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And next day Keating, his anger still white
hot, announced, in what is now folklore, on
the front steps of the Old Parliament House:
“From this day onwards, Mr Howard will
wear his leadership like a crown of thorns,
and in the Parliament 1 will do everything I
can to destroy him.”

He never quite managed, of course, but
Keating never forgave Howard. He blamed
him for inciting Tuckey and for not insisting
Tuckey agree to have the Christine exchanges
expunged from the Hansard parliamentary
record. I've never seen or heard Keating so
angry, “If this is his tactic, of having Mr
Tuckey raise smears against me which are
totally fictitious while they titter on the
backbench, well, now we will do everything
to obliterate him.” A few days later, his anger
having dimmed a little, he said on national
television: “I just don’t think politics has to
go that low.”

Howard, as sanctimonious as ever,
responded: “Personal exchanges are, of
course, rtegrettable, but Mr Tuckey was
provoked . .. Mr Keating rang me, yes, and he
was rather heated . . . He went off his head . ..

No, I won’t repeat what he said ... If Mr
Keating chooses to have a go at me and drop
his bundle and get diverted into personal
attacks, let him. He'll be the loser ...”

Q: “But did he say to you that he was
going to make you wear a crown of
thorns?” A “Oh, far more colourful things
than that. It was really an uncontrolled
monologue. He used words 1 don’t nor-
mally use.”

In truth, as Howard conceded at the
time, the Opposition had set out to provoke
Keating, quite deliberately using Tuckey's
thick hide and big mouth to bait him, and
Keating fell for it. He was the Govern-
ment’s premier politician and the Oppo-
sition couldn’t get within cooee of him at
the time in Parliament. So it went the low
road. Bingo! Fourteen years later and the
comparative kiddies' behaviour in Parh_a-
ment three days ago was pretty anaemic.
The new House procedures adopted in
1995 allow the Speaker to suspend MPs for
as little as an hour. Previously, any punitive
action involved at least 24 hours’ suspen-
sion and as much as a week. Given the
incendiary abuse in the Keating/Tuckey
exchanges in 1986, here’s the remarks for
which the six MPs were each penalised an
hour’s suspension on Wednesday:

Labor'’s Cheryl Kernot: “He gave me an
assurance, Mr Speaker, and I will not have
this person vilified in Parliament.” Labor’s
Chris Zahra: “He should be ashamed of
himself.” Labor’s Bob Horne: “Apolo-
gise!” Each remark had been directed at the
Government’s Tony Abbott, the latter-day
equivalent of Wilson Tuckey circa 1986.
Abbott himself got his marching orders
after moving in a threatening manner
towards the Opposition benches after
Labor’s Graham Edwards, a legless
Vietnam veteran, had interjected: “You're
a disgrace.”

Two other Liberals were ousted — South
Australia’s Chris Pyne for a remark no
more inflammatory than “You haven’t got
any choice” after Horne had been sus-
pended and announced he was “quite
happy to go”; and Pyne’s South Australian
colleague, Trish Draper, whose remark,
whatever it was, was not identified by
Hansard. All six suspensions were simply
the Speaker, Neil Andrew, seeking to exert
his authority.

Abbott was being Abbott, a hard-nosed
political hoon. The only constant between
this week and February 1986 was the role
of John Howard, then Opposition Leader,
now Prime Minister. It was Howard
whom Keating was slagging when Tuckey
faunched his offensive 14 years ago. It was
taxpayer-funded payments to the workers
of the Prime Minister’s brother’s failed
company, National Textiles, at the heart
of two questions Abbott and Howard
blatantly evaded answering, that set the
political temperature rising three days
ago. How those workers got their full
entitlements, where the money came from,
and why no other worker of any other
failed company has Buckley’s of getting
the same 100 per cent of their entitle-
ments, is an issue, it seems, still set to
sorely embarrass the Government. Cer-
tainly, the way Howard and Abbott
dodged and weaved three days ago
suggests this is so.

In the meantime, if you want another
meaty parliamentary brawl of similar
abuse and decibels to the Christine
episode, get hold of Hansard and look up
the John Dawkins speech of September
17, 1980, and the subsequent adjournment
debate. That, too, makes this week’s
events seem like play school, as well as
disclosing, in all its wondrous detail, how
“Ironbar” Tuckey got his nickname.

It's a cracker of a yarn.



