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PROLOGUE

I’m at an important election campaign meeting in Wellington on a Friday morning and my phone, set in vibrate mode, is pulsing on the table in front of me. I can see on the phone screen who the caller is and I’m acutely aware that it’s someone I need to talk to. I can’t answer the call right now, so it goes to voicemail.

Shortly afterwards, the meeting pauses for a refreshment break. There’s time to duck out of the room and clear the voice message.

It’s from Dr Mary English, my GP.

Two days earlier I’d been to see her about a troubling lump in my neck, so I know instinctively the reason for her call. But I’ve no idea, of course, if the news is good, bad or indifferent. When I call back, her tone is firm and matter of fact. An urgent appointment has been made for me at the oncology department at Wellington Hospital, and Mary English expects me to honour it. As always, she’s the calm and consummate health professional.

It so happens that she’s the wife of Bill English, who’s currently the prime minister of New Zealand. But an election is due shortly, and the meeting I’m attending that very morning has him, and the National Party, in its sights. It’s no laughing matter, of course, but much later I’ll look back on this moment with some wry amusement: Mary English is dealing with my potentially life-threatening health issue. As she does so, I’m having a hand in formulating a battle plan to scupper her husband’s prime ministership. New Zealand is a small place, and irony can sometimes be cruel.

The date is 4 August 2017.

The meeting on this day is at the Labour Party head office in downtown Wellington. Three days earlier, Jacinda Ardern has become leader of the Labour Party. She’s in the room with some other MPs and party staff, including the general secretary, Andrew Kirton, who’s chairing the meeting. It’s exactly 50 days until the election and the campaign strategy and drills are being fleshed out. With Jacinda’s sudden rise to the leadership, things are evolving quickly as she moves to put her stamp on proceedings. I’ve just returned from an overseas holiday and have been asked to help manage Labour’s campaign. Jacinda will soon ask me to be her chief of staff — irrespective of whether she’s PM or Leader of the Opposition. I can’t recall dwelling long on her request, which I accept.

So no matter how the election pans out, I’ll soon be back working in the argy-bargy of the parliamentary domain, after 12 years away from the place. To be honest, it feels surreal.

First, there’s the matter of the oncology clinic visit to attend to. The news is chilling. I need to go into hospital pronto for a parotidectomy, a three-hour operation to remove a cancerous mass in my parotid gland. A few days later I’m on an operating table at Wellington’s Wakefield Hospital. Later, still groggy from the effects of a general anaesthetic, I listen to the surgeon telling me the tumour was growing at an alarming rate. There will be some follow-up treatment to go through. I’m bugger-all use to Labour’s campaign, as it turns out, though I manage to throw in my two bob’s worth from the margins, when able to.

The country goes to the polls on 23 September and the outcome is inconclusive, meaning there’ll be government formation talks. Before the talks begin, as I had accepted the role of chief of staff Jacinda includes me on the Labour negotiating team. After the talks end, late in October, Jacinda has the big prize and Bill English is clearing out his Beehive desk. Dr Mary English, my doctor, is no longer the First Lady. I’m Jacinda’s chief of staff-designate, but I’ve just begun a six-week course of post-operation radiation treatment, and so I won’t start work until the new year. Gordon-Jon Thompson covers for me until then.

On 15 January 2018, I eventually arrive at work on the ninth floor of the Beehive, the Prime Minister’s Office, or PMO as everyone in the building knows it. It’s a peculiar feeling being back here, 12 years after I’d exited. I’d never expected to return to this floor, certainly not to work. When I’d walked away from the PMO in 2006, I’d been chief press secretary to Helen Clark, the Labour Party leader, for 10 years, four of those years in Opposition, the other six in government. So the PM’s floor — with its poky offices, weird acoustics, shoebox-sized loos and the gently curving corridor that follows the Beehive’s contour — is a workspace that I’m familiar with. As the locus of government power, it underwhelms in many ways.

It’s good to see that two of my ninth-floor colleagues from the Clark years, Dinah Okeby and Stephen Woodhouse, are also back in harness in permanent roles. Mike Jaspers, the chief press secretary, is another ex-colleague from the Clark government days. And Heather Simpson, whose formidable partnership with Helen Clark over 20-something years saw them styled as H2 and H1, is also floating about the place in a consultancy role, helping to power up the Ardern government. Otherwise, the bright-eyed team members (with the exception of a few I know from my Wellington-bubble connections in media and PR) are mostly new faces to me. Everyone looks youthful to this 61-year-old retread.

While the surroundings and many of the routines are familiar, it’s clear that some things have changed. Most noticeably, the world of digital acceleration has transformed the face of government comms. There’s now a sizable team on the Beehive’s eighth floor, looking after the PM’s social media pages and all things web related. Social media management has become a vital, expansive function. When I’d left the PMO over a decade ago, there’d been a few techie types doing computer stuff downstairs. While it was then still the age of fax machines, with their irritating dial tones and screeching sounds, it had also been the dawn of chatrooms and ‘weblogs’, soon to become known simply as blogs. We’d tinkered with the idea of launching Helen into the blogosphere, but it was a project that never flew.

Returning to the PMO in January 2018 is actually Round Three for me in the parliamentary complex. Before joining Helen Clark’s Labour team in 1996, I’d worked in the Parliamentary Press Gallery for 10 years, firstly for the New Zealand Herald and then The Dominion, as Wellington’s morning rag was then known. My press gallery tenure had traversed a boisterous era of change, starting with the downfall of Robert Muldoon. Then the David Lange-led Labour government turned the New Zealand economic landscape upside down before Jim Bolger’s National administration continued in much the same vein. Neither prime minister survived their government’s lifespans, during heady times for political journalists, or the hacks as they’re known.

But returning for a moment to more recent times.

My time as chief of staff to Jacinda lasts 18 months and then another cancer-related episode intervenes. It leaves me feeling bushed, without the stamina to carry on. By the time I leave her office in June 2019 — shortly after the Christchurch mosque attacks, but before the upheaval of the COVID-19 pandemic — I have worked ringside at Parliament, around and alongside politicians, for a composite term of 22 years. As they say, you get less for murder.

I consider myself very fortunate to have worked in the parliamentary-political roles that I held over those years. I reported on politics during a generation of far-reaching change and of memorable events: Muldoon’s exit, the Rogernomics’ juggernaut, Lange’s soaring oratory, the mobilisation of anti-nuclearism, the bombing of the Rainbow Warrior and its aftermath, leadership spills, the early days of the enduring phenomenon that is Winston Peters, profound change to the way public services are run, constitutional watersheds like the backdating of Treaty of Waitangi claims, the birth of new parties and the dawn of the MMP era.

New Zealand has had only three women prime ministers. Being appointed as chief press secretary to one and chief of staff to another was unique, and a privilege. Helen and Jacinda had many similarities. Neither had the trademark vanity of many politicians. Both had standing on the international stage. Both were guided by their progressive values and a steely work ethic. Working with them reinforced in me that most people simply have no idea of the gruelling hours that those at the top — I accept that this applies to all PMs — put into their work. Not only is their toil relentless but there’s also, to an extent, an element of grinding loneliness about the job. They’re always being pulled in many directions, bombarded with advice from all and sundry. But in the end, it’s often the PM alone who has to make a big political call. The wording on the little plaque that sat on Harry Truman’s desk — ‘The Buck Stops Here!’ — applies to our leaders, too.

But Helen and Jacinda were also different in some ways. Helen was a voracious consumer of media, whereas Jacinda didn’t bother herself with the daily spewfest of political commentary. Helen took a close and active interest in all government policy, while Jacinda gave her ministers a freer arm. Helen was unfazed about helicopter rides, while Jacinda hated them. Each had their own points of excellence. In Helen’s case, one area where her hard-headed pragmatism served her and the country well was in global diplomacy. I believe that history will judge her our finest PM in handling international affairs. Jacinda’s trademark kindness and empathy, especially when handling the crises on her watch, are the most memorable features of her leadership. But there was so much more to her. She took policy seriously and her hands-on role in child poverty measures and ambitious climate policies was critical. I’ll have more to say about the two of them in the following pages.

I was also very fortunate that my work — as first a gallery hack and then a political minder — provided some unforgettable experiences. I don’t mean to give those experiences the hazy glow of a travelogue, but here’s a sample: on four occasions I stepped through the world’s most famous front doorway at 10 Downing Street. I sat at a leaders’ bilateral in the hall of honour of the graceful Palais de l’Élysée in Paris. I wandered the West Colonnade, linking the White House and West Wing, a path trod by generations of American presidents. I was a guest at a sumptuous 12-course banquet, hosted by Hu Jintao, in the Great Hall of the People, next to Tiananmen Square. I sat at the chancellor’s table and listened as Angela Merkel gave a geopolitical masterclass over lunch for 12 at the Federal Chancellery, when Jacinda visited Berlin in 2018. A flight through Afghanistan valleys in an American CH-47 Chinook, the cargo door open for the rear gunner to scan the terrain below for threats, was spinetingling. And in Belfast I was close enough to an IRA bombing to feel the shockwaves rattle the fittings of the restaurant I was dining in.

So I found myself, quite undeservedly, in some extraordinary places and situations. I say undeservedly because none of my roles were ones I’d actually sought out.

When I began writing this book I’d been away from the parliamentary world for about five years. A lot of the events that I describe happened a long time ago, beginning in 1984, so there’s a risk I’m seeing some of those earlier years through a sepia tint. A memoir, by definition, is about the memories and experiences of the writer. I’m sure that I’ve misremembered on occasions, so apologies in advance to anyone who feels that I’ve done them, or an event, a disservice. I’ve striven to avoid abusing the privilege I had in getting to work up close with politicians. I was never an elected politician and never had any desire to be one. But we should all be thankful that there are people who put themselves forward to do this often-thankless work. Many are cynical about the motivations of our politicians, but in my view those we elect are largely selfless people. Most try to make a difference for the better, if they can, even if they end up displeasing many. In the following pages I’ll tell my story of the years that I was ringside, as a generation of New Zealand elected representatives tried to make a difference, and in doing so shaped some compelling political history.

Let’s start at the very beginning.


1UP AND RUNNING

On a winter’s morning in 1984 I first came to call Parliament Buildings my workplace. The date is etched in my mind: Tuesday, 5 June. The Queen’s Birthday holiday weekend, now of course King’s Birthday, had just been observed. I was 28, my interest in politics up until then could be best described as half-hearted and yet here I was, joining the Parliamentary Press Gallery. A decade earlier, when being interviewed for the diploma in journalism course at Wellington Polytechnic, the panel had asked if I knew who Hugh Watt was. I was stumped for an answer. He was the deputy prime minister at the time, something, let’s face it, an aspiring journalist should’ve known. By 1984 I’d been eligible to vote in three general elections but had done so only once, though I had the excuse of being out of the country for the other two, and far from any place where I might lodge a special vote, had I been interested in doing so. The number of political biographies I’d read could be counted on the fingers of one hand, and the only political event I’d ever attended — leaving aside protest marches — was an election rally in 1972, when I was a sixth-form high school student in New Plymouth. My abiding memory of that evening is the crowd hooting with laughter at a candidate whose trouser fly was open. It was a sartorial lapse that made it a good night out for easily amused schoolboys.

My destination on that winter’s day in 1984 was the Parliamentary Press Gallery office of the New Zealand Herald, the country’s biggest newspaper, and one that covered politics with deadly earnestness. I felt that I was facing a challenge that I was barely equipped to handle. The opportunity to join the Herald’s gallery office had arisen after the departure of political editor Greg Shand for New Zealand News, the publisher of the Auckland and Christchurch Star dailies. The Herald’s original appointee to the vacancy left by Shand was my then-Herald colleague, and later a television reporter and presenter, Susan Wood. But she belatedly withdrew and I was the next to be asked. There hadn’t been much time to think about it, and luckily Heather, my wife, liked the idea of a shift to Wellington.

The memory of the walk across the parliamentary forecourt that morning hasn’t dimmed over the years. In those times, before rigorous security protocols became the norm, Parliament was a relatively easy place to access. The conventional entry was to scale the steps at the south end of Parliament House, pass through a heavy revolving door, and emerge onto the polished black and white tiles of the first-floor foyer. There were no card checks, no bag searches and no requirement for a swipe card — that now vital accessory was still years away. If a guy was wearing a suit, which I was that day, the few security guards who were about the place rarely batted an eyelid. It was, after all, a place where men in suits ruled the roost. You could simply walk in and go wandering the corridors, including those that led to ministerial offices in the Beehive.

I’d been to Parliament only once previously, in 1974. The journalism course that I was accepted for that year — despite fluffing the Hugh Watt question — involved an afternoon in the building. I recall that we got a pep talk from Labour’s Bill Rowling, who unbeknownst to everybody was about to be elevated to the prime ministership, as Norman Kirk was grievously ill and weeks away from dying. When I reported for work at the building in 1984, I couldn’t help but gawk at the grandeur of Parliament House, its marble columns, the granite steps, the brasswork, the long and wide corridors laid with fleur-de-lis patterned carpet, the corniced ceilings, and walls lined with fading portraits of past parliamentarians and long-dead prime ministers. A quirky feature was the solid teak carved elephant on display on the first floor, a curio that’d been gifted to the people of New Zealand by a Thai ambassador in the 1960s. One of the appealing things about working in Parliament House is that over time you become more and more conscious of the history that has been made there. The walls of the place thrum with the ghosts of important political figures who’ve walked its corridors. During my settling-in period a respected veteran of the press gallery, Neale McMillan, once remarked to me about how much he enjoyed the ‘patina’ of the building. Not entirely sure what the word meant, I had to go away and look it up. Only then did I appreciate that McMillan was referring to the look that comes with a building’s age and use, and which enriches its sense of history. Parliament House indeed has a warm patina.

Little did I know on my first day of the bombshell that’d soon be dropped on the political sphere, and the rest of the country for that matter. By mid-1984 the National government led by Robert Muldoon was into its ninth year, and all manner of economic and political crosscurrents were causing it grief. The expectation, however, was that the election that was due that year would be held in November. November elections were a convention that wasn’t expected to change, despite the government’s fragile one-seat majority. Muldoon, who was also the finance minister, hadn’t yet presented the annual budget.

There were two issues that were dominating the parliamentary agenda. The foremost was a hostile dispute that’d brought a major expansion project at the Marsden Point oil refinery near Whangārei to a standstill. Tempers were fraying, leading to violent clashes, and Muldoon was sniping daily with union leaders, especially the president of the Auckland Trades Council, Bill Andersen, the great-uncle of 2023 Labour Cabinet minister Ginny Andersen. Muldoon eventually made good a threat to pass urgent legislation to force the expansion workers back to work. As this was happening, Richard Prebble (then a Labour MP on the Opposition benches) tried to introduce a private member’s bill that would’ve banned nuclear vessels from New Zealand ports. However, it wasn’t so much the bill’s purpose that was getting everyone’s attention — especially the press gallery’s — but more the likely voting intentions of a handful of MPs.

National’s Marilyn Waring, who’d entered Parliament in 1975 as a 23-year-old, had advised her whips that she’d support Prebble’s bill and was prepared to defy Muldoon over it. She and Mike Minogue, the Hamilton West MP, proceeded to back the anti-nuke legislation. But Labour had two dissidents of their own, the South Island MPs Brian MacDonnell and John Kirk, the latter the son of the Labour titan, Norman Kirk. By now MacDonnell and Kirk were effectively independent MPs, having fallen out badly with their party. They joined National in opposing the bill, meaning its introduction was defeated by the slenderest of margins, 40–39, with the two Social Credit MPs voting with Labour.

The government had seen off the challenge, but the very next day, Thursday, 14 June, Waring advised the National Party chief whip Don McKinnon, who in turn told Muldoon, that she’d no longer be attending caucus or caucus committees, and wouldn’t provide for a government majority on any select committees, so disillusioned had she become with the direction of policy under Muldoon. Muldoon’s belief that he could hang on until November was hanging by a thread. In her memoir The Political Years, Waring describes a meeting that day in the whips’ office attended by Muldoon, McKinnon, National Party President Sue Wood, the party’s director-general Barrie Leay, and Waring herself. Waring wrote that Muldoon’s opening line, directed at Waring, was ‘Just what the fuck do you think you are up to now, you perverted little liar?’ Muldoon continued in much the same vein throughout the evening, telling Waring that he couldn’t trust her vote on his next Budget and again referring to her as a liar, all the while refilling his glass with brandy and ginger ale. Waring recounted that at one stage she munched on an apple as Muldoon’s tirade intensified.

The Herald press gallery office had four journalists in 1984. Russell Hill was on duty that evening. I’d worked a day shift, as had Tony Verdon, the political editor, and John Roughan. Verdon, Roughan and I had departed in the early evening, oblivious to the tensions that were building in National’s back rooms, as was the rest of the press gallery. Just before 10.30 pm Hill was getting ready to go home, as the House had risen at 10 pm. Then he noticed a trickle of National MPs passing the office door, heading for the government caucus room that was located at the end of the press gallery corridor. Unsure about what was happening, Hill wisely thought it best to hang around. The few journalists who were still about speculated on what was possibly happening. ‘Perhaps someone has died,’ one of them randomly suggested.

The 10.30 pm caucus meeting was a short affair. As it ended, a smattering of applause could be heard by journalists hovering in the corridor nearby. Then Muldoon emerged and told the journos that National MPs had supported his recommendation that he inform the governor-general that the government didn’t have a guaranteed majority, and that the country must therefore go to the polls. This revelation had journalists dashing back to their desks to call their news bosses. There were no mobile phones in 1984 — landlines were our lifeline. Muldoon disappeared back to the Beehive but soon climbed into a ministerial limo and was taken to Government House, where he interrupted a black-tie dinner to advise Governor-General Sir David Beattie that he was no longer assured of a majority. I’d been out for dinner in Wellington that evening, but on hearing the mention of an election on the car radio, I high-tailed it back to Parliament. Russell Hill had immediately alerted the Herald newsroom in Auckland and then telephoned Verdon, the political editor, at home. Meanwhile, the press gallery pack was in a mild frenzy. A snap election! There hadn’t been a snap election since 1951, more than 30 years earlier, so this was uncharted territory for all. It was my eighth day in the job.

This eventful night still had some way to run. When Verdon turned up from home he instructed me to get myself off to Government House, pronto, in case Muldoon said something after his meeting with the governor-general. Paul Estcourt, the Herald’s Wellington-based photographer, also got dispatched to Government House. He’d been at home and was getting ready to retire for the evening when he was telephoned by Verdon and told to make a beeline for the vice-regal digs in Newtown. New Zealand Press Association gallery journalist Linda Millar and I cadged a ride with Barry Soper, who was then running the Independent Radio News office in the press gallery. Soper owned a Jaguar and I remember being mightily impressed, as I’d never imagined that journalists would have the earning capacity to be Jag owners.

I’m not sure how Soper got past the gatehouse at the front gate to the Government House grounds to park near the visitors’ entrance at the back of the residence. An obliging attendant let us go inside to the entrance hall. It was my first visit to Government House and I was soon gazing at the décor — the grand staircase, the chandeliers, panelled walls and of course the red carpet which various visiting royals had padded over. Muldoon had arrived and been ushered into a drawing room. Before meeting him to discuss his request for a dissolution of Parliament, Beattie approached us, the posse of waiting journos, summoning a staff member as he did so. ‘Get these good people a drink,’ he instructed, waving a hand in our direction. The staff member darted away and returned soon after with a tray of gins and tonic. As I chugged on my G&T and surveyed the historic setting, I was starting to think I’d quite like press-gallery life.

My only previous journalistic dealings with Beattie had been at Waitangi in 1982. I’d been part of the Herald team covering the Waitangi Day commemorations that year, and we were kept on our toes as protests over the lack of progress on Treaty grievances turned violent. At one point Beattie was hit in the chest by a golf ball and on the shoulder by an egg as protestors hurled more than just abuse. It didn’t stop him stoically performing his duties. Molotov cocktails were also thrown at the Treaty House grounds that evening, though not anywhere near the governor-general. I vividly remember police with riot shields and long batons confronting the protestors in scenes reminiscent of the anti-Springbok tour demonstrations the previous year. I’d been living in England in 1981 and missed that year’s Springbok tour tumult, so watching baton-wielding Kiwi cops was a new experience for me. The spirited Herald photographer Ross Land, ever one to push boundaries, valiantly entered the combat zone at one stage as police grappled with the missile throwers and found himself being bundled into a paddy wagon. To the relief of his colleagues, Land’s detention was brief and he was spared charges.

For Beattie, the winter night that Muldoon came a-calling in 1984 was far more decorous. The black-tie dinner that Beattie was hosting in Government House’s state dining room was an occasion for starched linen napery and crystalware. Beattie excused himself after being alerted that the prime minister was on his way to see him. While most of those at the dinner were editors or senior media company representatives, the guests also included Muldoon’s second-in-command, Deputy Prime Minister Jim McLay, and the Labour Party Deputy Leader Geoffrey Palmer, and their wives. You couldn’t help but pity McLay. Without the mobile technology we now take for granted, he wouldn’t have had any idea of what had been going on at Parliament over the past few hours. The prime minister to whom he was understudy was going rogue and starting the process of dissolving Parliament, and the hapless McLay was enjoying himself at a posh dinner party with the sovereign’s representative. Eventually, a message reached him and he dashed back to Parliament, still in his full formal attire, as did Palmer.

As the journos enjoyed our G&Ts close by, we had no idea how things were panning out in the drawing room. It transpired that Beattie didn’t want to start his meeting with Muldoon until Patrick Millen, the Cabinet secretary and clerk of the Executive Council, had arrived. Millen needed to be there as he knew a lot of things about the constitutional niceties around elections, but Beattie also needed him to take notes. Millen was at home in bed, which was entirely reasonable given it was now after 11 pm. When he got a telephone call from Jim Brown, the official secretary, with an instruction to get himself to Government House as quickly as possible, he threw on a suit jacket and trousers over his pyjamas, got into his car and sped through dark city streets to Government House. Staff apparently enjoyed the comical sight of a flustered Millen rushing in, pyjamas visible under his buttoned jacket.

During the delay necessitated by Beattie’s desire to have Millen in attendance, the Government House telephone rang; it was David Lange on the line. Lange’s offer to form a government immediately, pending the outcome of the 1984 election, was declined. Eventually, Beattie accepted Muldoon’s argument that, although he still had a majority, the conditions set down by Waring meant that there was no guarantee that a majority would be maintained for the rest of the parliamentary session. Beattie wanted a media statement typed up on Government House letterhead straight away. There were no clerical staff around at that hour of the night so one of the dinner guests, David Beatson, then the editor of The Listener, was enlisted to assist. He sat at a typewriter and thumped out a draft statement as Beattie stood at his shoulder.

On his way out of Government House after midnight, Muldoon, flanked by Beattie, made a few remarks to the journos in the entrance hall where we’d positioned ourselves. He told us that the governor-general had agreed to a dissolution and that the election would be in a month’s time, on 14 July. I’d discover over the next few years that political journalists spend a lot of time on stakeouts. They hang about in hallways or foyers or reception areas waiting for important meetings to end, afraid to leave the scene in case they miss the vital moment when a key participant comes out and offers a comment. Often you just need a single quote which confirms the outcome of what’s been going on behind a closed door, and your boss will be ropable if you miss it. This was my first experience of that. With Muldoon’s few words we had what we had waited for — confirmation of an election, and an election date, and now it was time to disappear into the night.

Another dinner guest that evening was the then National Business Review editor, Colin James. A weekly publication, the NBR was due to be printed early the next morning. It became obvious to James that evening that they couldn’t possibly publish without covering off this momentous story, so he got on the telephone in the hallway and directed the printers to hold off, so that he could redo the NBR’s front page the next morning. The single telephone was getting considerable use. Margie Beattie, one of Beattie’s two daughters, was living with her parents at Government House while studying at Victoria University. One of her memories of that evening is that guests were continually ducking out to make a call on the landline. She’d left the residence after dinner to meet her boyfriend. ‘I was walking out as he [Muldoon] stumbled in, his face like thunder.’ Margie Beattie arrived home very late to find her dad had more than earned his pay cheque that day.

Muldoon wasn’t finished for the night, and neither were the press gallery. Muldoon returned to the Beehive well after midnight for a brief council of war with Sue Wood, National’s president, Leay, the director-general, Don McKinnon, and Leader of the House David Thomson. That quartet formed a supporting phalanx as a slurring Muldoon emerged close to 1 am and was verging on playful as he spoke to waiting journalists. After delivering a sitcom-worthy truism — ‘If the New Zealand public want me to lead a government, they will vote accordingly; if they want that other bloke to lead a government, they’ll vote for him’ — the PM had an exchange with the Radio New Zealand political editor, Dick Griffin, that has become part of election folklore. After Griffin observed that going to the polls in four weeks’ time didn’t give him much time to run up to an election, Muldoon memorably drawled, ‘It doesn’t give my opponents much time to run up to an election, does it?’

For political journos it’d been the newsworthiest evening for a while, yet some had missed it entirely. A handful of gallery personnel had joined a farewell dinner for a departing government press secretary at Wellington’s Settlement restaurant that evening. Before cell phones and the internet, you were pretty much incommunicado once out pubbing or dining. One of the journalists who went to the Settlement that evening was Richard Harman, then with Television New Zealand. He knew nothing about the snap-election drama until he got home at a late hour and received a call from his bureau boss, Alastair Carthew. There was nothing television could do. Live-cross technology was still in the future, as were breakfast shows. Harman was told to sleep on it, and they’d pick up the story in the morning.

Muldoon’s colleagues had one further assignment before the close of a day that had set in motion what would soon be labelled the ‘schnapps’ election. Muldoon had come to work in his self-drive Triumph 2500, and his colleagues quaked at the thought of him driving home to Vogel House, the prime ministerial residence in Lower Hutt, in an impaired state. Having Muldoon spend the night in a police cell after failing a roadside breath test or, worse, harming himself or some random stranger, was unthinkable. So McKinnon adroitly arranged for Muldoon to be detained a bit longer while someone went into the garage and deflated one of the tyres on the Triumph. Muldoon teetered into the garage and saw the flattie on his car. He might’ve suspected an act of sabotage, but he apparently didn’t demur when a Crown limo was whistled up to take him home to Lower Hutt. The press gallery didn’t know about this incident at the time, but we’d probably had our fill of news for one day. Everybody needed some sleep before the four-week election campaign kicked off at daybreak.


2THE PRESS GALLERY

The press gallery once occupied prime space inside Parliament House, space that it’d enjoyed for as long as anyone could remember. None of us working there in the 1980s realised how fortunate we were. Our offices filled virtually two corridors on the second floor of Parliament House. On the inwards-facing side of one of the corridors there were steel-framed windows from which you looked down into an interior courtyard that had a porte-cochère style of entranceway from the rear of Parliament House. The courtyard and the open space above it were later filled in when a four-storey-high galleria was created on the ground floor, as part of a refurbishment and earthquake-strengthening project that was completed in 1995.

Anyone peering out of the inwards-facing windows in the press gallery corridor in 1984 would see that the sills and other external ledges above the courtyard were coated in pigeon crap. It has become part of the lore of Parliament that Norman Kirk, when prime minister, became disgusted by the faecal matter on the ledges and its threat to hygiene. So in the evenings, when nobody else was around, he stood at his Parliament House office window and used a gas pistol to take pot-shots at the pigeons in the internal courtyard below. After I began work at Parliament, I discovered that there were several car-parking spaces in the courtyard, available on a first-come, first-served basis. Sometimes when I got to work early enough, I secured one of the parking spaces for my pride and joy at the time, a vinyl-roofed Mk II Cortina. But the downside was that it wasn’t uncommon to get into the vehicle at the end of the day to find pigeon poo on the windscreen or paintwork.

Before the Beehive opened in 1979, the Prime Minister’s Office, ministerial offices and the Cabinet room had been located just above the press gallery in a prefabricated structure that’d been tacked onto the roof of Parliament House in the 1940s. By the time I started in the building, the PM and Cabinet ministers had shifted to the Beehive, and the grotty old prefab atop Parliament House had become the Opposition’s domain. As part of the big refurbishment project completed in 1995, the prefab was demolished and Parliament House got a new third floor more in keeping with the rest of the building. I recall that the rooms of the prefab structure were poky, drab, poorly lit and had ragged carpet. Those who worked there said that the corrugated-iron roof created unbearable oven-like conditions in summer. When it was installed during the Second World War, a gap of about half a metre was apparently left between the floor of the structure and the roof of Parliament House in the hope that the gap would allow air to circulate. Regrettably the gap had become a pigeon loft, and those working in the prefab had to put up with foul odours as dead pigeons began to putrefy and living pigeons went about their business.

Before their move to the Beehive, it must’ve been discomfiting for ministers to have to endure not only subpar accommodation, and the pooping pigeons that came with it, but to also be near the press gallery. It’s a toss-up as to what might’ve been more repellent to them, voiding pigeons or vexatious journos. Ministers would’ve had extra cause to be jittery about the near presence of the press gallery after an incident involving the journalist Roger Foley. One Sunday afternoon Foley was at work in the Herald’s press gallery office when he heard an animated conversation going on somewhere above him. He found that a ceiling manhole cover in the press gallery corridor was open, so using a coat-stand as a ladder, he managed to lever himself up though the manhole and into the cavity of the ceiling. Foley could now recognise the speakers — one was Bernie Galvin, a deputy secretary at Treasury, and the other Overseas Trade Minister Brian Talboys. They were discussing a proposal, controversial at the time, for New Zealand to build a coolstore in Bahrain for exported meat. Foley used his tape recorder to record the conversation and duly wrote a story that led the Herald the next day. The government, and Foley’s press galley rivals, were incredulous when they saw Foley’s detailed report about an exchange between a minister and a senior official.

What also made the gallery’s second-floor digs highly advantageous was their proximity to the press gallery proper, a balcony area — let’s call it the dress circle, given the commanding view it offers — up above the Speaker’s chair in Parliament’s debating chamber. This balcony is where accredited journalists sit at a bench to observe and record the business of the House going on below. It wasn’t necessary for media organisations to have someone in there all the time, given your office was in the corridor just out the back. Whenever the House was sitting, every gallery office had their radio tuned in to the parliamentary broadcast. It became a sort of necessary soundtrack to the working day, along with the chittering of telex machines. If there was a ruckus in the debating chamber, or some new and important business arose, we could get to the gallery bench quickly. There was no live television coverage of Parliament then, so if you wanted to watch proceedings, you had to be there.

Another locational benefit for the press gallery was that the government caucus room was in the middle of our turf, right at the junction point of the two corridors that we occupied. To reach the haven of their caucus room, MPs had to run the gauntlet of journalists hovering in their office doorways, clutching mikes, tape recorders and notebooks. In-House rules at the time meant we weren’t allowed to stop any of the passing parade of MPs or bar their progress, for the purposes of a quick interview. That didn’t stop the odd question being directed at them as they hoofed it past our doorways. The person whose passage along the corridor was most eagerly anticipated after July 1984 was, of course, David Lange. He seldom passed through without a wisecrack or two. His arrival was sometimes well telegraphed. If he was approaching with others and there was a conversation going on, you’d hear Lange before you saw him, his voice carrying along the corridor like the low-frequency mating boom of kākāpō. One morning a Wellington-based Sydney correspondent asked Lange for a ‘brief word about Australia’ on whatever the trans-Tasman issue of the day was. Lange simply replied, ‘Wombat’, as he strode past.

The attempts over a period to try to extract rents from the news organisations that had journalists in the press gallery were doomed to fail. The amount of revenue that would’ve been raised was so insignificant that I’ve always wondered why they bothered. Perhaps the idea of making the freeloading, troublesome journos pay for the privilege of being in the building appealed to some politicians. So seven years after Muldoon tried and failed, Ruth Richardson mounted a fresh attempt to have the press gallery pay for the space they occupied. In her infamous ‘Mother of all Budgets’ in 1991, Richardson proposed a $100,000 annual rent on the entire press gallery. While many thought the idea was daft or dangerous, it wasn’t surprising that it resurfaced when it did. The user-pays philosophy was in full flight at the time, and Richardson was a devoted disciple. Richardson took the view that sacred cows — like rent-free offices for news organisations at Parliament — were no longer sacred. But the idea was dropped after an outcry from media bosses, academics and the Opposition.

The social hub in the gallery’s second-floor stronghold was the Doidge Room, the scene of many a raucous, beer-sodden night. The room’s name memorialised Sir Frederick Widdowson Doidge, a former gallery journalist who later enjoyed a respectable political career. For any gallery newcomer, the name Doidge was one that fairly quickly became synonymous with the gallery’s lively piss-ups, held amid a fug of cigarette smoke and raised voices. The Christmas party was a highlight of the social calendar. It sometimes saw a tarpaulin laid on the floor to protect against the inevitable spillages. Quart bottles of beer and boxed wine were drinkers’ mainstays. These would be cadged from the Big Two liquor suppliers in the city, DB Breweries and Lion Breweries. I can’t recall if there was a non-alcoholic option on offer, and there certainly wasn’t any catering at Doidge parties. Potato crisps were the solids on offer, bowls of them jostling for table space with overflowing ashtrays. As the evening progressed the room would be littered with cigarette butts and half-empty bottles of warming beer, and the place would have the stench of a windowless public bar. The room had a few seedy old couches and it wasn’t uncommon, as the night wore on, to see someone slumped in one of them in a comatose state. A former colleague from the time, Brendon Burns, remembers waking up under his gallery office desk in the early hours of the next day and having no idea how he got there.

The aftermath of the Christmas party was sometimes a hotbed of sexual intrigue. We’d hear that during the evening amorous encounters had taken place in the Speaker’s chair or in the nearby gallery offices, or anywhere with at least a small measure of privacy, though that mightn’t have always been a prerequisite. So many partygoers had alcohol-impaired memories that these tales had to be taken with a pinch of salt. Politicians weren’t routinely invited to the Christmas party. It was always held on a Friday evening, after MPs had headed home for the summer recess, so they weren’t around to be invited should we have been inclined. The press gallery has become a lot more institutionalised over time. The Christmas party is now held on a day to suit the politicians, generally the day on which the House rises for the year, commonly a Wednesday. All MPs, from the PM down, are invited. The event has become so ‘establishment’ that top bureaucrats get invited too, which has seen even the commissioner of police mingling with guests. Holy moly! If the top cop had turned up at a gallery party in the 1980s, we would’ve feared that a police raid was under way and scrambled for the door.

The refurbishing of Parliament House began at the start of 1991, so the 1990 gallery Christmas party was the last in the Doidge Room as we’d known it. The building was about to be vacated for renovations and we knew we weren’t returning to our primo second-floor location. So the 1990 party was a send-off for the room. The place was packed and, as usual, a formidable amount of booze was consumed. Late in the evening a plan was hatched to commandeer the Speaker’s chair and bring it to the Doidge Room. I was in the posse of journos who went down to the parliamentary debating chamber, one floor below, to seize it. The chair is a heavy and handsome piece of wooden furniture, with beautifully sculpted and bevelled features. Its backrest is very high, as we chair-jackers soon discovered. As we manoeuvred it up the staircase to the second floor, the top of the backrest crunched against a stuccoed wall, gouging out a piece of its decorative timber frame and scarring the wall. In the moment that it happened the stairwell echoed to the sound of drunken laughter.

Once we had reached the Doidge Room, and the chair had become the party’s centrepiece, there were demands to be photographed sitting in it. Nobody had camera phones back then, but Herald photographer Paul Estcourt was still at the party — it was by now the early hours of Saturday morning — and he went and fetched his camera from the office. It became a requirement that everyone still at the party had to be photographed sitting in it. This was a form of mutually assured destruction. By sitting in the chair everyone was a party to this act of parliamentary sacrilege, so we’d all face the Speaker’s wrath if we were called to account. From the next morning Parliament Buildings were empty for the holidays. I had some pangs of guilt about the damage to the chair; surely there would be consequences. With Parliament House being vacated that summer for renovations, a temporary debating chamber had been built in the bowels of Bowen House, across the street from the Beehive. At some point the Speaker’s chair, once its whereabouts had been established, would be transported to the new chamber and our recklessness would be exposed, then we’d face some sort of sanction and be billed for repairs. But not a word was said about the incident.

The drinking culture at Parliament was deep-rooted in those times. In his memoir, Reform, Geoffrey Palmer wrote that he realised from the start of his political career in 1979 that liquor was a problem at Parliament. ‘Too many MPs drank too much and it often showed,’ he observed reproachfully. And it wasn’t just the MPs and journalists doing the imbibing. It soon became apparent to me how much of a booze-fuelled environment it was, and in order to thrive it seemed like you had to immerse yourself in it. The centre of the drinking universe was the Bellamy’s bar, 3.2, on the third floor of the Beehive. During the dinner break on House-sitting days the bar was generally full, the patrons being a mix of politicians, often including a newish National backbencher named Winston Peters, and sundry Cabinet ministers, press secretaries, Beehive aides, Opposition staffers and, needless to say, journalists. The bar was where you went for gossip and intrigue.

News wasn’t the relentless 24/7 cycle it is today. Working for a newspaper, you knew that once the paper had been put to bed — that is, the paper had gone to print — your working day was over. There was no round-the-clock feeding of websites to be concerned with. Once you’d met your deadline you could retire to the bar, and we frequently did. To keep abreast of things before the dawn of mobile phones and the internet, you had to get out and talk to people a lot more. Gallery journalists could wander into un-swiped ministerial offices, and knock on the doors of backbenchers, to shoot the breeze with MPs and their minders. And they made big use of social settings, especially the 3.2 bar. The Herald’s political editor Tony Verdon always felt our office should have a presence in the bar at dinner time. ‘Mike, why don’t you pop upstairs for a beer?’ he might gently exhort, if I’d filed my stories for the day. If our rivals were upstairs in the Beehive bar, Verdon wanted to know who they were talking to, and more importantly what they were talking about. So I’d be dispatched to drink in the name of duty.

There were often caucus parties, and from my recollection, journalists didn’t wait to be invited. It could’ve been somebody’s birthday, a post-Budget knees-up, the end of a parliamentary session, or some other reason. Bernie Lagan told me an amusing tale about a National Party gathering, where a well-lubricated Muldoon was deep in conversation with gallery lifer Ian Templeton. They were standing near a fireplace, and on the mantelpiece above it there was a fine, arched-top clock. A well-lubricated Muldoon was swaying as he chatted with Templeton, and he occasionally came into contact with the clock. The clock would slide one way, and then the other, as Muldoon kept brushing against it. This was troubling some of those nearby, so two National MPs were directed to station themselves at each end of the mantelpiece, to ensure the clock was not sent careering off the edge. The PM’s unsteadiness was making it difficult for his glass to be filled. As Templeton took a bottle of gin and went to do the honours, Muldoon rocked sideways and a torrent of gin spilled onto his suit trousers. ‘Have another go, Ian,’ he chuckled.

A Friday ritual for gallery journalists was lunch in the Bellamy’s dining room. Parliament at the time sat on Friday mornings from 9.30, and when it adjourned around midday, there was a feeling of ‘school’s out’ about the place. In the mid-eighties I was part of a group of a dozen or so journos who habitually attended the Friday lunch. Diners were required to buy a lunch ticket at a ground-floor desk. For years the cost was a modest $4.50 for the three-course lunch. It was important to have your parliamentary ID, and of course your lunch ticket, when you headed up to Bellamy’s. The Bellamy’s manager at the time was the well-groomed Frank Sumner, and he ran the place with an iron hand. He would occasionally drop in to the dining room and check the identity cards of diners. Sumner had the respect of everyone at Parliament, including Muldoon. When Muldoon delivered his valedictory speech in December 1991, Sumner was one of the few at Parliament that he singled out for praise.

The journalists’ Friday lunches could be drawn-out affairs. They were accompanied, naturally, by beer and carafes of wine. There would be plenty of loud and opinionated conversation among the journalists into the mid-afternoon. Little if any work was done after we teetered back to our offices later. In 1985 Bellamy’s began to offer healthier options: leaner meats, salads and wholemeal breads. Muldoon, naturally, resisted this trend. He gave a widely reported speech to a Rotary club in the Hutt Valley soon afterwards — he was on the Opposition benches by now — and told his audience that he’d rather be sick than eat the ‘so-called healthier option’. He fondly recalled the days of soup, a fish entrée, a roast done in the old style with lard and sweets such as sago pudding and apple pie with cream. Muldoon pooh-poohed the new menu’s offering of pallid ham, small pieces of ‘dead white chicken flesh’, thinly sliced lettuce and wholemeal buns which tasted like sawdust. He was enjoying a Rotary roast lunch at the time.

I recall one Bellamy’s lunch when Fraser Folster, a much-loved broadcasting journalist and a rotund figure of a man, demolished five courses and was then handed another lunch ticket, thus enabling him to set upon three more dishes. The endearing Folster was respected across the parliamentary community, and not just for his rapacious appetite. He was kind and unflappable and a man of integrity. In 1989 he passed up an opportunity to land the biggest scoop of his press gallery career. He had found himself hospitalised in Auckland and was surprised one day to find Prime Minister David Lange at his bedside. Karen Fisher from Radio New Zealand had apparently suggested to Lange that he pay the convalescing Folster a visit. As they chatted, Lange let Folster know that he was about to step down. Folster was the first person, outside of Lange’s immediate family, to know of this upcoming political bombshell, which dropped the following week. Yet Folster treated the conversation as private and didn’t share
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