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To Jamie, the love of my life






“Is the Fox News Channel news, or is it entertainment?”

Rupert Murdoch: “Oh, it is news.”

“Does Fox have a responsibility to tell the truth, even when its viewers don’t want to hear it?”

Rupert Murdoch: “Yes.”

“Do you think it is acceptable to bury the truth?”

Rupert Murdoch: “No. Of course not.”

“Do you think it’s healthy for democracy when millions of people believe a falsehood about whether an election was rigged?”

Rupert Murdoch: “It is not good for any country if masses of people believe in falsehoods.”








PROLOGUE

The criminal trials of Donald Trump are also a trial for the nation he once led. We are undergoing a stress test of American democracy, the rule of law, and the very notion of a shared political reality. Can we achieve accountability for assaults on democracy? What forms can accountability take?

That’s what this book is about.

In America we have the court of law; of politics; of public opinion; of the press. The nation is shaped by them all. When Trump and his network of lies claimed he won an election he lost in 2020, he failed in court but prevailed in the court of public opinion he cared about most, the opinion of his loyal voters. Then, special counsel Jack Smith alleged, Trump perpetrated three criminal conspiracies, each one “built on the widespread mistrust the Defendant was creating through pervasive and destabilizing lies about election fraud.”

The conspiracies sought to overturn the results of a free and fair election in a brazen attempt to retain power. In other words, a coup. We watched some of it happen on live TV on January 6, 2021, but the plans were secretly set in motion months earlier. The coup attempt could not have happened without the help of Fox News, the cable network controlled by Rupert Murdoch and his son Lachlan.

All of the indictments Trump faced in 2023 related, in one way or another, to the misguided advice, misinformation, and mendacity of the Fox machine. So it was apropos that, on the evening of August 1, 2023, when the special counsel indicted Trump in the historic January 6 conspiracy case, the former president’s companions were Fox News Media CEO Suzanne Scott and Fox News Media president Jay Wallace.

Scott and Wallace were at Trump’s summer home in Bedminster, New Jersey, for a dinner that doubled as a rapprochement. The two executives asked to see Trump so that they could lobby him to attend the first Republican Party debate of the 2024 season, set for August 23 in Milwaukee. Trump was going to skip it, for he was so far ahead in GOP primary polls, and would face so many long-shot contenders on stage, that he said “it would be foolish to do them.” Plus, he said, Fox News was “hostile” toward him. Scott and Wallace tried to disabuse him of that notion. In their telling, Fox was the heavyweight fighter in the arena defeating the liberal media and defending Trump’s America. But for Trump it was never enough. Rupert recalled that Trump once told him, of Fox, “You’re 90 percent good. That’s not enough. I need you 100 percent.” Rupert claimed that he replied, “Well, you can’t have it.”

It was a self-aggrandizing story for Rupert to tell—a multinational media mogul rebuffing an American president. But it masked a much less flattering truth. For four years, Fox and Trump were deeply codependent. Trump needed Fox for access to his rabid followers; Fox needed Trump for popularity and enormous profits. As with other self-absorbed codependents, the situation made them both vulnerable, because they knew each other so well. Fox could hurt Trump by puncturing his force field of audacious lying. Trump could hurt Fox by directing his legions of acolytes elsewhere.

The alliance broke down after January 6; Rupert said “we want to make Trump a non person,” and Scott told him that Fox’s Trumpiest host, Sean Hannity, “wants to help lead the 75 million forward away from Trump.” But the relationship was not irreparably damaged. When GOP voters lifted Trump back to the top of the 2024 heap, Fox meekly followed along. The Bedminster dinner was proof. So was Rupert’s late-fall transition to chairman emeritus, which his aides depicted as “semi-retirement.” It meant that the loudest Trump critic inside Fox had shifted into a lower, less influential gear. Lachlan, his chosen successor, cared more about campaign ad spending at his stations than antidemocratic conduct by his favorite candidate. Maybe Fox would now be “100 percent good” as Trump faced four criminal cases.



Trump was the only defendant named in the August 1 indictment. But in the detailed account of actions taken to subvert the election—and American democracy itself—the prosecution team cited the participation of six unindicted co-conspirators. Two of the six, Rudy Giuliani and Sidney Powell, were regulars on Fox when the Big Lie was born. The indictment’s description of the lie—“dozens of specific claims that there had been substantial fraud in certain states, such as that large numbers of dead, non-resident, non-citizen, or otherwise ineligible voters had cast ballots, or that voting machines had changed votes for the Defendant to votes for Biden”—was also a painstaking summary of Fox’s opinion programming from November 2020.

After telling Trump supporters to ignore “fake news” from real news outlets, Fox stars rolled out the ultimate fake story, injecting false hope of a second Trump term in millions of people like it was ivermectin. They cheered on Trump’s pitiful legal losing streak and offered up the fanciful promise that he’d win before the Supreme Court. They did it to keep the fans happy, to keep the applause coming; in other words, to juice their ratings, as they sometimes admitted to each other.

It was grotesque. And it led some to picture Fox as the seventh unindicted co-conspirator in the January 6 criminal case. There would never be charges to that effect, of course, but there was already a legal squabble over Fox’s culpability. When a website in Rupert’s native Australia published a story headlined “Trump is a confirmed unhinged traitor. And Murdoch is his unindicted co-conspirator,” Lachlan sued the site, alleging defamation. He withdrew the thin-skinned lawsuit shortly after he approved Fox’s $787.5 million settlement with Dominion Voting Systems.

Of all the efforts at Big Lie accountability—like the House select committee that probed January 6 and handed a road map to Smith—Dominion’s lawsuit against Fox was the most expensive. Fox’s executive team had dismissed Dominion’s chances (“it’s a slam-dunk First Amendment case,” lawyers told producer Abby Grossberg) with the same language that Trump’s lawyers used to defend him. But Fox ultimately paid a staggering self-imposed fine for its unchecked attacks on Dominion—and the accountability did not end there. Because Fox was subject to the pretrial discovery process, it was forced to share years of emails, texts, chats, and memos with Dominion. Through court filings, Dominion ensured that thousands of documents were exposed to the public. For the first time in Fox history, outsiders were able to see how it worked on the inside.

But as is the case with most court proceedings, the material in Dominion v. Fox was hard to find and harder to digest. While some embarrassing emails and hypocritical texts became national news, the full treasure trove of information was mostly inaccessible. That’s the problem I wanted to solve by writing this book.

I drilled into the court documents—more than 2 gigabytes’ worth—and found nuggets of gold. In reconstructing the pivotal post-election period, I saw that Fox was more directly responsible for the chaos than anyone realized at the time. “It’s getting too crazy,” Tucker Carlson texted fellow prime-time star Laura Ingraham in the middle of November 2020. “We’re becoming the left.” They both knew that Trump had lost and talked about ways he could have won: “If Trump had run on law and order and re-opening the schools, he would have won in a landslide,” Carlson wrote. They privately recognized that Trump’s narcissism ruined him. “He’s always on a grievance loop that is focused on him,” Ingraham texted. Other Fox hosts were so under his spell that they actually believed the election was stolen. Lou Dobbs texted a producer, “We know Joe Biden didn’t persuade 80 million people to vote for him—how many did?” He still claimed to feel the same way years later. Rupert Murdoch, for the record, said in 2023 of people who still believe Trump won in 2020, “they are crazy.”

What Rupert and his hosts all had in common was selfishness and greed. By protecting their own personal brands, political futures, and self-interests, they put profits over patriotism and the public interest. Fox was far from alone on this count—but the network was a critically important nexus. When Trump was indicted on racketeering charges by the district attorney of Fulton County, Georgia, on August 14, 2023, I studied the documents and saw that five of the codefendants and at least two of the unindicted co-conspirators were regular guests on Fox at the time of the alleged crimes. The consequences of their lies are going to be litigated for years.



Lies are—or ought to be—uncomfortable to think about. Journalists and researchers and analysts and scientists are trained to focus on what’s true, not what’s invented or imagined or twisted beyond recognition. But I will tell you this: Studying the liars has dramatically improved my understanding of the political universe. Anne Applebaum, the Pulitzer Prize–winning historian, was right when she said that “sometimes the point isn’t to make people believe a lie—it’s to make people fear the liar.” Other times, the point is, in the immortal words of former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, to “flood the zone with shit”—to overwhelm the press and the public with so much misinformation and disinformation that democracy can’t function.

None of this is by accident. It’s not a natural phenomenon. It is a network, a system, a construction of conservative billionaires and activists. Surveying the network of lies up-close has taught me about the dangerous excesses of egotism and greed; the human capacity for self-rationalization and bullheaded denialism; and the sheer limits of facts and logic. As the historian Jon Meacham put it, “the American Right has become unmoored from reality because of their devotion to this singular figure.”

But reality has a tendency to reassert itself. Witness the prosecutions of January 6 insurrectionists. One defense attorney blamed a client’s behavior on “Foxitis.” Another attorney said his client had “been watching a lot of Fox News at the time.” And on August 2, one day after Trump was indicted for a second time by special counsel Jack Smith, “Rally Runner” was arrested by the FBI for taking part in the riot. The Missouri man, Daniel Donnelly Jr., earned his name by running around Busch Stadium during St. Louis Cardinals games. His social media footprint showed how he was radicalized—and how he trusted both Trump and Carlson. “Tucker nails it again!” he wrote on Facebook while sharing a video clip from Fox.

Carlson, however, expressed doubt that Donnelly was truly a Trump fan. He welcomed a guest who said Donnelly was “clearly a law enforcement officer” and an “agent provocateur.” This deeply offended Donnelly, who said he “believed Tucker was a responsible reporter focused on stopping ‘fake news’ ”—until Carlson’s show lied about him.



Criminal cases were one form of accountability. Settlements were another. Cancellations were a third.

In April 2023, less than a week after Fox settled with Dominion, Carlson was fired. Deep-sixed. Shit-canned. Marched off the Fox News plank and into the stormy seas of “independent” media. He said he didn’t know why his show was canceled—but by the end of this book, you will know why. You will also see why this story is about so much more than one egomaniacal host. Because, with or without Carlson, Fox is the black widow at the center of the web of lies that perverts American politics.

To tell this story, I relied on dozens of primary sources, almost all of them on the record. In addition to the Dominion court filings, the raw transcripts of depositions by the House’s January 6 committee were particularly helpful. I also reviewed internal slideshows and presentations from Fox Corp; Chartbeat data showing the guts of Fox’s web traffic; dozens of Carlson’s public speeches and podcast appearances; and some of his more private moments, like video clips of him riffing during commercial breaks of his show. In one case I obtained the unpublished portions of a podcast he recorded. I have also dug up the notes from my own interviews with Carlson more than a decade ago and talked at length with many members of his inner circle.

I also spoke with some of the same Fox and GOP sources who helped inform my 2020 book, Hoax, and dozens of new sources who emerged in the years since. Some of these insiders showed me highly sensitive emails, texts, and spreadsheets. I owe every source a debt of gratitude.



Accountability comes in many shapes and speeds. Therefore so do these chapters. Here’s what to expect.

Part One focuses on the tumultuous few days in April when Carlson was canned, then travels back in time to the creation of Rupert’s modern media empire;

Part Two uses the Dominion revelations to reconstruct November and December 2020, the same months that are dissected in Smith’s January 6 indictment;

Part Three details the failed coup, the cover-up, and the first two years of the Biden administration, including Carlson’s and Fox’s surprising midterm losses;

And Part Four explores what Dominion learned by deposing Rupert and why Lachlan finally decided to hold Carlson accountable.

So let’s journey back in time a little bit, with the promise that you won’t end up like Carlson, radicalized and remanded to the fringes of the media. Hopefully you’ll come away feeling the way I do: empowered and equipped to tell the truth more loudly than ever.






PART ONE






“High speed in the wrong direction”

Tucker Carlson coasted through the week of April 17, 2023, a week that would rattle the Fox News empire down to its foundation, with only a minor disruption in his happy routine as a fabulously rich, wildly famous purveyor of right-wing grievances and visions of an America in apocalyptic collapse. He had a trip coming up—a journey to the seething center of the ideological battlefield he dropped bombs on every night, a place full of people he hated, people who despised him right back—Washington, D.C. Or as he had called it for decades, “home.”

His show, Tucker Carlson Tonight, was previously based at the Fox D.C. bureau on North Capitol Street, and he still retained a prized corner office for those precious few occasions when he dropped by for a visit. But Carlson had fled D.C. during Donald Trump’s presidency and used his burgeoning star power to set up a whole new life for himself. While the Capitol dome still sparkled above his right shoulder on air, he spoke from remote TV studios near his winter compound along the Gulf Coast of Florida and his summer retreat in bucolic Bryant Pond, Maine. Fox outfitted him with all the gear he needed; most viewers never guessed that he was hundreds of miles from D.C., and he wanted it to stay that way, one of many secrets he kept from the viewing public.

Carlson’s remoteness mattered because it changed him, separated him from people and events, from the diversity of the real world. He rarely talked with his show team in person. He was isolated in almost every sense of the word. “His whole world really shrank,” an ex-colleague told me. “And he started to believe his own bullshit.”

Carlson still managed to put on a smile—and his trademark cackle—most nights. But six years in prime time had reshaped him, darkened his heart, driven him to the edge. He berated Fox News executives in New York. He belittled people (like me) who scrutinized him. He oozed hatred from his every pore, and from the depths of his psyche. Of Trump, he said “I hate him passionately” in a candid text that Dominion obtained. And Carlson detested the anti-Trump Republican establishment even more. He continued: “I hate them so, so much.” He inspired the same emotions in others. He knew Democrats “hate-watched” his show. He was once confronted by a man at a fly-fishing store in Montana who told him, “You are the worst human being known to mankind.” Carlson noticed someone filming the altercation and started to laugh—his big, hysterical, hyena-like laugh. But nobody around him really thought it was funny.

Carlson had said so much, offended so many people, that some of his producers genuinely worried he would be assassinated, like Huey Long, the Louisiana political boss, or George Tiller, the Kansas abortion doctor. Carlson coached his staff to “act like every day is our last show.” He remarked to one, “It’s not going to last forever,” with “it” meaning Tucker Carlson Tonight at 8 p.m. weeknights on Fox, but also probably this land, this liberty, this way of life. It was the apotheosis of his apocalyptic messaging: The woke mobs and warmongers and UFOs were coming for us all.

Carlson had his Monday night show in the can, a sit-down with Elon Musk, which was pre-taped at a hotel in Los Angeles. At the end of the week he had to catch a flight to to Washington because he was slated to be the keynote speaker at the Heritage Foundation’s fiftieth anniversary gala. The rest of the week was in flux because he was going to have to testify.

The trial stemming from the lawsuit brought against Fox by Dominion Voting Systems was about to begin in Wilmington, Delaware. Carlson was expected to be the first Fox host to take the stand because Dominion thought he would help them win their case. Carlson was dreading it. The Dominion lawyer who deposed him in late 2022 was a “slimy little motherfucker,” he told a colleague afterward. “That guy, he triggered the shit out of me.” Carlson had wanted to preface all his answers with “fuck you.” On the stand in Wilmington, it would be even worse.

But on Tuesday Fox paid big to avert the trial. Rupert and Lachlan Murdoch, under intensifying threat of what the testimony might do to Fox’s already battered reputation, authorized a mind-blowing $787.5 million payment to Dominion. Carlson would not have to go through the wringer of testifying—and neither would Rupert or Lachlan.

The Big Lie reckoning, however, was far from over for Fox. Another voting technology company, Smartmatic, was suing for even more money, and its case looked even stronger than Dominion’s. One of the men smeared by Carlson after the election, Ray Epps, was drawing up his own defamation suit. And the former head of booking at Carlson’s show, Abby Grossberg, was pursuing twin lawsuits against Fox, Carlson, and several members of Carlson’s production staff. Grossberg alleged a “sexist and hostile” workplace where “distaste and disdain for women infiltrated almost every workday decision.” She said Carlson made her life “a living hell.”

Grossberg’s accusation doubled as a description of a typical Tucker Carlson Tonight episode. It was Armageddon-on-the-doorstep. During this particular one week Carlson showed video of recent unrest in Chicago as evidence of “civilization unraveling” and said liberals “want race hate and violence.” He hyped antivaccination rhetoric and claimed the rest of the media shilled for Big Pharma’s “sketchy products.” He suggested that gender fluidity hastened the mass suicide of the Heaven’s Gate cult in 1997. He reiterated his long-held conspiracy theory that Democrats were importing migrants to “flood the suburbs” and force “demographic change.” And he promoted his latest streaming documentary about a globalist plan “to make you eat bugs.”

The premise of Tucker Carlson Tonight was that he had access to secret knowledge that the elites were afraid to share. It was the same pose that animated QAnon and countless other conspiracy theories. Carlson “treated his audience with contempt,” political scientist Jennifer Mercieca said, “regularly attacking their minds by convincing them that politics is war and the enemy cheats, and the whole world is out to get them.” And Carlson was their protector. The lines he rolled out were so seductive and arousing to right-wing ears:

“You are being manipulated.”

“It’s our country, not theirs.”

“It’s always about power.”

Carlson’s own claim to power was on full display. Two presidential candidates appeared on his show on consecutive nights. On Wednesday he welcomed Robert F. Kennedy Jr., hours after RFK vowed to challenge President Biden in the Democratic primary. On Thursday he invited Larry Elder, who used the platform to announce his even more long-shot bid for the Republican Party’s nomination. Elder was visibly grateful for the chance to plug himself. So many people in GOP politics—and some outside it, like RFK—coveted Carlson’s stage and jockeyed for a place on it. Aides to Ron DeSantis were feverishly working on a plan to have the Florida governor launch his presidential campaign on Carlson’s show. But in the “Tucker primary,” Trump held an early lead, notwithstanding Carlson’s private comments in 2020 about the Trump years being a “disaster”; about Trump being a “demonic force”; about how “he’s only good at destroying.”

When Dominion made those comments public, Trump got Carlson on the phone, and Carlson flattered his way back into Trump’s good graces. Within weeks they were chummier than ever, and the Fox host was at Mar-a-Lago for the first sit-down since Trump was arrested and charged with hoarding classified documents and refusing to give them back to the government. The interview was a wet kiss. Carlson called Trump “moderate, sensible, and wise.” One reviewer said “Carlson would have been better off lending Trump his studio and taking the night off.”

On Friday Carlson did the next best thing and pre-taped his 8 p.m. episode so that he could attend the Heritage festivities on time. Everyone wanted a piece of him; at the dinner table he only “got one bite of food,” Heritage’s president Kevin Roberts said, because so many well-wishers approached. Heritage, one of the country’s foremost right-wing think tanks, had played a key role in staffing the Trump White House. The organization had also given Carlson his first job out of college, a $14,000-a-year gig fact-checking and copy-editing Heritage’s policy magazine. (Was there irony in Tucker Carlson beginning his career as a fact-checker?) He was headlining this gala as a way to say thanks.

“This is far more people than live in the town that I live in,” he said when he stepped to the mic, casting himself—as was his wont—as a regular Thoreau on Walden Pond. “I haven’t been in an elevator in three years. That’s how remote my life has become.” He must have forgotten about his recent stays at the Four Seasons in Jackson Hole and the Waldorf Astoria in Beverly Hills. (Unless he took the stairs.)

Preposterous exaggerations were par for Carlson’s course. But he came to fame as a writer, and still identified that way, mainly because of his nightly monologue, which often consumed the first ten minutes of the hour. He wrote most of it himself. His straight-to-camera essay was usually about some perceived enemy—globalism, progressivism, transgenderism, ism-ism—and why elites were allowing it to ruin the country. (No wonder Carlson wore a look of chronic dyspepsia.) He lectured others about being precise with language, about choosing the most accurate word, so throughout this book, I have chosen to take his words seriously. On Heritage’s stage, he told his fawning followers that “the country’s really going at high speed in the wrong direction” because “we have terrible people in charge.” What exactly was so unbearable? People listing their pronouns in their email signatures. He spit out the word “pronouns” with contempt. “Ridiculous,” he exclaimed.

In Carlson’s telling, corporations were bullying people into conformity. In his telling, corporate DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) initiatives were “nonsense.” In his telling, transgender rights activists cared only about castration: “Let’s sexually mutilate children,” he said, gleefully pushing the most grotesque scenario he could conjure up. His whole speech was an appeal to a narrow definition of straight white Christian conservative masculinity. “Weak husband causes angry wife,” he declared. “Weak leaders cause an angry country. That’s true.”

Carlson claimed to be sad, not angry, at this state of affairs, but that scowl affixed to his face most nights betrayed something even worse than anger. What was the root cause of his despondency? Was he just profoundly, sickly misinformed? Or was it all performative? During the speech he claimed that Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen said—and he made it sound as though he was quoting her—“you know what you can do to help the economy? Get an abortion.”

He proceeded to rail against this “evil” while I googled for the precise date and time Yellen might have said such an outrageous thing. She never did, of course. She never encouraged abortion. She merely pointed out, during a banking committee hearing, that “denying women access to abortion increases their odds of living in poverty or need for public assistance.” Reproductive planning enables women (and men) to plan for the future. That’s why, as she said, banning abortion “would have very damaging effects on the economy.”

Carlson could have offered a counterpoint instead of a polemic; he could have encouraged a debate. Instead he chose to lie about Yellen’s words. That made for more impact, more rage, not informed discussion. It was paradoxical, because just a few moments later, Carlson claimed “they,” the people in charge, “don’t want a debate.” When he worked at Heritage, he said, the idea was that “just because the other side was rotten didn’t mean you could be rotten.” But he had stopped applying that principle many, many years—and many, many rotten words—ago.

Carlson was not an innocent victim of the actually-fake-news age. He was a top perpetrator. He reveled in the power he’d acquired. In one aside at the Heritage gala, he said “I give any opinion I want. That’s my job. That’s why they pay me.”

Carlson, depending on his mood, could come across as a committed Fox loyalist—“I’ll die here,” he once said—or a guy just cashing a paycheck worth $20 million a year. When Fox accurately reported that Joe Biden won the 2020 election, and the MAGA audience that Fox coparented with Trump took sides, mostly against the network, Carlson mused to 6 p.m. anchor Bret Baier, “I’ve got four more years here” (since his contract ran through 2024) so “I’m stuck with Fox. Got to do whatever I can to keep our numbers up and our viewers happy.”

Stuck with Fox. With a fat contract that meant Fox was stuck with him too. Carlson often maneuvered for early contract extensions, wanting as much job security as possible, and in 2023 his people (TV hosts always have “people”) claimed that he was talking to Fox about a contract that would take him all the way till 2029. The television business writ large was on the verge of collapse, with cable subscriptions dwindling and streaming ventures bleeding money, but Carlson thought he deserved a new nine-figure deal.

After Carlson finished his woe-is-us speech, he sat down with Heritage’s president for a jokey Q&A. “If things go south at Fox News, there’s always a job for you at Heritage,” Roberts said. “Well,” Carlson answered, “you’ve saved me before, so, thank you.”

It was only a throwaway line, just a note of flattery to keep the conversation moving; but it was astonishing in retrospect. Because unbeknownst to anyone in the ballroom, or in the wider world of media and politics, Fox News had already pulled the pin on a genuine bombshell.

It had decided to fire its most popular host.



“If things go south at Fox News” was an abstraction to Carlson, a distraction, as he flew back home to Gasparilla Island, a barrier island in southwest Florida where he owned adjoining homes. He had signed off on Friday by saying “we’ll see you Monday” and he had sketched out an opening monologue for Monday night that advanced a January 6 conspiracy theory. For all of his theatrical shock about society’s decay, his sorrow, his rending of garments, he was personally at peace. He wanted to be surrounded by wood and wool and trees and animals, so he was. No drywall, no DEI seminars, definitely no droning executives. Get him spun up about HR departments and he would get vulgar in a hurry. But he was far removed from all that. He lived six months a year in the tarpon-fishing capital of the world. Minutes before airtime, he drove a golf cart less than a mile to the Gasparilla Inn & Club resort, where his Florida studio was headquartered. He sometimes let locals watch the broadcast from the back of the room. His life was arranged exactly as he wanted it to be. Thus he was 1,000 percent caught off guard when, at about 11:15 a.m. on Monday, April 24, Fox News Media CEO Suzanne Scott called to tell him he himself had been yanked from the sea.

“We’re taking you off the air,” she said.

To Carlson, it was like somebody canceling Taylor Swift mid-tour, or removing The Crown from Netflix before anyone could stream the ending. It was, in effect, a public execution, because Carlson was being stripped of his powers, his mic, his gilded soapbox, and he was unable to do anything about it. He was not offered a final month or a final week or a final day. He wasn’t given a path to sign off and pretend like it was on his terms. There would be no final soliloquy. There would just be a statement, a pithy but pitiless string of words, sent by Fox News PR to the media reporters Carlson once derided as “self-righteous muppets.”

I was one of those muppets. Having been fired from CNN just eight months earlier, after a nearly decade-long run hosting the network’s Reliable Sources program, I thought I knew what he might be feeling. A new management regime decided to cancel my show, thereby subjecting me to “pay or play,” a form of purgatory that I learned about when I signed my first TV contract. With “pay or play,” networks don’t have to play you—put your mug on TV—as long as they pay you.

At CNN, I had an inkling that Reliable was on the chopping block, and even crafted a memo trying to defend the show, citing its high ratings and low production costs. By the time I got called in to the CEO’s office, I knew what the meeting was about. I wasn’t told why the show was finished, but I was offered a chance to announce the cancellation on my own terms and anchor a final broadcast. Why? Because there was mutual respect. I had known the exec who fired me, and his boss, and their spouses, and their PR people, for more than a decade. I trusted they wouldn’t trash me on the way out and they trusted I wouldn’t light a match on their air.

Carlson, by contrast, was a pyromaniac. There was no trust at all between Carlson and Scott, in either direction, and I’ll show you why.





“She’s a cunt”

During that brief Monday morning phone call, Scott did offer Carlson one thing—not a final show, or control over the timing of the newsbreak, but the chance to include his own comment in the press release. For a moment, Carlson thought about saying yes; maybe he did want the breakup to sound truly mutual and mutually beneficial. But he quickly snapped out of that. He was dumped and he wanted everyone else to know it too. He wrote a farewell email to his staff at 11:27 a.m. The news erupted at 11:28. “Fox News Media and Tucker Carlson have agreed to part ways,” the announcement said, glaringly lacking any quote from him. “We thank him for his service to the network as a host and prior to that as a contributor.”

Carlson’s production team was not given a heads-up, so they found out the same way as everyone else, through smartphone news alerts or texts from friends. Within minutes, they learned that their boss, senior executive producer Justin Wells, was also ash-canned, but the rest of the staff was supposed to stay at their keyboards and whip up a replacement show that very night.

While the other cable newsers began wall-to-wall coverage of Carlson’s ouster and what it meant for the Republican Party, Harris Faulkner, the anchor of Fox’s 11 a.m. hour, gingerly told viewers that Carlson and the network “mutually” decided to split up. “Mutually” was just another Fox lie. Not a single soul believed it. (I later heard that the wrong script was loaded into the teleprompter for Faulkner to read.)

Inside the network, theories about Carlson’s sacking sprouted like ragweed. One of his producers thought the cancellation was tied to the Dominion settlement. Another producer thought it was triggered by Grossberg’s lawsuits. A third wondered if it was related to Ray Epps’s interview on 60 Minutes the night before, when Epps said Carlson was “going to any means possible to destroy my life.”

Whatever had happened, it happened fast, or so it seemed. The press release said that different hosts would fill in at eight o’clock on the amorphously named Fox News Tonight. The fact that Fox had no firm plan for the time slot—no splashy outside hire, no new graphics, no innovative new format—betrayed how suddenly and sloppily Carlson had been terminated and added to the shock value. Donald Trump Jr. said it was “actually mind-blowing.” His dad felt the same way. “I’m surprised,” the former president said. “He’s a very good person, a very good man and very talented, and he had very high ratings.”

Some of Carlson’s staffers were not as surprised to be visiting the guillotine as the outside world was. “It was always going to end badly,” one of my sources at the show said. “We knew we were burning too bright.” They pushed the envelope far past the point of a paper cut.

The royal “we” was something Carlson always used. He portrayed his production team—and only his team—as a force for good in the battle against the evils he presumed nightly. His entire show was about “us” versus “them,” and this approach extended to the rest of Fox, where Tucker Carlson Tonight had the appearance of a rogue unit. According to Grossberg’s lawsuit alleging harassment and a toxic workplace, the bro-fest environment was antagonistic toward other Fox shows, including Maria Bartiromo’s, where she had worked before. Grossberg said she was hauled into Wells’s office in her first week on the job and asked, “Is Maria Bartiromo fucking Kevin McCarthy?” (No, she said.)

Carlson’s producers and writers were more loyal to him than to Fox as a network. Sometimes known as the “Tuckertroop,” which was the show’s in-house email alias, they were a saboteur squad of true believers, regarding the mothership as almost enemy territory, since as a Fortune 500 company, Fox Corp had policies in place promoting diversity and supporting transgender employees—the very types of things Carlson railed against on air. Of course, Carlson always genuflected to Fox in public, praising the network for letting him “say what we think is true.” (There’s the word “we” again.) “They tell you not to say things that are incorrect,” he said. “They tell you not to be irresponsible. To try to use decorum and good taste and all that.” Then “they leave you alone.” Carlson intimated that this level of autonomy was impossibly rare in television, when in my experience, it’s rather common. I was more intrigued by Carlson’s claim that Fox wanted him to be correct and responsible, since his show only worked because it was the exact opposite.

Carlson’s expressions of gratitude to Fox didn’t fool management because they knew how he acted in private. The man was so resistant to feedback, so defiant of supervision, that he used to drive his Volvo without wearing a seat belt. “I have to wear it? It’s insane!” he once said to a reporter. “I’m pro seat belt in the abstract; I just can’t rise above the authority issue.”

In his prime-time era, Carlson always specified that he worked for the Murdochs, which was a way to elevate his standing and diminish what the org chart said: that his opinion show, like all the others, reported up through executive vice president Meade Cooper to Scott, who was a rare female CEO in the male-dominated TV business. According to sources on the staff, Carlson shit-talked both women as well as his #1 enemy within Fox News, the entrenched public relations boss Irena Briganti, whom he called a “cunt.”

Carlson’s internal critics, of whom there were many, viewed his treatment of the female executives as part and parcel with the misogyny displayed on his show. More than a dozen current and former Fox staffers brought this problem up to me, unprompted. “Tucker is very titillated by misogyny,” a host said. Some of the staffers theorized that his mother’s mistreatment of him engendered a negativity toward women.

The counterpoint I heard from a Fox lifer was that “Tucker didn’t respect anyone of any gender.” Yes, in private messages obtained by Dominion’s attorneys, he was seen calling numerous women “cunts,” including other female leaders at Fox. (His text message referring to Trump ally Sidney Powell as “that cunt” was important to the case.) But Carlson hit men with the same slur too, so, according to Fox News boys-will-be-boys etiquette, he was apparently an equal opportunity basher. Remember, this was supposed to be a defense of him.

Carlson told a friend that “ ‘fuck’ is so overused it’s lost all its power and meaning,” and “cunt” was more effective: “It’s super naughty, but it’s to the point.” His brand, weird as it was, revolved around the idea that he could call anyone a “cunt,” or anything else, at any time; he could say anything, do anything, and never be held accountable, so long as he commanded the attention and affection of millions.

Directives from network executives like Scott, critiques from detractors, concerns from advertisers—from the outside, none of it seemed to matter. And on the inside, that was partially true. Scott, for example, was personally disgusted by some of Carlson’s on-air comments and off-air conduct, but felt hemmed in by Rupert and Lachlan. She was in charge—except when she wasn’t.

But in truth, Carlson had alienated so many people, instigated so many internal and external scandals, fanned so many flames of ugliness, that his firing was inevitable. After all, he’d been fired from CNN and MSNBC already. That’s why, at Fox, he puffed out his chest and pretended to be immune to attack. His long relationship with career vulnerability caused him to foster an image of untouchability.

Carlson, looking for a protective rabbi, struck up a personal relationship with Lachlan, who became the CEO of Fox Corp in 2018. Most Fox hosts didn’t know Lachlan personally, but Carlson did, and he made sure everyone else knew he did. “You couldn’t ask for a better relationship,” he bragged of the Murdochs in 2019. “They are completely supportive. They are nice. They are fun to eat with. They’ve never asked me to go easy on this person or tough on that person.” Media reports about the stream of controversies Carlson invited on himself and the company often emphasized this family connection, as if to say, “Doesn’t matter; he’s safe.”

Internally too, Carlson and Wells routinely dropped Lachlan’s name to get their way: “I’ll talk to Lachlan.” “Lachlan told Tucker he could do this.” But this portrayal they encouraged—of Carlson and Lachlan as regular dinner mates, just two middle-aged dads working together to right all that was wrong with the world—was discredited when both men were under oath in depositions. When asked about Carlson, Lachlan said they only spoke “rarely.” When asked the same question about Lachlan, Carlson chose the same word, “rarely,” volunteering that “it’s not on a weekly basis or even a monthly basis.” A text message from Carlson to Lachlan in September 2020 also suggested some serious distance between them: “Lachlan, it’s Tucker. Hope you’re great. Thanks for staying strong through all this insanity. We’re all grateful for it.” With its whiff of obsequiousness, that sounds like the way you address the guy who owns your company, not a close friend.

So Carlson was not invincible. But outside Fox, where perception mattered more than reality, he had seeded a compelling story—that he controlled one of the most powerful TV brands in America. That he fearlessly defended free speech from the censors and the liars. That he decided what was “news” for many millions of people. Carlson is no ordinary TV host, he is “a movement,” Wells proclaimed.

Like most of Carlson’s stories, this was wild hyperbole, but hypnotically powerful to the people primed to believe it. Fans told him all the time that he should run for president in 2024. That he was the only one who could make America great again, again. There was even a “Draft Tucker” super PAC. And so that’s why, on that Monday morning in April, as Carlson processed the why and how of his own defenestration, he didn’t think long about finding contentment from cancellation and retiring from public life. His carpenter in Maine texted him “more time for fishing?” when the news broke, but the answer was no. He needed this time to exact revenge on Fox and build back better.

His brain ballooned with theories about his dismissal. He suspected it was the father’s doing, not the son’s. He wondered if it might be related to Rupert’s recent romantic entanglement. The idea sounded crazy; but, then again, the cornerstone of the Fox News schedule wouldn’t be fired without the patriarch’s knowledge. And Rupert, King Rupert of Tabloidia, had been acting erratically for months.





“Messenger from God”

The best way to understand Rupert Murdoch is through his divorces.

His first divorce, circa 1967, from Patricia Booker, a former flight attendant and fellow native of Melbourne, Australia, was years in the making. In the end it was bitterly contested but not publicly painful. Rupert was a man in a hurry, trying to rebuild and expand his family’s newspaper empire, and smitten with a journalist at one of his papers, Anna Torv, thirteen years his junior. By one account, Rupert and Torv were already shacked up while his marriage to Booker disintegrated; the new pair tied the knot later that same year. Him: “I thought she was a very pretty girl.” Her: “He was like a whirlwind coming into the room. It was very seductive.”

Rupert’s only child from his first marriage, Prudence, or Prue for short, soon had half-siblings from the second marriage to Torv: Elisabeth, born in Australia in 1968; Lachlan, born in London in 1971; James, also in London in 1972. The growing family, Prue included, moved to Manhattan’s Upper East Side as Rupert gobbled up American brands like the New York Post and built the News Corp empire. In the 1980s he launched satellite networks in Europe and established Fox as the fourth broadcast network in the U.S.; in the 1990s he expanded into Asia with Star TV and founded Fox News in the U.S.; he was a workaholic, always eyeing the next deal, which strained his marriage after three decades. “I remember Rupert telling me that they weren’t happy and they were having counseling,” his late mother, Dame Elisabeth Murdoch, recalled, “and I said, ‘Rupert, you’re going to be terribly lonely, and what will happen is the first designing woman will come along and will snap you up.’ He said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Mum, I’m too old for that.’ But that’s exactly what happened.”

Rupert partially admitted as much. “I was traveling a lot,” he said, “and was very obsessed with business and perhaps more than normally inconsiderate, at a time when our children were grown up and home was suddenly an empty nest.” Torv explained the divorce more explicitly: She said he cheated. “I think that Rupert’s affair with Wendi Deng—it’s not an original plot—was the end of the marriage.”

Wendi Deng grew up in the polluted Chinese city of Xuzhou with no electricity, no phone, and no hot water. “You didn’t know you were poor. It’s just the way it was,” she said. “So to get anyone’s attention you had to be smart.” At age nineteen, Deng befriended a California couple who were in China working on a factory project. The couple sponsored her for a U.S. student visa and set her up in their home, but the husband was love-struck, and left his wife to marry Deng in 1990. They only lived together for “four to five months, at the most,” he said, but the marriage lasted the two years necessary for Deng to receive a green card. Deng worked her way into a scholarship at Yale; graduated in 1996; and returned east, becoming a very junior executive at Star TV in Hong Kong. That’s where Rupert met her, in much the same way he met Torv, a dazzling twentysomething catching the boss’s eye. Rupert insisted that he didn’t ask her out until separating from Torv in 1998. But the rumors about Deng made the divorce talks even testier—and more expensive for the mogul.

Rupert was now in the grandfather stage of life, as Prue raised three young kids in London, and Torv’s friends had said she wanted Rupert to slow down, take a step back from his empire-building, act more like an ordinary Pop Pop. To Rupert the thought was terrifying. He told an interviewer that if he retired, he’d “die pretty quickly.”

Deng brought him new life and enthusiasm about his businesses. Many observers wondered if his obsession with cracking China’s satellite TV market was part of what made Deng so alluring: “If he marries Deng, he will be marrying the market,” a British paper commented. The inevitable wedding was held on Rupert’s yacht, Morning Glory, in June 1999, the same month his divorce from Torv was finalized. He was sixty-eight and she was thirty, the same age as his youngest daughter, Elisabeth.

Rupert’s wife swap devastated Elisabeth, Lachlan, and James, all three of whom now worked for the family firm. They watched as he forced Torv off the News Corp board of directors. (Lachlan pointedly followed her out of the boardroom after her tearful final meeting.) All of the children sided with their mom but, in a pattern that would repeat itself for decades, they gradually warmed back up to Dad. James, who oversaw Star TV, worked closely with Deng as she became an informal News Corp diplomat in China, forging relationships and guiding investments there.

With Deng, Rupert was rejuvenated. He moved downtown with her to a hip SoHo loft. He started to wear more casual clothes. He dismissed as “laughable” the notion that “what was driving me was fear of death.” But a bout with prostate cancer in 2000 was a reality check. Deng canceled her Beijing trips while Rupert received treatment in Los Angeles. Once his doctors said the cancer was in remission, he quipped, “I’m now convinced of my own immortality!”



Rupert said “fuck off” a lot less than the Succession character he inspired, Logan Roy, but Rupert’s lieutenants marveled at all the other similarities. He lorded over a $30 billion media empire, exploited the political power of his outlets, and pitted his children against each other. For years Lachlan was said to be the heir apparent; then James was said to be “the one”; then Lachlan again. Magazine cover stories and gossip columns endlessly chronicled the ups and downs. Then Deng gave birth to two daughters, Grace and Chloe, which made the dynastic shape all the more complicated. Rupert’s divorce agreement with Torv was said to protect the four adult children’s inheritance, known as the Murdoch Trust. The trust divvies up both billions of dollars and control of the media empire, including Fox News. Under oath with Dominion’s lawyers in 2023, Rupert confirmed the precise structure: “There’s eight votes,” he said. “The four older children each have one, and I have four, which go away when I die.”

In the mid-2000s Deng wanted the trust expanded to include Grace and Chloe. This desire precipitated a bitter family feud. Rupert essentially compromised by giving the girls financial stakes in the trust but not voting rights. He revealed the plan during a TV interview with Charlie Rose, enraging Deng, who hadn’t been told yet. The couple nearly broke up afterward. But they stayed together, in a wounded way, until 2013, Rupert’s big breakup year. First he split his company in half, with Fox News and his other TV assets placed under the Fox umbrella, and his newspapers under News Corp. Then he dumped Deng just as suddenly as Fox would jettison Carlson a decade later. Reason number one: Rupert had become convinced that Deng—who mastered the elite social scenes he thrust her into—was having an affair with former British prime minister Tony Blair. (Her side denied that.) But as with any other bad breakup, there were so many other reasons. The couple spent far more time apart than together. When they were together, they fought so loudly that Rupert’s allies accused Deng of “verbal abuse.” Rupert wondered about Deng’s relationships with other men. It seemed as if he tolerated Deng and looked the other way for years—until one day he cut her off.

Rupert behaved the same way in his business dealings. He would scapegoat an executive or shut down an unprofitable division and never speak of the failure again. “Rupert is loyal, loyal, loyal, loyal, loyal—until the minute you’re dead,” one of his former deputies remarked to me. That had been his approach for decades both at work and at home.

Rupert’s next infatuation was with Jerry Hall, previously the longtime partner of Mick Jagger. Gossip columns quipped that his new girlfriend was “almost age-appropriate” since they were only twenty-seven years apart. On the wedding day in 2016, Rupert walked into the historic St. Bride’s Church on Fleet Street with Lachlan on his right and James on his left. All three men were uneasily sharing custody of the media empire at this point, with the knowledge that, as Lachlan put it, “Rupert’s never retiring.” Fox was structured in such a way that all the assets, from Fox News to the movie studio to the Sky satellite networks, reported up to both brothers. It was never going to work long-term, but Rupert was trying to keep the peace; he viewed Lachlan as his successor but didn’t want James to quit the family business.

A $52 billion deal with Bob Iger sort of solved the problem. Rupert agreed to sell the bulk of 21st Century Fox to Disney at the end of 2017. He envisioned James taking an executive role at Disney and Lachlan running the rest of Fox’s remaining assets with him. Lachlan was incensed at first. “Why the fuck would I want to run this company,” he asked, if it was just a shell of its former self? Disney would be getting Sky and the studio and most of the cable channels. For that very reason, James championed the deal talks; he saw that Disney needed scale to compete with the likes of Netflix and Apple, and he could also see a place for himself high atop the corporate hierarchy, perhaps even putting him in line to succeed Iger someday. James and Lachlan both tried to undercut each other as the talks progressed. But Rupert got the deal done, and the price eventually rose to $71 billion after Comcast instigated a bidding war for the assets. Rupert’s four adult children received $2 billion each—for Lachlan, money to soften the blow since he was running a slimmed-down company, and for James, money to invest in new ventures since a Disney dream job never materialized.

After the deal dust settled, James thought of the new Fox as just “an American political project.” Lachlan ostracized James as a deluded liberal. The two brothers stopped speaking. It became increasingly clear that James could not abide the reactionary, radical direction Fox News was heading in. He was disgusted by Fox’s prime-time hosts. “They’re spewing poison,” he told confidants. His wife, Kathryn, agreed. Kathryn was active in the fight against climate change, which meant, as one interviewer wrote, she was trying to “remove partisan obstacles to climate progress that her family’s empire helped build.” Both James and Kathryn felt Fox News was a growing threat to pluralistic democracy. And they blamed Lachlan, who, in James’s view, was both more conservative than Dad and more checked-out.

James walked away. In mid-2020 he quit the News Corp board, stating that “my resignation is due to disagreements over certain editorial content published by the company’s news outlets and certain other strategic decisions.” James was finally totally free of any corporate responsibilities tied to his famous/infamous last name. No board meetings. No phony grip-and-grins. He was intent on building his own media holding company while funding progressive causes that made his brother retch.

But he still had a vote. Because of the way the Murdoch Trust was set up, Lachlan and James were on a collision course as their father cruised through his nineties. When Hoax came out in 2020, I floated a question: One or two or ten years into the future, could James and his sisters effect regime change, fire Lachlan, and put a muzzle on Fox News? The question hung in the air two months later when James agreed to an interview with New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd, who reported that James was “aligned” with Elisabeth and Prue. Kathryn, an unmistakable liberal influence on her husband who called herself a “radical centrist,” said James was “free of that tension” at News Corp. But “when a family is very involved in the business, it’s a big decision to leave that. I don’t know if it’s ever ending. It’s always, you know, ongoing.”

Ongoing. James was busy making investments in film festivals and streaming companies—not to mention serving on the board of Tesla—and he didn’t want people to think that these were merely pit stops on the way back to Fox Corp; but, well, that’s what many thought anyway. There was a macabre aspect to these conversations since it was all predicated on the when.

There had already been a number of close calls, like the time Rupert fell on Lachlan’s yacht and broke his back, and the time when he was hospitalized with pneumonia. When Rupert semi-retired in late 2023, he said he was in “robust health.” But the bottom line was that, whether death knocked next month or next decade, the Murdoch Trust could be reshaped in any number of ways. Networks could be spun off. Divisions could be sold. Different kids could take control of different parts. A takeover by James was far from a fait accompli. He was deferential to his sisters, and careful not to assume anything. And that was a wise strategy, because Rupert’s “chairman emeritus” shift was the ultimate signal that he wanted Lachlan to stay in charge. To dethrone him, “James would have to get two siblings who know their late father’s wishes to completely ignore those wishes,” an insider pointed out to me.

However, power brokers in conservative media circles assumed that, should James indeed come to power, Fox would be defanged. As one said to me, “Rupert’s death will change politics more than Trump’s descent down the escalator.” Trump talked about it too: He reportedly groused to Rupert in 2017 that Fox News was “going to become too liberal when James takes over.” Trump’s intel, as usual, was incorrect; Lachlan shortly thereafter emerged as the chosen son. But nothing in media lasted forever, including Rupert’s marriages.



“Jerry, sadly I’ve decided to call an end to our marriage,” Rupert wrote in an email to Hall in June 2022. “We have certainly had some good times, but I have much to do.”

I have much to do. Rupert, at ninety-one, was starting anew for a fifth time. The thought of dying alone—or not having enough time to peruse Billionaire Tinder—evidently didn’t faze him.

Hall’s absence was noticed when Rupert hosted his annual summer party in London. British prime minister Boris Johnson and dozens of other pols showed up to bow and scrape and pay homage. Days later Rupert was in the Cotswolds for the wedding of one of his granddaughters. His life was rich in all the senses of the word—but he still went ahead and blew it up by sending Hall a shock email that said, in effect, “lose my number.” He wanted to communicate solely through lawyers now.

Hall’s friends said Jerry didn’t see it coming. But his side said the isolation and intensity of the pandemic created conflict. After the divorce news hit, papers owned by Rupert’s rivals filled with stories about family friction; Rupert’s adult children “thought that Jerry was keeping them from him,” a source told the Daily Mail, while she merely thought she was encouraging wise Covid-era protocols around testing and masking.

Hall and Murdoch had married in the U.K. but Hall filed for divorce in California, as they had spent the winter there at Rupert’s Bordeaux-style vineyard estate in Bel Air, in the Santa Monica Mountains. Rupert and his lawyers immediately knew what the California maneuver meant. Divorces in the state default to a 50/50 split of cash and assets accrued during the marriage, so Rupert was incentivized to reach a tidy settlement, lest his income and tax affairs dribble into public view. The divorce was finalized within six weeks, out of court, and Hall moved out of Bel Air. She promised she would supply no plot lines to Succession, and she came away with Holmwood House (their $15 million Covid quarantine locale) but not the Montana cattle ranch that they purchased from Koch Industries in 2021. The cows all belonged to Rupert.

The sudden split from Hall caused whispers about Rupert’s mental acuity, which grew louder when, come autumn, he perplexed many outsiders by proposing a re-merger of Fox Corp and News Corp. Rupert had split the two companies apart a decade ago, for good reason, to “unlock shareholder value.” Bankers and analysts had a hard time seeing why they should be plugged back together. T. Rowe Price, the largest News Corp shareholder after the Murdoch family, loudly objected, and other dissenters joined in, including, significantly, James. He sent letters to the boards of both companies pooh-poohing the proposal. In January Rupert backtracked and withdrew the idea altogether. “There was a time when Rupert would say jump and people would say how high. But not anymore,” a longtime lieutenant said.

With a corporate reunion off the table, but Rupert forever revved up by mergers and acquisitions, was Carlson removed because Rupert and Lachlan were readying Fox Corp for a sale to some Big Tech player or sovereign wealth fund? Carlson certainly entertained that theory, along with a more imaginative, more speculative one. On St. Patrick’s Day, barely six months after divorcing Hall, Rupert, at age ninety-two, proposed to yet another woman—Ann Lesley Smith, age sixty-six. “We’re both looking forward to spending the second half of our lives together,” Smith said, overcome by the optimism of love (or the proximity of billions). Rupert doled out the news to Cindy Adams, the gossip columnist at his beloved New York Post, and said the wedding was set for late summer.

Carlson met Smith on his late-March trip to California (when he stayed at the Waldorf Astoria and apparently avoided the elevator) and learned a happy coincidence: She was an ardent fan of his. The meeting was out of the pages of a romance novel: a meal with the newly engaged couple at Rupert’s estate in Bel Air. Carlson told his staff afterward that Rupert seemed genuinely smitten. But there was also something awkward about the scene, something that may explain why, in a matter of days, Rupert called off the engagement. Apparently the mogul had gone queasy when Smith read to Carlson from the Book of Exodus.

On April 4, when Vanity Fair’s Gabriel Sherman broke the news of the abruptly broken engagement, he wrote that “one source close to Murdoch said he had become increasingly uncomfortable with Smith’s outspoken evangelical views.” One week later Sherman relayed this outstanding quote from the same close-to-Rupert source: “She said Tucker Carlson is a messenger from God, and he said nope.”

This was, by any measure, a humiliating turn for the nonagenarian. Was it also a tale of betrayal? The Carlson-vineyard-prayer-meeting was not revealed until after Carlson was fired, but this image of Carlson-as-angelic-envoy, Carlson-as-something-approaching-Jesus, along with this idea that Rupert was repulsed by it—that much was in print by mid-April. Rupert knew that only a small number of people were privy to the intimate dinner. He surely didn’t leak it to Vanity Fair. Did Carlson? Did Rupert perhaps retaliate by firing him? Rupert’s history of divorces showed a retaliatory instinct.

Carlson’s friends believed Rupert was freaked out by his fiancée’s comments about Tucker, plus sketchy details about her past marriages, and thus called off the wedding and, perhaps to rub it in, canceled her favorite show. This hewed closely to a witticism Elon Musk had shared with Carlson in their L.A. interview: “The most entertaining outcome is the most likely.”

But there was a slightly more convoluted way to read the situation, starting with Rupert pegging Carlson as a leaker, ending with the firing of Fox’s biggest star—and biggest headache. Either version suggested combustible and worrisome volatility within the C-suite. Rupert’s broken heart may have been the straw that broke Carlson’s back channel with Lachlan.

My reporting pointed to a different chain of events altogether. Lachlan, not Rupert, made a cold-blooded business decision to break ties with Carlson; notified Scott on Friday; and waited until Saturday to notify Rupert, according to two C-suite sources. The execs made a conscious choice not to state a reason for the breakup. Thus Fox PR took a vow of silence about Carlson (knowing he’d accuse them of shivving him no matter what) and a dozen different possibilities filled the information vacuum.

One theory held that Lachlan was showing his skeptical siblings James and Elisabeth that he was a suitable long-term leader of the firm. “He’s trying to position himself so that they can all get along and he can keep his power but they have some input too,” a source told Insider.

Another theory focused on the Fox Corp board of directors and its belated awareness of damaging text messages from Carlson—texts that Dominion intended to display for the first time at trial. The most incendiary as-yet-unpublished message was from the day after January 6. Carlson reflected on watching a video of three or more “Trump guys” surrounding an “Antifa creep” and “pounding the living shit out of him.”

“Jumping a guy like that is dishonorable obviously,” Carlson wrote. “It’s not how white men fight. Yet suddenly I found myself rooting for the mob against the man, hoping they’d hit him harder, kill him. I really wanted them to hurt the kid. I could taste it. Then somewhere deep in my brain, an alarm went off: this isn’t good for me. I’m becoming something I don’t want to be.”

The moral of his story was about the dangers of dehumanizing political opponents, but the words “it’s not how white men fight” are what startled some Fox board members. It similarly disturbed Dominion executives who read it during the discovery process. The text indicated a view of racial superiority that contradicted Carlson’s frequent (and much doubted) claims of color blindness—and set up an excruciating cross-examination scenario in court.

This much is known for sure: The Fox board retained Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz, a notoriously powerful white-shoe law firm, to investigate Carlson and any other malign messages that might exist. “There were major concerns about liability,” a Fox executive told me. The legal probe was a conceivable reason why he was ousted—but it was hard to square the purported distress over the text with the disturbing performances that Carlson put on night after night.

So what else could it be? Carlson’s position on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine—for which he was accused of pro-Putin sycophancy—was thought, by some of his supporters, to be another reason for Lachlan’s action.

Carlson’s allies kept coming up with new theories, new ways he had transgressed, which only reinforced his opponents’ view that he was long overdue for a comeuppance. It could have been this! It could have been that! It could have been a dozen different factors.

Adding to the mystery, Fox resolved to keep Carlson in “pay or play” for months. To fix that, Carlson retained a L.A.-based litigator, Bryan Freedman, whose presence in a media biz dispute often portended conflict. If Fox really planned to pay Carlson to hunt and fish until his contract expired at the end of 2024, well, Freedman thought that was a flagrant and unjustifiable attempt to keep Carlson on the sidelines—during a presidential election, no less—and kill Carlson’s value to future employers.

Freedman went public in early May and said “the idea that anyone is going to silence Tucker and prevent him from speaking to his audience is beyond preposterous.” A protracted legal battle was just beginning, and Carlson was encouraging it by vowing to launch a new show on Elon Musk’s Twitter. He welcomed the fight. By some measures, he had been girding for it his whole life.






“Hurting America”

So much has been written and so many jokes have been made about Tucker Swanson McNear Carlson’s presumed wealth. He has, at times, encouraged this perception: “I’m like extraordinarily loaded,” he once said on a radio show, “just like from money I inherited from my number of trust funds.” But the real story is more complex. Born in 1969 at San Francisco’s Children’s Hospital, Carlson was the eldest son of Lisa McNear Lombardi and Richard Carlson. (Brother Buckley was born two years later.) Lombardi’s family made a fortune out West through cattle and grain, so she had ample resources, but she was a hippie at heart, a free spirit—and “a full-blown nut case,” by Carlson’s own description. He did not speak of his mother often, but when he did, it was in the worst of ways. “Cruel.” “Abusive.” “Bizarre.”

Lombardi disappeared from Carlson’s life when he was six, which certainly fits some clinical descriptions of “abandonment.” That was soon after his father had filed for divorce and—in a sign of just how bad the mothering must have been—successfully won custody of both children. Richard Carlson moved with the boys to La Jolla, a dreamy seaside village within San Diego, when he took an anchor job at a local TV station. Richard soured on TV soon thereafter and went into banking, suggesting a hunger for the upper level of riches that Tucker would later emulate. In 1979, Richard married his second heiress, Patricia Swanson, who legally adopted both boys. Patricia’s grandfather, as you likely guessed if you’ve ever had a fondness for Salisbury steak, founded Swanson, the turkey-and-mashed-potatoes-and-gravy-on-a-tray company. Campbell Soup acquired the firm in 1955, saying that “pre-cooked frozen foods are sparking one of the most important developments in the food industry.” Surely some Tucker Carlson Tonight viewers were still benefiting from this daring innovation even six decades later. But a fortune can all too easily be splurged and squandered and split up into compartments of its own over the course of decades. So Carlson enjoyed a comfortable childhood swimming across La Jolla Bay and getting into trouble with brother Buckley, but he did not grow up the same way that Lachlan and James Murdoch grew up, as scions of a world-famous media-dominating family. One of Carlson’s high school friends remembered him as “a cool southern California surfer kid” who somehow, by dint of ambition or natural selection, got turned “into this evil diabolical shithead he is today.”

At boarding school—St. George’s School in Middletown, Rhode Island—Carlson fell hard for the headmaster’s daughter, Susie, and she for him. “There was a bounce in his walk,” she told People magazine. “He was in his khaki pants and ribbon belt and I thought, even then, he seemed so optimistic and positive.” (And preppy.) Carlson went to Trinity College in Connecticut, while Susie enrolled six states away at Vanderbilt, but she transferred to Trinity to be closer to him. They married in 1991.

To hear Carlson tell it, he wound up on TV by accident one day in 1995 while he was writing for The Weekly Standard and CBS was desperate for a guest to talk about the O. J. Simpson trial. Maybe so, but his pursuit of a paying TV job was deliberate. “I had financial demands,” he said. “When you’re reproducing at that rate, it’s kind of unsustainable.” In 2000, when CNN tried him out on Crossfire, he had three young kids at home. (His fourth was born in 2002.)

Crossfire, the long-running left-versus-right head-butting show, had a rotation of hosts, some of whom were in their sixties. Carlson was only thirty-one. “Producers liked him: He was young, he was fresh, he was conservative but not extreme,” liberal cohost Bill Press told me. Press liked him too: They became close friends and worked the paid speaking circuit together, for a time making more money from public appearances than from CNN. Part of the point, Press said, was to demonstrate that “we could disagree but still remain friends.”

Carlson was not a party-line Republican, which sometimes affected the topic selection at Crossfire. Several CNN staffers said the show steered away from conversations about abortion when Carlson was hosting because he was pro-choice, just like the show’s liberals. Carlson was also more supportive of gay rights than the average right-wing commentator. These views reflected the libertarian streak in his politics (though I laughed when, many years later, Carlson said “I don’t even have politics, I just have reactions to things, as you can tell”).

At the end of the year, as the 2000 election careened toward a recount, Press and Carlson were given a late-night show called The Spin Room. Rewatching the episodes twenty-plus years later, I noted that Carlson was able to hide his alcohol dependency (he told a biographer that, at his lowest point, he was downing four vodkas at breakfast before sobering up in 2002), but mostly I was just struck by how fun it all felt, with Republicans and Democrats existing in the same reality and assuming most of the same facts.

It didn’t last. The Spin Room was canceled and Crossfire was cut in half, from sixty minutes to thirty. Maybe the political stakes felt higher after 9/11 led America into two all-consuming wars. Viewers soured on Crossfire, and Carlson began to plot a way out, but then Jon Stewart—at the height of his powers as The Daily Show host—paid a visit in October 2004.

As soon as he appeared on set, Stewart disrupted Carlson, who seemed to be expecting a Borscht Belt comic firing harmless one-liners, and then-cohost Paul Begala. Stewart assumed the role of psychologist. “Why do we have to fight?” he asked right off the top. The hosts exchanged puzzled glances. Stewart kept going: “Why do you argue?” For fourteen excruciating (for Carlson) and spellbinding (for viewers) minutes, Stewart shredded the show he was on, telling the “partisan hacks” at the table that Crossfire was “hurting America.”

“You’re doing theater,” not debate, Stewart said, pointing to Carlson’s signature bow tie as proof.

“You have a responsibility to the public discourse,” he said, “and you fail miserably.”

He even called Carlson a “dick.” Carlson did not appreciate the lecture one bit. “You need to get a job at a journalism school,” he said.

“You need to go to one,” Stewart shot back.

No one at CNN should have been surprised by this. Stewart had been reluctant to appear on Crossfire and had told two of its booking producers about his low opinion of the show. But they kept lobbying, and he had a book to promote, so he showed up. The live studio audience rallied to his side. By the end of the segment, Stewart implored, “Please stop.”

And stop they did. Barely two months later, CNN’s newly installed president, Jonathan Klein, announced he was canceling Crossfire and cutting ties with Carlson. Klein said his plan was to move away from the frothy debate genre regardless of what Stewart had said, but he told New York Times reporter Bill Carter that “I agree wholeheartedly with Jon Stewart’s overall premise.” That basically drove a stake through Carlson’s CNN career. “We just determined there was not a role here in the way Tucker wanted his career to go,” Klein said. “He wanted to host a prime time show.”

Carlson tried the familiar “you can’t fire me, I quit” trick, telling Carter that he was joining MSNBC to helm the 9 p.m. hour. The deal wasn’t actually done yet, however. I want to linger on this fact for a moment because Carlson lied about it for years afterward, seemingly to protect his self-worth after the double battering by Stewart and Klein. He told an interviewer in 2018 that “I was long gone from CNN and employed at another network by the time Crossfire got canceled.” This is quite easy to disprove because the cancellation (effective in June) was publicized on January 5, and Carlson’s final broadcast was on January 6. His leap to MSNBC was announced in February.

To be fair, Rick Kaplan, who ran CNN when Carlson joined Crossfire, and now ran MSNBC, saw something in Carlson’s TV chops, and hoped that The Situation with Tucker Carlson would jump-start his third-place schedule. (Carlson, in turn, said of Kaplan, who had built his reputation as executive producer of perhaps TV’s most prestigious newscast, Nightline on ABC, “I would host an infomercial if he would produce it.”) When I followed up for this book, Kaplan and several other executives who played instrumental roles in Carlson’s television rise declined to comment on his Fox transformation.

Carlson was ecstatic about the do-over. He decided to stop wearing his trademark bow tie, because, as he colorfully said to me, “it took me 20 years to realize that wearing a bow tie is like wearing a middle finger around your neck.” Carlson moved his family into a $3.3 million mansion in Madison, New Jersey (he decided that living in Manhattan would be too expensive), and started to put down roots, foolishly, since the beginning of The Situation was bleak, with only 200,000 viewers a night, fewer than half as many as Crossfire.

After only six weeks, Kaplan moved Carlson to 11 p.m., telling me that it was always designed to be a “late-night show.” Then it was moved again, to 4 and 6 p.m., and renamed Tucker, like he was a budding Oprah. Around this time, as he sought both promotion and pocket cash, he agreed to do ABC’s Dancing with the Stars. If you’re in need of a laugh, search YouTube to see him cha-cha-cha to “Dancing in the Street.” He was the very first contestant voted off the show. Carlson remarked to a friend (who later shared the anecdote with me), “Do you know how desperate you have to be to do Dancing with the Stars?” Carlson did know. He was never literally poor—he just always wanted more. One year after Dancing he taped a pilot episode of a game show titled Do You Trust Me? CBS decided no, and scrapped the project.

These Hollywood dalliances did not help Carlson’s day job. Tucker was canceled in early 2008, and it’s only remembered now for catapulting Rachel Maddow to MSNBC superstardom. Maddow, an Air America radio host at the time, was Carlson’s go-to liberal panelist. She took over the 9 p.m. time slot in September, just as the economy crashed, and scored ten times as many viewers as Tucker did. Meanwhile, he wondered how he was going to pay his mortgage. He went hat in hand to Roger Ailes.

I first got to know Carlson during his lost years at MSNBC, when I was a college student in Maryland running a blog about cable news and he became a reliable reader and patron. He tipped $100 when I solicited donations—the single greatest sum I received from anyone. We went to dinner and he booked me on The Situation; on both occasions, he heaped praise on my blog, which I understood to be a campaign of flattery to induce positive coverage. I wasn’t the only one—he kept in touch with other media beat reporters, partly to stoke his own ambitions, but also because he was an inveterate gossip.
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