.
The thesis subject sounds preposterous. In fact, it
gave Edge, who is now director of the Southern
Foodways Alliance at the University of Mississippi, a
path to understanding race relations in the deep
south. While the wealthy whites ate the boiled
greens, their slaves survived on the potlikker, rich
with nutrients from the vegetables.
(When, a little later, I came down with a vicious,
throat-tearing cold, up in Savannah in Georgia, I was
assured by a plump African-American cook that I
should have dosed myself, not on the sterile products
of the pharmacy, but with a good hearty bowl of
potlikker.)

SERIOUS FOOD
Food writers are not entirely comfortable with the
status they’re gradually acquiring.
Trillin’s 55-year old colleague at The New Yorker,
Adam Gopnik explained the dilemma of being in the
first generation of a number of younger men writing
about food. “It’s a complicated gender role and that’s
why you get this hyper-testosterone thing,” he says.
“You know, ‘But I only write about sausages made
from rattlesnakes. I’m not one of those food writers
who writes about cakes and sauces …’ ”

Here is one food writer’s small story that tells you
almost everything about the development of the
food industry.

O’Neill, responded tartly: “A lot of the [food] writing
now being done by white, highly privileged, well paid
men was being written by women 20 years ago but
now it’s being spun with muscle and given legitimacy
and an intellectual veneer.

On a farm just south of Fresno in California, David
Masumoto, a third-generation farmer turned writer
with a Japanese-American heritage, does his best to
produce sweet, succulent peaches. High-end
restaurants and hoity-toity fresh food markets can’t
get enough of them. But Masumoto is driven by one
motive: in this age of carefully cultured, long-life,
transported food that tastes of nothing so much as
commodification, he wants future generations to
remember what a great peach tastes like.

“Forty years ago, Frances Moore Lappé wrote Diet
For A Small Planet. She used to drive around in an
old jalopy, trying to get people to eat arugula,
dandelion leaves and no meat. A lot of people are now
on that platform” – she means writers like Michael
Pollan (In Defence of Food, The Omnivore’s Dilemma)
– “and they get $50,000 for one speaking
engagement. She wouldn’t have seen that in one year
in her life.”

“Who’s going to demand a peach they’ve never had?”
he asks simply. The prospect scares him. And now he
writes about it; eight books in and more to come.
When another seminar guest, John T. Edge went to
grad school in Mississippi, he wrote his masters
thesis about a polarising debate held in 1931 between

Then there’s M.F.K. Fisher. Publisher Jason Epstein,
who also co-founded The New York Review of Books
- there’s writing gravitas for you - gruffed about foodwriting being taken seriously. White-haired, as rolypoly as a marshmallow and about as cuddly as a catfish after 60 years of dealing with the publishing
fraternity, he extolled Fisher, the first great food
11
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writer of modern times, arguing, “She belongs in the
pantheon along with Hemingway but she was
classified as a cooking writer and that disqualifies her
from serious attention. The people who make these
decisions can’t believe that someone who cooks can
write! Henry James wouldn’t have known how to
cook an egg!”

wasn’t about ‘combining’ something,” Jones said with
as much of a sneer as someone so polite and precise
can bring herself to express. “Julia would say, ‘go
ahead and enjoy it. Rub the little chicken’s breast with
butter – he likes it. If you make a mistake, never
mind.’ Julia would say to me, ‘Joooodith! We were
born at the right time!’ ”

Judith Jones, now in her mid-eighties and still a vicepresident at Knopf where she has edited John
Updike, Anne Tyler and William Maxwell as well as
many of the key culinary names of the last 50 years –
Child, Jaffrey, Claudia Roden, Marcella Hazan, James
Beard - grew up in a house where to talk about food
or to say “yum-yum” was to be faintly disgusting. “We
waved the cooking smells away,” she says, gesturing.
She disappeared to Paris, just after World War II,
returning over three years later, transformed.

BLIND TASTING

It was she who rescued Julia Child’s manuscript in
1960 when the “boys in Boston” – [Houghton Mifflin]
- who had first option, rejected it. “No American
woman wants to know that much about French
cooking,” they pronounced. “But I did,” says Jones,
by then working for Knopf, “and I thought there must
be hundreds and thousands of women like me out
there and there were.”
Choosing a title was difficult. Jones was in New York;
Child in Europe. Finally Jones came up with
Mastering the Art of French Cooking.
Child wrote enthusiastically, “I love the gerund!”
Publishing boss Alfred Knopf didn’t, declaring, “If a
book with a title like that sells, I’ll eat my hat.”
The book has never been out of print since and, to
Jones’s delight, sales have quadrupled since the
release of the film Julie and Julia in 2009. “Julie’s
books have gone down,” she remembered happily,
loyal to the last to Child who was mightily upset by
blogger Julie Powell whose fame grew with every
recipe she cooked from the first volume of Mastering.
All those four-letter words, explained Jones.
“Julia was so upset by that blog,” recalled O’Neill.
“She’d say,” putting on Child’s tones with their
swooping high notes and lavish drama, “‘Don’t I have
any rights. Or rather, should I say, ‘don’t I have any
goddamned rights?!!!!!’ ”
Child, said Jones (who incidentally also saved Anne
Frank’s diary from American publishing’s reject pile),
changed the language of food writing. “Recipes then
were nasty short things. Julia’s language was
visceral. She would ‘plop’ something in a bowl;
‘massage’ something or ‘slap’ it on the counter. It
12

It’s moot what the current time is.
There are food writing opportunities galore and
plenty of competition for them. On the other hand,
publishers want more pictures, far fewer words.
“Three recipes to a page,” Jaffrey revealed with
disgust. Hold the chat.
Outside the San Carlos Institute building, its
comforting Victorian gloom, curlicues and spotlit
speakers, lurks the great hulking curse of American
convenience food, factor y farmed, processed,
pumped with preser vatives, ser ved in gigantic
proportions, almost everywhere you look, and not
just there in the fast food outlets on Key West’s Duval
street, or the rest of the United States, but
increasingly, everywhere.
Trillin remarked, “You’re in no danger of getting
salad at salad bars. They’re basically an excuse for
presenting different forms of mayonnaise.”
On my way to the Key West seminar – almost 30
hours of travelling time from Sydney – I ate floppy
steamed fish and something flat and eggy on the
airplane, and later a white bread sandwich stuffed
with what felt like more slices of turkey than any
bird should have had to part with to feed one
human-being.
We are the only animals which cook their food but,
noted Reichl, “it’s ironic that just as people stopped
cooking, they started reading cookbooks. Research
shows that the average person uses just two recipes
from each cookbook. We’re a nation that continues to
love reading about cooking but is unwilling to spend
our precious time cooking.”
The paradox of our age is that while we have never
been so obsessed by food, the bulk of us are
becoming ever more distant from growing food,
cooking food, knowing why it’s important to eat the
right foods.
Then, again, triumph in adversity. Reichl only started
cooking in self-defence because her mother, Miriam,
whom the adult Reichl later discovered was bi-polar,
was so aggressively uninterested. Miriam specialised
in saving money at the expense of what went on the

_8058 SIQ 40 Vol 19:qxd8 4/04/12 7:46 AM Page 13

The Sydney Institute Quarterly
Issue 40, March 2012

POLITICAL
VIEWS A GAME OF
THRONES

Reichl’s dinner-table and was nicknamed the Queen
of Mould.
One bright morning, Miriam asked Ruth’s father to
sample something on a spoon. Obediently, he tasted
it and then ran to rinse out his mouth, drinking
straight from the coffee pot spout. “It was the worst
thing he had ever had in his mouth. The first time he
said that it tasted like cat toes and rotted barley. Then
as pigs’ snouts and mud and five years later he had
refined the flavour into a mixture of antique
anchovies and mouldy chocolate,” Reichl said,
quoting her memoir, Tender At The Bone. “My
mother said, ‘Just as I thought, spoiled.’ ”
But, without the Queen of Mould, Reichl may never
have become a food writer.
And Tender At The Bone, which so flummoxed
booksellers when it came out 12 years ago they had
no idea where to shelve it – “all those words” Reichl
remembered - started an avalanche of food memoirs
so that now, Reichl added, they are being published
in their thousands. Novels and mysteries too, all
based around food. Reichl is working on a novel of
her own, Delicious.
Humans are endlessly resourceful and food is
fundamental to us. “You can understand almost
anything about a society by looking at what they’re
eating,” said Reichl. Or as novelist Kate Christensen
put it, “Our relationship to food is revealing of our
character in a way that nothing else is.” There’s
always one more lunch, one more dinner and as
O’Neill so aptly once wrote, “Every meal, after all, is
a new beginning.”
Reichl repeats Julia Child’s rule for cooking; it
applies equally to life, ambition and civilisation:
“Nothing is too much trouble if it turns out the way
it should.”
Next January, 2013, the subject for the Key West
Literary Seminar, January 10 to 13, is “Writers on
Writers”. See http://www.kwls.org/seminar31/. So far,
the writers appearing include Edmund White, Geoff
Dyer, Judith Thurman, James Atlas and Phyllis Rose.
Cost, which includes all speaking sessions plus
breakfast, two evening receptions and a farewell
lunch, is $US545. There is also a separate writers’
workshop program.
A version of this article appeared in Good Weekend
magazine in June, 2011

Stephen Matchett
Dick Cheney, with Liz Cheney,
In My Time: A Personal and Political Memoir,
New York, Threshold Editions, 2011 pp 565
Condoleezza Rice,
No Higher Honour: A Memoir of My Years in
Washington,
London, Simon and Schuster, 2011 pp766
Donald Rumsfeld,
Known and Unknown: A Memoir, New York,
Sentinel, 2011 pp 815

E

ver since Arthur Schlesinger jnr popularised the
idea of the imperial presidency in the early
1970s commentators in every decade have offered
examples of the White House taking power unto itself
in ways the Founding Fathers never intended.
It was, and is, an inane argument, at least in foreign
policy. The checks and balances of the eighteenth
century went out of whack when the Soviets acquired
nuclear weapons. And they stayed out when the Cold
War ended but terrorists developed doctrines for
asymmetrical warfare.
While there is nothing imperial about President
Obama’s domestic agenda, what with the way he
struggles to get Congress to agree with him on
anything, he still has the capacity to kill Osama bin
Laden on the other side of the planet - a fate
undoubtedly noted by dictators around the world. And
while the economic ability of the US to fight a sustained
war anywhere for very long is doubtful, it can still
project more power than the next dozen powers.

GEORGE W BUSH’S POWERFUL
ADVISERS
It is the unmatched military might and diplomacy
that it supports which were the foundations of
George W Bush’s foreign policy forays and which is
the subject of these three memoirs by his most
important foreign policy advisers.
13
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As National Security Advisor and Secretary of State,
Condoleezza Rice treated most of the world as unruly
American protectorates or potential rebels. As Secretary
of Defence Donald Rumsfeld supervised an enormous
armed establishment manifestly beyond any individual’s
capacity to control. And Vice President Richard Cheney
turned what is supposedly an insignificant office into the
most bullying of pulpits for influencing and intimidating
the foreign policy establishment.
The power they describe in their memoirs is
spectacular. Rumsfeld ran a military bureaucracy of
staggering size and reach. State had the resources to
brief Rice on any diplomatic problem on the planet, as
soon as, or often before, it occurred and she had the
authority to intervene wherever she wanted.
While Cheney deployed no divisions, and directed no
diplomats, his decades in Washington gave him the
guile to get his way across the foreign policy spectrum.
Power without administrative responsibility for
anything made him immensely influential. Just as Karl
Rove was supposedly “Bush’s brain” in domestic
politics, Cheney was an eminence grise in foreign policy.
Just as important as their physical resources, they
had enormous intellectual capacity at their disposal –
they all had staff capable of producing a strategy on
just about anything. This gave President Bush
endless options but also meant he had to choose one,
which generally cancelled the others out. Imagine if
Australia had three high-powered foreign affairs
policy teams instead of none, sorry one.
And the sheer size of the resources they commanded
made running their own agencies immensely difficult.
In fact for Rice, certainly at State, and Rumsfeld at
Defence it was often close to impossible to move the
bureaucracies at all, let alone in a new policy direction.
One recurring theme in all three books is how hard it
was to get anything done. For Rumsfeld, officials were
the enemy – military bureaucrats had endless reasons
why anything not done previously was impossible in
the present. Rumsfeld’s writing makes it plain his
personality was a big part of the problem but even so
it is obvious that the defence establishment was simply
too big to easily change.
If Rice found her own department as difficult she is
too smart to show it but there is a sense in her
memoir that she did not actually supervise State, if
only because she travelled too much to impose policy
on anybody. And Cheney’s relaxed manner does not
disguise his fur y with disobedient officials –
including ever ybody at State and the National
Security Agency, from Rice down.
All three books demonstrate another limit on the
imperial presidency, one that comes from the conflict at
every court as the emperor’s officials pursue place. But
14

not favour. President Bush is not an overwhelming
presence in any of the books, floating above the turf
wars. Nor did he referee the policy fights that the
intensely political Cheney and Rumsfeld waged against
first Colin Powell and Rice and then just Rice. This
probably kept him sane but trying to make policy when
the three senior advisers were so divided must have
also kept him irritated indeed.
Inevitably, the departments of State and Defence, plus
the National Security Agency and the offices of the
president and vice president all had their own ideas and
agendas, which made some level of conflict inevitable.
However, the Bush administration was virtually at war
within itself, as much over ideas as authority.
And the absence of unity imposed an appalling price,
the absolute catastrophe that was the early
occupation of Iraq, when the US having won the war
did not have a clue how to prosecute the peace.
Despite what he writes (and he writes a great deal in
his own defence), Rumsfeld was to blame for the utter
absence of a security plan, to the extent that when the
President decided he had to go not even Cheney, his
oldest pal in politics, could save him.
If State and Defence had not treated each other as
hostile powers, and the CIA had not focused on
covering its own errors, the creation of a functioning
Iraqi state could have occurred years earlier. And even
according to his version it seems Rumsfeld, an
inveterate plotter for power, started most of the fights.
George W Bush’s failing was not to try to establish
democracy but to allow the people in charge of his
plan to fight among themselves, using the Iraqi
people as pawns.
Just how ambition eats itself is the message of these
three not very good books. Rumsfeld is a bore
obsessed with proving he was always right. Cheney’s
avuncular style does not disguise his delight in
political thuggery. Rice writes about everything she
did and in the process explains not much about what,
if anything important, she actually accomplished.
However, for all their faults, in combination they offer
three salutar y messages. First, the greater the
resources the more institutional impediments exist to
prevent their use. Second, without humility and a
sense of the limitations of power leaders are
overwhelmed by anger as their plans fail; this is
especially obvious in Rumsfeld and Cheney’s cases.
And, without a reason to be in power, other than for
the pleasure of ordering the world about, policy is
always a distant second to egocentric administration.
In the end, the Bush presidency succeeded in its core
foreign policy ambition – to bring democracy, at least
the start of it, to countries across the Middle East.
Perhaps Condoleezza Rice can claim some success in
this but while it started to occur on Rumsfeld and
Cheney’s watch they were only observers.
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DONALD RUMSFELD IN DEFENCE

presents himself as suspicious of the entangling
alliances George Washington warned about.

If Donald Rumsfeld did not exist, nobody would
believe any such character could. In his tale of his
time Rumsfeld presents himself as partisan pure,
politically pragmatic an endlessly energetic
administrator who right-thinking people appointed to
important positions. If his memoir was a work of
fiction, nobody would believe Rumsfeld was real and
no novelist would dare offer up a character so
overwhelmingly ordinary.

But, in the main, Rumsfeld comes across as a
mainstream conservative Republican of the kind in
control before the Tea Party turned up. He shows
how men of great ability (although it is never on
display) confuse process for policy. He demonstrates
why politics attracts people who love power but don’t
much like people – especially ones who will not do
what is best for them, even after they are told.

Perhaps Ward Just would plausibly place Rumsfeld in
a Chicago machine where he failed to equal his
father’s achievement, (why not? the former writes
about Windy City pols and the latter is one). Gore
Vidal would burden him with ambition and
alcoholism, plus (being Vidal) lust. But not the real
Rumsfeld who is either bland beyond belief or thinks
he can get away with presenting himself as so.
My money’s on the latter –
making this a deeply cynical
book by a man obsessed with
settling scores and proving,
at least to himself, that he was
right and everybody else was
wrong – all the time and
about everything.
Rumsfeld presents himself as
an ordinar y bloke (sorr y
average Joe) who worked
hard all his life and got on
well with people like him,
other average all-American
fellas who just happened to
end up running the Grand
Old Party and the USA.
And his enemies, well gosh
darn, it’s not that they are bad
people (except that Saddam
dude), but they generally are
misguided or, and I hate to say
this about anybody, (but I will
about Colin and Condi and that
Rich Armitage hombre) they
just aren’t straight shooters.

As a guide to the George W Bush administration,
Rumsfeld’s recollections are suspect. He is writing
for the record and determined to get his version of
history on it. Even after hundreds of pages setting
out his side of many, many arguments, he provides
much more documentation on a supporting website.
With this much to prove you can’t help but wonder
what he has to hide, or at least what he wants to bury
beneath a barrow of briefing
papers.
The curious thing about
Rumsfeld is that he writes so
much but reveals so little
about himself. There is, for
example, no illuminating
explanation of how a man with
no family connections went so
far. Certainly, getting to
Princeton on a scholarship is
demonstrable evidence that
America rewards hard work
and ambition. But the GOP
does not hand out safe House
of Representatives seats to
unconnected unknowns unless
they are immensely gifted
or masters of manipulation.
Perhaps he sees himself as
a statesman with a right
to be above the ruck, but
it’s not to page 193 that
Rumsfeld acknowledges how
others assume he is a political
operator.

Rumsfeld is one of those men who just know the
world is a dark place, who want to protect everybody
around them and get very angry with people who just
don’t listen dammit! Alarming characteristics in any
husband or parent, terrifying ones in a secretary of
the US Department of Defense.

Much of the book is about Rumsfeld’s post Congress
climb up the Republican power structure as a
mandarin at home, serving Nixon and Ford, and proconsul abroad. He remembers, reports and replies to
slights and fights from 30 plus years ago, including
digs at Henry Kissinger and George Bush snr.

And that, for what it’s worth, is what this book is worth.
Rumsfeld offers an insight into the way a generation of
Republicans, obsessed with power but not interested in
policy, worked. He occasionally refers to libertarian
ideas, like opposing the draft for Vietnam, and he

It’s a habit that stays with him in the most important
part of the book as he explains why he was right over
Iraq and everybody else either wrong or rotten. But
for somebody who presents as a policy administrator
not a political activist, he does not have all that much
15
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to say that is in any way interesting about his first
term as Secretary of Defense and his long period out
of politics running a pharmaceutical company.
The book only picks up the pace when he describes
the disputes between the power brokers at the court
of the second President Bush. Rumsfeld comes alive
in criticising Colin Powell as the prisoner of State. He
delights in demeaning Condoleezza Rice as a snob,
frightened of a fight. He abhors Rich Armitage, who
bad-mouthed the Pentagon with “brazen” leaks. And
he outright loathes Paul Bremer, charging him with
the catastrophe of the early occupation of Iraq:
Bremer’s arrival marked an unfortunate
psychological change in Iraq – from a
sense of liberation, with gratitude to the
American military and our allies, to a
growing sense of frustration and
resentment that Iraq had come under the
rule of an American occupation authority.
There are many others at fault for the bad luck that
bedeviled the Bush Administration. There are the
generals who blamed him for deploying too few
troops at the start of the occupation of Iraq, despite
having signed off on the plan: “In reality there was full
debate and discussion but there was no disagreement
among those of us responsible for the planning.”
There is the intelligence community for reporting
weapons of mass destruction that did not exist
In the run-up to the war in Iraq, we heard a
great deal about what our intelligence
community knew or thought they knew,
but not enough about what they knew they
didn’t know.
And rather than disbanding the Iraqi army, it was
State’s inability to train police that reduced Iraq to an
anarchy that US and British forces alone were forced
to fight, “for reasons still unclear, the training
program was delayed for six months. As a result, the
country was without any sort of internal security
force for a critical period of six months”. He even
blames, albeit implicitly, George W Bush for idealism
on what the invasion of Iraq was about:
When it came to the administration’s goals
in Iraq, my views were straightforward. They
were to help the Iraqis put in place a
government that did not threaten Iraq’s
neighbours, did not support terrorism, was
respectful to the diverse elements of Iraqi
society, and did not proliferate weapons of
mass destruction. Period. The aim was
not to bestow on it an American-style
democracy, a capitalist economy or a worldclass military force. If Iraqis wanted to adapt
their government to reflect the liberal
democratic traditions espoused by Thomas
16

Jefferson and Adam Smith, we could start
them on their way and then wish them well.
It’s a respectable point of view, but it gets Rumsfeld
off the hook on the hardest question about Iraq – was
what the US accomplished worth the loss of life?
At times his attempts to blame everybody else makes
sense – he rightly blames the people on the ground
for Abu Ghraib. But, overall, he presents as an arsecovering egotist, determined to demonstrate that he
is rarely wrong and regularly betrayed by everybody
around him.
None of this disguises the truth of his book, that the
bloke who let Rumsfeld down was Rumsfeld. For all
his ability to obfuscate, he presents himself as a man
less uncomfortable with, than incapable of, accepting
opinions other than his own. The result is a memoir
that tells us a great deal about the man but very little
that is worth trusting, especially about his role in the
Bush administration.
The only known unknown in Rumsfeld’s explanation
of his career is whether he has any idea of how he
presents to the world.

VICE PRESIDENT DICK CHENEY
On the other hand Dick Cheney is as self-aware and
cynical as a sack full of senators. In his memoir,
perhaps the master manipulator of his generation of
GOP politicos presents himself as a straight up and
down servant of the people, committed to doing the
right thing by ordinary folks, like him.
But while he is good at pretending that politics was
just a job and one that he did as best he could, devoid
of ambition and free of guile, he is not that good. The
result is a memoir where the pose of genial guile is
obviously a Machiavellian masquerade. Want to know
why George W Bush’s administration was so
distrusted by ordinary Americans? Dick Cheney’s
description of his role in it is the answer.
Not that Cheney gives anything away about his ideas
or ambitions – his book describes a rise through the
Republican ranks without explaining how it happened.
Certainly he does not disguise his early faults, his
drinking, his getting in to Yale on a scholarship and
then getting thrown out. But neither does he explain
his successes, the way he won a House seat and
became a power in the Republican machine.
Nor is he as fascinated by the machiner y of
government as Rumsfeld. Where Don goes on, and
on, about bureaucratic battles won and lost and the
challenge of reforming departments, Dick doesn’t.
Where Rumsfeld tried to reform Defence, in his two
terms as secretary, Cheney was more interested in
politics than making the profession of arms work
more smoothly. One quote says it all:
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One of the first things I did at the Pentagon
was ask to see an organisational chart of
the Department of Defence. When I
received it I unrolled it and watched it fall
off both sides of the Pershing desk. I rolled
it back up and never looked at it again. I
decided then and there that if I spent time
trying to reorganise the Pentagon, I
wouldn’t get anything done.
And what pray does “getting anything done” involve
for a cabinet minister if it is not improving the way his
department operates, especially when it is the most
expensive, important agency of government on the
planet?
From his youthful alcoholism
and the way he was “happy to
serve” but missed the draft,
through to being relaxed about
a gay daughter and on to
multiple heart attacks there is
nothing much about the private
man.
So what makes Dick Cheney
tick? Who knows, indeed who
cares? Anybody interested in
how the Bush administration
made such a mess of foreign
policy, that’s who.
There is a great deal to
disappoint in this book that
presents Cheney as either a
dill out of his depth or a player
who spent so long inside the
beltway that he be cannot
bothered with the rest of us.
Thus he glosses over invading
Iraq to destroy weapons of
mass destruction that did
not exist. Certainly the case
for removing Saddam was
overwhelming, whatever was or wasn’t in his arsenal.
But it is completely inadequate to excuse the greatest
intel failure in a generation by suggesting that it was
harder to work out what the dictator was up than it
was to count Soviet divisions:
Technology was on our side during the
Cold War but the situation has in some
ways shifted. Now it is possible for an
individual or a handful of people to
acquire the technological means – a dirty
bomb or weaponised anthrax – to kill on a
massive scale.
This is not an adequate excuse for such a massive
policy blunder and it rather ignores what intel can
accomplish when properly managed – Osama bin
Laden was killed, but not on the Bush-Cheney watch.

The same applies to his account of the outrageous
mess Rumsfeld made of Iraq’s reconstruction.
Cheney is completely correct to point out that the
slaughter of civilians was the work of religious
fanatics intent on slaughtering other Muslims. But
having removed a murderous megalomaniac the US
was obligated to save the Iraqis from the hand of
other killers and Cheney does not adequately explain
why years were wasted before the successful surge
strategy imposed order.
And, in speaking up for Rumsfeld, he does not explain
why Bush sacked him, beyond suggesting “maybe he
didn’t have the best bedside manner in the world”. As
an explanation of a strategy that failed to save tens
of thousands of Iraqis from
terror attacks, this is less
understatement than obscenity.
Cheney never sets out any
coherent foreign policy beliefs.
While Rumsfeld has isolationist
ideas it is hard to say what the
vice president who endorsed
foreign entanglements stood
for. And while Cheney plays the
plain pragmatist in defending
water boarding, he seems blind
to the damage it did to the
Bush administration’s reputation.
But he does reveal the way
he turned his traditionally
insignificant appointment into a
bully pulpit for menace and
manipulation.
Cheney with his mate
Rumsfeld spent most of the
Bush administration badgering
for a blue. If they could not
invade anywhere, then they
would argue with the enemy
within – the State Department.
He makes it clear Colin
Powell is a dill, without the stomach for the foreign
policy fight and accuses him, in concert with his
deputy Rich Armitage, of all but outright disloyalty: “I
began hearing from a number of former and current
high-ranking government officials that Secretary
Powell and Deputy Secretary Armitage were not only
failing to support the president’s policies but were
openly disdainful of them.” Which is code for saying
the pair did not adopt the Cheney-Rumsfeld agenda.
That Armitage inadvertently helped sentence
Cheney’s chief of staff to prison over the Valerie
Plane identity leak, an action Cheney says Powell
knew about, does not help.
And while he is easier on Condoleezza Rice, both as
national security adviser and secretary of state,
17
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Cheney reviles her department, playing the standard
tactic of presenting himself as a tough common-sense
outsider stymied by the establishment:
In every administration, Republican and
Democrat, there is often an inclination on
the part of the State Department to make
pre-emptive concessions to bad actors in
the hope their behaviour will change. I
often wondered what historical lessons or
examples my State Department colleagues
were drawing on as they advocated such
policies.
Perhaps the lesson that the president should always
have policy choices, rather than endorsements of
strategies to shoot first.
There is a sense throughout this book that when
Cheney could not win an argument on its merits he
tried to thug everybody involved into obedience. This
certainly explains its intellectual brevity. Cheney may
be a bully, but he is not blind to the way the world
sees him and appears to have decided that the less he
said the better.

CONDOLEEZA RICE AT THE STATE
DEPARTMENT
Condoleezza Rice wrote the best of the three books,
but this is faint praise indeed and not just because
Cheney and Rumsfeld’s records of the Bush
presidency are so suspect. Certainly, she seems less
intent on settling scores. Certainly, she is less
desperate to demonstrate how right she was about
everything – unless she understands what Rumsfeld
didn’t – a desperate attempt to always appear right is
a sure way of demonstrating error. Certainly, she
writes for the historical record as a whole rather than
to ensure her place in it.
Inevitably, she scores the occasional point but, in
general, presents disputes as mistakes among well
meaning people on the same side. She is certainly
more correct in her treatment of Rumsfeld and
Cheney than they are of her.
Or perhaps she is simply smarter. Without making
anything of it, she gets on the record that the idea of
invading Iraq was insinuated onto the agenda by
Rumsfeld and his loyalists when the rest of the
government was focused on Afghanistan. And what
Rumsfeld did not do, Cheney did. Rice basically
accuses him of bureaucratic thuggery, based on his
access to the president and his deep understanding of
the system, to make policy beyond his brief.
Where Rumsfeld and Cheney blame State for the
catastrophe in Iraq, Rice blames the Pentagon only
rarely, and carefully, acknowledging her department
had a mind of its own. Thus the line, “the Department
was finally taking the charge seriously to fully
mobilise for duty in Iraq” refers to events in 2007!
18

But, overall, her over-long book provides an immense
amount of detail about foreign policy under George
W Bush and very little insight into what he and his
henchmen sought to accomplish. Rice is obviously
immensely organised, immensely disciplined,
immensely capable – but what is missing from her
memoir is a sense of what she wanted to achieve for
the US and the world, beyond the routine wins of the
diplomatic round.
This is not to demean her work; the routine wins were
more often than not concerned with keeping the world
safe from rogue states, thuggish dictators and economic
aggressors. But there is little sense of what the US is
obliged to achieve in the world – coming from a woman
who served the most idealistic American president
since Woodrow Wilson this is a major failing.
George W Bush wanted to export democracy, as a
matter of morality. So, it seems does Rice, but you
have to plough through pages aplenty to find her
stating it. It is not until page 586 that she explains
why the US is so often obliged to go it alone, instead
of allowing the UN to lead:
The UN is in the final analysis a collection
of independent states. … When the time
came to do hard things, it was exceedingly
difficult to align the interests of its
members. I therefore came to value more
the ad hoc arrangements, sometimes
called ‘coalitions of the willing,’ that could
actually get things done.
Thus I always bristled when the press or
experts accused us of unilateralism. Yes,
sometimes it would have been better to bring
the international community along. But
experiences such as Burma and Zimbabwe
exposed just how hard it was to get others to
do difficult things. The United States was
sometimes accused of “moralism”, but at
least there was real concern for the plight of
those living under tyranny.
Inevitably, over-simplifying cynics will suggest this is
all just code for US economic imperialism, just, as
they did over Vietnam and every foreign policy crisis
since. They miss the point - the Yanks are motivated
by a sense of moral duty to export democracy, which
inevitably includes market economics.
For Rice to be part of an organised plot to use the State
Department as an agency of empire would have
required two things she did not have – a plan to impose
neo-colonial control and the time to implement it.
There are two take-outs from this book: that the
world expects the impossible from the Secretary of
State and that Rice did her best to deliver. Unless she
is a bald faced liar, Rice worked incredibly hard and
the book is a schedule of endless aircraft trips as she
travelled across the world just about weekly and
never with enough sleep.
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But, in trying to record every vital trip and deal with
every important problem, the strategic objectives get
lost in the practical detail. So does perspective. As Rice
sees it, she was the world’s peacemaker and deal doer,
the architect and arbiter of solutions and settler of
problems all over the world, doing by force of
personality, plus power, what the UN cannot accomplish.
For Rice, this is a moral imperium, not imperialism, a
burden reluctantly born and one gladly shared – she
writes of her gratitude to Australia for looking after
the Pacific. But she has no sense of what her endless
involvement must look like to others, especially the
Europeans (before they went broke) and the
Russians who rather miss the heft they used to have.
And, in her determination to get everything in, she
leaves out a sense of the great global themes that she
sought to address, or didn’t. Only at the end does she
argue that democracy and the institutions it depends
on take time to bed down but the US must continue to
assist the cause around the world, as a matter of both
moral principle and political
pragmatism. It is only in the
conclusion that she explains
why she did the job:
The legacy of 9/11 is a
reminder that indeed our
interests and values are
linked. That lesson was
never more evident than
when the consequences
of the freedom gap
exploded here at home.
If Cheney or Rumsfeld wrote
that, it would read as rhetoric
designed to cover whatever
revenge they were seeking;
but from Rice it rings true.
Rice’s book presents her as a
foreign policy technician,
always attempting to keep the
vast engine of US diplomacy
running in the hope it could
pull the world towards peace.
But while she could read the
manual she lacked the ability,
or perhaps inclination, to
write a new chapter on the
care, maintenance and especially use of the machine.
If Rice can imagine a world where nations do not
tremble or at least listen to the US she does not
describe it. By avoiding the backbiting and mud
slinging of her colleagues, she ensured she had the
credibility in this book to explain the way the world is
but not what she expects it to become.
Perhaps her failure is instructive, demonstrating the
way the US, diminished by the difficult victory in Iraq

and burdened by the weight of recession, is still
central to global diplomacy but now acts its part
rather than directs all the others.

REVIEWS (DAPHNE GUINESS, GREG
SHERIDAN, CYNTHIS BANHAM) AND
NON-REVIEWS (LISA MILLAR)
Reviewers were not much interested in these three
memoirs, which might seem strange given the decade
of denunciations of Rumsfeld and Cheney in most of
the media. But perhaps not. For a start, the days when
literary editors controlled the commanding heights of
debate and felt obliged to commission reviews of big
policy books that did not fit their own lit left agendas
are gone.
Nor was there much to review in any of them – for
all but the most obsessive of observers score settling
among people long out of power is sad rather than
sinister.
Whatever the reason, what is
left of the main media largely
ignored these memoirs and
the few reviews were brief.
Daphne Guiness (Sydney
Morning Herald, 5 November
2011) nailed Cheney’s memoirs
in a review that covered off the
content while critiquing the
character. She pointed to his
ungraduated contempt for
everybody who disagreed with
him or got in his way, be it Syria
or the Secretary of State. And
she rightly suggested tone and
content are not congruent:
This memoir is more a
Cheney self-vindication
with happy, feel-good
snaps than, as the
blurb promises, “a noholds-barred, must-read
by conservatives and
liberals alike”.
But Greg Sheridan (The
Australian, 15 October 2011)
was having none of it, calling
it “the most important memoir to emerge so far from
the Bush era”. Sheridan began, as he so often does,
by recounting his meeting with Cheney, in this case
some 20 years ago, before pointing out the bits in the
book he especially liked and which proved what a
frank and family loving man the vice president is.
And, while there is not enough on China, or religion
for Sheridan’s liking, he acknowledged Cheney’s
case for waterboarding, although concluding “ I am
not fully convinced by his arguments” and adding:
19
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Still this is a wonderfully readable memoir,
well written, engaging, surprisingly
humorous. Read it with an open mind. You
might finish it and still hate Cheney, or
you might not. But you’ll certainly know
vastly more about American politics and
foreign policy.
Cynthia Banham (Sydney Morning Herald, 2
December 2011) less reviewed Rumsfeld and Rice’s
memoirs than ticked them off for their “complete
unwillingness – even as the authors fill pages
justifying the worst excesses of the war on terrorism
– to confront the long term consequences of those
policies”.
Banham has a point, just not a very strong one. To
argue that invading Iraq was an intervention in the
affairs of a sovereign state that would have unforseen
side effects when the US “is not the sole
superpower,” rather misses the point. This is
basically what great powers have always done but
unlike just about all others the US did it not to seize
territory or resources - but to remove a dictator for
real crimes against his own people, before he had the
chance to extend his attacks onto everybody else.
As for the ABC’s Lisa Millar - in the long tradition of
journalists who think they are much more interesting
than any boring old man - she wrote a piece about
Rumsfeld before reading the book, concluding with a
morally superior sneer:
Hindsight offers people an opportunity to
assess what might have been, decisions
they might have made had they known the
knowns. After four years of reflection it
appears Donald Rumsfeld has little use
for it. (The Drum, 9 February 2012 @ http://
www.abc.net.au/news/2011-02-09/readingrumsfeld/1936222)
Known the knowns? How fortunate for Lisa Millar
that telling the audience what it wants to hear is what
matters at the ABC.
For three authors so obsessed with their reputation,
this absence of interest must make them wonder
whether it was worth all the effort that careers and
books both took.
Stephen Matchett can be found at stephen4@hotkey.net.au
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Anne Henderson

T

he riots in the UK in the first week of August
2011 received world wide coverage in a high
definition, 24-hour media outpouring, complete with
shots taken from helicopters hovering above the
carnage.
Who could forget the graphic scenes of High Street
Tottenham, fires blazing in shops, the insides of
buildings falling to rubble, the looting of small and
large businesses, the thumbs-up cheek of the mob
taking charge, the slowness of police and
government to react and copy-cat repetitions of this
mob rule soon after in other British cities like
Birmingham.
It was a surprise, however, during discussions in
November 2011, to hear a somewhat mild reaction to
the riots and what they meant for the UK from a
seasoned UK Labour MP, a former minister. His ire
was directed more at those who had pointed to the
seriousness of the riots in the longer term. This MP
saw the riots as a somewhat peripheral matter for
Britain – press reports had been exaggerated and
there had been overkill on the part of many
commentators.
Such a reaction to the UK riots of 2011 could be a
head-in-the-sand approach. Or perhaps it reflects an
attitude that has grown over time for British
administrators, those who seek to keep order and
operate an increasingly diverse community, one
where order has been created, historically, above a
very divided and class ruled social structure.
This MP’s opinion could also be seen as not
dissimilar to those of people long since a part of any
experience of an underdog culture, of those looking
very much from the outside. These are the views of
the majority class – that class of educated and
professional management personnel, of average UK
mums and dads, of citizens who own their houses
and educate their kids and grand children in
standard, stable communities. To them, the riots
came from another world.
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Two Britons with hands on experience, however,
have spoken out on the significance of the 2011 riots.
They have not been so complacent in their reactions.
Each embodies a certain canary in the coal mine
quality, their views being formed even before the
riots took place.
At the time of the 2011 UK riots, educationist and
author of To Miss With Love Katharine Birbalsingh
became to “go to” spokesperson on what might lie
behind the violence - the inner city (in particular)
UK youth culture and the failure of government
schools and educational standards in poorer urban
areas.

KATHARINE BIRBALSINGH ON RIOT
AS FUN
An Oxford graduate from a West Indian family,
Katharine Birbalsingh has taught not only in inner
London but in schools around the world. In her
controversial Conservative Party conference speech
in October 2010, Birbalsingh had predicted a
mounting crisis for London’s dysfunctional inner city
areas with growing alienation among teenagers who
took little formal learning from their days in school.
For this, Birbalsingh was forced from her position as
deputy principal at an inner London high school. She
has since begun work on founding a “free” school in
Tooting, due to open in September 2012. The school
will be called the Michaela Community school.
Commenting on the August riots for The Telegraph
on 9 August 2011, Katharine Birbalsingh wrote:
Many of these mindless thugs involved in
the riots don’t think more than 10 minutes
into the future. They think that stealing
trainers is “fun”, not even considering that
it might be wrong. Many of them are, quite
literally, unable to read and write: 17 per
cent of 15-year-olds are functionally
illiterate. If you de-educate an entire
generation, if you constantly make
excuses for their behaviour, if you never
teach them the difference between right
and wrong, then chaos is what you reap.
These young people are just implementing
what they’ve learnt at school!

DAVID LAMMY’S TOTTENHAM
EXPERIENCE
Across London, another far sighted individual was
also taking stock as Birbalsingh wrote her column. In
the first week of August 2011, Labour MP for
Tottenham David Lammy had rushed back from a
hard earned family holiday to watch calamity taking
over his constituency.

Lammy, from a single mother home growing up on a
Tottenham housing estate, had broken the mould on
poor estates, care of a scholarship to a state choral
school at The Kings School in Peterborough. His
parents were West Indian immigrants to the UK in
the 1950s. His father, a taxidermist, lost his business
in the 1980s recession and never recovered. A
hostage to alcohol as a result, eventually Lammy
senior left the family entirely.
Lammy credits his mother and his chance to join a
choir as the most important factors in his successful
education. Returning to London after Peterborough,
Lammy studied law at London’s School of Oriental
and African Studies (SOAS) Law School. He was
admitted to the Bar of England and Wales in 1994 and
went on to become the first black Briton to study a
Masters in Law at the Harvard Law School in 1997.
David Lammy was elected MP for Tottenham in a byelection in 2000 and has retained his seat ever since.
Around the time of the August 2011 riots, David
Lammy was putting the finishing touches to a book –
part memoir, part political commentary. His life story
and his constituency gave him particular insight into
many of the UK’s problems around gangs, housing
estates and law and order generally. He was by that
time ready to give the public the benefit of his life
experience. And then the riots happened.
By December 2011, David Lammy’s Out of The Ashes
had hit the bookshops. His memoir and political
commentary had taken on a new focus – the August
riots. David Lammy had seen it coming.
Lammy had returned to his electorate in time to
sense an uneasy calm after the first outburst of
grievance over the 4 August police shooting of local
identity Mark Duggan. The police were trying to
arrest Duggan. By 6 August, rumours were
spreading about what had happened and had
escalated to report that the police had acted without
cause, and that Duggan had been “executed”. Lammy
tried to separate hype from fact.
Then, following a peaceful protest march on Friday 6
August, tensions got out of control. By 8.30pm, the
Tottenham police station was under attack and a
squad car set alight. What followed was a rapid
escalation of street violence, with cars, buses and
property in flames. As Lammy writes:
I have reviewed the police footage ... It
contains some of the most shocking, most
depressing, most shameful behaviour that
I have seen.... the superintendent warned
me some of it would come as a shock. It
scarcely prepared me for what I was about
to see.
21
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This shock, however, was not at the look of anger on
the faces Lammy witnessed on screen, not the anger
at police or anger at the lives of poverty such youths
might have been forced to endure. What Lammy saw
was something far more worrying – “happiness”. He
explains this more fully:
As the unrest grew and police lines
formed, individuals would begin to
venture out from the pack to throw a bottle
or brick. They would be goaded on by the
gallery behind them, revelling in the
entertainment. In one scene, a heavily
outnumbered police line retreats slowly as
it is pelted with debris from the street. One
rioter has picked up a fire extinguisher
and is ready to throw it. He begins to
shadow the police cameraman, who
visibly flinches as the rioter menaces him
with the red barrel. Each time the crowd
can be heard to laugh. Eventually a group
of rioters charges the police line and the
fire extinguisher is thrown. It reaches its
target and the policeman is knocked to the
ground. The gallery laughs once again.
Such actions in Tottenham were by no means simply
local by the end of the week. Before long, the UK saw
riots spread across its cities from Birmingham,
where police reported they were fired on, including
the police helicopter, and suffered fire bombs being
thrown at them, to Leicester, West Bromwich and
Wolverhampton, Bur y, Liverpool, Manchester,
Rochdale, Salford, Wythenshawe, Sefton and Wirral
in the north-west of England. Three men were killed
in Birmingham tr ying to protect their
neighbourhood, and a man in his sixties died of
injuries in hospital.
The material cost was understandably huge - a
massive number of business hours were lost, major
sporting fixtures were cancelled, property damage
added up to hundreds of millions of pounds, and
communities had been left to fix things up
themselves. One positive move saw solidarity
movements spring up to clean the streets and attempt
to re-establish order. In a month or so, it was hoped,
things would be back to normal. But what is normal
now in the UK?

FROM BAD TO WORSE
If David Lammy is to be heard, things have gone from
bad to much worse for the poorer Brit - forced to live
on city housing estates, if lucky, with one in 12
Britons on the social housing wait list. Communities
where unemployment is high have youth
unemployment even higher. Tottenham has the
highest unemployment rate in London.
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These are communities where violent gangs operate
with impunity. Here, life’s stigmas are acute as are the
mountains to climb. And that is before the hard
edged attitude among politicians and public servants
who administer such troubled communities. Lammy
describes his former Labour leader Gordon Brown as
having a tendency to “see the world through a spread
sheet”.
As Lammy noted during the riots, a few hundred
people had caused the chaos but in Tottenham alone
there are almost 40,000 people under the age of 25.
The majority of good living people have been
hijacked, and are bullied and kept down by the
actions of a few. Lammy saw the riots as an explosion
of hedonism and nihilism and a sense that, for a few
nights, gangs of youth brought together with SMS
texts and Blackberrys could do what they liked.

A HARRY BROWN MOMENT
The picture of the looters drawn in Lammy’s book
from the evidence he has compiled through work in
poor districts and from the aftermath of the riots
presents the dark picture film director Daniel Barber
captured acutely in his film Harry Brown. In this
story, the actor Michael Caine plays the role of Harry
Brown - an aging pensioner with a past in the Royal
Marines that he has “tidied away” for the benefit of
his wife Kath. After his wife’s death and following the
slaying of his good mate Len by the estate’s out-ofcontrol and in-control drug gang, Harry reinstates
some of the skills he has known as a Royal Marine.
Then, he cleans up the gang, single handedly.
The moral ambiguity of the film is obvious but it
blows open a pressing question that Lammy also
poses – why have we reduced debate over right and
wrong to what is legal rather than what is ethical? As
Harry Brown outwits a young female detective to
complete his clean-up work on the estate, she
pursues her hunch that he is the person responsible
for the deaths of the gang leaders. She would put him
away for what he has done. Even as the law failed to
stop the cold blooded murder and blackmail,
alongside drug pushing, rape and menace for the
innocent inhabitants of that British community.
As Paul Byrnes pointed out in his review of the film
for The Sydney Morning Herald, “The film’s most
controversial idea is that the place did not produce
these kids or their violence; it’s integral to society
beyond the estate.”

REVOLUTIONS OF THE 1960S AND
1980S
The backdrop to this sort of dysfunction that has
gripped large parts of the UK is explained in David
Lammy’s book. As he sees it, Britain has coped in
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some part successfully with two revolutions – and in
some parts not. The revolutions he is referring to are
that of the social liberalism of the 1960s and the
economic liberalism of the 1980s. These two
revolutions were built around notions of personal
freedom – but freedom needs personal boundaries
and where those boundaries fall away what is left is a
dangerous nihilism.
For Lammy, “Popular culture provides fun and
escapism for the middle classes, but in the inner city
it can feel like a call to arms.” He quotes the lyrics of
numerous rap style popular songs to enforce what he
is saying: “Eminem mocks spotty kids ‘working at
Burger King spitting on your onion rings’”.
Absence abounds in the communities where gangs
and violence have taken over. Absence of fathers,
absence of community services and groups dedicated
to local needs. Lammy writes of the churches and the
like as being a sort of glue that once bound local
communities together. Secular Britain has lost its
local glue. One in five of those arrested for the
August 2011 riots had gang links – they were
youngsters looking for a group to bond with but
found instead a bonding without civil boundaries.
Policing has also become less and less local in the UK
– central headquarters style policing often misses the
important signals, misses the local culture and its
significance. Action like this implodes when it does.
As with Mark Duggan to some extent.
One of the most important glues for any local
community used to be its schools. And still, for
ordinary middle class Brits, this is what the UK
government education system provides. Yet all has
not been well for schooling across the board in
Britain for some time – if real estate and news reports
are anything to go by.
UK real estate advertisements and promotions
increasingly describe homes as being in the right
“catchment areas” for good government schools.
And, since the state school culture is so dominant in
Britain, if a family cannot afford to move to the right
area, the local school is the principal social influence
on a suburb’s growing youngsters. Enter Katharine
Birbalsingh.
The schools and education standards debate has
been around a very long time but it has taken an
Oxford graduate of UK immigrant background to nail
the complex problems that abound in British public
schools. And she has linked this education failure
with far wider implications for the UK’s future.

CLASS DIVIDE NOT JUST RACIAL
The class divide in Britain is only in part racial. Given
that black children are most likely to end up in the
poorest neighbourhoods, they are the most likely to

attend the most troubled schools. But the divide is far
more complicated – and this is the divide between
good and bad education. Katharine Birbalsingh has
pointed the bone at the UK public system for its
intransigence and lack of competition, as much as for
its lack of rigour and high standards.
In her Sir John Cass’s Foundation Lecture 2011,
Birbalsingh gave the increasingly depressing statistics
for British schools globally – in the 2009 PISA report,
UK students were 16th in the world for science (down
from 4th in 2000), 28th for maths (down from 8th in
2000) and 25th for reading (down from 7th in 2000).
Meanwhile, 17 per cent of UK 15-year-olds are
illiterate. But Birbalsingh is passionate about the
disadvantaged and her mission is to make education
equal – the very reason public schooling began:
People say the reason the recent riots
happened is because there are no jobs, but
if one isn’t even equipped with basic skills
that would allow one to apply for a job, how
is one meant to get one? Of course, what
breaks my heart is that while all of us in this
room are literate in ways that so many of
our young people could only ever dream
about, the illiterate 17 per cent of our 15year-olds come from our poorest and most
disadvantageous families. They are
precisely the children that the education
system is meant to equip with the
necessary knowledge and skills that would
allow them to change their stars.
For all the notions of liberal rights and freedoms
espoused by what Birbalsingh terms “so-called
progressives”, it is the inequality of standards within
the public system that is dividing off the haves and
have nots in British society. Birbalsingh, from her
teaching for years in inner London public schools, has
witnessed the corruption in schools of standards and
ethics - developed in a vacuum of middle class
tolerance. “Ordinary people don’t realise just how little
some of our kids know,” she told her audience. And to
illustrate her meaning she offered her reaction to an
article on Carla Bruni from a recent newspaper, where
the problem she saw was as follows:
To understand just the title and subtitle,
one would have to know who she is; that
she is married to Nicholas Sarkozy, that he
is the president of France, and what being
a president means. Indeed you would have
to know what France is. Is it a city? Is it a
country? Is it in Europe? You may laugh,
but I have, as a teacher, had conversations
with 14-year-olds who simply don’t
understand the difference between France
and Paris. ... I can’t tell you the number of
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times I’ve had conversations with kids
about Winston Churchill where they think
he’s “that dog” off the insurance advert
from TV.
Listening to Katherine Birbalsingh’s stories from her
time as a teacher can often be very funny. Her
fictional To Miss With Love is also filled with moments
that leave the reader chuckling. Her account of a trip
to Oxford with a bus load of students from inner
London is hilarious until one realises what chasms
there are in the knowledge of these teenagers.
Oxford is Oxford Circle to them; a cow in a field that
is real is a surreal experience. Birbalsingh is not
exaggerating.

PUSH-BACK TO “FREE” SCHOOLS
Katherine Birbalsingh’s attempt to establish a free
school – an action encouraged by new school laws in
Britain – has come up against strident opposition
from groups on the left. She has been pilloried for not
being qualified to head a school, most recently by an
article in The Observer, in spite of having an Oxbridge
degree and the required National Qualification for
Headship (many heads have neither). Meanwhile,
Michaela Community school volunteers, handing out
leaflets to advertise the new school, have been
ordered away from the gates of local government
schools by teachers.
What Birbalsingh’s treatment has shown is that UK
state schools are fixed with a monopoly view of
education, and a misguided belief that competition is
bad. This, in spite of the Michaela Community school
opening in an area that admits to being the worst hit
for secondary places. And, while many of the schools
in this area are selective, Michaela Community
school will not be selective in any way. It is in fact
making sure that its intake will be a truly
comprehensive one.

FAILURE OF PREVAILING
INTELLECTUAL CULTURE
Both Lammy and Birbalsingh are critical of the
prevailing intellectual culture in the uK – one which
has been in place over at least two decades – where,
as Lammy puts it, “politics has been miles away from
people’s daily concerns”. Those politics are not just
forced by politicians, but also by the chattering
classes and those who demand certain political
agenda take precedence over pragmatic needs.
For Lammy, it’s a case of the very needy being by-passed
by centralised and bureaucratically encumbered state
authorities, too far removed from local communities to
care or even understand real problems or solutions that
could be tried. Parents no longer feel sovereign in their
own homes and are criminalised for a smacking their
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children. Meanwhile, children are left to die from
injuries inflicted by incapable parents and guardians.
One in four children grow up with no fathers in their
lives. For many, the only freedom is the freedom to be
poor.
For Birbalsingh, it’s sitting in front of an audience of
predominantly black Britons, in inner London, at an
information evening for a free school:
All of them were black working class people,
all wanting to change the fate of their
communities, desperate to find a solution to
the gang violence, grateful for finally being
given the opportunity to make a difference
through setting up their schools.

SAJID JAVID’S EXPERIENCE
During an address to The Sydney Institute in 2011,
UK Conservative MP Sajid Javid recalled his Bristol
comprehensive high school experience at a meeting
with the careers adviser. What did he like, he was
asked. He replied, watching TV. The careers adviser
suggested he opt for a job as a TV repairman.
As Sajid Javid went on to muse, such a suggestion
would have meant he would now be unemployed.
Instead, Javid went on to study politics and
economics at Exeter University, work for the Chase
Manhattan Bank and become its youngest ever vicepresident at 25. He also joined the Conservative Party
and is now Parliamentary Private Secretary to the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne.
Students like Javid and Lammy find their own way out
of the pit of comprehensive, teach down schooling.
But they are the few. For most, if schooling offers the
lowest common denominator – one getting lower as
communities are devoured by poverty and social
structures that dismiss them – there is not a lot to
prevent nihilism and alienation taking over.
The UK riots of August 2011 said much about Britain
in 2011. They also reminded those who watched the
scenes of chaos that sores can fester in modern
society only to bandaged over by government and
never to heal if only the symptoms are treated and not
the causes.
For David Lammy and Katharine Birbalsingh, and
those they come in contact with, it’s time to tackle some
of these causes. The cultural dilemma is not peripheral.
Anne Henderson is the Deputy Director of The Sydney
Institute
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BOOK
REVIEWS
John McConnell
BLACK DOG DAZE: Public Life, Private Demons
By Andrew Robb
Melbourne University Press
2011, pb, $34.95
ISBN 978 0 522 85857 0

F

or more than four decades, Andrew Robb
struggled daily with a problem. Each morning, a
black mood placed his persona in its grip. During this
“morning funk”, he felt insecure and lacked the
confidence to make decisions;
he was reluctant to engage in
conversation with others.
A few strategies provided
limited relief - long hot
showers, sunshine, sneezing
and activities providing an
adrenalin rush. Then, when
his depressive mood lifted, he
became a different person.
Andrew Robb’s life followed
this daily pattern for 43 years
– an extraordinarily long time
for anyone but especially so
for someone involved in the
cut and thrust of daily politics.
Eventually, a couple of matters
coincided to force him to seek
help. His “morning funk” was
lengthening. The “little black
dog” was growing in size.
Increasingly, the depressive
mood was inhibiting his
ability to perform tasks
properly. And then, Andrew
Robb received an approach
about standing for the leadership of the federal
parliamentary Liberal Party.
How could he contemplate such a demanding role, he
agonised, while struggling each morning with
personal depression? He was wary of going public
about his condition. What if this stigma was seen as a
character weakness? What if people decided that he
was likely to be unreliable in a crisis?
Despite these uncertainties, Andrew Robb decided to
confront his personal demons.

For the past 18 months, a prescription has rectified
what had been a chemical imbalance in the mornings
for Robb. The cause of the problem has been
identified - a serotonin deficiency. The little black dog
is out of sight and out of mind.
If only Andrew Robb had known earlier that his
condition was so treatable. Black Dog Daze conveys
this important message to readers and includes
advice about where to seek help for mood disorders.
The book celebrates Robb’s release from the “little
black dog” and declares his political attitudes and
ambitions.
Andrew Robb lived on farms during his early
childhood until the family relocated to the Melbourne
working-class suburb of Reservoir about the time he
moved into secondary education. After completing
his secondary education, Andrew Robb attended
Victoria’s Dookie Agricultural College. Subsequently,
he joined the Department of Agriculture and studied
economics.
Robb went on from there to
hold senior positions with the
National Farmers Federation
and the Cattle Council before
serving as chief of staff to
Andrew Peacock during the
1990 federal election.
During the 1993 and 1996
federal elections Robb was
federal director of the Liberal
Party, acting as campaign
director. At the 2004 federal
election, he entered the
House of Representatives
as member for the Victorian
seat of Goldstein. Since
then, Robb has had a range
of portfolio responsibilities
including industrial relations,
immigration and multicultural
affairs and foreign policy.
In
his
memoir,
Robb
discusses his political views
and involvements together
with his time spent in private enterprise including a
period working for the Packer family. He includes
some interesting observations on John Howard,
Kevin Rudd, Malcolm Turnbull, Paul Keating, John
Hewson, Andrew Peacock and Ian McLachlan.
The word “ruthless” appears in relation to more than
one character. Robb refers to his attempt, before the
2007 federal election, to persuade John Howard (“a
thoroughly decent person”) to relinquish the prime
ministership. Howard’s “resolve, determination,
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persistence and strength of character under
pressure,” he notes, “also turned out to be
weaknesses, because all of these qualities meant it
would be very hard for him to give up anything.”
John Hewson, writes Robb, could be a difficult person
to work with at times. Hewson also lacked an
awareness of the importance of the party base – the
party membership and the party organisation.
Also revealed are Robb’s strong family values, his
religious upbringing (Catholic), his parents’ politics
during his youth (Democratic Labor Party), his
attraction to people “who make things happen” and a
penchant for seeking responsible and challenging
positions.
Robb remains sensitive to personal injustices
experienced in his past and emphasises the
importance he now places on critical thinking (“I had
long confused uncritical thinking with respect for
authority.”)
With commendable honesty, Robb also discusses
“the unlosable election” of 1993, admitting he was
one of the architects of the loss. It was his first
national campaign as Campaign Director. Releasing
Fightback!, the party’s election manifesto, too early
amounted to a “big strategic mistake”. He places
responsibility for the early launch of Fightback! on his
own inexperience as well as on the inexperience of
John Hewson and, to a lesser extent, Peter Reith.
Launching Fightback! 17 months prior to the 1993
election helped Paul Keating seize the prime
ministership from Bob Hawke. The extended preelection period also provided Paul Keating with time
to demolish the complex policy package.
Andrew Robb argues convincingly the important link
that exists between migrants gaining work, learning
English and integrating successfully into Australian
society. He lists the characteristics desirable in
political leaders and signals his own leadership
ambitions: “When you are sounded out to stand for
leader of your political party, there can only be one
answer,” he states, both at the beginning and end of
his book. He would now have no hesitation
responding in the affirmative, he announces in the
book’s concluding sentence.
Elsewhere in the book, Robb reveals an impatience to
climb career ladders (“I have always been in a hurry
to get to the next stage.”) The essential message is
clear.
Whether this declaration of interest will assist
Andrew Robb to realise his leadership ambitions, or
simply raise doubts about his reliability as a team
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player, remains to be seen. However, by writing Black
Dog Daze, Andrew Robb is encouraging others to
break free of their private demons and realise their
potential.
TO MISS WITH LOVE
By Katharine Birbalsingh
Penguin Books
2011, pb, $29.95
ISBN 978 0 670 91899 7

British teacher and writer Katharine Birbalsingh
delivered the inaugaural Jim and Janette Bain
Occasional Sydney Institute lecture on 20 September
2011. Judging by the podcast available on The Sydney
Institute’s website, it was quite a performance.
Katharine Birbalsingh’s talk was lively, forceful and
challenging. Her topic on the night was London
Schools and the London Riots – Too Much Nanny
State? The riots, she insisted, were no surprise to
Britain’s teachers.
Katharine Birbalsingh taught in five inner-city
comprehensive schools in London over a decade.
Indeed, she attended a comprehensive school as a
student before graduating from Oxford University
with a degree in philosophy and modern languages.
Katharine Birbalsingh, whose family background is
Jamaican, feels a deep commitment to providing the
best possible education for Britain’s underprivileged
children. “The kids I’m worried about,” she states,
“are the working classes, the ethnic minorities.”
Such is Birbalsingh’s deep dissatisfaction with innercity comprehensive schools, she began publishing
her observations on an anonymous blog. In late 2010,
she addressed a Conservative Party conference
about her concerns. Her public criticisms of state
schools catapulted her into controversy and she lost
her job.
It is not an uncommon dilemma: speak out and incur
the wrath of officials and bureaucrats; remain silent
and betray the very people who need help.
Katharine Birbalsingh chose to speak out. Her book,
To Miss With Love warns that the majority of black
children in London and other large British cities
attend:
“...chaotic schools where there is no order
whatsoever…There is no order because
teachers are scared of being accused of
racism. There’s a refusal to exclude black
kids who deserve it.”
Written in diary format, To Miss With Love covers
events in “Ordinary School” during a school year.
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The diary format is engaging. The issues are real.
There is nothing in the book, the author insists, that
didn’t happen during her ten years of teaching in
London’s inner-city schools.
Katharine Birbalsingh creates composite characters
and situations. Colourful - mnemonic - names are
assigned to the characters. Students include
Deranged, Seething, Cavalier, Munchkin and
Furious. Teachers include Ms Sensible, Mr
Goodheart, Ms Alternative, Mr Hadenough and Mr
Sporty. Her own character - Snuffleupagus/Snuffy –
is dedicated to improving the education and lives of
underprivileged children.
The characters’ interactions illustrate the author’s
major areas of concern. Birbalsingh targets low
educational standards, a breakdown in authority,
associated behavioural problems among students
including intimidation and violence, lack of
accountability and personal responsibility, a
devaluation of knowledge, an
excessive elevation of group
work where teachers become
facilitators and entertainers,
and a reporting system that
focuses on individual goals to
the exclusion of competitive
assessments.
Desks in rows, competition
and grades are frowned upon.
Bureaucratic regulations stifle
teaching, rewarding those
teachers who prepare their
lessons according to the
prescribed formula: Use an
interactive whiteboard and
begin lessons with objectives?
“Shazam! You’re an excellent
teacher” Homework? Inappropriate. Marks? They stifle
academic progress. Bored,
disruptive students? Blame
the teachers.
Katharine Birbalsingh claims
that “20 per cent of young
people are functionally illiterate
and do not know the difference between right and
wrong.” Her own students struggle to distinguish
between Paris and France. Names puzzle them.
Who was Winston Churchill? What is Oxford
University?
The point is that students require knowledge to
understand the world in which they live. They need
background knowledge to make sense of articles in
the media. It’s easy for students to get bored,

Birbalsingh insists, if they’re not being taught
anything.
The best possible education is being denied to
underprivileged students (calling them pupils is
regarded as patronising). Instead of promoting social
mobility, Birbalsingh argues that comprehensive
schools in inner-London and other British cities are
perpetuating the nation’s class system.
To Miss With Love unveils a blistering attack on
education in British state schools. It identifies serious
concerns with the education of underprivileged
children in Britain. However, Katharine Birbalsingh
could have given more recognition to the differing
ways that different students learn and the
implications thereby arising.
In the book, her character, Snuffy, replies to a
member of the class who questions why she cares: “I
care,” she replies, “because I know that some of you
will go from Year 8 through to 9, and then through to
10 and finally 11, and then
you’ll fail your GCSEs.
Because nothing in our
system will stop you from
doing this. You can’t fail until
you get to the end.”
Birbalsingh
links
her
educational concerns to social
issues such as family values,
absentee fathers, parents
unable to tolerate criticism of
their children, parents who
are quick to allege racism,
problems
generated
by
welfare dependency and a
sense of entitlement in a
nanny state.
“How do we teachers,” Snuffy
asks, “build robust enough
arguments in favour of ‘doing
it properly’, ‘having dignity’.
‘pursuing a sense of personal
responsibility’, when some of
what the welfare state does
proves all our arguments
wrong?”
Katharine Birbalsingh entered teaching with a leftwing orientation. After teaching for just over a decade
in comprehensive schools, she now embraces
conser vative values and favours a traditional
education.
John McConnell is the author of several economics text
books
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DOCUMENTATION
UNIVERSITY OF NSW GOES ALL POSTMODERN & FACT-FREE

I

n September 2011, Senator Stephen Conroy (the
Minister for Broadband, Communications and the
Digital Economy) announced the establishment of
the Independent Inquiry into Media and Media
Regulation – to be headed by Ray Finkelstein QC.
The Independent Media Inquiry focused on print
media regulation, including online publications.
The Independent Media Inquiry has considered
the role of newspapers and on-line publications.
But not books, including e-books. Yet these days,
most newspapers and online publications publish
corrections where necessar y.
Not so book
publishers – when if errors are made they remain
uncorrected for the life of the manuscript.
The following correspondence between Gerard
Henderson and Fred Hilmer – President and ViceChancellor of the University of New South Wales,
which encompasses UNSW Press Limited – provides
an interesting case study of the unwillingness of some
publishing houses to ever acknowledge, let alone
correct, errors in their books. The full correspondence
has been published in Gerard Henderson’s Media
Watch Dog, which can be located on The Sydney
Institute’s website. The following correspondence is
the complete exchange between Gerard Henderson
and Professor Fred Hilmer. Note that UNSW Press
publishes under the imprint New South.
GERARD HENDERSON TO FRED HILMER –
8 JUNE 2011
Dear Professor Hilmer
I have attached a copy of the correspondence which
passed between me and Nick Dyrenfurth and Tim
Soutphommasane (the editors of All That’s Left) and
Kathy Bail and Phillipa McGuinness (at the
University of New South Wales Press). All That’s Left
was published by New South in 2010. Due to a sense
of frustration, I published this correspondence in a
recent edition of my Media Watch Dog blog.
As Vice-Chancellor of the University of New South
Wales, I assume that you take ultimate responsibility
for the publications of the University of New South
Wales Press Ltd.
As the correspondence indicates, in the
“Introduction” to All That’s Left the co-editors make
certain allegations about my political and economic
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beliefs. Since the book contains neither footnotes nor
endnotes, none of the assertions are documented.
I have written to Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr
Soutphommasane on several occasions requesting
that they provide evidence to support their claims
with respect to me in All That’s Left. So far, neither
has responded.
As I understand it, the standard contracts signed by
authors require that the authors assure their
publishers that the material in their books is correct.
In my view, Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr Soutphommasane
– not New South – are responsible for the claims
made about me in All That’s Left. However, both Ms
Bail and Ms McGuinness appear to support the
stance taken by the editors of All That’s Left not to
provide evidence to back-up their (undocumented)
assertions.
Apparently New South is concerned that I might
publish the responses by Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr
Soutphommasane. This is puzzling – since the claims
made about me are published in a New South book.
There is a serious issue here. I have been a public
commentator for decades and avoided exaggeration
and hyperbole. Yet the editors of All That’s Left trash
my reputation by claiming – for example – that I
regard the modern Labor Party as “socialist”. When
I ask the editors to provide evidence for their claim –
they lack the courage to reply. Moreover, their
evident cowardice is apparently supported by the
University of New South Wales Press.
I know how busy you are. However, I would be
grateful if you could arrange for one of your staff to
review the issue.
I have always enjoyed a good relationship with New
South and some of its authors have addressed The
Sydney Institute over the years. On this occasion, all
I am asking is that the editors of a New South
publication provide evidence to support their claims
with respect to me – or acknowledge that they have
no evidence. This is not an unreasonable request –
especially concerning academics who mark down
their own students for failing to provide evidence to
support allegations.
On another note, Professor Herbert Huppert who, as
I understand it, is a friend of yours – will be
addressing The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 12 July
2011. You and Claire are most welcome to attend his
talk – which, as I understand it, will include an
experiment or two.
Best wishes
Gerard Henderson

_8058 SIQ 40 Vol 19:qxd8 4/04/12 7:46 AM Page 29

The Sydney Institute Quarterly
Issue 40, March 2012
FRED HILMER TO GERARD HENDERSON –
8 JUNE 2011
Gerard
In europe until end of month. Have fwdd to exec
assistant
Regards
Fred
GERARD HENDERSON TO FRED HILMER –
10 NOVEMBER 2011
Dear Professor Hilmer
I am writing to you in your capacity as President and
Vice-Chancellor of the University of New South
Wales. As you are aware, the University of New
South Wales Press Limited – and its various titles
including UNSW Press and New South – is a part of
the University of New South Wales.
I am genuinely concerned about the indifference of
the University of New South Wales towards
University of New South Wales Press Limited and its
publications. I am also surprised at the refusal of
senior management at the University of New South
Wales – along with UNSW Press Limited’s
management – to enter into discussion about UNSW
Press publications or ever to answer correspondence.
It is as if both the University and its publishing arm
accepts no responsibility for the content of books
which it publishes.
As you will recall, in 1993 you were the principal
author of Strictly Boardroom: Improving Governance
to Enhance Company Performance (which was
published by Information Australia in association
with The Sydney Institute). Among the findings of
Strictly Boardroom was the conviction that
“executives have primary responsibility for managing
the corporation”. This letter is directed to you in your
capacity as the chief executive of the University of
New South Wales in the light of your responsibility
for managing the University of New South Wales,
including UNSW Press Limited.
I know that you are familiar with this issue. I also know
that you effectively passed the matter on to Professor
Richard Henry (UNSW’s Deputy Vice Chancellor,
Academic). And I know that Professor Henry refused to
deal properly with the issue – and subsequently declined
to answer correspondence. I would be surprised if you
– and UNSW’s Council – would describe such behaviour
as amounting to good governance.
For the sake of clarity, I briefly repeat the key facts.
In the introduction of their co-edited book All That’s
Left: What Labor Should Stand For (New South,
2010), Nick Dyrenfurth and Tim Soutphommasane
referred to members of “the Right” and continued:

Whether it is Gerard Henderson, Janet
Albrechtsen, Andrew Bolt or Christopher
Pearson, there is only carping and invective.
To be on the Right is to believe that Labor
has returned to its socialist ways: that
everything is symbolic and hollow; that
political correctness has run riot; and, of
course, that Judeo-Christian values are
under threat. Such poor emulation of
American neoconservative strategies – the
crass pseudo-populism of the tea-party
patriots, the vapidity of Sarah Palin and the
blathering of the Fox News demagogues –
diminishes not only conservatives but also
the wider public debate.
The fact is that I have never written or said (i) that
“Labor has returned to its socialist ways”, (ii) or that
“everything is symbolic and hollow”, (iii) or that
“political correctness has run riot”, (iv) or that
“Judeo-Christian values are under threat”.
Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr Soutphommasane just made
all this up with respect to me. All That’s Left is replete
with such abusive terms as “blathering” and
“vapidity” – but contains neither footnotes/endnotes
nor a bibliography.
The co-editors have not been able to provide any
evidence to document their assertions with respect to
me. In their one and only (belated) response to me,
Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr Soutphommasane simply
resorted to abuse and denial. Borrowing a term from
Mark Latham, they accused me of suffering from
“pathological corresponditis” and alleged that I had
trashed my “own reputation”. They also denied that
they ever made the claims about me which appear on
Page 9 of All That’s Left.
You may be interested to know that, in their letter to
me, Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr Soutphommasane claimed
to be speaking in defence of UNSW Press. As I
understand it, neither is an academic at the
University of New South Wales. I am not certain
whether the University of New South Wales needs to
be “defended” in such a way.
As you are aware, no one at UNSW Press is prepared
to either defend the claims about me in All That’s Left
or require that the book’s co-editors produce
documentation in support of their assertions. Kathy
Bail and Phillipa McGuinness have advised me that it
is completely up to Dr Dyrenfurth and Dr
Soutphommasane whether they even acknowledge
correspondence concerning the contents of All That’s
Left. Professor Henry, on behalf of the University of
New South Wales, has supported the co-editors’
tactic. As previously mentioned, Professor Henry
himself now refuses to enter into correspondence
concerning this matter with either myself or others.
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So, we have the situation where the principal author of
Strictly Boardroom is now the chief executive of a
taxpayer subsidised university which has a publishing
arm that refuses to document assertions or correct
errors. To me at least, this seems inconsistent with the
concept that corporate governance entails that
executives accept responsibility for managing all
aspects of a corporation.

PS: For convenience sake, I have attached a copy of
the entire correspondence concerning this matter.
Most of this has been published in my Media Watch
Dog blog which appears on The Sydney Institute’s
website each Friday afternoon.

When Kathy Bail phoned me on 29 July 2011, she
expressed no concern about whether All That’s Left
contained undocumented assertions and errors. All
she cared about was that I had involved you and
Professor Henry in the dispute. I advised Ms Bail
that I had no alternative – since UNSW Press had
indicated that it chose not to exercise quality control
concerning its publications.

Dear Professor Hilmer

Traditionally, I have enjoyed good relations with
UNSW Press Limited. Anne Henderson’s biography
Joseph Lyons (New South) was launched recently by
John Howard and has received very good reviews. Last
Tuesday, the Institute put on Geoffrey Lehmann and
Robert Gray discussing their excellent Australian
Poetry Since 1788 (UNSW Press). Both events were
podcast and filmed by Foxtel/Austar Channel 648.
Unlike All That’s Left, both books were fact-checked
prior to publication and contain documentary material.
I am surprised that you, in your capacity as UNSW
President and Vice-Chancellor, appear unwilling to
become involved in this matter in any way – beyond
passing my correspondence on to Professor Henry
who passed it on to UNSW Press who passed it on to
the co-editors of All That’s Left who went into denial
and abuse mode.
I would have thought that the University of New
South Wales would insist on UNSW Press Limited
exercising the highest of professional standards with
respect to all of its publications.
As I have explained to Ms Bail and Professor Henry,
the matter is easily resolved. All the co-editors of All
That’s Left have to do is to either produce evidence in
support of their assertions or acknowledge that they
made an error in attributing positions to me that I do
not hold.
I would appreciate hearing your views on the issue
before taking the issue further. When you were chief
executive of Fairfax Media, the company had a process
of promptly handling any false claims made in its
newspapers. It would seem to me that the standards of
the University of New South Wales with respect to
evidence should be no less than those that applied when
you were the chief executive of Fairfax Media.

GERARD HENDERSON TO FRED HILMER –
12 JANUARY 2012

Many thanks for your email of 15 December 2011
extending your “best wishes for the Festive Season
and for 2012”. Your electronic greeting was much
appreciated.
While on the topic of 2012, I wonder if there is any
chance that anyone at the University of New South
Wales will reply to my letter to you dated 10
November 2011. So far, I have not even received an
acknowledgement. I have attached a copy of my
(unanswered) letter and have also forwarded a copy
of this email by post in case UNSW has a problem
receiving my emails. Just to be sure, to be sure.
I understand how busy you are. However, I would be
grateful if you – or your office – could answer the
following questions:
• Does UNSW have a policy of deliberately ignoring
correspondence which raises inconvenient truths?
• Or am I the only person with whom UNSW will
not enter into correspondence?
As you are aware, Professor Richard Henry has
declined to reply to my correspondence. And now you
appear to have ignored my email of 10 November 2011.
I wonder how you would respond if, say, Melbourne
University Press published a book which contained
(undocumented) false statements about you, refused to
acknowledge the errors and then went into avoidance
and denial by refusing to even discuss the issue.
Well, this is what happened to me with respect to the
editors’ chapter in the book What’s Left (UNSW
Press, 2010) which was edited by Nick Dyrenfurth
and Tim Soutphommasane. I recognise that Kathy
Bail was not managing director of UNSW Press when
What’s Left was published in 2010. However, she
seems unconcerned that What’s Left was published
by UNSW Press without going through a factchecking process.
So my question remains: Will you – or someone on
your behalf – respond to my letter of 10 November
2011? Over to you.

Best wishes

All the best for 2012. Regards to Claire.

Yours sincerely
Gerard Henderson

Yours sincerely
Gerard Henderson
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FRED HILMER TO GERARD HENDERSON –
18 JANUARY 2012
Dear Gerard,
I am writing in response to your letters dated 12 January
2012 and 10 November 2011, both relating to an email to
me back on 8 June 2011 and the subsequent response
from Professor Richard Henry two days later. I do recall
calling you on this, but you were away and I was then
overseas so we didn’t connect.
I am advised that the “All That’s Left” publication you
refer to does not directly quote you. The comments
made are the editors’ personal interpretation of
published columns by you and others. I support
Professor Henry’s earlier response and suggest that
further debate be with the authors who are not
UNSW staff.
Regards,
Fred
Professor Frederick G Hilmer AO
President and Vice-Chancellor
The University of New South Wales
GERARD HENDERSON TO FRED HILMER –
8 FEBRUARY 2012
Dear Fred
It was great to catch up last night.
I refer to your email of 18 January 2012 in reply to my
letters to you dated 8 June 2011, 10 November 2011
and 12 January 2012. I appreciate that you are busy.
However, this seems a long time not to reply to
correspondence which warrants a response.
It’s true that you did phone me on this – at 4.42 pm on
8 July 2011. I was temporarily out of the office and
the staff member (who took the call) advised that I
should not ring back since you were about to go into
an appointment and that you would phone me later.
Her message reads as follows: “Fred Hilmer – don’t
call now, he’s at the dentist. He’ll call you.”
As you know, you never called – and last night was the
first opportunity I had to discuss this matter with you.
In your email of 18 January 2012 you wrote:
I am advised that the “All That’s Left”
publication you refer to does not directly
quote you. The comments made are the
editors’ personal interpretation of published
columns by you and others. I support
Professor Henry’s earlier response and
suggest that further debate be with the
authors who are not UNSW staff.
You are the President and Vice-Chancellor of The
University of New South Wales. Yet you accept no

responsibility for the content of books published by
UNSW Press which is attached to the University of
New South Wales. In fact, neither UNSW nor UNSW
Press will accept responsibility for material published
by UNSW Press.
As you will be aware if you have read the
correspondence, I am not seeking “further debate”
with the authors of the “Introduction” to All That’s
Left – who also happen to be the editors. All I am
asking is that they provide evidence for the
undocumented assertions they made about me in All
That’s Left – or withdraw the allegations. Dr
Dyrenfurth and Dr Soutphommasane refuse to
provide evidence or withdraw their claims – without
evidence there is nothing to debate.
In the introduction to All That’s Left, Nick Dyrenfurth
and Tim Soutphommasane made the following claim:
Whether it is Gerard Henderson, Janet
Albrechtsen, Andrew Bolt or Christopher
Pearson, there is only carping and
invective. To be on the Right is to believe
that Labor has returned to its socialist
ways: that everything is symbolic and
hollow; that political correctness has run
riot; and, of course, that Judeo-Christian
values are under threat.
I cannot speak for what Dr Albrechtsen, Mr Bolt or
Mr Pearson may have said or written. However, I
have never said or written that (i) Labor has returned
to its socialist ways or (ii) that everything is symbolic
and hollow or (iii) political correctness has run riot or
(iv) Judeo-Christian values are under threat.
According to your email and what you said last night,
I should accept what the authors/editors wrote in All
That’s Left because I am linked with “others”. There
is no logic to such a claim. Also, I have a different
writing style from – and do not necessarily agree with
– the three people mentioned above.
As President and Vice-Chancellor of UNSW, you are
rationalising unprofessional behaviour – whereby
academics can make wild unsubstantiated assertions.
You would not have tolerated such unprofessionalism
when you were chief executive of Fairfax Media.
It is true – as you say in your email – that All That’s
Left “does not directly quote me”. That’s the
problem. UNSW Press has published a book which
does not have endnotes or footnotes or a bibliography
– and which was not fact-checked.
You rationalise the claims made about me in All
That’s Left by the authors/editors on the basis that
“the comments made are the editors’ personal
interpretation of published columns” by me and
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others. You do not say what the alleged “published
columns” are and where they can be identified.
How can the authors/editors of All That’s Left come
to an “interpretation” which is based on no evidence
of any kind? I understand that you have concluded
this correspondence and, in the tradition of Professor
Richard Henry, will not answer the question. You
have told me to take the matter up with the
authors/editors knowing that they have refused to
provide evidence to support their claims.
In conclusion, I offer some (gratuitous) advice:
• UNSW Press should engage a fact-checker.
Anne Henderson’s latest book Joseph Lyons (UNSW
Press) has been praised by the likes of Rodney
Cavalier, David Day, John Howard, Michelle Grattan
and Barry Jones – among others. Anne had a good
editor and Anne herself arranged for her biography
to be fact-checked.
Sophie Cunningham’s Melbourne (UNSW Press) was
released shortly before Joseph Lyons. Melbourne is
littered with factual errors. Clearly UNSW Press did
not engage a fact-checker for Melbourne – just like it
did not engage a fact-checker for All That’s Left. In
my view, university publishing houses should set
high standards for accuracy. On some occasions at
least, UNSW Press fails this test. A fact-checker
should resolve this problem.
• Non-fiction books published by UNSW Press
should be documented or the publisher should advise
that authors/editors will provide documentation on
request. Alternatively, documentation could be placed
– at relatively little cost – on UNSW Press’ website.
One final point. I am genuinely surprised that in your
recently acquired Vice-Chancellor persona you have
gone all post-modern and now seem to hold the view
that facts do not matter – and that “personal
interpretations” based on no documented evidence
will do. Fancy that.
Last night, you suggested that I had no alternative
but to publish corrections to All That’s Left in some of
The Sydney Institute’s publications. I will do so – but
it is no substitute for an acknowledgement by the
authors/editors or by UNSW Press – that there is
no evidence for the claims made about me in All
That’s Left.
Best wishes
Gerard Henderson
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The inaugural issue of Gerard Henderson’s
Media Watch was published in April 1988 –
over a year before the first edition of the
ABC TV Media Watch program went to air.
Since November 1997 “Gerard Henderson’s
Media Watch” has been published as part of
The Sydney Institute Quarterly. In 2009
Gerard Henderson’s Media Watch Dog
commenced publication as a weekly enewsletter – it appears on The Sydney
Institute’s website each Friday.

BEST OF THE MEDIA WORST IN 2011:
AND THE WINNERS ARE –

S

ince “Media Watch” commenced in 1988 –
journalists, producers and commentators alike
have been trying mightily hard to get a run in these
prestigious pages. Sometimes it appears that media
types exaggerate, proclaim howlers or contradict
themselves just to get a run in “Gerard Henderson’s
Media Watch”.
In view of this, it has been decided to award efforts by
giving out gongs on an annual basis. So here we go
for 2011 – in what was a very competitive field.

WORST ATTEMPT AT HUMOUR –
GUY RUNDLE
Crikey’s house comedian Guy Rundle scooped the pool
in this category – with an attempt to make fun of the
shooting of the United States Democratic politician
Gabrielle Giffords. Ms Giffords suffered terrible brain
injuries following an attack by deranged gunman Jared
Loughner in Tuscon, Arizona – who killed six people
and injured many more.
In an entry in Crikey on 23 December 2011 titled
“Rundle: goodbye 2011, and Knut who died from
coke and hookers”, Rundle wrote:
Democrat congresswoman Gabrielle
Giffords was shot during a public meeting,
sustaining serious brain damage that
doctors said would oblige her to change
her life, or at least her party.
Pretty funny, don’t you think? Ms Gifford’s brain
injury is so serious that she will have to become a
Republican – as in Republicans are brain damaged.
Get it? Guy Rundle is a faux Marxist. Get it?

BIGGEST SUCK-UP TO ACTORS –
DAVID WILLIAMSON
Writing in Crikey on 10 June 2011, David Williamson
stood up for actors and endorsed their left-liberal
stance. Here we go:
Anyone who has listened to actors
discussing a play in the first days
of rehearsals would, I think, realise how
much thinking they do about character and
social forces. The insight into the motives
of their characters and other characters in
the play is usually at a very high level of
perception and the discussion of the social
and psychological forces operating at the
time and place the play was written is also
usually very well informed. Actors research
the characters they play, often very
thoroughly, and in so doing research the
social conditions and often the inequities of
various societies at various points of time.
Far from their vain, chattering stereotype,
most actors I know, as a result of their
continuing research about character and
society, have a deeper knowledge of
human motivation and the power of social
forces than the general population....
Okay then, Judy Davis for prime minister, “Carbon”
Cate Blanchett for treasurer and the late Charlie
Chaplin for minister for youth affairs. All thinking
types – and all left-liberals.

“DID I MISS THAT?” AWARD –
AUSSIE THEATRE REVIEWERS RE
DON PARTIES ON
While remaining on the topic of actors, did anyone
notice a problem with the cast of David Williamson’s
play Don Parties On which commenced its run in
Melbourne in January 2011. It was the sequel in
Don’s Party, which was first performed in 1971.
Don’s Party was set in Eltham, Melbourne on the
night of the December 1969 Federal election – when
the Coalition led by John Gorton defeated Gough
Whitlam’s Labor Opposition. According to David
Williamson’s published script, most of the cast were
aged in their thirties. In the published version of
Don’s Party, the following comment appears under
the list of characters: “All characters are in their early
to mid thirties, with the exception of Susan who is in
her early twenties.”
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Don Parties On was set in Eltham Melbourne on the
night of the August 2010 Federal election – when
Labor led by Julia Gillard finished equal (in terms of
seats won) with the Coalition led by Tony Abbott –
and subsequently formed a minority government.
Same place. Many of the same characters. According
to David Williamson’s published script Don Parties
On, most of the cast were aged in their mid-sixties –
i.e. Don, Kath, Mal, Cooley and Jenny.
Since some four decades passed between December
1969 and August 2010, it was a remarkable
achievement that such characters as Don, Kath, Mal,
Colley and Jenny had only aged 30 years during this
40 year period. Well done David Williamson – you
got away with this. Otherwise some of the actors
might have been on frames.
And what an achievement that no theatre reviewers
picked up on this. They deserve a gong for being
asleep in their theatre seats.

SNOB OF THE YEAR – MARGARET
SIMONS
On 11 November 2011, Margaret Simons wrote an
article for Crikey following the decision of J.B. Fairfax
to sell his remaining shares in Fairfax Media.
In a convoluted writing style, Ms Simons first
considered what Fairfax Media is not doing – before
writing about what it is doing. Still with us? In any
event, this is what Margaret Simons wrote :
Two alternative and directly contradictory
explanations for the Fairfax family sell-up
were floating around this morning. Only
one of them is right. The incorrect one is
worth canvassing, because there is a
serious body of opinion among investment
analysts that this is what the Fairfax board
SHOULD be doing, even though it isn’t.
This theory is that the Fairfax board, led by
grocer Roger Corbett, is intent on realising
the value of Fairfax sooner rather than
later, by breaking it up and selling the bits.
This theory rests on the assumption that
Corbett can see that the mastheads are
worth more now than they will be in a few
years, when their lack of profitability will
be evident to all concerned. Therefore,
selling them now makes sense.
So there you have it, Fairfax Media’s chairman Roger
Corbett – according to Snob Simons – is a “grocer”.
Which raises two points.
First, what’s wrong with grocers? Why should being
a grocer disqualify a person from becoming chairman
of a publicly listed company?
Second, on what basis does Ms Simons depict Mr
Corbett as a “grocer”? According to Who’s Who in
Australia, Roger Corbett’s employment background
includes stints at Grace Bros, David Jones, Big W and
Woolworths (where he was chief executive officer from
1999 to 2006). Roger Corbett has been a member of the
board of the Reserve Bank of Australia since 2005.
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Come to think of it, MUP would have been well
advised to employ a grocer, rather than journalist
Margaret Simons, to co-write and research Malcolm
Fraser: The Political Memoirs (see below).
Many a grocer is aware that George Orwell’s book
1984 targeted the communist dictatorships in
Eastern Europe in the 1940s, including the Soviet
Union. Yet, believe it or not, Simons and Fraser
claimed that it was Britain in the early 1950s “that
inspired George Orwell’s 1984 – a place where
government control was total”. A grocer like Alfred
Roberts, Margaret Thatcher’s father, would never
have written such ahistorical tosh.

MOST INAPPROPRIATE COMPARISON
– DAVID MCKNIGHT ON TONY
ABBOTT AND VLADIMIR LENIN
Former Communist Party member and one-time
occasional defender of the Khmer Rouge, David
McKnight seems to see the image of Bolshevik
leader Vladimir Lenin when others see – well, not
very much at all.
This is how Dr McKnight (for a doctor he is)
commenced his article in The Age on 2 June 2011.
His target was Liberal Party leader Tony Abbott’s
appeal to lower income groups.
The Australian working class was once
oppressed by big business. Today it
suffers under the yoke of actors and
actresses. Is it just me, or have others
noticed that the Liberal Party under Tony
Abbott has become the party of class war,
class envy and class hate?
In an astounding rhetorical trick, Cate
Blanchett is attacked as a symbol of wealth
and power for speaking out on climate
change. Yet dollar for dollar, she barely rates
against genuinely wealthy Australians such as mining heiress Gina Rinehart, who
is a supporter of the climate sceptics.
When Abbott stands at the dispatch box
and channels Vladimir Lenin - speaking
passionately about Australia's ''working
people'' and his plan to save them - the
world has gone topsy-turvy. Yet this is not
new. Conservatives first discovered the
working class in early 1980, when Ronald
Reagan's campaign for the US presidency
began in earnest.
What arrant nonsense. There is considerable
evidence that many low income earners – including
members of the working class – supported such
Australian conservative leaders as Joseph Lyons in
the 1930s, Robert Menzies in the 1950s and 1960s,
Malcolm Fraser in the late 1970s and John Howard in
the late 1990s and early 2000s.
Also, Margaret Thatcher obtained a significant
number of working class and lower-income voters to
support the Conservative Party at the 1979 general
election in Britain. In other words, Ronald Reagan’s
victory in November 1980 came after conservatives
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in Australia and Britain had succeeded in winning a
significant part of the working class vote. The US
Republican president Dwight Eisenhower also
obtained significant working class support during his
victories in 1952 and 1956.
Dr McKnight is an academic – and quite adept at
inappropriate comparisons.

MOST EGREGIOUS COMPARISON WITH
HITLER AND/OR STALIN – BEN ELTON,
JOHN PASSANT & MICHAEL SAMARAS
COMPETE
Once again, the short list in this category was
unnecessarily long. Serious contenders included:
Ben Elton Does Well
British comedian Ben Elton – who attempted to ward
off suggestions that his Channel 9 show Live From
Planet Earth should be dropped because of poor
ratings. Declared Elton:
If numbers are what matters, and first-time
media reaction is what matters, then Hitler
stands vindicated.
Leftist John Passant Does Better
Ben Elton is a leftie. So is John Passant who wrote to the
Australian Financial Review complaining about a critique
of the Greens by the late Peter Ruehl - whose columns
were not always totally serious – on 5 April 2011.
So Peter Ruehl (“Seeing red over a dark
shade of green”, April 5) is going to adopt
the News Ltd approach to the Greens and
indulge in slander and personal attacks.
Wingnuts, kooks, mental cupcakes, goofy,
screwballs are just some of the insults
Ruehl throws at Lee Rhiannon and other
principled Greens.
This is a classic Stalinist tactic. Impugn the
mental capacity of those with whom you
disagree without actually dealing with the
issues they raise. After all, you’d have to be
mentally incapacitated to question the
utopia that is now Australia, wouldn’t you?
So there you have it. The late Peter Ruehl was known
to attack a bottle of Gin – or more. But not anything
else. Yet according to the Canberra-based John
Passant, Peter Ruehl was engaged in Stalinist tactics.
Josef Stalin was a mass murderer. Peter Ruehl was a
gin consumer. John Passant can’t spot the difference.
Michael Samaras Wins By A Knock-out, In The
Australian
But the winner in this category is ALP member
Michael Samaras, who convinced The Australian to
run his op-ed piece titled “If You Go Down To The
AWU, Better Not Think Aloud” on 25 February 2011.
Mr Samaras is opposed to the influence in the Labor
Party of people like Australian Workers Union
national secretary Paul Howes.
According to Michael Samaras, Paul Howes is most
like – wait for it – the Stalinist dictator of Romania,

Nicolae Ceausescu. It seems that Samaras was not
too concerned about Ceausescu’s human victims.
Not at all. Rather, where Ceausescu resembled
Howes was in the former’s addiction to killing bears:
Nicolae Ceausescu was an appalling tyrant
and a keen bear hunter. His Romanian
dictatorship lasted from 1965 to 1989 and
during this time he was able to employ all the
resources of the state towards satisfying his
enthusiasm for shooting bears.
There followed a few paragraphs on the Romanian
dictator’s bearcide. Then Michael Samaras turned
his attention to Paul Howes:
The killing [of bears] met no definition of
hunting other than Ceausescu’s own. It
was a savage mockery. Ceausescu and
his poor bears sprang to mind on reading
Paul Howes’s recent speech to the Sydney
Institute... After a day of hunting,
Ceausescu retreated to his chalet where
he and his comrades would feast and
regale each other with tales of their
hunting prowess. They had the carcasses
to prove it. After a conference Howes
retreats to a Chinese restaurant where he
and his comrades regale each other with
tales of their oratorical power. They have
the votes to prove it.
Michael Samaras – step forward as the proud winner in
2011 of the most nebulous link between contemporary
Australia and Nazi and communist totalitarianism.

THE “LOOK AT ME” AWARD FOR
COMPELLING NARCISSISM –
TONY KEVIN
On 4 March 2011, retired public servant taxpayer
subsidised superannuant Tony Kevin wrote to Crikey in
support of Bradley Manning, who is currently awaiting
military trial in the United States for leaking secrets –
presumably to Julian Assange and WikiLeaks. Tony
Kevin analysed Bradley Manning’s motives and declared:
This is the same moral judgement written
about approvingly by Benjamin Franklin, a
founder of the US Republic, in 1792: “…a
nation as a society forms a moral person, and
every member of it is personally responsible
for his society.” Martin Luther King made the
same point in his struggle: “Our lives begin
to end the moment we become silent about
things that matter.” And Assange has made a
similar point on his website — that if we
ignore state evil, we become part of it. I
believe it too, which is why I wrote my book
on SIEV X, despite some (really very minor,
compared to the horrors Manning is going
through now) risks and costs to myself.
How about that? Like him or loath him, Bradley
Manning is facing the prospect of life imprisonment
in the US. Martin Luther King was murdered by a
white supremist for his views. And Julian Assange
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faces at least some risk of going on trial in the US as
a consequence of the WikiLeaks revelations.
But Tony Kevin? What were the “risks and costs” to
himself that he has ever experienced? The thesis of
Tony Kevin’s A Certain Maritime Incident: The
Sinking of the Siev X was that, on the instructions of
the Howard Government, the Australian Navy had
allowed the Siev X to sink – with the loss of hundreds
of lives. And what evidence did Tony Kevin have for
this most serious allegation? Answer: Zip. None.
So what about the “risks and costs” to Tony Kevin as
a consequence of him writing Siev X? What might
these have been? They are impossible to find. Tony
Kevin won a literar y award for his unsourced
assumptions and he has been a hero of the leftist
sandal-wearing-literary-festival-attending class since
the publication of Siev X. Also, no one has touched
Mr Kevin’s tax-payer subsidised superannuation.
Tony Kevin – tops for narcissism in 2011.

MOST INCOHERENT COMMENT ON
Q&A IN A CALENDAR YEAR –
LACHLAN HARRIS
This is a highly competitive award. However, in 2011,
Sunday Telegraph columnist and one-time Kevin
Rudd staffer – the one and only Lachlan Harris – won
in a canter.
Let’s go to the tape to hear what Lachie Harris had to
say on Q&A (15 August 2011) in response to a
question by Tony Jones as to whether the London
riots were amplified by social media. Here we go to
Lachie’s five-star incomprehension:
Lachlan Harris: I don’t know. I mean,
sometimes I find it compelling but
otherwise I think it’s kind of blaming
Twitter – is a bit like blaming umbrellas for
bad weather. You know what I mean? Like,
I mean, it was going to happen and what, is
there kind of armies of lesbian mothers in
the UK teaching their kids subservient
tweeting courses? Like, I mean, there’s –
how did the French Revolution happen
without Twitter, you know? I just think –
Yeah, I mean, we know. It’s like umbrellas and the
French Revolution. Know what I mean? And lesbian
mothers – know what I mean?

SOFTEST INTERVIEW – LEIGH SALES
RE JUDY DAVIS
On 15 September Leigh Sales interviewed actor Judy
Davis on 7.30. Earlier in the year, actor Cate
Blanchett had been criticised for supporting a
carbon-tax – while having a large carbon foot-print
due to her international travel and movie star
lifestyle. Let’s go to the transcript:
Leigh Sales: Do you follow politics very
closely?
Judy Davis: I don't know about very closely.
But, you know, like everybody else.
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Leigh Sales: 'Cause you've been an active
voice in some political issues in the past the republic and East Circular Quay
development. Do you still get involved in
issues that you care about?
Judy Davis: The last thing I became involved
with was the Iraq War and the sort of
desperate and obviously futile attempt to try
and get enough people aware to then put
pressure on the Howard Government to back
off - he was never going to. There's always a
cost, you know, with that sort of thing.
Leigh Sales: To getting involved?
Judy Davis: Yeah. And one would only do it
if it was really a serious issue.
Leigh Sales: What did you think of the heat
that Cate Blanchett took over the “Carbon”
Cate [issue]?
Judy Davis: Well, I mean, it's just ridiculous.
She's a member of the community and
she has a right to be heard. Nobody in a
democracy, at any rate, has the right to
strip somebody of their citizenship and the
rights that go along with that. It doesn't
make any difference what job they do. So,
yet another disgrace.
Leigh Sales: Do you think that Julia Gillard's
getting a fair go?
How about that? Leigh Sales did not bother to correct
Judy Davis. Nobody – but nobody – ever said that
Cate Blanchett should be stripped of her Australian
citizenship on account of the fact that she supported
the Gillard Government’s carbon tax. In any event, it
would be impossible to deprive Ms Blanchett of her
citizenship. Ms Davis just made this up. And Ms Sales
just let her get away with it.

BIGGEST ALIENATION TURN-AROUND:
GARY STURGESS
On 11 November 2011 The Australian published an
op-ed piece by Gary Sturgess – who was described as
the NSW Premier’s Australian and New Zealand
School of Government Chair of Public Ser vice
Delivery. Yep – that’s Mr Sturgess’ title – and it
sounds like a tax-payer funded job.
Gary Sturgess used his taxpayer funded chair to
argue that taxpayer funded public servants should be
more productive. Really. It was a confusing piece
containing many uses of the first person pronoun and
concluded as follows:
Governments need to make more use of
contractual models in delivering public
services, without necessarily using the
private sector. They also must appoint
quality people to front-line management and
learn to trust them. They must change the
risk-reward ratio, identifying and honouring
those who succeed, while protecting those
who take measured risks and fail. We must
encourage innovation in front-line services
that is systemic, rather than heroic.
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Politicians tell us we need to raise national
productivity. Physician, heal thyself.
That was it. Reading Mr Sturgess’ lecture in The
Australian reminded this publication that it was not so
long ago that Gary Sturgess advised the Australian
Financial Review that no company in Australia could
afford his talents. This is what Gary Sturgess told the
AFR’s Geoff Kitney, as reported on 22 February 2006:
There is no doubt that one of the reasons
people like myself go overseas is that you
get to the top of the ladder in whatever
your discipline is in Australia and there are
a limited number of positions you can go
to. There is no company in Australia which
could afford to have someone of my
background working at the level that I am
working. The larger size and much more
vigorous market in the private provision of
public services here is of a different
dimension.
In some ways, it is another life for me. The
work is a continuation of what I was doing
in Australia but I am obviously working on
different problems or similar problems but
in different ways. But the breadth of the
whole experience of working and living
here, the cultural life, is on a different
scale. There is a depth and a subtlety to
the experience of living here [Britain]
which you simply cannot get in Australia.
That was in February 2006. Just over four years later,
Gary Sturgess is back in Australia in a taxpayer
funded job advising the cardigan set in the public
sector how to become more productive.
During his ego-centric conversation with Geoff Kitney,
Gary Sturgess contemplated the difficulties of returning
to Australia. Believe it or not his assessment was based
on just one anecdote as told by one journalist. Just one,
of each:
Here is Gary Sturgess:
Re-entry to Australia is a tricky issue.
Australian friends who have been here and
gone back have cautioned me that they
found it a real problem.
And here is the anecdote, as told to Geoff Kitney:
But he [Sturgess] says he is also aware of
Australian sensitivity to suggestions by
expatriates that pastures are greener
beyond Australian shores. He recalls the
story an Australia performer told about
returning to Australia for a tour after a long
career away, to be asked by a reporter if
his return meant that he was now “washed
up” overseas. Next time he returned he
decided to emphasise that he was only
visiting Australia before going back to his
overseas career, only to be asked: “So you
think you are too good for us?”
With alienated logic like this, is there any wonder
that Gary Sturgess has found a post at the University
of New South Wales.

PASTA IN THE EYE AWARD FOR
NAIVETY – MICHAEL BRISSENDEN
The ABC has so many reporters covering United States
politics that it is difficult to keep up with them. However,
the star performer in 2011 was the public broadcaster’s
North American correspondent Michael Brissenden.
On 8 November 2011, 7.30 carried a report from
Brissenden concerning the (then) Republican
primary contestant Herman Cain. The point was that
Cain’s campaign was being hindered by allegations of
sexual harassment during his business career.
Brissenden linked these allegations, along with the
tendency of the Cain camp to run unorthodox
advertisements, to suggest that Cain was a bit of a
joke – so to speak. Let’s go to the transcript:
Michael Brissenden: Until now, the Cain
campaign had lived by the maxim "no
publicity is bad publicity", enhanced by a
creative - some might say unusual advertising strategy deliberately designed
to attract Internet hits and media coverage.
There is now the infamous "smoking man"
ad and, weirder still, this one:
Rich Lowry, Journalist: Rich Lowry here,
chief economic adviser for Herman Cain.
Government must get off our backs, out of
our pockets and out of our way. (Eats a
bowl of pasta).
Just weird? The “advertisement” depicted Cain’s
“chief economic adviser” as depositing most of the
bowl of pasta over his head and face.
In any event, Michael Brissenden took the
“advertisement” seriously. But, of course, it was a
hoax. So, the following day, 7.30 presenter Leigh
Sales had to deliver a correction. This suggests that
intrepid 7.30 reporters don’t learn about parody at
media school.

MOST UNDESERVED LEFTIE LITERARY
FESTIVAL AWARD – MARY KOSTAKIDIS
STANDS UP FOR DAVID HICKS
Journalist Mary Kostakidis is one of the leading leftie
luvvies of our time. So she is well qualified to be a
member of the advisory panel to the Sydney Peace
Foundation.
On 25 May 2011, Ms Kostakidis wrote an article in the
Sydney Morning Herald in praise of David Hicks, who
pleaded guilty to providing material support for
terrorism. She described how Hicks had received an
S.O. – as in Standing Ovation – at the leftist-luvvie-lovein which takes the form of the Sydney Writers’ Festival:
Sitting in the last row of the dress circle, I
had a bird's eye view of the Sydney Writers'
Festival event where David Hicks spoke
publicly about his experiences for the first
time. The session sold out shortly after
tickets went on sale. The public clearly
wanted to hear what Hicks had to say from
the man himself. The mood was not one of
jubilation or adulation, but of attentiveness
and reflection. No one leapt up at the end of
his talk, swept up by a moment. People rose
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to their feet gradually and with a sense of
purpose and obligation.
Mary Kostakidis went on to explain the motivation
for the S.O.
Hicks did not understand what bin Laden
was implicated in nor was he able to
anticipate how events would unfold. Did he
break any law? No. Did he harm a single
person? No.
In his letters to his family – which were released by
his family – David Hicks wrote of firing at people from
the Pakistan side of the Kashmir line-of-control. So
you can only accept Ms Kostakidis’ claim that Hicks
did not harm a single person if you assume that he is
a bad shot – and missed his targets on the Indian side
of the line-of-control. Still, Ms Kostakidis believes
what she wants to believe and reckons that David
Hicks is deserving of an S.O.

MOST UNBALANCED LETTERS PAGE –
THE AGE
On 12 November 2011 the lead item on The Age’s
Letters Page was titled “US Bases”. The Australian
American Alliance has bipartisan support – as does
Australia’s commitment in Afghanistan. President
Obama’s visit to Australia was well received and he
was warmly welcomed by Prime Minister Julia
Gillard and Opposition leader Tony Abbott.
Yet 100 per cent of the letters published in The Age on
15 November criticised the Australian American
Alliance – and generally reflected the stance of the
Greens, which receive about 10 per cent of the votes
at the Federal election.

JOURNALISTS KNOW BEST AWARD –
MARK KENNY
On 9 Februar y, The Advertiser’s Mark Kenny
appeared on the Sky News PM Agenda program. The
Opposition had called for tanks to support the
Australian Defence Force in Afghanistan. Mark
Kenny did not think that tanks in Afghanistan was a
good idea and declared:
Mark Kenny: Tanks in Afghanistan have
been shown to be pretty stupid even going
back as far as the Russians.
Er, not really. On 19 December 2010 The Sunday
Times in London had announced that the British
Army planned to send 16 battle tanks to Afghanistan.

MOST SELF-SERVING ABOUT-FACE ON
THE GREAT WAR – JONATHAN KING
On 11 November 2011 Jonathan King wrote an article
in The Age urging that Australians pay greater
attention to the performance of the Australian
Imperial Force on the Western Front in the final
years of World War I. This has been a familiar call by
Jonathan King in recent years – after the feats of the
AIF became fashionable. This is what Mr King had
to say in The Age on Remembrance Day 2011:
The Western Front was many times more
significant than Gallipoli. Five times as
many Australians fought there: 250,000
not 50,000. They fought five times more
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battles, many of which they helped win,
and well over five times as many were
killed. As Australia's last Gallipoli Anzac,
Alec Campbell, stressed: ''Gallipoli was a
failure, but tell 'em we won the fighting on
the Western Front.''
[General John] Monash also reported:
''Although the five Australian divisions
represented only 10 per cent of British
Allied Forces, they nevertheless captured
approximately 25 per cent of enemy
territory, arms, ammunition and prisoners
of war.'' It was a feat he hoped would ''reecho throughout the world and live forever
in the history of our homeland''. But it
has not, because Australians remain
preoccupied with Gallipoli....
Jonathan King has yet to explain why he changed his
position on the AIF in the Great War. In his 1978
book Waltzing Materialism (Harper & Row), King
described World War I as one of “other nation’s
battles” which Australians have fought. The chapter
in his book, where this claim is made, was mockingly
titled “Our glorious Anzacs”. In 1978 King argued
that Australia’s involvement in World War I was not
justified. Now he criticises others for not appreciating
just how justified it was.

GREATEST POLITICAL FUDGE IN
SUPPORT OF THE GREENS –
GREG JERICHO
Former professional Commonwealth public servant and
current amateur blogger, Greg Jericho had this to say on
the ABC’s The Drum Opinion on 9 November 2011:
The Greens are not the ALP-Far Left. Sure
Lee Rhiannon might have had parents who
were members of the Communist Party, but
if your criticism of The Greens is focussed
purely on that you might as well give up
now, be like Gerard Henderson and start
posting missives on the web pretending to
have been written by your dog.
What a fudge. The criticism of Greens Senator Lee
Rhiannon does not turn on the fact that her parents –
W. J. “Bill” Brown and Freda Brown – were members
of the Communist Party. Not at all.
Sure, the Browns were members of the Communist
Party of Australia from the second half of the 1930s
until they broke away and formed the Socialist Party
of Australia in 1970 – when they argued that the CPA
(led by Laurie Aarons) was not significantly
supportive of the communist dictators in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe.
Rather, the point about Lee Rhiannon (who was born
Lee Brown, adopted the married name of Lee
O’Gorman and became Lee Rhiannon by deed poll)
turned on her own involvement with the pro-Moscow
communist movement in Australia up until she
turned 39 when she joined the Greens.
Greg Jericho knows this. He also knows that Gerard
Henderson’s critique has been done in writing in his
own name and in correspondence. That’s why Mr
Jericho has won Media Watch’s gong for the Greatest
Political Fudge in Support of the Greens in 2011.
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“WE’LL TAKE THAT AS A FANTASY”
AWARD – TONY JONES
What a stunning performance by Q&A presenter
Tony Jones who told his audience on 20 June 2011:
Tony Jones: Well, I've got to tell you that I
was involved in a generation that went out
in the streets, turned cars over during the
Vietnam War. So maybe there were other
generations that were involved heavily in
politics and street demonstrations.
Australia sent combat troops to South Vietnam in
1965 – all of whom were withdrawn by the end of
1971. In 1971 Master Tony Jones was in Year 9 at
Newington College in Sydney.
It was put to Tony Jones that it was a bit much to ask us
to believe that – at age around 15 – he was overturning
cars in the streets of Stanmore, while dressed in his
Newington College uniform. Tony Jones responded
that, sure, he was too young to be “demonstrating on
the streets” during the Vietnam War and that he was
talking about his generation – so to speak. Here is
Tony Jones’ comment – as reported by Caroline
Overington in The Australian on 27 June 2011:
Yes. Too young to be in the streets
demonstrating by a few years, that’s true.
But I never said I did such things myself. I
said I was in a generation where people
took to the streets to demonstrate against
the Vietnam War. My memory is that people
jumped in front of cars when they had LBJ
on board and turning police cars over and
burning them came somewhat later, when
thousands of people rioted in protest
against the closure of the Star Hotel in
Newcastle.
And now for some facts. L.B. Johnson visited Australia
on two occasions when he was US president. Namely,
October 1966 and December 1967. There is no
evidence of any cars being overturned as part of an
anti-LBJ demonstration on either occasion.
So what about the riot outside the Star Hotel in
Newcastle? Well, cars were overturned on this
occasion. But the riot took place in 1979 – some
years after the end of the Vietnam War. Moreover, the
crowd demonstrated when police closed the hotel
some 30 seconds before the official closing time. In
other words, this was a riot induced by a denial of
beer. Not quite the storming of the Winter Palace in
1917 (if such a storming ever took place).
Tony Jones – tops for fantasy in 2011.

BIGGEST LITERARY HEIST – MALCOLM
FRASER AND MARGARET SIMONS
In May 2011 it was announced that Malcolm Fraser:
The Political Memoirs – written by former Liberal
Party prime minister Malcolm Fraser and leftist
sandal-wearing freelance journalist Margaret Simons
had won a total of $50,000 in the NSW Premier’s
Literary Awards. They won two prizes – the Douglas
Stewart Prize for non-fiction ($40,000) and the overall
prize for Book of the Year ($10,000).

According to the judges, Malcolm Fraser: The
Political Memoirs is “outstanding for the way in which
the issue of moral leadership is powerfully worked
into the narrative fabric”. Translated into literary
speak, this means: “Isn’t it great that Malcolm Fraser
became a bit of a leftie in old age – now, his
leadership is of the moral genre”.
Malcolm Fraser was reported as saying in the Sydney
Morning Herald on 17 May 2011:
It means a great deal to win. For a long
time I had nothing but contempt for
politicians who wrote books that were
thoroughly self-serving.
Can you bear it? Malcolm Fraser: The Political
Memoirs is littered with historical errors. There are
also key omissions concerning important events in
Mr Fraser’s political career. Indeed, this is the most
self-serving political memoir published in Australia
during the past decade.
For the full details of the howlers and omissions in
Malcolm Fraser: The Political Memoirs see The Sydney
Institute Quarterly - Issue 37, July 2010.

WORST MEDIA HISTORIAN IN 2011 –
NICK DYRENFURTH
In a comprehensive field in this category, Dr Nick
Dyrenfurth won through. At Page 209 of his book
Heroes & Villains: The Rise and Fall of the Early Labor
Party, the learned doctor wrote concerning the World
War I conscription debates in Australia.
The left-wing mythology of the “anti” side
bravely defending individual liberty based
on the principle that the State had no right
to compel an individual to fight is...a
mistaken one. The broad Left coalition
consisting of the ALP, unions, civil
libertarians and peace groups, aided by
Catholic Archbishop Daniel Mannix, in fact
waged a scurrilous campaign. Instead of
prosecuting the liberty case, the “anti” side
spuriously argued that pro-conscriptionists
wanted to destroy White Australia,
inaugurating a Prussian-style militarist
society that Australia was ostensibly
fighting against and thus undermining the
hard fought wages and conditions of
Australian workers.
Sure, Archbishop Daniel Mannix was a prominent
opponent of conscription for overseas service. However,
Dr Mannix: (i) never argued that pro-conscriptionists
wanted to destroy White Australia, (ii) never argued that
pro-conscriptionists wanted to inaugurate a Prussianstyle militarist society in Australia and (iii) never argued
that pro-conscriptionists wanted to undermine the wages
and conditions of Australian workers.
As Nick Dyrenfurth admitted in private correspondence
(See Media Watch Dog, Issue 108), he had no evidence
for his claims about Daniel Mannix. In other words, Dr
Dyrenfurth made it all up. Heroes & Villains had sold
166 copies as at the end of July 2011 – which suggests
that (potential) book purchasers have a good sense of
historical lemons. Dr Dyrenfurth is a taxpayer funded
academic at Monash University.
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