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What is your new book about?  

I want to tell our modern story through our response to external 

shocks. The book starts with the oil shock of 1973, and finishes with the 

global financial crisis in 2008-9. The interesting thing when you look at 

Australia through this frame is it moves from one of the rich world's least 

viable economies to the world's best. How we changed over the 

intervening four decades is the heart of the book. 

What was the biggest challenge, writing it?  

The difficulty for an author with a day job in journalism is the juggle 

between the two keyboards. I write before I go to the office, and again 

when I return home at the night. So the biggest challenge was finding 

enough time to do justice to a project of this scale. My employer, The Australian, was kind enough to give me six month's 

book leave along the way. 

What did you want to achieve with your book?   

To start the discussion we have to have: can we become a great country?  

What do you see as the major themes in your book?   

The heart of this book is our evolving character. Australia was easily frightened in the 1970s, and we had many periods of 

self doubt in the ‘80s and ‘90s. But we have achieved something the rest of the rich world didn't during the GFC -- we 

didn't lose our heads. To find out why, I looked at questions of leadership, economy and community.   

Who do you think will enjoy your book?   

Anyone who takes an interest in politics and national identity. But the book is aimed beyond the political junkies. I want the 

general reader who wants to know who we are as a nation to have a look as well.  

When did you start writing?  How long did it take you?   

I started collecting material from 2008, when the GFC struck. The writing commenced in December 2010, after that year's 

demoralising federal election. We hit the send button on the final manuscript 12 months later in December 2011. 

How involved was the research process in writing your book?  Did you discover anything you didn’t already 

know?  

The research was my favourite part of the exercise. The 1970s came alive through the cabinet record and the US state 

department cables. For the more recent history, the interviews with the five former prime ministers yielded new 

information. For instance, who would have thought that Malcolm Fraser and Paul Keating would find nice things to say 

about one another? 
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