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In memoriam Mum Shirl




On the afternoon of 13 February 2008, I twiddled the knob on my car radio and was startled to come across words spoken in a voice shredded with rage.


The former minister mentioned woody weeds. I happen to represent an electorate that is suffering from what has been described as the greatest environmental holocaust in Australian history, the acacia prickly tree, which has now gobbled up six million hectares, almost an area the size of Tasmania, in thirty years. All native flora and fauna have been destroyed by it. Who was the minister responsible for this issue and for doing nothing about the destruction of all this magnificent area, an area which is described on an old map of Queensland as being the richest natural grasslands in Australia? That pasture was utterly destroyed by the prickly acacia tree. Whose job was it to protect those grasslands and our native flora and fauna? It was this ex-minister. And he comes in here and has the hide to point the finger at the Labor Party for doing nothing about woody weeds! They have been here for ten minutes! It absolutely amazes me that a party that is trying to fight back into existence would put this man up front.1



The speaker might have wanted to roar, but his voice remained snagged in his throat, alternating between a snarl and a sob, sometimes quavering towards the hyena laugh of pure despair. The place was the House of Representatives. The occasion was the second reading of the Appropriation (Drought and Equine Assistance) Bills. The man speaking was Bob Katter, the honourable member for the Federal electorate of Kennedy, in rural north Queensland, a man with whom I would normally have no patience, but this time he commanded my attention, so real was his pain.

I know what it is like to be suffocating with rage. At my fiftieth birthday party, one of the guests, a relative of the host, decided to amuse himself by a little light mockery of us both for being concerned about the rights of indigenous peoples. Our tormentor was a television presenter from another country, cool, laid-back and witty. We shall call him Guy. What Guy said about aboriginal communities in his own country and in Australia was undeniable, but it was also callous, partial and cynically misleading. I began trying to explain why hunter-gatherer peoples had no interest in integrating with their oppressors or adopting the work ethic, but the ideas were too complex for dinner-table chat. As Guy entertained the company by caricaturing everything I said, I felt my heart rate increasing and my breath coming faster. The muscles of my throat began to ache and my mouth turned dry as ash. Then my voice went funny as if someone else was speaking through me. My eyes were stinging with unshed tears of scalding rage, but I wouldn’t, couldn’t give up until this smug bastard heard me out. He never did. The party broke up, the host spent the rest of the evening in tears and I went home, having eaten not one mouthful of my birthday supper. I shouldn’t have let Guy rile me, should have kept my wig on, should have saved my breath to cool my porridge, whatever. But I couldn’t. I could not have lived with myself if I had let him get away with the things he was saying. It was the very intensity of my indignation that squeezed my throat so tight that I couldn’t talk properly. Now I was hearing the same grinding, gravelly, pain-wracked sound from Bob Katter.

Katter’s was the voice of a man whose heart is hammering, whose veins are distended, who is literally breathless with passion. The man in his sights was Warren Truss, leader of the National Party. Truss had risen to express his support for bills originally brought to the House before the 2007 election when he was minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry in the Howard government. Katter was the next to speak to the bills but he never got around to it. He went for Truss instead. Truss was the man who, according to Katter, should have dealt with prickly acacia, an unfair charge if ever there was one. (Prickly acacia was introduced in the 1920s, and had its greatest growth spurts in the 1950s and 1970s.) Katter intoned a litany of examples of what he took to be Truss’s negligence.


He allowed the grapes in from California in the same month that one-tenth of the entire grape production in California was wrecked by Pierce’s disease … the pork case … black sigatoka … Spiralling whitefly … bluetongue disease … citrus canker … beef from Brazil, a foot-and-mouth diseased country … ended up on the Wagga Wagga dump, where pigs regularly eat …2



Like his father before him, Katter had for many years represented the interests of farmers of rural Queensland as a member of the Country Party, later renamed the National Party. For him and his ilk the effects of economic rationalisation and the decline of rural industry were catastrophic. Once the rural élite, farmers were going to the wall. Truss was now the new leader of the National Party from which Katter had resigned to contest the election of 2001 as an independent. Katter ranted on, probably to an all but empty house, with never a ‘hear, hear’.


If I speak with some passion and rage, it is because I represented nearly 300 dairy farmers; I now represent fewer than eight. Every single one of those people who exited the industry represent[s] heartache and bankruptcy … Every four days in Australia, a dairy farmer commits suicide.3



Katter’s was not an instinctual response. There was no immediate trigger that would have jolted his sympathetic nervous system into pumping out the stress hormones. The sensory input that animated him can have been no more than the bland sound of Truss droning on in his own praise and justification. Could this have been sufficient to turn on Katter’s limbic system so that the message was sent from the amygdala to the hypothalamus to activate the neurotransmitters which in turn stimulated the adrenal medullae to release adrenaline and noradrenaline into the bloodstream ready for fight or flight? Katter was never in danger from Truss. His anger was not engendered like the chemical reaction that activates animals to stand their ground or flee. It was the outcome of his critical judgment of how Truss had performed in office and therefore intellectual rather than physical in origin, and probably of long standing. Nevertheless it had immediate physiological effects. Every listener to the broadcast would have noticed the strange harshness of Katter’s voice and the urgency of his delivery. His blood pressure would have risen steeply as if he did indeed have a fight on his hands. Did he feel better after giving Truss what for? As the adrenaline ebbed, he probably felt let down and very tired, as if he had gone a couple of rounds in the ring. He may also have felt frustrated, because he didn’t finish what he had to say. The speaker cut him off when his time ran out.

As I was to find out, Katter had reviled the ‘cowards, idiots and lightweights’ of the National Party many times since he had left it because it had ‘rolled over and accepted the deregulation of the wool industry, the egg, the maize, the dairy, the sugar …’ The representatives in the House that day probably
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