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J
ulie Bishop’s first Barbie was 
a Jackie Kennedy doll. You 
couldn’t make it up. “It was 
about 1962, one of the very 
early Barbies, which I still 

have by the way,” she says with a 
broad grin tucking her hair behind her 
ears and gazing down at today’s shoes 
– elegant black courts with a giant 
pearl orb tucked inside the nape of the 
heel. I am shadowing Julie, out on the 
road around her Perth electorate, to 
Sydney to open a Global Women’s 
Summit and in her Ministerial nexus, 
sitting in Parliament in Canberra 
battling the opposition in Question 
Time; and the first thing I learn about 
the Minister for Foreign Affairs – who 
these days hangs out with living, 
breathing First Ladies – is that she 
really is surprisingly girly. The chic 
Giorgio Armani suits and frocks, the 
blingy jewels and immaculate scarlet 

In a rare and candid 
exclusive, Julie Bishop 
invites The Weekly on 
the road and reflects 
on a halcyon country 
childhood, the pain  
of losing her mother, 
raising her brother 
and why Julia Gillard 
was so very wrong. 
By Juliet Rieden.

PHOTOGRAPHY by PETER BREW-BEVAN 
STYLED by MATTIE CRONAN

    The  
 making  
of Julie  
  Bishop

manicure, this is not power 
play, not a mask to strike a 
pose, but an insatiable passion 
for dressing up – personally 
funded, she is quick to 
underline – which started 
when Julie was a toddler, the 
youngest of a trio of daughters 
on her family’s cherry orchard.

“One of my earliest, earliest 
memories was as a little girl – I think  
I was three – sitting perched on the 
back of a dining room chair while 
Mum sewed the most beautiful gown 
for a masonic lodge ball,” Julie recalls. 
“My father was the Grand Master of 
the lodge up in the [Adelaide] Hills 
– that’s what you did in the ’50s. And 
Mother had a Vogue pattern of a 
Grace Kelly-type dress. It was pink 
tulle and pink lace and it was fitted 
here,” she explains, clasping her hands 
around her sculpted rib cage, “with 

ruching, ruching, ruching and then 
layers and layers of tulle. She’d do all 
her work in the day and then at night 
she’d sew her dress and I’d crawl out 
of bed and perch on the back of her 
chair and pat her on the head and 
stroke her hair while she sewed. 

“On the night of the lodge ball,  
Dad was in white tails and Mum 
came out in this dress and I sobbed 
my heart out because they were the 
most beautiful people I’d ever seen in 
my life. I couldn’t believe it. I cried 
and cried and cried.” →

Cover story

Opposite: Julie, 
aged three, 
wide-eyed and 
already loving life.H
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Running with Julie 
Back in Perth, it has been a whistle-
stop morning of engagements which 
began here on Cottesloe beach, in the 
pitch black at 6am. The cafe wasn’t 
yet open, but the gym next door  
was buzzing with regulars while a 
septuagenarian tethered her pooch as 
she ran through the sand and threw 
herself into the dark waves beyond. 

Julie arrived shortly after in shorts 
and a white tee with her jogging 
buddy, senior advisor Lauren, both 
waving at me as they disappeared up 
the beach at a punishing pace. The 
Foreign Minister is famous for her 
early morning runs. In Canberra it’s 
the 5km from her home to her office, 

“So, my earliest memory is of my 
mother looking like Grace Kelly and 
my father looking like Cary Grant. 
We still have the dress. My sister 
Patricia, who hoards everything, has it 
and I wore it to a My Fair Lady fancy 
dress once … but I don’t think I’d get 
into it these days – Mum was tiny!”

Julie, 62, is also famously svelte.  
We are sitting in the dazzling WA 
sunshine, on the deck of the Blue Duck 
cafe overlooking Cottesloe beach, 
pausing for a bite to eat – a cheese 
platter and the Minister’s third or is it 
fourth English breakfast tea of the day. 
“I gave up coffee over a decade ago,” 
she explains. “I was drinking a great 
deal of caffeine to keep alert travelling 
on the midnight flight from Perth to 
Sydney and then to Canberra I would 
be drinking more coffee to stay awake. 
And I decided that it wasn’t good for 
me, so in typical fashion I cut it out 
completely. Yes, I’m all or nothing. I 
had a headache for the first four days 
and now I’m over it. I haven’t had a 
cup of coffee since.”

I’m not surprised to learn that Julie 
is equally controlled with her diet, 
grabbing energy bites through the  
day. “I just try to eat carefully. It’s a 
challenge in this job. I try to avoid 
unhealthy food, but it’s difficult. I love 
chocolate – that’s my vice. A Cadbury 
dairy milk never goes astray. I was 
brought up on it. When we would go 
to the Royal Show in Adelaide and we 
were all allowed to buy a sample bag, 
I would always go for Cadburys – 
Crumble bars and Polly Waffles.” And 
sure enough, when a few weeks later  
I join the Minister for a sitting day in 
Parliament, I spy a pile of chocolate 
blocks in the bar fridge in her 
surprisingly homely Canberra office, 
one of which is cracked open for a 
mid-afternoon sugar hit between 
phoning Amal Clooney (about a 
human rights case she’s working on,  
I believe), attending two cocktail 
bashes and then being summoned to 
the Lodge by Malcolm Turnbull for 
an impromptu dinner.

Alcohol is another temptation in  
a work life filled with fancy functions, 
Julie adds. “It could well be an 
occupational hazard, but I’ve never 

succumbed. I like a glass of bubbly 
with dinner, but you never know when 
you’ll be called upon to respond to a 
media request to a consular issue. I’ve 
had many phone calls in the middle of 
the night when I’ve been required to 
make decisions, take action, speak on 
TV or radio about an event. So, I’m 
pretty careful. I don’t drink when I’m 
in Parliament. You’ve got to be alert.”

That call came only days later when 
The Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (DFAT) was asked to assist 
the Thai government with experts to 
help rescue 12 boys and their coach, 
members of the Wild Boars football 

team, who had been stranded in a 
flooded Chiang Rai cave. Richard 
Harris, the South Australian 
anaesthetist and cave diving specialist, 
proved a vital part of the operation 
and has since been awarded the Star 
of Courage and proclaimed a hero. 

“The Thai authorities specifically 
requested Richard,” Julie tells me, 
explaining that the Thai divers 
actually knew of him and realised  
he was the only person in the world 
with the exact skills they needed.  
Julie is brimming with pride as she 
reveals details of the mission. Her  
job doesn’t get better than this.

security detail in tow. Overseas “the 
embassy or high commission maps 
out a route for me through parks or 
around the city. It’s a valuable way  
of getting to know the personality of 
the city you’re staying in.” 

One of Julie’s favourite running 
partners is the UK’s now ex-Foreign 
Minister Boris Johnson, who I suspect 
she has a bit of a crush on. “I met him 
when he was the Mayor of London 
and I was immediately entertained 
and charmed. We’re great mates.” 
Does she think he’ll be Britain’s next 
PM? “Boris has enormous talent  
and capacity. I’m sure he could do 
anything he turned his mind to,” she 
says with guarded diplomacy, adding: 
“He would do it in a different way. 
He’s quite unorthodox!” 

I decide to try a run to experience the 
unexpurgated Julie morning, so when 
we’re in Canberra brave the four-degree 
morning to grab a sneaky doorstop 
interview, but I cheat, joining the 
Minister for the last 100 metres up the 
hill to the ministerial entrance of the 
House of Representatives. And even 
though she’s been on the road for more 
than half an hour, Julie’s still able to talk!

When she’s at home in her 
constituency in Curtin, there are no 
security men on her tail. The locals all 
know Julie, she’s one of them. At 6am, 
the air is fresh but already warm and 
there’s the potent, salty whiff of a new 
day literally dawning. As the sun rises, 
a bare-chested gent in striped budgie 
smugglers – an old mate from the 
running club – stops the Minister for 
a “g’day” and sweaty hug. The sun is 
rising now and I can see more bathers. 
Julie, who I’m pleased to report now 
has a dewy glow, tells me she often 
runs barefoot so she can swim here as 
well. “It’s beautiful in there,” she coos.

 “Isn’t this shark hour?” I enquire. 
“Hmm … The 2000 shark attack was 
just out there,” Julie reports. “People 
saw it from the coffee shop here and 
they called me in Canberra. It was a 
pod of swimmers and Ken [Crew], 
who I knew, was a black shape in  
the water and the shark just went  
for him. He died. It was terrible.  
I always swim very close to shore.”

Less than an hour later, the Minister 
is showered, hair and make-up fixed 
and sporting a glorious bright red 
floral shift dress as she marches  
into Perth’s Nova radio station for 
jarringly chirpy banter on the 
breakfast show. The previous evening 
Julie had locked horns with Leigh 
Sales on ABC’s 7.30 Report, quizzed 
about Australia’s relationship with 
China. But here it’s her personal life 
that’s in the spotlight as DJ Nathan 
Morris, a one-time Big Brother 
contestant, quips about what a 
stunning couple she and partner, 
businessman David Panton, make  
and questions how he copes with the 
media attention. “David’s a very 
special man. He’s terrific and I can’t 
think of another guy who would put 
up with this kind of scrutiny and yet 
be so Zen about it all. He just rolls 
with it,” she tells the cheeky host. 

David is based between Melbourne 
and Sydney and while they don’t live 
together, Julie happily takes dapper 
David along to some of her more 
high-profile work functions, including 
a recent trip to Buckingham Palace to 
meet Prince Harry and Meghan, the 
Duchess of Sussex.→

“David is a 
very special 

man.”
Clockwise from above: Sisters Mary 
Lou, Patricia and Julie (age four) 
with Mum on a family holiday; Julie 
and partner David Panton; Boris 
Johnson introduces Julie and David 
to the Duke and Duchess of Sussex. 
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Julie rarely discusses her private life 
but in the interests of keeping in touch 
with her electorate, “I don’t mind 
having a bit of fun on FM radio,” she 
tells me. “This gets more listeners 
[than the ABC],” adds her sharp-as-a-
tack advisor. 

Proudly West Australian 
Julie moved to Perth from Adelaide in 
1983 to marry property developer 
Neil Gillon and although she divorced 
five years later, her love affair with 
WA was cemented. “I’ve been the 
local member here in Curtin for 20 
years so this is very much home,” she 
says. “I love the outdoor lifestyle, the 
freedom and the people.” 

When she’s home Julie crowds her 
schedule, ensuring her face is seen. “I 
try to make every minute count. Mind 
you, that’s my philosophy on life,” she 
says. “I meet as many constituents as  
I can, even on weekends.”

She’s acutely aware that in politics 
there are no givens, and one of the 
reasons Julie’s celebrating 20 years in 
the business is that she takes nothing 
for granted. “I am not the Foreign 
Minister if I’m not a member of 
Parliament. And I’m not a member of 
Parliament unless I have the support 
and confidence of my electorate,” she 
says. “The electors of Curtin are the 
most important people in my career. 
Every three years I have a job 
interview with them and they pass 
judgement on my performance as a 
local member and I take that very 
seriously.” To her credit Julie’s primary 
vote has increased at every election, 
bar one [2007] since 1998.

Today she starts with the opening 
address at the Latin America Down 
Under conference – largely a room full 
of suited men in the mining industry 
– then heads to Mt Claremont’s 
Moerlina primary school to catch up 
with pupils she had previously hosted 
in Canberra who each wrote her 
letters about issues they wanted fixed. 
The topics are surprisingly daunting 
– from tackling drug abuse and adults 
with alcohol addictions to domestic 
violence and the destruction of the 
environment. Sitting with the kids on 
the floor, Julie hands out individual 

letters answering each query. These 
constituents are the future – and I’m 
reminded that while the Minister may 
refuse to engage in a discussion of her 
move to the top job, many believe her 
to be a Prime Minister-in-Waiting. 

Losing Mum 
Next we head to Breast Cancer Care 
WA to an intimate morning tea with 
care workers. “My mother [Isabel]
died of bowel cancer and I remember 
the sessions of chemo and how she  
would start throwing up before the 
treatment,” Julie tells the group. “It’s 
very personal for me, I was very close 
to Mum, so when I’m sitting with a 
group of women who are talking 
about a cancer support group, it 
reminds me of what my mother went 
through and 
how difficult 
it must have 
been for 
her,” Julie 
tells me 
later. “She 
had family 
with her 
and my two 
sisters and 
my brother 
and I 
worked very 
close by, but 
she died at 
75. I think 
that’s very young. I miss her every day. 

“She died when I was Minister for 
Aged Care so she didn’t get to see  
me in cabinet. She was quite political 
herself, she was the local mayor of  
the district in which I grew up and  
she was in local government for  
many years and a community welfare 

supervisor in an after-school activity 
centre in South Australia. I think that 
certainly had an influence on my 
decision to go into politics. She was 
very much a role model for me. 

“She had a life that was perhaps 
typical of the times. She came from  
a property in the mid-north of South 
Australia. Her brothers went off to 
war, her older sisters left home, her 
younger brother died when she was 
very young and her mother became 
very ill with cancer – the same cancer 
she had, bowel cancer. So I know all 
about bowel cancer screening!

As Julie talks of her mother, you can 
sense she is picturing her somewhere 
in the middle distance and I suspect 
it’s something she does all the time. 
“My mother was very warm, loving, 
hilariously funny, she had a wonderful 
sense of humour and could make me 
cry with laughter she was so funny,” 
she says smiling. “I really appreciated 
her sense of the ridiculous and she 
could see the funny side in anything.

“My father [Douglas] was a very 
handsome, tall man and he also had  
a very cheeky sense of humour but  
he was more reserved. They worked 
very hard and during the six-week 
cherry season over Christmas, Dad 

would get  
up at 2.30 
every morning 
to pack  
the truck. 
Sometimes I’d 
go with him if 
I could drag 
myself out  
of bed. 

“I lost my 
dad last year.  
It was very 
sad. He was 
94. He’d been 
alone for 12 
years and he 

became increasingly frail. He missed 
Mum very much. They were a real 
partnership, they rarely spent time 
apart and so when she died it would 
have been a gaping hole in his life  
and he just wasn’t interested in  
seeing anybody else or having much 
of a social life outside the family.” →

Clockwise from top left: Family 
dress-ups with Mary Lou as an 
Arabian princess, Julie as Bo 
Peep, Douglas as Batman, a 
cousin, and Patricia as an 
ice-skater; Julie is Patricia’s 
bridesmaid at her 1982 wedding; 
the Bishop sisters; the family 
property in the 1960s; Julie at 21; 
Julie, 14, with sister Patricia; 
Julie, 20, with brother Douglas, 
14; Isabel and Douglas Bishop 
when he received his Order of 
Australia in 1987. Opposite page: 
The Bishop family in 2017.

“My mother was 
very warm, loving 

and hilariously 
funny. She could 

make me cry with 
laughter.”
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Julie’s brother, Doug, remembers 
their mum, Isabel, dying as a really 
traumatic time in what was otherwise 
a halcyon childhood. “Jules, Patricia 
and Mary Lou were probably more 
realistic about the outcome than I was 
because I just kept thinking, she’s 
alive, she’s having treatment – she  
will recover. It was hard.”

We are now sitting in Doug’s office 
in the law firm where he and Julie 
used to work together, only they  
were in the Perth office. “Mum was 
particularly besotted with Douglas’s 
first little boy, Charlie,” Julie says, 
“and I really wanted for you to have 
her as a grandmother to your kids, so 
I was really sad for that. I think she 
thought Charlie was you at the end,” 
she tells Doug, a little wistful.

My wonderful little brother 
Doug says, growing up, he had four 
mothers – Isabel and her three 
daughters, Patricia, Mary Lou and 
Julie. “When we got the news that 
Mum had a baby and it was a boy, my 
grandfather was so excited to have a 
grandson that he backed the car out 
and smashed into the outside laundry 
and dairy building,” Julie laughs. 
“When he came home, Doug slept  
in a little cot in our bedroom. I was 
excited and a little bit jealous, too,  
I think. I’d been the baby.” 

There were three generations living 
together on the Bishop property, an 
orchard in the Adelaide Hills, and 
Doug and his sisters had the run of 
the place. “It was wonderful. It was a 
commune, the kind of childhood that 
you read about in books, where you’d 
go tadpoling and climb trees, build 
forts and have apple slides.”

Julie says she was “very happy, into 
everything”. She also knew what she 
wanted and always found a way to 
get it. “My mother tells a story of how 
when I was seven I asked if I could 
join Brownies and she said no, 
because Brownies met on Saturday 
mornings and she would have to drive 
me quite some distance. So, I quietly 
got up one morning and caught the 
bus. She didn’t know I was doing it.  
I was pretty independent. Then  
I found a phone box and I rang and 

Bishop’s work they called an awful  
lot of favours with an awful lot of 
influential people that Australia was 
friendly with and who might have 
direct influence over the Egyptians. 
And I think that was all really key. 
She was very tenacious.”

When he was released, Peter  
phoned two people – his mum and 
Julie Bishop. I ask Peter, putting his 
personal politics aside, whether he 
thinks Julie could be Prime Minister. 
“I don’t think she’d have any 
problems winning an election, the 
trouble is winning her party,” he 
muses. “I’m sure you’d be very hard 
pressed to find anyone in the Liberal 
Party to say that the fact that she’s a 
woman has got anything to do with  
it, but at the same time when you  
look at her position it’s hard to see 
that she hasn’t been hampered by 
that. I do think her political skills are 
very strong but she’s hampered very 
much by the politics of the Liberal 
Party and I think that they’re likely to 
get in the way of Australia having a 
very capable Prime Minister.”

Former Ambassador for Women 
and Girls Natasha Stott Despoja 
praises Julie’s “commitment to gender 
equality”, especially internationally, 
and would love to see her “influence 
her party and Parliament to pre-select 
more women, of all backgrounds, into 
positions of power.” 

As for Julie’s own progression,  
like Peter, Natasha says the issue is 
not with the electorate but within  
her party. “It always fascinated me 
how debate around leadership of  
the Liberal Party over the years  
has always revolved around male 
aspirants … Julie has not been 
considered the serious contender 
when she has so often been the  
natural successor.”

I’m now thinking back to that 
Jackie Kennedy Barbie, Julie’s prized 
possession as a little girl, and 
wondering if in the future there may 
be a Julie Bishop Barbie, only this doll 
won’t be of the First Lady, but the 
Lady in charge, the Liberals’ first 
female Prime Minister, and she’ll be 
wearing diamante-studded stilettos 
and dressed in Armani. AWW

said I was at Norton Summit, could 
she come and pick me up because  
I had just joined the Brownies. She  
did let me stay in the Brownies.  
I think she realised I was very 
determined. I obviously was rather 
headstrong at the time, so I’m told!”

To Doug, Julie was his big sister, his 
mother, his mate and his protector all 
rolled into one. “Mum and Dad were 
both very loving parents but very 
hands-off. I can remember Julie took 
me to primary school on my first day, 
taught me how to choose a hook to 
hang my bag. She was a protector.  
I didn’t appreciate it at the time, 
because life got a lot rougher after 
Julie left.” 

As adults, Doug and Julie worked 
together (Julie was Doug’s senior in 
the law firm), shared a house and 
today own an investment property 
together. Julie is incredibly close to 
Doug’s wife, Nicole, and beloved Aunt 
to his children. “Both Ella and Charlie 
adore their aunt because when Julie is 
around it’s fun,” he says.

I wonder if Julie thinks she missed 
out not having her own children.  
“It’s not something I think about,  
life didn’t turn out that way so I just 
focus on what I have and be grateful 
for the life that I have,” she says. 
Perhaps she had already fulfilled her 
maternal instincts with Doug and in 
any case, she concedes, she could 
never have had her career in politics 
with a family to care for. “I doubt  
that I would have even considered  
the options if I had children and  
I were living in Western Australia.  
You spend most of your time away 
from home. My workplace is in 

Canberra and my current job 
as Foreign Minister means that 
I have to travel constantly.” 

She’s also had to battle to  
be heard in a male-dominated 
environment and at The 
Weekly’s Women of the Future 
Awards last year spoke of her 
exasperation as the sole woman 
trying to make her voice matter 
in Tony Abbott’s 2013 cabinet.  
As I join her in Canberra I’m aware  
there is still a dearth of women in 
Parliament. Has anything changed?

“With more women in cabinet, yes. 
It’s always about critical mass and so 
the more women you have, the more 
diversity you have around the table.” 

Julie is also a firm advocate of 
women supporting women and yet 
when our first and only female Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard delivered her 
famous spray against Tony Abbott’s 
perceived misogyny in 2012, Julie was 
one of many to condemn Gillard. 
Does she still stand by that reaction?  

“Yes, absolutely. I thought it was 
totally inappropriate. It was done  
not to address the issue of sexism  

but to find an excuse for her poor 
performance as leader and her 
incompetence as a leader. If she  
had been genuine about the issue,  
it’s a matter she would have raised 
previously but it was clearly contrived 
as a smokescreen against criticism  
and it was designed to bolster her 
popularity with her back bench. 

“Yet those outside Canberra, 
outside Australia, probably took it  
at face value and thought it was 
factually correct and that she was 
portraying herself as a victim of 
rampant sexism, whereas I believe her 
motive was to deflect criticisms of her 
leadership,” says Julie, clearly still 
highly irritated. “She was a woman 
who became the Prime Minister of 

Australia. She was 
no shrinking violet. 
She was no victim 
of a glass ceiling. 
She reached the 
highest position in 
public life and she 
was complaining 
about sexism!”

While sexism is 
still rampant in  
her job and many 
others, Julie walks 
a careful line 
between beating 
the gender equality 
drum without 
scaring the horses 
with words like 
feminism. “I’ve  
lost count of the 
number of times 
I’ve been asked  
to call myself a 
feminist. I don’t 
label myself as 
anything,” she 
retorts. “I think  
I label myself as  
a West Australian, 
that tells you where 
I’m from; I label 
myself as a Liberal, 
that tells you my 
political party;  
I label myself as 
socially progressive, 
economically 

conservative, that tells you my values. 
I’m a Christian, that tells you my 
religion, but other than that I don’t 
seek to label … Look at what I do. If 
what I do is about supporting equality 
of opportunity for women, then that’s 
what I want to be known for.” 

Prime Minister Bishop? 
One person who was thrilled  
with what Julie did was foreign 
correspondent Peter Greste. In her 
ministerial role, Julie was instrumental 
in helping to secure Peter’s release 
when he was thrown into jail in 
Egypt, having been convicted as a 
terrorist. “Australia didn’t have much 
direct leverage over the Egyptians,” 
Peter tells me. “But through Julie 

Julie Bishop says 
that former PM Julia 
Gillard’s spray about 
sexism directed at 
Tony Abbott was  
a smokescreen to 
mask criticism of 
her performance. 
Bottom: Journalist 
Peter Greste says 
Julie was pivotal in 
his release from an 
Egyptian jail. 


