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Introduction 

As the title of this book indicates, this is an account of Julia Gillard's 

tenure as Australia's first woman prime minister. As a biographer, my 

primary focus is on Gillard herself: though there is of course 

discussion and some analysis of her programs, I leave it to future 

political historians to properly evaluate her government and its 

achievements. 

I spoke to Julia Gillard for this book at Kirribilli House early in May 2013, about six weeks before the 

Caucus vote that ended her three years and three days in what the media always calls the 'top job'. It was 

the fifth time we had had contact, though our first meeting since she became prime minister. For reasons 

apart from the obvious, this was very different from our previous encounters. 

Julia Gillard had always been most reluctant to have her story told: when I first requested an interview 

with her as deputy prime minister early in 2009, as I was writing The Making of Julia Gillard, her office 

refused, and they continued refusing. They consented only because those who had known her in her 

previous life – as a student activist and industrial lawyer – kept requesting her permission to talk about her. 

Eventually Gillard and her staff realised that this was a bona fide project and that cooperation was probably 

sensible. 

We had three interviews in 2009, and I also accompanied her to a lunch at Melbourne Town Hall where 

she outlined her education policies. During our private meetings she was invariably polite and attentive, 

answering precisely the questions I asked her, and volunteering very little. When I told her that I too had 

gone to Adelaide University, her only reply was, 'Did you?' Though she was friendly, she never invited 

connection. In that respect – and only in that respect – I imagine it was a little like talking to the Queen. 

(However, she did unbend enough later to tell me that being interviewed for her biography made her feel a 

bit like a lab rat.) 

The woman I met in May this year was much easier, warmer, friendlier. She was responsive, she laughed 

easily, she answered questions fully, she volunteered comments. Certainly the 'lab rat' of four years 

previous had since been thoroughly dissected by people who were much more expert than I, but her 

change in demeanour was not, I thought, entirely because she was a more practised politician. (I also don't 

think her greater cheerfulness came from liking the book, flattering though it would be to think so . . . 

though in any case it's a bit alarming for a biographer if the subject approves of the work.) 

That day, Julia Gillard displayed a lightness of spirit that, considering what she was going through, was 

nothing short of astonishing. I had expected to find a woman who looked tired or anxious, her manner 

defensive and brittle. After all, she was leading a government whose majority was on a knife edge. Almost 

every day for three years she'd faced relentless hostility from the Opposition and large sections of the 

conservative media, including constant calls for her replacement by the man she had deposed in 2010. She 

had been a lightning rod for misogyny and endured howls of outrage from various quarters about almost 

every policy she introduced. The pressure of this time, though, had apparently had little physical effect – 
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her skin was still enviably pale and unlined – but she did now wear rather smart tortoiseshell spectacles 

(which, her minder told me, had their own Twitter account). 

Did Gillard's obvious poise and confidence that day stem from inside knowledge denied to the pollsters 

and journalists, or her expectation that she and the ALP would win the next election, due on 14 

September? That seemed highly unlikely: for weeks the media had been full of doom. There was even the 

prediction that under Gillard the ALP would suffer their worst electoral defeat since Federation. Perhaps 

she was feeling the relief that anybody does when they know that soon they can stop doing a grindingly 

difficult, almost impossible job. But considering her personality, it was more likely that Gillard had 

dismissed what she called the 'hurly-burly' from her mind, at least temporarily, because her fate and that of 

her government was in the hands of the voters. 

Gillard was often described as hard to read, and very clearly her warmth and charm do hide a deep 

reserve and a resolve to protect herself. When I commented on this she told me, 'I draw a very hard line 

in my mind between the public hurly-burly and my sense of myself and who I am,' she told me. 'I suspect 

being able to get a sense of remove on [politics] is a bit like a muscle; the more you work it, the stronger it 

gets.' 

Naturally every politician needs to exercise skills of self-preservation: politicians would not last long if they 

did not. Yet in Julia Gillard's case there is something more, a resilience and a calm belief in what she did 

that enabled her to stand up to a relentlessly vicious three-year campaign against her from several 

quarters. 

Nobody develops this kind of strong self-belief from a standing start. Julia Gillard has always made clear 

that she owes a great deal to her parents, who obviously gave her unconditional love from the very 

beginning. John and Moira Gillard, both highly intelligent members of mining families in South Wales, had 

tough early lives, forced by poverty to leave school early and to work in a series of mostly unrewarding 

jobs. They met and married in Barry, where both were working in the police force, and had two daughters, 

Alison Mary born in 1958 and Julia Eileen born in 1961. In 1966 when Julia was four, the Gillard family 

emigrated to Australia as 'ten-pound Poms'. They settled in Adelaide, where John and Moira worked at 

whatever jobs they could find. 

Gillard's birthright included progressive Labor politics. 'We grew up in an environment where we were 

Labor by instinct,' she said. John and Moira Gillard were great admirers of Aneurin Bevan, the Welsh 

leader whose legacy includes setting up Britain's National Health Service, and the whole family 

enthusiastically supported the social policies of Gough Whitlam. The Whitlam government's social 
democratic agenda undoubtedly influenced Gillard's views about what could be achieved in politics. 

Like most migrant families, the Gillards relied very strongly on each other, and their care for each other 

has continued. 'When the attacks on me [as prime minister] were really nasty a couple of years ago – you 

know, 'ditch the witch' and so on – Dad worried a lot about how I was,' she told me. 'Especially during the 

protests about carbon pricing, and the so-called people's revolt, he was fearful for me, because he read 

such an unpleasant edge into the politics. 

'But Mum was much more likely to say, Take no notice of them. We know who you are, you know who 

you are.' 

This, said Gillard, was typical of her mother's tough approach to life, and she herself learned from that. 

'Mum was never unduly influenced by what other people said. She has always had a very clear sense of who 

she is.' 

Almost from the moment Gillard entered Parliament in 1998 as federal member for the outer Melbourne 

seat of Lalor, she was a divisive figure. She left a thriving career as an industrial lawyer to run for 

Parliament, succeeding after five years and two unsuccessful attempts, one to enter the House of 

Representatives, the other for the Senate. She faced implacable factional opposition at all times, and she 



succeeded only because she managed to put together a cross-factional deal. Two of her signature qualities 

– determination and the ability to negotiate – were obvious from the beginning of her political career. 

Toughness, being able to go on in the teeth of public opposition, is part of a politician's suit of armour: 

during her prime ministership, however, Julia Gillard made this into an art form. As columnist Annabel 

Crabb observed, occasionally it seemed that there was no live grenade upon which the PM was unwilling to 

launch herself. Certainly effective politicians cannot afford to care about what everybody thinks, but 

ignoring public opinion is another thing altogether. 

As prime minister she was strongly criticised for making judgement calls quickly, without preparing the 

ground for public acceptance. This led to the perception of policymaking on the run. 'I do try to put efforts 

and energies into bringing people along with me,' she said. 'I prefer to make our structures work and 

include people within them to get a say. But it's not possible every day, every time. 

'And we can always do better at communicating, though I think sometimes judgements are made without 

people understanding the context. There's a job for us to be better at conveying what we do, I feel that 

very keenly.' Many voters would have agreed with her: Gillard's critics might well have argued that it is the 

PM's job to make sure that voters do understand context. 

Undoubtedly because of Gillard's gender, there was a huge concentration on questions of image during her 

prime ministership. 'There are more complexities about appearance, if you're a woman doing my job, and 

the first woman doing it . . . I could happily live without that side of it,' she said. 'I've joked with people that 

most women who pay a lot of attention to their clothing do so because they want other women to 

comment. I pay endless amounts of attention to it for exactly the opposite reason – I don't want anyone to 

notice what I wear. 

'If I could get that time back and spend it on something else, I cheerfully would.' 

A radio journalist friend of mine always asked the cadets she trained for the ABC: Do you want 

to be something, or do you want to do something? It's an important question for anyone, perhaps even 

most significant for a political leader. For Julia Gillard, being prime minister was never an end in itself. She 

used her power as a tool for problem-solving, which was her real strength: working out ways of achieving 

what she wanted to do in terms of legislation. In doing this, she probably displayed less sense of occasion 

than a man would have. I found her informal, even chatty – though when I came to listen back to the 

interview I realised that, as before, she had given little away. But Gillard appeared to be comfortable with 

her power. Comfortable enough, anyway, at the end of our meeting, to refer to high-level discussions with 

the treasurer with the words: 'Well, now I have to go and talk billions with Swanny.' 

 


