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editors down, professional standards vary. Unfortunately, in the world of the
news media there is a certain professional arrogance — almost a chip-on-the
shoulder attitude, a belief that it is the duty of the news media to put down
those holding high office.>

As for accuracy (or the lack thereof), Muldoon observed: ‘The press gallery is a
kind of sieve through which information passes very rapidly, but unfortunately not
all of it is accurate. The gallery is also a rumour factory’.’

Probably few politicians have had so long-running a preoccupation with the
media as Muldoon. His views about the media also reflected his views about himself
— about his own principles and performance, particularly on television. In his first
book, The Rise and Fall of a Young Turk, there was also a chapter devoted to the
media (Chapter 10, entitled simply ‘“The Media’). Muldoon contrasted his own
talents with those of his parliamentary colleagues: ‘I am one of the fortunate
politicians who grew up with political television. Some of my older colleagues
have never really liked it ... . In the early days I used to watch playbacks to see if
they came over as me. When I was satisfied with that I simply used the same style,
relaxed, and concentrated on what I wanted to say.’*®

He felt, too, that he knew more than those who were interviewing him: ‘Austin
Mitchell [a political scientist and prominent television interviewer in the late 1960s,
later to become a British Labour MP] had the best sense of humour, but his research
was not good. ... Invariably he would be left behind. It is worth remembering that
on your own subject you are the expert.’>

When it came to how he should communicate with the New Zealand public,
Muldoon felt little need for outside advice. ‘In my early days on television I was
often criticised by TV critics for speaking straight down the barrel of the camera —
in other words, directly at my audience. My mail told me that this method held the
attention of the viewer so I continued. ... The NZBC finally stopped trying to talk
me out of it ...”.%

Muldoon’s critical attitude towards the media was evident early on. ‘I have had
my bad times. I usually let a journalist know in no uncertain terms if I think he has
distorted or misreported something in my field, and occasionally a small-minded
journalist has borne a grudge for that.”®

Years later Muldoon was still reflecting on the discrepancy between his own
grasp of how the news should be reported and the stance taken by the press
themselves. In his Number 38 — written as an ex-Prime Minister looking back — he
observed: ‘The Dominion, the Wellington morning newspaper, has, for many years
suffered from its reputation as the worst daily newspaper in the country’. In
September 1983 Muldoon issued a press statement describing a front-page story in
the paper as ‘an appalling piece of journalism’. Reflecting on the decision to ban
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the newspaper from the receipt of official government information materials and
from press conferences, Muldoon noted that ‘[t]he ban was intended to emphasise
to the Dominion, its editor, its management and its readers that the Government
had had enough, the latest effort being mischievous, journalistically deplorable
and calculated to do damage to the public interest ...".

In due course there were complaints to the New Zealand Press Council from
both the Dominion and the Parliamentary Press Gallery and although the complaints
against the bans were upheld, Muldoon’s concerns about the quality of the media
were in no way reduced: ‘On this occasion the Press Council ... also upheld the
criticism by the Government. The Dominion failed to exercise the standard of care
and accuracy required of a newspaper when presenting confidential material.’®

Of course, for most people the politician they think they know is simply a
person portrayed to them through the media. However the media portray politicians
— and however politicians portray themselves — there is inevitably a gap between
the ‘real’ person and the one on the television screen or in the newspaper. Some of
the discrepancy is unavoidable; some of it reflects problems of attitude and ability.
The less able and the more antagonistic have problems getting their message across,
while the more skilful can manipulate things so well that the public may never
know who they ‘really’ are.

There is always going to be more to a leader than can be learned about them
through the media. To some degree, though, what the public and the media can do
is to allow individuals to be heard, understood and judged for themselves, based
on their own deeds and words. This was what Muldoon himself wanted from the
media — for radio to present his voice to the people; for television to allow him to
speak directly to the public; and for newspapers to report exactly what he said, free
from interpretation or innuendo.

In the New Zealand Parliament there are two occasions that present special
opportunities for MPs to speak of themselves — of why they have gone into politics
and what they sought to achieve. The first, the ‘maiden speech’, is made shortly
after taking their seat in the House for the first time. The second, the ‘valedictory’,
is a farewell address. Each is heard in silence, free from the usual interjections that
characterise partisan debate. Of the two, probably the valedictory is the more
emotional, as MPs take leave of their colleagues.

Muldoon’s farewell saw him leaving Parliament more gently than he had entered
it. There was no final settling of scores, but rather a last look around at where he
had been, with a few chosen words for those he had respected, including Holyoake
(‘my mentor in politics’) and Kirk (‘The mental energy and intelligence that he
had were incredible. ... I respected him greatly.’).* There were words of
appreciation to those who had assisted him over the years, with special reference
to the former permanent head of his department, the then Secretary to the Treasury,
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Bernard Galvin, whom Muldoon summed up as ‘the finest public servant who ever
worked with me’.%

Muldoon’s final remarks, reflecting on his career, show a humour — and an
ability to laugh at himself — that make for a more complex, and no doubt more
accurate, image of a person usually portrayed in more one-dimensional terms. The
humour adds to our sense of his humanity, reminding us that what we see, or
imagine, of a person is often little more than an outline, a silhouette, and perhaps a
deceptive one at that.

Muldoon, more than most, seems to have been concerned throughout his career
with the difference, or distance, between what he was trying to do or say and what
others said about him. He was interested in the facts — one of the ‘simple tests and
rules’ he set down for assessing news stories (and the journalists who write them)
was ‘is it true?’* — and he wanted to be able to communicate directly with New
Zealanders without his views being mediated by anybody else. So this chapter
gives Muldoon his wish, and closes by giving him the final word. Uttered on 17
December 1991 and coming at the end of his valedictory, they were the last words
he ever spoke as a Member of Parliament:

There was a lady walking down the pavement and as we passed she stopped and
she said: “I know you, don’t I?” I said: “I don’t know, you might.” She said: “I
come from Tauranga and I'm a nurse.” I said: “Well, I’ve been to Tauranga a few
times and I don’t know any nurses.” I thought: “I'll put her out of her misery.” I
said: “My name’s Muldoon.” She said: “You’re not related to that bastard in
Parliament, are you?” And on that salutary note Mr Speaker, I say goodbye.®’
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