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PREFACE

It was during a short hiatus in writing that a fortuitous email arrived from Sir Robert Jones:

Dear Paul,

Knowing you, doubtless you’ve embarked on a new book which of course is to your credit. But if not yet, here’s one that’s never been done, I suspect because most political history books are written by leftish academics. That is on the New Zealand Party. If you’re interested in writing a history of that phenomenon I can supply you with a ton of material … Let me know if interested.

All the best,

Bob Jones1

I had known Bob for around fifteen years but had only ever discussed his time in the New Zealand Party briefly, and that was over a decade earlier. Now that he had placed this intriguing and, frankly, tantalising invitation before me, recollections of that famous 1984 election campaign began to rise to the surface of my memory. In the following weeks, I fossicked around libraries and academic databases to see what substantial works had been written about that campaign (a reasonable amount) and about the New Zealand Party (next to nothing). Seeing an opportunity to address that deficiency, and to have access not only to hitherto private archives but also to Bob’s many contacts from that time, I arranged to meet with him and discuss further the prospect of a book on the topic.

As a historian, the focus of most of my work for more than three decades has been in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I had occasionally written about living people, but as I warned Bob, that statement needed some qualification. Two people I had written about had died during the completion of those books and a third just as I had commenced their biography (which I had to leave unfinished). Bob joked about the curse of Paul Moon, not knowing that he would die the same month that the manuscript of this work was completed.

As a general rule, I prefer to remain professionally detached from the people I interview, partly because once the research is finished and the book is written, I move on to other topics. I am very hesitant about allowing good working relationships evolving into something more personal. In the time that I knew Bob, however, we developed a friendship, and in the final phase of his life, we became much closer. Yes, we disagreed vehemently on some issues, but we enjoyed each other’s company, nonetheless.

Regardless of anyone’s personal views, New Zealand lost one of its most remarkable individuals when Bob Jones died, and we are unlikely to see someone like him illuminate our political and cultural landscape again in the very distinctive way that he did. This book provides an insight into the critical part he played in one of the most momentous periods in New Zealand’s political history, and in doing so, hopefully serves as a testimony both to him personally and to the often-underestimated potential power of the individual.


INTRODUCTION

As the voting figures firmed up on election night, for many New Zealand Party candidates, the euphoria of the previous weeks of campaigning evaporated. At modest events held in the various ‘electorate headquarters’ peppered around the country (which could be anything from church halls to boat clubs to candidates’ own living rooms),1 a gloom descended on these gatherings. Earnest faith in the party’s policies, and bright-eyed hope in its prospects, were now confronted by the stark will of the voters. When the election results were announced, they fell swiftly, brutally, and unequally. The New Zealand Party, despite securing roughly one of every eight votes cast in the country, did not manage to obtain a single seat in Parliament.

On election day (14 July 1984), Bob Jones, who was the founder, leader, and publicly the personification of the party, spent the morning at home, fielding phone calls, discussing every snippet of incoming news from the radio with a handful of close party officials, and trying to tread that narrow path between apprehension and anticipation. By the time he arrived later that afternoon at the party headquarters, in Robert Jones House (a sixteen-level office tower on Jervois Quay in central Wellington), the venue was teeming with supporters. Drinks had already been flowing for some hours, and although the opinion polls had soberly confirmed that the New Zealand Party was highly unlikely to secure a seat in the next Parliament, there was an atmosphere of dramatic political change in the air, and everyone present seemed to be happily inhaling it.

As Jones entered the building, rather than being rushed by attendees, most initially took a few steps back, offering him an imperial berth as he walked across the floor. His eyes darted around, and his lips crumpled into what was as close to a smile as he was capable of mustering at that moment in response to the well-wishes emanating from different directions in the room. Some of those close to him shook his hand as he walked by. Those further away craned their necks to catch a glimpse of Jones as he and his entourage approached the main table. The expression on his face was similar to that of a prize-fighter waiting for the judges’ score — relieved that the fight was over, and hoping that the decision went his way.

Once seated, his head encompassed in an uneven halo of tobacco smoke wafting from his pipe, the serious business began of watching the results trickling in. After an extraordinary season of speeches, policy meetings, media interviews, publicity activities, and several doses of scandal, there was now nothing else that could be done except wait for the votes to be counted and the winners to be crowned.

For Jones, the reaction to the election outcome was one of emotional ambivalence. He was deprived of electoral victory, and yet he was far from downcast by the results when the votes had been tallied. What he, along with the rest of the nation, saw that night was the toppling of his political nemesis: the National Party Prime Minister, Robert Muldoon. As Muldoon’s fall looked increasingly certain, a morbid grin finally stretched across Jones’ face. Throughout the campaign, the prime minister had looked tired and old beyond his years, and his demise was now just a few hours away.

The Muldoon who had won the 1975 general election had been the supreme political pugilist of that decade, introducing what Geoffrey Palmer (a later Labour prime minister) described as ‘a new and alien political style’.2 In the 1984 campaign, however, Muldoon looked more punch-drunk than threatening. Now fleshy-faced, stubby-limbed, and moving more slowly than in previous years (much of this attributable to prolonged alcohol abuse), he sometimes appeared at speeches and interviews almost like a caricature of his former self. His opponents had detected this weakness and were using it to their advantage. Only the occasional spasm of invective reminded the electorate of how ferocious Muldoon had once been. But for the most part, he seemed to be just going through the motions. This was possibly one election too many for the old warrior, and judging by the outcome that night, the majority of voters shared that view.

The campaign had been an extremely rigorous experience for Jones, too. His faced remained etched with a look of perpetual impatience that had been on show throughout the previous month. The frenetic pace of leading a national political crusade in a very short period against formidable adversaries had unavoidably taken its toll. ‘I hated it,’ was Jones’ assessment of the drudgery of the behind-the-scenes work he put in for the campaign. ‘It’s the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life. People might think that I enjoyed it. I never enjoyed it.’ Part of the reason for this was the campaign schedule, which was punishingly relentless. Jones, who normally devoted so much of his daily routine to reading and reflecting, now found himself hurtling across the country daily, with countless appointments and activities, and under perpetual public and media scrutiny. ‘It made me sick’ was his feeling about it.3

[image: Image]

The New Zealand Party was a unique phenomenon in the country’s political history, going from conception to climax to collapse in just a few years. No other political party had achieved so much electoral impact, so swiftly, and yet without a single candidate obtaining a parliamentary seat. At the helm of this thundering juggernaut was Jones, whose fame at that time of the party’s inception rested on his immense wealth, his deep interest in boxing, and his sometimes-roughish public persona.

There was something almost Nietzschean in Jones’ sudden and vigorous appearance on the political scene. The acerbic German philosopher had described the arrival of such individuals in a way that encapsulated much of Jones’ political entrance. Jones was that sort of person ‘who is a master by “nature,” he who comes on the scene forceful in deed and gesture … Such beings defy calculation, they come like fate, without cause, reason, notice, excuse, they are there as the lightning is there … too different, to be personally even hated.’4 There is no doubt that Jones’ indomitable will propelled the party to a level of popular support that would have been unimaginable just a few years earlier. And it is also the case that many opposing politicians privately admired aspects of Jones’ campaign, as well as the vigour he brought to his role as leader. For some, Jones was managing to out-Muldoon Muldoon5 (right down to menacing snarls that both men had mastered). It would be fair to say that in his brief appearance on the national political stage, Jones became the most famous politician in New Zealand never to be elected to Parliament (to which the Labour leader and future prime minister, David Lange, perceptively added that he successfully achieved almost every policy he campaigned for, without having to become an MP).6

But also like lightning, Jones as a political phenomenon vanished almost as quickly as he appeared. The only enduring sign of his presence was that this flash of political lightning succeeded in striking its intended target. With that ambition fulfilled, Jones had no need to persist with his foray into politics for much longer.

Ultimately, the New Zealand Party’s biggest opponent in the 1984 election turned out to be the electoral system by which the country chose its governments at the time. With a name relying on a horse-racing metaphor, until 1996, New Zealand operated under a first-past-the-post voting regime, commonly referred to as FPP. This was a system in which Parliament was comprised of those candidates who had won electorate seats.7 The result was that for generations, just one of two parties — National or Labour — would form the government. Minor parties, regardless of their overall vote, needed to be successful in an electorate in order to have a presence in Parliament, and in practice, even on the infrequent occasions when such a foothold was achieved, it had practically no effect on the composition of the government.8

Minor parties were routinely relegated to the impotence of the Opposition. Social Credit was the most well-known example at the time of a political party that had some parliamentary presence (securing two seats in the 1981 election, and again in 1984) but which had next to no influence on the governments of the day.9 Theoretically, the only route by which minor parties might achieve some power was if, in a close election result, they aligned themselves with a party in a way that would give that coalition a majority of seats in the House of Representatives.

Jones was aware of the difficulty of the task facing his fledgling party from the outset, and he framed his thoughts on his own prospects in a particular way, based on a realistic assessment of his chances at the time, and his view of Parliament and politicians:

I probably didn’t think I would get elected at all because that wasn’t my goal. I was quite unsuited to Parliament. Parliament, of necessity, is quite a laborious process, with its various checks and balances, and when you’ve been self-employed all your life, you’re used to making a decision and acting on it … I watch politicians in the House now and then, and I feel sorry for them. They go in bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, but it eventually exhausts them. I look at them, sitting there, bored out of buggery. That wasn’t for me.10

This book recounts the rise and fall of the New Zealand Party, and it surveys that history in large part from the perspective of its leader. Much of the reason for doing so is that — to paraphrase a notorious propagandist — Jones was the Party, and the Party was Jones. When, during the 1984 election campaign, a journalist asked Muldoon what his opinion was of the New Zealand Party, the prime minister, plainly irritated by the party’s ascent and its corrosive effect on National’s vote, dismissively replied that ‘[i]t’s a Bob Jones Party, and it revolves totally around Bob Jones. If he were taken out, there’d be nothing left.’11

While this may have been the popular consensus, it is one Jones himself disputed vigorously from the outset. He resented the suggestion that he was at the epicentre of the party’s success and its very being, despite all indications to the contrary. ‘It was anything but the Jones Party,’ he insisted. ‘It sprouted by itself … The last thing I wanted was to go into politics. I just wanted change. I hated the adulation; I tried to get them to tone it down. And the reason was that when you idolise a leader, that’s a mistake. That’s how we got Muldoonism.’ On forming the party, Jones noted that he was immediately surrounded by a plethora of officials and advisors — ‘from all walks of life’12 — and so understandably saw the party’s evolution as a collective effort. And, to be fair, the development of much of the policy detail was undertaken by committees, with Jones having little if any direct involvement in their deliberations.

However, there can be no doubt that from the public’s perspective, Jones was at the heart of the party.13 It was Jones whose face dominated party advertisements, Jones whom crowds turned up in their thousands to hear, Jones who appeared in the media almost exclusively on behalf of the party, and Jones who bankrolled the movement during its formative months. And as Geoffrey Palmer observed, Jones’ leadership style was critical to the party’s success: ‘Jones wasn’t afraid to say what he thought, and he thought things — he had a view on things — and that was an “un-New Zealand” thing back then.’14 The idea of the New Zealand Party even emerging, let alone achieving the electoral impact that it did, without Jones would be inconceivable.15

This view of Jones’ centrality to the formation, brand, and success of the party is one that is widely shared. Barry Gustafson, in his seminal history on the first fifty years of the National Party, attributed the New Zealand Party’s success primarily to Jones’ personal and financial investment in the party, together with his public persona, which was ‘a match for Muldoon and … Lange’.16 The historian and former Labour cabinet minister Michael Bassett similarly credited the New Zealand Party’s popularity to its leader, whom he described as having ‘adopted a swashbuckling style of campaigning’, and who was ‘[c]apable of extravagant phrases’, which mocked to devastating effect the National Party and Muldoon especially.17 Bassett’s party leader, Lange, went further, exercising his penchant for hyperbolic imagery by depicting the New Zealand Party as a ‘messianic movement’, which was utterly dependent on its leader for its continuance,18 and whose approach was one of ‘have-a-goand-to-hell-with-the-consequences’.19 The former Reserve Bank governor Don Brash, who was far more restrained in his language, was nonetheless similarly adamant that the New Zealand Party almost certainly would not have existed, let alone become the political force that it did, without Jones leading it.20

The political organisation Jones had built was variously described by others as ‘Bob Jones’ New Zealand Party’,21 and sometimes more concisely as simply ‘the Bob Jones Party’.22 Josephine Grierson, who was a close confidante of Jones prior to the 1984 election, and the New Zealand Party candidate for the Pakuranga electorate that year, noted later that ‘although the others involved [in the party] were certainly prepared to support him, all the ideas seemed to have flown from Bob himself. Had he dropped dead, that would have been the end of it all.’23 And even as late as January 1984, the New Zealand Party was being characterised in the press as a ‘one-man band’24 — that man, of course, being Jones. No matter how similarly the party was structured and functioned in a manner like all the others, as far as public perception was concerned, it was incomprehensible that it could be anything without Jones.25

It is precisely because Jones and the New Zealand Party were effectively part of the same political fabric that this study devotes significant attention to the political views Jones developed, including in the years preceding the party’s inception. In many instances, as will be seen, the political movement that he gave birth to was formed very much in his own image. It consequently required little imagination, then, to anticipate its fate once the ideological and financial umbilical cord to its founder was eventually severed.

Technically speaking, the New Zealand Pary continued, in various iterations, for another decade after its inception, but with Jones’ departure by 1985, it was little more than a political cadaver, only occasionally getting a mention in the media, and even then, mainly as a chance for journalists to comment on how far it had fallen from the exhilarating heights of the winter of 1984.
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The 1984 election was one of those major pivot points in the nation’s history. Another Muldoon win and the country would have sunk deeper into the swamp of state regulation. A Muldoon defeat, on the other hand, might usher in a government with very different ideological approaches to the economy and society. That is certainly what happened, with terms such as ‘privatisation’, ‘deregulation’, and ‘liberalisation’26 entering the popular lexicon as the Labour Government of 1984 heaped the protectionist policies of the Muldoon regime on a pyre, and then charged ahead with its rapid and radical reforms.

The understandable euphoria of that period saw numerous articles written about the New Zealand Party and the role it had played not only in bringing down the National Government but also in presenting to voters some new ways of addressing old issues (ranging from defence to constitutional reform, environmental protection, and the liberalisation of laws dealing with homosexuality).27 In the decades that have followed, though, the party has received scant attention by writers, and on the few occasions that it does appear in assessments of this era in the country’s political history, it tends to be almost as a passing meteor — dazzling, distracting, but ultimately of no lasting consequence. This work is an effort to re-evaluate the place of the New Zealand Party in that period, and to excavate some of the details that account for its influence at that crucial moment in the nation’s political life. Opinions on the motives, methods, and impact of the party still vary, but it is hoped that this assessment will address these issues more thoroughly than has previously been done, and in doing so, reveal something of the inner workings of this political phenomenon.
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Although the party’s history is examined here to a considerable extent through the perspective of its creator, other sources certainly form a substantial basis for the book’s content. In addition to the published material on the topic, Sir Robert granted me full access to his extensive archive of material from the period, which was immaculately maintained and of enormous help in providing documentary presence where otherwise there would have been absence. This was a period on the cusp of the computer age — before the internet, before emails, and even before the widespread use of word-processing. Consequently, a great deal of material was committed to paper: an advantage in that so much detail survives that otherwise might have been lost in the electronic ether; but equally a disadvantage in that some collections of hard-copy documents have gone forever — thrown out, dispersed, or otherwise lost in the succeeding decades, and now impossible of retrieval.

Others, too, were eager to open their own collections of material relating to various aspects of the New Zealand Party and were also willing to be interviewed extensively. These interviews often produced information that has not previously surfaced and which adds greater nuance to certain episodes relayed in this work. And although it is now forty years since the events covered here took place, recollections of that time were firmly lodged in the memories of those I talked to about the party.

Some information was shared reluctantly, though. One set of correspondence I was given access to also contained details about another, unrelated subject matter altogether, but which was nonetheless potentially incendiary if made public, even forty years after the event. It was understandable that the possessor of this correspondence was cautious about disclosing this collection, but I respected the donor’s need for discretion, and that unrelated content remains confidential to them.

In another instance, a person directly involved in one of the episodes recounted in this book refused outright to divulge any details relating to the event, even though they conceded that they were in possession of documents of direct relevance. However, I was able to piece together this archive from several alternative sources and, consequently, the incident was able to be reconstructed, and it is presented here for the first time.

Doors closed in a few other places, too. One source repeatedly ignored all approaches I made to him. He may have had his reasons, and they may have been valid, but it is instructive that, decades later, sensitivities and personal grudges still occupied the minds of some involved in that fateful election campaign — even those who were simply onlookers.

The interval between the events covered in this book and the present time had certain advantages. Perspectives can become clearer in hindsight, and some sources that would have been submerged at the time can later bubble to the surface. One such example is a CIA report on the New Zealand Party, written in April 1984, but which was only approved for release in May 2010. And in another example, one person involved with the party, who at the time jealously guarded the documents they had collected in 1983 and 1984, had come to see there was little point in concealing that material any longer, and was consequently happy to share it with me. Inevitably, though, after the passage of forty years, many of those involved in the party have since passed away, but it is hoped that what follows is as representative an account of the party’s history to the extent that the sources and the idiosyncratic recollections of surviving individuals permit.
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Within a month of the completion of the manuscript of this book, Jones passed away. He had been unwell for some time but continued to dig up information about the party from his private papers until practically every document had been unearthed. Yet, for someone whose opinions were forthrightly and often forcibly expressed, he never asked for his role in this history to be anything other than what the evidence showed. He understood that the record of this momentous period in New Zealand politics would best be served by an account that was written neither to praise nor condemn, but to probe and reveal. Like another complex personality, he wanted a rendition that was ‘warts and all’. This book — for all its imperfections — inadvertently ended up becoming a testimony to that ambition.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many people have assisted in various ways with this work, and they are acknowledged in the text at the relevant points. However, some deserve special mention. Of course, heading this list is Jones himself. In a series of interviews conducted over many months, and in various locations around the country, Jones was always forthright, genuine, willing to answer any question and provide much more information than was asked of him.

This book was very much a collaborative undertaking and would not have come into existence without the involvement of many other people. Some of those preferred not to be identified, and their wishes are respected. Others, who can be named, include Hon. Dr Michael Bassett; Dr Don Brash; Hon. Sir Roger Douglas; Hon. Peter Dunne; Deborah Feast; John Feast; Josephine Grierson; Emeritus Professor Richard Hill; Robert Jones (Bob’s son); Larry Mark; Rt Hon. Sir Geoffrey Palmer; Derek Quigley; Simon Walker; W. E. Wilson; and Suzanne Zoumbaris. Then there are all those who work in the country’s libraries and archives, including the AUT and Massey University libraries. Without all these generous and dedicated collaborators, this book simply would not have been possible.

Paul Moon

Auckland, 2026


CHAPTER 1.

BEFORE THE PARTY

When an individual is so closely conjoined with a political party of their own creation, the ambition of that person unavoidably permeates the purpose of the party. Certainly, in the case of the New Zealand Party, its founder was integral to practically every dimension of its operations and existence, and so it follows that some understanding of his background, and the influences on his outlook on the world, can assist in getting to grips with the character of the party he brought into being.

Robert Edward Jones entered the world on 24 November 1939,1 and he spent his childhood in a state house at 20 Stellin Street, in what was then the rapidly expanding working-class town of Lower Hutt.2 As well as enduring wartime privations during his early life, it was also a time of national identity-construction. Two weeks earlier, the New Zealand Centennial Exhibition had opened in Kilbirnie, Wellington, celebrating the pioneer contribution to the nation’s subsequent prosperity, and promoting a carefully cultivated and culturally constructed ‘national spirit’.3 And although the onset of the Second World War dampened enthusiasm for the centennial celebration, it in no way diminished the sentiment of a nascent ‘New Zealandness’ that had been emerging in the country in recent years. The nation was outgrowing its cultural identity as a ‘Britain of the South’4 — something which it had moulded itself into during the Victorian era — and was now in the process of establishing a more home-grown sense of its society and culture (albeit one that at this time continued to shunt the indigenous Māori population to the periphery).

This was also the era when the first fruits of the recently introduced welfare state were beginning to appear. The provision of state housing was the most obvious example, but it was accompanied by a dramatic extension in state benefits, and the introduction of a universal health-care system.5 The welfare state had emerged from the rubble of the Depression6 and arguably was modelled to satiate the ‘Anglo-Saxon lower-middle-class dream of Utopia’,7 by practically guaranteeing a minimum standard of living for everyone in the country. What was significant about these reforms is that while perhaps socialist in complexion, they remained largely intact regardless of the ideological orientation of subsequent governments. Yes, there was some pruning and grafting done to the initial scheme, but the fundamental principles of the scheme endured until the end of the century, even if by that stage, they were appearing increasingly weatherworn.

That naive hope for a near-utopian future seemed to spread into every crevice of life at some point or another in this era. Even in the humble community of Lower Hutt, urban design was guided to a degree by the possibility of achieving a sort of society that was substantially improved from that of previous generations. The area where Jones grew up in, for example, was assembled of ‘rambling streets, ample reserves, an industrial zone, and green corridors along which children could walk to school away from motorised traffic. Front fences were also banned to create the effect of a sweeping community garden.’ Such features, along with the variety of styles of state house (varied deliberately to make them indistinguishable from privately owned dwellings), aimed ‘to reduce any feelings of monotony, and bode well for (nuclear) family and community life’.8 This was the view of planners and officials, concerned to elevate the minds of the masses and rescue them from their monotony — except that it was not monotonous at all for most of those living in these suburbs. ‘It’s the only world you know when you’re young,’ Jones explained. ‘Nobody thought that their world was dull. Nobody travelled anywhere. My mother had never been out of Lower Hutt, until we went camping in Paraparam [Paraparaumu] once.’9 Thus, far from any ‘feelings of monotony’, Lower Hutt seemed to provide all the experiences Jones needed during the period up until he approached adulthood.
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Jones nursed no romanticism whatsoever for the working classes, however. While middle-class chatter may have sometimes idealised ‘good honest toil’, the camaraderie of factory workers, the basic, wholesome values of poorer families, or the glorification of simple manual labour — free from the claustrophobia and complexities of office life — Jones’ perspective was stripped of any such sentimentality whatsoever. His attitudes were shaped by his own early experiences working while still at school and straight afterwards. ‘I was getting paid peanuts, working alongside men assembling cars, making biscuits at Griffin’s, working at Resene’s Paint. I couldn’t stand them — the stupidity of their conversation. They annoyed me, their sheer relentless stupidity. They’d come out with certainties without thinking, and then there was their sheer indolence.’ Jones’ frustration with what he saw as the unrealised potential of the working class was brutally expressed: ‘I spent so much time working in factories, and I listened to the shit they talked. They were stupid, ignorant, and ill-informed, and I didn’t want to hear it.’ And then with ironic understatement, he concluded that ‘I’m not particularly admiring of the bloody working classes’.10 Crucially, however, Jones was careful not to conflate class with wealth. He readily acknowledged that there were some in the working class who were exceptions to what he generally observed, and that there were equally those in wealthier classes whom he would regard as being just as ignorant.

The Jones family would not have been deemed as being distinctly poor at the time, but certainly, their circumstances were modest. ‘I remember once, we all got an orange — the best Christmas we’d ever had, as we’d only read about oranges.’ And on another occasion, he recalled, ‘lying in bed, in our little state house, and it’s Christmas Eve, and I can hear my mum’s voice: “Oh, we’ve forgotten Bob”. Thus, I received a pair of my underpants wrapped up for a present.’ Jones did not regard his youth in any way as one of privation. ‘It didn’t bother me. Our expectations were zilch. Things were hard, but we didn’t know they were hard. That was the norm.’11

For all the spirited independence he displayed from a young age, perhaps surprisingly, school suited Jones. ‘I loved it,’ he proclaimed. But that love was not always reciprocated. When it came to corporal punishment, Jones discovered another area where he could excel in. ‘I got the record at school for the strap.’ The sorts of behaviour that resulted in these punishments hardly dimmed his enthusiasm for school, though. He described Naenae College, which he attended, as ‘wonderful’, and that he was blessed with ‘great teachers who made life interesting’.12

However, it was also at secondary school that Jones began to entertain vague doubts that his teachers might not necessarily know what was best for him. Instead of tumbling down the path of self-defeating rebellion directed at those who wielded power over him at school, though, he responded in an even more radical fashion: he decided to craft his own curriculum.

Unwittingly, it was a process that had begun in primary school, but by the time he commenced at Naenae College, he was embarking on a more conscious journey of self-instruction. In particular, he had developed an appetite for reading that seemed to grow with the eating. The more books he consumed, and the more knowledge he accumulated in the process, the more he realised the importance of learning. His accumulating knowledge of the world expanded well beyond what he was fed in classroom lessons, and as this consumption of books steadily grew, so too did his intellectual girth. Later in life, when he sometimes visited schools as a guest speaker, he was typically asked by curious students what was the secret to becoming rich. His response was ‘to know everything’. Reading, above all, was the key to this. With Jones, it was a form of alchemy, in which knowledge on the page was mysteriously converted into success in business. ‘It gives you a knowledge frame of reference that you can apply in any situation’ was how he accounted for the powers he derived from books.13 And with reading came that other exercise: thinking. ‘You see, I worked it out years ago,’ he explained. ‘The best way to get rich is to lie in bed and think. I’m not a bright bugger, but it’s about reading, being informed, being relaxed, and thinking. And don’t rush to judgement; I’ve learnt that. The trick is to come up with ideas and mull them over. Don’t rush them, because you’ll change your mind after two months.’14

Over the years, Jones’ self-devised curriculum developed various branches, and his reading patterns became more ingrained. At any one time, he would be making his way through at least three books — usually on different subjects — in addition to going through just about any newspaper he could lay his hands on. Such a fastidious commitment to the written word would later bear fruit in unexpected ways. He accumulated a broad general knowledge, and in some areas — particularly to do with his business and sporting interests — acquired considerable expertise. He also valued learning for its own sake, and not merely as a means to some other ends. His interest in fiction, most notably the works of Evelyn Waugh, served no other motive than literary edification. But while working his way through a novel, at the same time, he would keep up to date with developments in the commercial and political worlds, studying a broad range of books, journals, newspapers and magazines, and not wanting to miss any morsel of information in the process. It was as though curiosity consumed him, and both in breadth and quantity, his reading interests were without boundaries.
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One of the distinct aspects of life in New Zealand in the post-war years was the way in which egalitarianism was coming to be elevated to a prized national attribute15 — prioritised even over liberty at times.16 Even if it was the sort of ideal that could never quite be achieved, it was nonetheless still something worth aspiring to.17 The other side of this egalitarian virtue, though, were the twin vices of excessive financial opulence and social elitism. Such traits were regarded as antithetical to, and even undermining of, the treasured value of ordinariness. The classless society may have been a mirage, but it was one that much of the country was happy to pursue. Among its articles of faith were the importance of a narrow range of wealth among society’s members, a lack of deference to authority figures, strong unions able to protect the rights of workers, relatively high living standards for the working classes, equality of opportunity, and the existence of an effective and robust welfare state.18

Jones’ view of the egalitarian ideal was not entirely favourable, and it later fed into his political outlook. He was aware that egalitarianism was presented as a worthy concept in the post-war decades, but he was critical of elements of it. ‘It’s not that worthy,’ he argued, ‘because it denies the fact that people are not the same. I don’t use the word “equal”, because they have equal chances in life, but they’re not the same. To thwart or frustrate people who are different or better is not sensible. Equally, to try to enhance people who are simply not up to it is not sensible.’ By the 1980s, however, Jones had detected that ‘there was more realism about such things’, and that while the egalitarian emphasis on equality of opportunity was a worthy pursuit, the corresponding insistence on equality of outcomes was impracticable, and unfair on all concerned.19

Jones kicked energetically against what he interpreted as the sentiment of ‘equality’ that had become so prevalent in New Zealand society. He saw it as a form of indoctrination — one that began at childhood, that paid no regard to individual differences, and that favoured collective responsibility, with an emphasis on fitting in rather than excelling. Even differences in dress had come, in some circles, to be regarded as elitist, and therefore ‘undemocratic’. He went as far as seeing the universal application of equality as a form of Marxism and insisted that it deprived people of motivation and limited their horizons of interest.20 He summed up succinctly his view of equality, which he overlaid with the notion of egalitarianism:

In worshipping concepts of equality, we necessarily enslave ourselves and inhibit development. Democratic society will function only as well as its individual citizens. A democracy that allows each of its members maximum fulfilment will function best of all but the consequences will be inequalities as each fulfils himself to his own capability … There is nothing wrong with a stratified society, indeed the evidence suggests that not only is it what people desire but it is certainly the best way of advancing the social and economic welfare of its members. If it is an open and free society it will provide easy transition from one stratum to another as each finds his level according to his capability and aspiration.21

In his idealised world, people would be rewarded according to their abilities and effort, with the implication that those less fortunate were somehow deserving of their state. A society that was socially stratified was evidence of a society that rewarded people based on merit, rather than taking from those who achieved and redistributing it to those who did not. Jones lionised what he described as ‘a craving and respect for individual assertiveness no matter what its form’, and in equal measure condemned any system that seemed to reward indolence.22

He did not dismiss entirely the importance of the welfare state as a protection mechanism for the unfortunate in society, but at the same time, he was critical of the fact that while some people were claiming welfare for being unable to find work, there was a labour shortage in various parts of the economy. Furthermore, he was quick to point out that if the economy was liberalised, if the power of the unions over workers was diminished, if economic protectionism was removed, and if the exchange rate was floated, then the demand for welfare over time would diminish as the market created greater prosperity for everyone.23 It was a view that has a pedigree going as far back at least as Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), although Smith’s caveat — which was subsequently overlooked by many advocates of free-market policies — was that the interests of merchants and manufacturers could be fundamentally opposed to those of society in general at times, and so some sort of intervention would be needed to prevent one group from economically oppressing the other.24
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The way in which Jones’ political views gradually took on a firmer form was not simply the product of his environment. Yes, the experience of growing up in suburban Lower Hutt in this era nurtured in him an idiosyncratic understanding of what New Zealand was like, but he never succumbed to the trap of seeing the world from the confines of his upbringing. What made all the difference to the formation of Jones’ political views was the enormous amount of reading he continued to undertake. Geographically, he may have been confined to Lower Hutt, but intellectually, his mind was expanding into all sorts of areas, and being fed with economic, social, and political ideas from across the world.

While still a curious teenager, Jones dipped his toe into unusual political waters by briefly becoming a member of the New Zealand Society for Closer Relations with Russia. The organisation provided him with a tall stack of books about Stalin and the Soviet Union. ‘They were dishing this stuff out,’ Jones noted, ‘and I took it home, and read it, but communism never really interested me.’25

Instead, during his teenage years, he began to develop a singular ambition which sunk its roots deep in his psyche, and which was eventually to shape his destiny: ‘to never have to work for anybody’. Part of this desire stemmed from his antipathy to authoritarianism. When he was called up for Compulsory Military Training,26 for example, he wrote to the Army, saying, ‘I’m not interested, it won’t be a happy thing for you or me, so I’m not coming.’ … ‘Then they came round to the house, these two half-wit soldiers. I was seventeen, and I told them I was not prepared to sacrifice three months of my life to be shouted at and told what to do. I threatened them with violence, whereupon my mother intervened and told them to leave. Plainly, I went into the too-hard basket as I heard no more.’ Jones had taken the same attitude at school, and he was recorded in the school magazine’s cadet records as a ‘deserter’. Decades later, that description still put a grin on his face when he mentioned it.27

The urge never to be employed by anyone would be a lonely pursuit to start off with, but Jones soon found ways of accomplishing it. The turning point occurred during one university holiday, when he got a job selling advertising space, and soon realised that he could make more money doing it for himself rather than for the firm that had hired him. It was then that his entrepreneurial instinct first revealed itself. He sold advertising on bookmarks that he supplied for the Wellington City Library, suggesting to the librarians that by buying these bookmarks, it would help prevent the practice of library patrons folding the pages of books. These card bookmarks had the city’s coat of arms and the name of the library printed on them, but Jones’ point of innovation was to include advertising on the reverse side. The venture proved highly profitable, and he decided to build on his success by reverting to form — he immersed himself in even more reading, this time on sales techniques. By the age of twenty-one, having expanded his business into various branches of marketing and advertising, he was making the equivalent of tens of thousands of dollars each week, and had dozens of commission salespeople working for him.28

With money steadily accumulating, Jones needed to decide how to put it to the most profitable use. More reading yielded more suggestions, the most sensible of which appeared to him to be property investment. With some trepidation, he acquired his first commercial building, and soon, the funds flowing from his property investments easily outstripped the returns from selling advertising.
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In one of his many sagacious moments, the eighteenth-century statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke observed that it was ‘generally in the season of prosperity that men discover their real temper, principles, and designs’.29 So it was with Jones. As his property investment business began to generate considerable wealth for him, he learned that spending time thinking was one of the most important activities he could do. Enforced pauses from the frenetic pace of work paid dividends for him. He could contemplate possibilities, generate new ideas, and see connections between things, all of which enabled him to advance his business career, and later his political career. ‘It is my great salvation,’ he concluded, ‘doing nothing but thinking.’30

Some topics, though, received very little consideration during his reflective periods. Religion in Jones’ youth was largely absent, both in practice and in family conversation. ‘When we grew up,’ he recounted, ‘people got married in churches then, and it was an entertainment. But religion didn’t come into our lives. It just bewildered me.’31 Later in life, he liked to brandish his atheism with typical bravura, and sometimes trenchantly so. When the topic was raised, his pronouncements would often be as much provocation as critique, with hyperbolic references to ‘that mad witchcraft’, along with some even more strikingly pejorative terms.

Such hostility masked a subtle distinction he held that occasionally surfaced when dealing with religion. His objection was to what he saw as the hypocrisy of some religious people, while in the background, he was sympathetic to the sincere. As an example, he donated office space to some Christian organisations for their charitable activities, which he described as being run by ‘kindly, decent people’, and he recalled fondly Salvation Army volunteers helping his own staff to prepare Christmas presents for poor children as part of a scheme Jones devised (and for which he ensured his considerable contribution remained anonymous). His only stipulation to his Christian tenants was delivered in a tongue-in-cheek pronouncement: ‘You know the rules: none of your witchcraft, no praying.’ And then for all his blustery atheism, he conceded, as he had on many occasions, that he was ‘doing God’s work’32 — a phrase which, for all his denial of a deity, he could never quite shake off using.

[image: Image]

As the country’s first National Prime Minister, Sid Holland, boasted when his party was victorious in the 1949 general election, ‘anti-Communists and anti-socialists throughout the world took fresh heart. They gained new hope.’ The reason for this apparent international rejoicing was that New Zealand was ‘the first country in the world that turned away from the “left” to the “right” and gave to freedom-loving people who believed in private enterprise and the freedom of the individual, fresh heart and new reason for striving to achieve a similar result in their own countries’.33 Holland may have overestimated the influence of a remote country of under two million people on global politics, but there was no doubting the zeal for the ideology of the free market that he was committed to pursuing.

Politics mattered to Jones even from a very early age, and Holland featured in this interest. He remembered playing games such as Cowboys and Indians as a child, except that the villains in the games would not be Indians but ‘Sid Hollands’. ‘It was a pariah name in the world I lived in.’ But beyond name-calling, politics was something ingrained in many of those in the neighbourhood. Parents would talk about political issues at the dinner table, and families would identify themselves either as Labour or (much less often in Lower Hutt) National families.34

In his formative years, Jones was first exposed to national politics, like those in most households, through a combination of newspaper articles and radio broadcasts. One of his earliest political memories was with his father in their sitting room in Lower Hutt in December 1949, listening to Prime Minister Peter Fraser’s concession speech, having just been defeated in the general election. Jones described the shock, when hearing that speech, of ‘seeing tears in my father’s eyes’. As he described it, ‘at that time, to working men, the Labour Party was like a religion’. He attributed this to the fact that workers were lowly paid, not necessarily well-protected, and so looked to Labour as the only party which had their interests at heart.35 Labour offered the promise of economic salvation, even if it seemed unable to deliver it.

That election, when Holland came to power, Jones observed the irony that under a government that many believed would be unsympathetic to workers, wages went up, and life improved materially. ‘Suddenly, my dad’s not working seven days a week and four nights overtime, and yet there’s more money.’36 And with this improvement, his view towards the National Party softened slightly.

Holland’s Baptist upbringing instilled in the new prime minister a set of conservative social values and a commitment to the Protestant work ethic — the latter of which Jones came to admire as much as he despised the former. Holland’s commitment to freedom and the primacy of the individual represented a break from the well-intentioned welfarism of his Labour predecessors. In practice and in principle, Holland advocated for ‘the intrinsic importance and worth of each individual, the individual’s responsibility for his or her own moral actions, that rights and privileges must be balanced by duties, and a distrust of excessive state interference in people’s lives’.37

National’s trumpeting of this brand of liberalism resonated with Jones’ own emerging thoughts on the topic. His advocacy of the supremacy of individualism was a persistent feature of both his political and personal philosophies. The threats to individualism, as he saw it, were twofold. First, there were the well-intentioned intrusions by those who felt they knew what was best for the rest of society. He described this irreverently as ‘the development of do-gooding as a post-war growth industry in which a sizeable array of paid and unpaid middle-class citizens have become influential in deciding what is good for us all … They are mostly found domiciled in upper middle class neighbourhoods from which they are handily poised for preying on their most vulnerable targets, the lower socio-economic sectors.’38

The other threat to individual liberty that ran hand in hand with these ‘do-gooders’, as Jones saw it, was the state. While he conceded that the state had a duty to protect its citizens, this did not extend, in his mind, to protecting people from themselves. ‘[I]n the final analysis’, he concluded, ‘each citizen alone can decide what is best for himself or herself.’39

Such stances had their paternity in the sort of liberalism defined by John Stuart Mill in the mid-nineteenth century. Mill insisted that the ‘only freedom which deserves the name is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it’, to which he added that every individual ‘is the proper guardian of his own health, whether bodily, or mental and spiritual’.40 Encapsulated in this succinct assertion was the essence of Jones’ outlook on life.

With his burgeoning success in the business world, politically Jones found a comfortable home in the National Party. From the age of ten to thirty-three, he had lived under a National Government for all but three years (1957–1960). It was a party that increasingly liked to see itself as the natural party of government and was committed above all to private enterprise and a reduced role of the state in people’s lives.

But National’s appeal during some of this period lay not just in its ideological orientation. Part of Holland’s popular attraction (unlike some of his successors) also lay in his earthy appeal to the ‘ordinary’ voter. Rather than carrying any airs of assumed superiority, he spoke, dressed, moved, and in many ways even thought more like the ubiquitous ‘man in the street’.

However, not all such ‘men of the people’ were as fondly regarded by Jones. He refused, for example, to be drawn into the mythology of Labour Prime Minister Norman Kirk’s purported greatness (a mythology which continued to expand long after Kirk’s early death). Jones was strident in his opinion of this Labour leader: ‘All this silly nonsense of pretending that Kirk was a great man. Kirk was a fucking idiot and an oaf. Labour would have won the election long before 1972 if it hadn’t been for Kirk [Kirk had become Labour leader in 1964]. He was a complete fucking dullard.’41

One encounter Jones had with the Labour prime minister remained in his memory, and it contributed to his dismissive view of Kirk. ‘He looked across the room at me once in a function at Wellington,’ Jones recalled. ‘He kept staring at me. Then he started walking toward me and I kept looking at him. Then he stopped halfway, stared, then wisely turned back.’42 Jones was not impressed by what he interpreted to be a sign of weakness, and more generally, he regarded Kirk personally and politically as the antithesis of what a New Zealand prime minister ought to be.

Kirk died on 31 August 1974 from a pulmonary embolism, aged just fifty-one. The following week, Wallace (Bill) Rowling, Labour’s finance minister, was selected to be Kirk’s successor as prime minister.43 Optimistically but prematurely billed as a ‘Man of Decision’,44 Rowling emerged as the first real nemesis that Jones set up as a target for criticism and condemnation. Jones had been extremely condemnatory of what he saw as Kirk’s ineptitude, but Rowling’s lame-duck Labour administration was one that Jones was prepared to speak out much more publicly against.45
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Jones’ first significant foray into national politics was characteristically unorthodox, dramatic, memorable, and injurious to the opponent he zeroed in on. His motivation stemmed from a comment that the Labour MP for Hastings, Richard Mayson, had made about him. Mayson, a self-identified Christian socialist,46 alleged under the protection of parliamentary privilege that Jones was involved in ‘questionable political activities’ designed to influence the Opposition National Party to support legislation that would work in the favour of property speculators.47 Jones was irked by the defamatory accusation, and frustrated that he was identified as a property speculator. (The assertion revealed the extent of Mayson’s misunderstanding of the industry he was criticising.) Parliamentary immunity meant that Jones had no legal recourse when it came to such comments, but infuriated with the accusation, he promised that if Labour ‘carried on, I was going to destroy them, so I did!’.48

Jones had not concocted any specific plan to retaliate, but one evening, an opportunity arose which he took full advantage of, committing an act of theatrical revenge against the prime minister for Mayson’s comments. The event took place on the evening of Saturday, 22 November 1975 — exactly a week before the date of the general election. Earlier that afternoon, Jones had delivered a speech for Hugh Templeton, the National Party candidate standing in the Karori electorate, and in a jocular way of saying thanks, a gift had been presented to Jones by someone wearing a mouse outfit.

This sparked an idea in Jones’ mind. Over the previous few months, Jones had been a guest on a current affairs programme hosted by Brian Edwards, who was probably the most astute and informed television interviewer of the era (and someone who, incidentally, had stood for Labour in the previous election). The filming for Edwards’ programme took place in Television One’s Avalon studios — about half an hour’s drive away from where the function for Templeton had been held.

That evening, Jones organised a group of people (including the person dressed as a mouse) to go to the studios. Once they arrived, access to the studio where the interview was scheduled to take place was easy as Jones was familiar to the staff there. As soon as they were inside the building, Jones unfurled his plan:

We couldn’t have timed it better. The music had started [for the programme], and the audience was sitting and waiting. Brian does his introduction, Rowling’s sitting in the middle, and I storm in with the mouse, holding it by the tail, and I pranced round and round and round. And it was humiliating for him [Rowling]. Brian said, ‘Prime Minister, I want you to know I know nothing about this,’ and I said, ‘Brian, come on. You knew.’ We were all in such a good mood, celebrating after the speech for Templeton, and we all thought it was hilarious. Rowling had a look of shock and disbelief on his face. He didn’t know what to say.49

That night, Jones returned home with the others involved with the prank, elated with the way he had torpedoed Rowling’s television appearance just a few hours earlier. His mother, who was at his home baby-sitting his daughters, had watched this intrusion on television, and unaffected by her son’s euphoric mood, said quietly but clearly in front of everyone present, ‘I hope you realise that was a human being you destroyed tonight.’ Jones immediately recognised this aspect of his antics that evening: ‘That cut me to the quick. I felt pretty bad about it when she said that. But Rowling should have put a stop to his MPs attacking me. But I did go over the top and I destroyed him. Poor bastard. I was a blight on his life.’50

When Rowling gave his brief concession speech after his landslide loss in the 1975 general election, he mentioned Jones’ ‘venom’ towards the defeated Labour Government, saying, ‘Muldoon didn’t beat me, Jones did.’51 Jones did not recoil from his position. ‘I was extremely angry,’ he explained, ‘and the venom and hatred bit was all true.’52

Rowling’s defeat ushered in the man who would come to play one of the most significant parts in Jones’ public life for the next decade — an associate and in many ways, a kindred spirit: Robert Muldoon. Both were balding and bellicose, both had emerged from working-class backgrounds, and both were propelled in their respective fields by a prodigious energy and an unbridled desire for achievement. And in some ways, Muldoon was the model for a new type of politician. Jones never mimicked Muldoon’s style, but he did discern traits that made political leaders in Muldoon’s mould so successful.53

Jones had met Muldoon for the first time shortly after the 1972 election, when Jones called on the rising National MP to open a commercial building in Masterton that Jones had just finished constructing. They became friends, and mutual admirers to some extent, but they were never especially close.54

Part of the reason for Muldoon’s rapid political ascent was a generational change that was occurring in the country in the early 1970s. In 1974, he had launched a successful bid for the leadership of the National Party — keen to replace the incumbent, Jack Marshall. Jones was close to many figures in the country’s political milieu at this time, and was privy to how a rivalry was emerging between two quite different ways of seeing some of the elemental aspects of National Party politics:

There were openly expressed misgivings within the National Party about [Muldoon], both for the man and his style. The ‘polite’ set who had dominated the party’s hierarchy in the post-war years looked on with horror at the Muldoon blitzkrieg. In their eyes, if unquestionably intelligent and industrious, he was still disqualified as a vulgarian and stood in absolute contrast as an appropriate leader to Sir John Marshall, whose nickname of ‘Gentleman Jack’ said it all. The old-style Nats liked patriarchal grandee types as leaders — a thespian role Holyoake, despite his humble origins, acted out throughout his public life. But although we didn’t know it at the time, a new age had dawned; the cruisy post-war years were at an end and the style of politics epitomised by Muldoon, and which were to remain for two decades, matched the tumultuous period which lay ahead.55

Rumbunctious as he may have been, and full of promise that he would smash the power of the unions and all other institutions of the left, Muldoon was inconsistent in his treatment of his adversaries, with his considerable bark not always matching his sometimes-restrained bite. And his commitment to his party’s traditional free-market policies proved to be less than absolute.

After a landslide election victory in 1975, Muldoon began to respond to international economic crises by intervening in the domestic economy. The initial dabble grew to become something like an addiction, with interventionism emerging as a preferred response rather than a last resort. By the final term of the Muldoon government, the National Party’s policies would become unrecognisable in many fields from the form they had taken at the commencement of Muldoon’s premiership. From a purported free-marketeer, Muldoon had become a champion of often heavy-handed state involvement in the economy.


CHAPTER 2.

‘SOMETHING MUST BE DONE’

Of the various options available to the individual to address a government they dislike, starting a political party must be regarded as the most exhilarating by the founder, the most encouraging by the supporter, and the most foolish by the onlooker.1 How, then, did someone as naturally intelligent, well-read, and worldly as Jones succumb to this temptation? Certainly, the history of political parties in New Zealand formed by one person should have given him no cause for optimism. Of those few minor parties that managed to secure a brief tenure in Parliament over the preceding century, almost all emerged and drew their support from large groups (trade unions, farmers, or major collectives of like-minded ideologues), and most had exercised no serious influence on the course of the country’s politics, eventually receding into oblivion, having left almost no trace of their presence.2

In his ninth decade, looking back on his long memory of politics in the country, Jones identified the 1970s as the period where the idea of developing some sort of political movement first germinated in his imagination. At the time, he had no interest whatsoever in forming a political party, but the 1970s was politically a very enlivened time for the country. From active (and sometimes overactive) trade union pressure, to major international developments (the oil shocks, in Britain joining the European Economic Community), to protest movements (over New Zealand involvement in the Vietnam War for example), to fledgling environmentalism at a political level (the 1972 New Zealand Values Party was one of the world’s first national ‘green’ parties),3 and growing Māori activism (the pressure applied by groups such as Ngā Tamatoa led to formation of the Waitangi Tribunal),4 ‘it was a highly politicised age’.5 One sign of this popular appetite for political engagement was the membership of the National Party, which putatively reached around 200,000 in the mid-1970s,6 making it per capita one of the largest memberships of any political party in the Western world.

Not only was political interest high in this period but, as Jones recalled, allegiance was also very tribal: ‘You belonged either to Labour or National. If you were a Labour person, and you were upset with your party, you never ever voted for the other party, and vice versa. That’s why Social Credit thrived. They became the alternative protest vote. They were a real losers’ party, and no one understood their economic philosophies — not even their own members, but they were a way, say, for a dissatisfied Labour voter to vote against Labour without having to vote for National — something which they could never bring themselves to do.’7 There may have been other factors involved in Social Credit’s rise,8 but intermittent discontent with the two major parties led to a pattern of small parties emerging, achieving some popularity, and eventually waning. One of the principal reasons for the eventual decline for small parties was the perception that voting for any party other than National or Labour was a ‘wasted vote’.9

Of course, the ‘wasted vote’ narrative was happily peddled by both major parties as it suited their interests. However, in 1981, Jones observed that a minor party could have some influence, even under the FPP electoral system. Social Credit received 20.7 per cent of the vote in the general election that year, and due to the concentration of that vote in two electorates where senior Social Credit candidates were standing (Bruce Beetham in Rangitīkei, and Gary Knapp in East Coast Bays),10 the party gained two seats in Parliament, leaving the National Government with a fragile one-seat majority. The ascent of this minor party did not change the government, but it illustrated to everyone that the prospect was tantalisingly close, suddenly appearing in the realm of distinct possibility.11 From protest vote to influencing the election outcome seemed to be just one successful small party away.

Jones also could not help noticing another element which he believed might sway political support. Beetham, he concluded, ‘looked good but he was pretty thick … he wasn’t terribly bright, and was completely out of his depth’.12 What was missing, he felt, was the combination of a leader of a party with a slightly more combative personality, coupled with policies that would transform the country for the better rather than just promising to tinker with what was already in place. Jones felt that this recipe would yield a much greater share of the popular vote.

A foretaste of such a transformative political programme appeared in 1978, when Jones published a book-length survey of New Zealand’s political landscape.13 But as the title — New Zealand the Way I Want It — suggested, it was as much a prescriptive work as it was a descriptive one. In the context of Jones’ more active political engagement in the following decade, the book represents an insight into how his political views were taking shape at this time (views that in some respects were still on the fringe of New Zealand politics in the period when the book was published).14 A reviewer described the work as ‘entertaining, whimsical, and provocative’,15 to which could be added revelatory, as it disclosed elements of a very specific political outlook slowly coming into view — one that took traditional National Party philosophies and refashioned them for the circumstances the country faced in the late 1970s.

Of course, there is always the risk of reading history backwards — in this case, viewing New Zealand the Way I Want It as a prologue to Jones’ later involvement in politics. Jones had no intention of entering politics at this time — ‘none at all’, he emphasised.16 However, the book undoubtedly revealed the way in which its author was frustrated with the present state of affairs in the country and lured by ideas he believed could materially and culturally improve the lives of New Zealanders.

It is important to bear in mind, though, that there were substantial changes in the nation’s circumstances in the five years from when the work was published to
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