
SNOWFLAKE’S HOPE 

A novel by Elizabeth Harvey 

 

 

Chapter 7   Spivs and Spiders 

 

House of Representatives Hansard – Thursday 17 September 1987 

 

Mrs PERRY (Holder) – Mr Deputy Speaker, I thank you for the opportunity to speak to this 

Parliament as part of the Address-in-Reply to the Governor-General’s speech.  

It is a great honour for me to be elected for the first time as a member of the Hawke Labor 

Government – a Government which, I believe, has proven itself to be one of the great reformist 

governments in this nation’s history. It is generally considered that the great period of Labor 

reform was during the Whitlam Government of 1972-75 and there is no doubt that that 

Government, more than any other, introduced long overdue measures to bring about enlightened 

social conditions and equality of opportunity for all Australians. But it is one thing to reform by 

giving to the underprivileged; it is quite another thing to reform by taking from the privileged. 

While the former may occasion the disapproval of the elite, the latter, as we have seen, brings 

down its rage and galvanises its forces… 

 

I stand here today at the behest of the electors of the seat of Holder. I appreciate the great 

responsibility that they have vested in me and will do my utmost in the coming years to vindicate 

their choice and represent them faithfully in this Parliament. I am indebted also to the South 

Australian Branch of the Australian Labor Party which endorsed me for this seat and to my 

family and friends and to hundreds of Party members whose moral and physical support enabled 

me to win. 

 

The seat of Holder is in the south-western metropolitan area of Adelaide, stretching from the 

beach-side suburbs of Glenelg and Brighton in the north and west, to Millswood in the east and 

Marion in the south. It is a diverse seat in respect of interests and income. However, the 
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heartland of Holder is a large stable residential area, established in the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s, in 

which most houses are presently occupied by their original owners or by elderly people who 

have moved into units from within the same area. It is not surprising, therefore, that in respect of 

the age of its population, Holder is the oldest federal electorate in the country, with a median 

age of over 40 and with one fifth of its electors over the age of 65… 

 

A number of the elderly in Holder are veterans of World War II who, with their spouses, moved 

into government subsidised war service homes in the late 1940s. The veterans in Holder are a 

large and vocal group who waste no time in letting me know what they think of government 

policies and actions which affect them. I have assured them that this Government and I are 

committed to the retention of a separate Department of Veterans’ Affairs and the maintenance of 

veterans’ incomes and services… 

 

A problem with which I am continually confronted is the plight of sole parents. We must give 

supporting mothers, as most of these parents are women, adequate income and community 

support, so that they, with their children, may live in comfort and dignity, free from the 

temptation to enter into unsatisfactory relationships in search of security and companionship… 

 

Mr Deputy Speaker, despite the best efforts of my Labor predecessor in this seat, and others like 

him, to expose the hypocrites and the charlatans or, as the Treasurer more eloquently calls them, 

the spivs and the conmen in our society, they are unfortunately still with us, and have never been 

more apparent than today when the voracious media, hungry for stories and controversy, give 

them unlimited exposure and undeserved credence. From behind the spurious status of their 

wealth or their titles, they pontificate about how much we should earn, what personal 

relationships we should form, how we should bring up our children and who we should vote for; 

and they profess to do this in the interests of Australia when it is simply their own self-interest 

and ego which they promote. 

 

There are the business leaders who say they know what is best for this country, who even aspire 

to lead this country, but whose business practices deprive this country of tax revenue and 

productive investment. There are the conservative gurus and politicians who wax mealy-mouthed 
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about the welfare of the family, but whose policies, if implemented, would reduce all but the most 

privileged of families to poverty, deny them equal opportunity and cut off their support systems. 

There are those who voice pious concern for women, but who in this very House deny them equal 

opportunity and who attempt to buy them off at election time with cheap bribes to stay at home. 

There are the selective moralists who can express their opposition to abortion by pleading the 

sanctity of life and then, in the very next breath, advocate the re-introduction of the death 

penalty. 

 

And finally, there are the political and community leaders who wear their religion on their 

sleeve, who presume to preach to us about what is moral and what is immoral and yet who lie, 

who embezzle, who support racist and murderous regimes and who are totally bereft of the 

tolerance, compassion and humility which are the touchstones of the faith they pretend to 

espouse. Mr Deputy Speaker, one would have thought that some of these people would have had 

the decency and shame to crawl back into their holes after their recent defeat, but no such luck. 

With the re-emergence of the debate on the Australia Card they are out in force once more. To 

cite one example of the hypocrisy which is rife in this debate, we need only to look at those 

critics of the card who represent a party which, a few years ago, sanctioned a police raid on a 

family planning clinic and the subsequent confiscation of confidential medical files. And these 

same people now come out bleating about privacy. Their record shows that they care nothing for 

the privacy of honest Australians; they are concerned only that the dishonest may carry out their 

nefarious activities in private.  

 

Mr Deputy Speaker, I will do my utmost in this Parliament to uphold the cause of honest and 

fair-minded Australians and I thank you for the privilege of taking part in this debate. 

 

 

She was in the toilet when the division bells started to ring. Bloody hell! She had less than 

three minutes to comport herself and get into the House before they locked the doors. And she 

still didn’t know her way around the building. What if she got lost! 
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As it turned out, she needn’t have worried because, on emerging into the corridor, she was 

swept up in the tide of members surging towards the chamber. ‘What are we dividing on?’ she 

asked a colleague behind her.  

He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Some Budget bill.’ 

At the door of the chamber she looked to see which side of the floor all the Labor members 

were on and went to join them. She’d been told that, in a division, you didn’t have to sit in your 

usual assigned place, so she plonked herself on the front bench. No particular reason – she just 

felt like it. As the bells resonated into silence a familiar figure sat next to her. She certainly 

hadn’t expected him! It must be a significant vote, she thought, if he’s here. As the tellers began 

the count, he turned to her. ‘G’day, Alice. How’s it going?’ 

‘Fine, thanks, Bob.’ 

‘I’m afraid I didn’t hear your maiden speech earlier. But I’m told it was good.’ 

She was flattered that he even knew about it. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘after I’d finished, Clyde 

Holding shook my hand and said, “Spoken like a member of the Victorian Right.” I’m not sure 

what he meant.’ 

The PM smiled knowingly, but said nothing. Then he looked a little shame-faced. ‘I haven’t 

forgotten that I promised to go to your electorate. It’s finding the time that’s the problem.’ 

‘I understand that.’ 

He shook his head. ‘It’s bloody hopeless. And do you know the worst thing? Getting enough 

time to read and think.’ He gestured to the Members opposite. ‘That mob over there always asks 

me, “Has the Prime Minister read such and such a report?” I can never say ‘yes’ straight out, 

because I haven’t. Someone else has read it and given me a one page summary and a list of 

recommendations.’ He shook his head. ‘Not good.’ 

‘No,’ she said lamely. 

‘But I’ve told my people I want more time to think and less traipsing around the bloody 

country for no good reason. And it’s working.’ He looked earnestly at her. ‘But I’ll get to your 

patch, love.’ 

‘Well, whenever you can, Bob.’  

‘I’ll get there soon’ – he laughed – ‘don’t you worry about that.’ 
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Tonsley Park Primary School was in what passed for the industrial heartland of her 

electorate. The Principal was beside himself when she rang. ‘The Prime Minister? Here? At our 

school?’ 

‘Yes. Is that all right with you?’ 

‘Of course it is!’ 

‘It’s not too short notice?’ 

‘No no!’ 

‘Or too late in the year?’ 

‘No. It’ll be great. Really great. Thanks.’ 

 

Twenty minutes before the PM’s scheduled arrival time she was standing in the school-yard 

with the Principal, watching the enormous WELCOME MR HAWKE banner flap in the warm 

breeze. There was an air of great excitement, with teachers buzzing about making last minute 

checks and the kids, sworn to silence, already lining up in the outside assembly area. 

‘Will he be on time, do you think?’ the Principal asked her. 

‘He’d better be,’ she said, making it sound like a joke, but she was actually packing death. 

She still hadn’t fully recovered from the fiasco during her election campaign when, at another 

school down the road, hundreds of increasingly irritated students, teachers and parents had stood 

outside in damp freezing weather for thirty minutes waiting for the arrival of the Federal 

Minister for Education who had overstayed her visit to another school in another (safe) Labor 

electorate because, according to her minder, she’d been having ‘such a fun time’. That was the 

first time Alice heard the word ‘fun’ employed as an adjective and, over the years, with every 

subsequent hearing of it, she was reminded of that ghastly day. 

That is why, this time, this very morning, she’d warned her contact person in the PM’s 

office that if he arrived late, she would personally tear someone limb from limb. 

In fact, he was five minutes early, and things went swimmingly. He made a funny off-the-

cuff speech, the kids cheered madly, the vegetable garden was positively bursting with produce, 

the science experiments all worked, the choir was in tune and the afternoon tea was delicious. 

Their guest-of-honour even joined in the footy training and proved to be quite a deft hand-baller.  
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His last activity involved attending a Year 7 English lesson where a number of students read 

aloud a poem they’d each written on the theme of ‘Spiders’. He was delighted with their verses 

and, after some prompting, agreed that he would write his own spider poem and send it to them. 

 

 

Office of the Prime Minister 

Canberra 

 

Mrs Alice Perry MP 

Member for Holder 

 

Dear Alice 

 

You recently wrote to the Prime Minister reminding him of his undertaking to send to the Year 7 

class at Tonsley Park Primary School a “Spider Poem”. 

 

Attached is the Prime Minister’s poem which “completes” Little Miss Muffet from the spider’s 

point of view. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

John Bowan 

Adviser (International Relations)  

 

SPIDER POEM 

Little Miss Muffet 

Sat on a tuffet, 

Eating her curds and whey. 

There came a big spider, 

Who sat down beside her, 

And frightened Miss Muffet away. 
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“Woe is me,” said the spider, 

“She won’t be my bride.  A 

Sad end to my hopes, so it seems.” 

But he blinked back his tears, 

Downed a couple of beers 

And crept back to his web with his dreams. 

 

 

‘It’s actually very good,’ Alice said to Warren. ‘I especially like the first two lines of the 

new verse, rhyming “spider” with “bride. A”. Very clever.’ 

‘Do you think Bob composed it?’ 

‘Mmm, possibly. Or maybe John Bowan. Or maybe someone in Prime Minister and Cabinet 

with a literary bent.  Anyway, the school will love it. And I’ve always loved that word “tuffet”. I 

think I’ll bring it back into common English usage.’ 

Warren laughed. ‘How?’ 

She wagged a finger at him. ‘Warren, go back to your tuffet and do some work!’ Then she 

laughed, remembering that she and a school friend used to like to pronounce the rhyme the 

French way: 

 

‘Little Miss Moofay 

Sat on a toofay…’ 

 

 

oOo 

 

 

 

 

 


