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Katharine Murphy has been a journalist in Canberra’s parliamentary press gallery for two decades, and is now political editor of Guardian Australia. She is the host of the political podcast Australian politics live and a regular pundit on television and radio, including the ABC’s Insiders program. She regularly contributes to Meanjin.
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To the memory of Michael Gordon, who
lived this, taught me so much, and left us
too soon.









It was the fag end of summer and I was decked out in a new linen three-piece suit from Sportscraft. I’m not sure why the suit seemed necessary, particularly one tailored for a generic 40-year-old professional woman when I was in my mid twenties, but I’d never been a journalist before. Did journalists wear suits? I’d only ever seen journalists socially, or talked to them on the phone. If they did suit up for the office, would it be power suits, or something more low-key in the suit range? This was a point of anxiety, but I was intent on making a good impression. I knew I only had one shot.


In early February 1996, I sat at the Senate entrance of Parliament House waiting for one of my new colleagues to come downstairs and sign me in, my stomach full of butterflies. The costume masked my deep sense of inadequacy. I knew full well I’d talked myself into a job I wasn’t at all qualified to do. ‘Do not screw this up,’ my hyper-alert brain said; an internal monologue, ‘Shoulders back, chin up. Smile for Christ’s sake.’


As soon as I entered the office the ludicrousness of the suit became clear. The Canberra bureau of the Australian Financial Review wasn’t a place for suits outside of parliamentary sitting weeks. The drab cubicles overflowed with paper. Yellowing front pages were tacked on the walls. A couple of plants wilted in the windows. The people sitting inside the cubicles were not in suits.


My new colleagues looked at the suit and at me and then looked back at the suit. As kind as they were, I was as exposed as if I had walked into the office naked. I can still see the look on David Shires’s face, the chief of staff; his polite attempt to hide his wry amusement from me until he swivelled his chair back around to his screen.


Before that day, I’d been a public servant. I’d finished university in 1991 and no one was landing their dream job in 1991. Your dream was to get a job. In the middle of a recession, opportunity seemed scarce.


I lucked out and got a graduate position in Canberra. I wore my mother’s clothes for that interview because buying a suit was an extravagance beyond my meagre student means. I was interviewed for the Department of Industrial Relations by a woman who appeared deeply fascinated by the fact I wrote my honours thesis on Sylvia Plath. She felt, and said as much, that the department was chock full of economists and lawyers. Her view was the bureaucracy needed the odd alternative type.


Somehow, by sheer luck, as the designated alternative type, the kooky creative, I was packing a large bag for the train to Sydney and the overnight bus to Canberra. I had a farewell drink in my local pub with my friends and was berated by a friend-of-a-friend who had failed to get a graduate spot in either Treasury or the Department of Industrial Relations despite having a first-class honours degree in economics from Sydney University. ‘How the fuck did you rank ahead of me?’ was his not very cheery but not unreasonable bon voyage.


So it was fair to say the moment at the end of the summer of 1996 was not my first experience of being an impostor. But walking into political journalism, into one of the Canberra parliamentary press gallery’s most high-performing bureaus, was a different experience from talking my way into the bureaucracy courtesy of a willing and broad-minded patron because I had no obvious career alternative.


Journalism was something I wanted to do and I couldn’t quite believe it was beginning to happen.


The Fin’s affable bureau chief, Tom Burton, affectionately dubbed ‘The Guru’ by the young smart-arses of the office at that time, had taken me on after persistent prodding from a mutual friend of ours. Burton was comfortable with lateral hires, and so, fortunately, was the paper. Burton had worked inside the Canberra sausage factory before making the leap to journalism, and the paper’s view was public servants were useful, because they were interested in policy and they understood how Canberra worked.


The Fin view of that time, or at least Burton’s view as he expressed it to me, was people could be taught to write a news story, but it was harder to teach them how Canberra functioned, and it was harder for newcomers out of journalism school to build up the network of public service contacts I had already accumulated.


I arrived at the bureau during Paul Keating’s last few weeks in the Lodge. The team was preparing for an election and me turning up in the middle of it mustn’t have been that helpful. If my colleagues were resentful, they hid it well. The Guru thought bureaus worked best when they worked together. Unusually for a newspaper man, he was interested in managing people rather than letting headstrong rival correspondents slug it out in bursts of survival of the fittest. That inclusive disposition set the tone of the office. Various people, including Tom, kept me afloat over the few weeks we had before Keating materialised in the prime minister’s courtyard to call the election.


There were a lot of joint by-lines, which really meant a lot of ghost writing, both in Canberra and in Sydney by news editor Pam Walkley, an experienced and highly efficient Scot, who had a habit of laughing as the daily deadlines crept closer. The more Pam laughed, the more she was under the pump. Pam’s laugh was our daily barometer. Were we under control, or out of control?


When the 1996 election hit, the office emptied out. Reporters went with the leaders, on the wombat trail and out on the road to perform various assignments. Once election campaigns begin, the leaders execute a meticulously organised tour of marginal and targeted seats for the duration of the contest, and the Nationals leader hits the heartland—hence the wombat trail. The reporters travel along in the slipstream to ask questions, and soak up a sense of the psychology of the contest by watching the dispositions of the politicians and the people around them.


Given my cluelessness, I couldn’t be let out on the road until towards the end of the campaign, and certainly not with the leaders, because back then the senior correspondents were deployed on the road with the two leaders, not the inexperienced new arrivals. Senior reporters travelled with the prime minister and the opposition leader because there was no live coverage broadcast back to Canberra to facilitate remote reporting. Dealing with the daily frontline coverage required experience.


It seemed safe to deploy me on a niche assignment, so I went to Launceston to interview Bob Brown, the Tasmanian Green, who was attempting to enter the Senate. The objective of the assignment was to write something interesting for the weekend. As it turned out I couldn’t write anything remotely interesting, because I hadn’t mastered the structure.


I wrote something terrible, which my colleague Michael Dwyer massaged into something less terrible. My embarrassment was overwhelming. Michael counselled against either panic or embarrassment, and just chiselled the copy expertly into shape. My colleagues all reassured me that the structure of news reports and long form was just formulaic. I would get it by plugging away, and then structure would become second nature. This reassurance prevented me dissolving into full tilt panic.


Election night rolled around and the office, minus the reporters deployed to the election night events with the two leaders, went out to the National Tally Room in Canberra to watch the results come in.


We packed provisions and watched as the John Howard landslide rolled in. There was plenty of time to mill about and talk to people, roaming around the green rooms behind the sets for the television networks covering the proceedings live, talking to the politicians coming off the broadcasts and the staff advising them.


There was time for us at the Fin to mill around because there was no requirement to file a word on election night. We didn’t have a Sunday edition. There was no such thing as an online edition and no paper until Monday morning.


The size of the swing meant the result was clear from early in the night: out with Labor, in with the Coalition. A representative of the new Coalition government—it could have been Peter Costello, I can’t remember—sent word of a brief press conference for the tally room reporters.


The Hawke and Keating governments had governed Australia for more than a decade, and their reformist zeal had transformed the country. That night in 1996 was the end of a very significant political era. A number of the reporters were processing the result slowly. Some were visibly in shock. I watched the reaction of the reporters as closely as the political protagonists, because I was trying to comprehend the enormity of a change of government in Canberra after a long period of stability. I was trying to read the cues around me.


When a government changes after four terms in office, a legacy is swept away, which is not only the sum of the decisions of political leaders, but all the blood, sweat and tears of reporters who have recorded the first draft of history.


Many of the reporters around me had learned to be journalists in this period. The Hawke and Keating governments had shaped their formative professional experiences, and their rhythms, styles and habits had become the sum of daily experience. When a government changes, a small universe explodes and is remade.


The journalists out in the tally room were used to the drama of Keating. Now John Howard was promising dullness as a virtue. Some of the women around me noted it was time to have children—after all, what would you miss if you had a few months off? Not much, apparently. Howard wanted us all to be comfortable and relaxed.


As the reporters gathered around the designated Coalition spokesman for the press conference, one started to cry, her tape recorder quivering in her hand.


She stood there, silently, with tears rolling down her cheeks, not moving, not pulling back. I was transfixed. Everyone else just ploughed on, heads down in notebooks, firing off questions.


I don’t believe the tears were an expression of any partisan feeling; it looked like a human response to the knowledge that everything she’d known up until that point was about to change. More than a decade later, I didn’t cry when John Howard lost office, but I remember the feeling I had watching his final National Press Club address, that a hole was opening in my universe. Something else was coming, a new chapter, a new tempo, a new story.


So in early March 1996, Canberra shifted on its axis as it does every time the government changes. Out in the National Tally Room, with our oversized whirring tape recorders, we were moving into the unknown.


As premonitions go, it was apposite. But truly, we had no idea.
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I’ve begun this story at the start of my career in journalism, not because there is anything remarkable about me, or my experience, or about that particular moment in time, but because it situates us in a particular time and place.


We didn’t know it then, but I’d arrived in journalism in the final decade of the print era. The craft I was intent on mastering in my opening period at the Financial Review, a specialised one, looked immutable—it was the dominant language of twentieth-century journalism. Print was its own kingdom. Print drove the news. But unbeknown to me, it was actually on its last legs.


Within the space of ten years, technological disruption would up-end our profession.


The change didn’t arrive with an explosion. I can’t mark any particular date in a calendar as being the critical day when all our certainties and habits would be revoked, but the last years of print played out over the life of that incoming Howard government. By the time Kevin Rudd and Labor swept into power in 2007, tipping Howard out of his own seat, we’d moved into a new paradigm.


The printing press was the technology that determined what sort of journalist I would be for the first ten years of my reporting life. Then, in my second decade in the Canberra press gallery, the internet required me to be something quite different.
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A crisp, forceful call to reflect on the meaning of disruption;
Murphy places her stethoscope firmly on the chest of the
modern media, calls it to account and reveals an uncertain,
uncomfortable, but enduring heartbeat.”

JULIA BAIRD





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





