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Storytellers



At its best, journalism helps make sense of the world and connects us to each other. In more than thirty interviews with some of Australia’s most celebrated media professionals, Leigh Sales takes us behind the scenes, to explore how stories are discovered, pursued, crafted and delivered.

In ten sections – from news reporting to editing, via investigative journalism, commentary and of course interviewing – we tour the profession. A who’s-who of Australian journalism talks candidly and directly about their greatest lessons and trade secrets: how they get leads, survive in war zones, write a profile, tell a story with pictures, and think on their feet when everything that can go wrong does go wrong.

Storytellers is more than just a masterclass in the tradecraft of journalism, it’s also an invaluable guide to clear, concise and honest communication for anyone who has a story to tell.
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Introduction

When I was twenty-one and a shiny new journalist in Brisbane, I was assigned to cover the Boxing Day sales for the evening ABC TV News bulletin. A cameraman and I navigated the bargain-crazed hordes at Myer and then returned to the newsroom, where I inserted our camera tape into a Betacam and watched it in fast forward (and yes, the only thing that could have made that sentence sound more 1994 was a reference to Boyz II Men). ‘It’s just footage of shoppers,’ my thinking went, ‘no need to suffer the tedium of watching it in real time.’

Dave English, a gruff ex-newspaperman with a bald head and a white goatee, was the line-up producer that day – the senior journalist in charge of ordering the bulletin, editing the reporters’ scripts, and putting the news to air from the studio control room. He was a generous mentor, known for his wit and economy with words, along with an intolerance of fools and time-wasters. As I watched my material on high speed, Dave marched over and smacked the toggle on the tape machine to pause it.

‘You’re missing every good line in this script,’ he barked.

I had no idea what he was talking about because I hadn’t started writing.

Dave rewound the tape and played it at normal speed. He hit pause again after a shot of a woman picking up a shoe, inspecting it, and then putting it back on the table before walking away.

‘ “Not every looker was a buyer” is the opening line,’ Dave said before returning to his seat at the head of the news desk.

Dave was schooling me in what is known as ‘writing to pictures’ (choosing your words to complement, but not describe, the shots), as opposed to ‘wallpapering’ (writing the script without tailoring it to specific images). It is a tool I have used thousands of time at work in the twenty-nine years since.

That was not my first lesson in how to write for television, and certainly far from the last, but it illustrates something that was evident from my first day in a newsroom: almost everything worthwhile is learned on the job. For all its transition to a university-qualified profession in the past fifty years, journalism is, and always will be, a trade. As with all trades, an apprentice learns either directly, through the instruction of experienced craftspeople, or indirectly through observation and imitation.

For much of journalism’s history, people left school, joined newspapers as copy kids, or radio and television newsrooms as cadets, and worked their way up through a grading system, starting at D until they became fully-fledged A-grade journalists. The occasional well-educated type may have strolled into a newsroom via an arts or law degree but journalism itself was not something that anybody spent three years studying at university.

In the 1980s, the professionalisation of journalism took hold and it rapidly became difficult to get an entry-level job without a degree, even if that job mostly involved making cups of tea and answering the phone. In 1991, I started a journalism course at the Queensland University of Technology. Our teachers were experienced journalists who loved the media and were well-connected in the industry. Employers viewed the QUT course favourably because it was heavily practical compared to more academic offerings elsewhere. Even with my useful foundation from QUT, I still learned 95 per cent of how to be a journalist once I actually joined a newsroom, in my case Channel 9 Brisbane in 1993.

My first job was on a local news feature program called Brisbane Extra. I was responsible for any junior task that needed to be done: answering the phone to viewers with story ideas or complaints, printing out scripts for that night’s program and distributing them through the control room, rolling the autocue for the presenter, assigning crews to reporters, organising library footage for stories, helping with research if asked. Some of the staff had a lot of experience and others were only slightly older than me but already knew much more than I did. I was lucky because almost all of them took the time to educate me in aspects of television production. I was especially fortunate when one of the senior producers, Elizabeth Egan, let me work with her on some stories. She was generous with her time and advice, but more importantly, made me feel that she believed I could become a proper journalist.

When I moved to the ABC in 1994 for an on-air reporting role, colleagues such as Dave English and others gave me the same time and help. Often it was camera operators with whom I filmed stories, and editors sitting at their consoles afterwards in darkened suites, who explained what could have been done better: I needed more shots like this, I should have asked the talent that, my voice would sound less forced if I relaxed. One of the more nerve-shredding experiences occurred when the Queensland ABC News Director, John Cameron, formerly the network’s Washington Bureau Chief, occasionally replaced the line-up producer on the news desk so he could personally subedit reporters’ scripts. He was known for his frank feedback – sometimes brutal, always spot-on – about flabby writing and poor structure. He was no stranger to an early morning phone call either, to let you know that in the previous night’s bulletin you had mispronounced the word ‘ceremony’ as the Americanised ‘ce-re-moan-ee’, instead of the correct ‘ce-re-munny’, and that he would not care to hear it repeated.

Those formative experiences still inform my values as a journalist: if a reporter doesn’t care about a correct word, or using the best possible shots, how can the viewer trust that they care about getting the basic facts right, not to mention fairness or balance?

I learned a lot too when I was a D-grade by watching my competitors in the field, particularly the fearless way senior reporters in the Queensland press gallery of the 1990s would grill the premier. The lesson that stayed with me forever was that hardworking Australians pay politicians’ salaries, so journalists shouldn’t be afraid to ask tough questions and hold them accountable on behalf of the voters at home.

Learning from colleagues on the job has continued, no matter how experienced I have become. When I was Washington Correspondent for the ABC in the early 2000s, my daily newspaper reading included The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post. Immersion in blue-ribbon journalism every day taught me a great deal about clear writing, thorough investigation, and finding fresh angles on stories. When I anchored Lateline from 2007 onwards, observing the urbane and rigorous way my colleague Tony Jones interviewed politicians and world figures helped me find my own style. Studying the non-fiction of Helen Garner, unpicking her minimalist writing style and the way she dissects issues, has given me a goal for my own books.

The years have flown by and now I am the crusty old-timer passing on knowledge. I’ve also discovered, to my delight, that teaching is a two-way street. I learn as much in return from young producers and reporters. They know so much more than I do about the latest technology, new storytelling techniques, and how to best adapt material for different platforms. They often bring new perspectives on issues and events because of their age and life experience. I love being assigned to work with journalists in their twenties because while I’ve heard all the stereotypes about pampered millennials who prioritise their yoga classes above all else, I’ve found most of them to be the opposite. The ones with whom I’ve worked have inspired me with their creativity, empathy and work ethic.

Though I am fascinated by new ways of thinking about and practising journalism, I also unashamedly believe that regardless of evolving technology and values, the basics of the craft are unchanged and remain critical to effectively reporting on the world in which we live. Skills such as active listening, close observation, clear communication and sparse writing are always essential, whether you are filing for TikTok or Four Corners.

Journalists are professional storytellers, but every single one of us is an amateur storyteller in our own lives. Giving order to the world around us and making sense of it through storytelling is the way we connect to each other, be it telling your partner what happened at work or chatting to a neighbour over the fence. When we write a Facebook post we are telling a story. When a lawyer tries to persuade a jury, they are telling a story. When an engineer unveils new technology to a client, they are telling a story. A patient consulting a doctor, a pilot explaining a flight delay, a real estate agent selling a property: every day, every encounter we have is rich in character, plot, narrative and meaning. The basic skills of journalism are the same tools anyone could use to become better at communicating with others. That’s one reason I’ve written this book.

The second is to pass on knowledge and tricks of the trade to a new generation of journalists, because I’m concerned that opportunities for that are dwindling due to the huge changes in the media industry during the past twenty-five years.

The arrival of the internet and the information it offers on tap decimated the traditional media business model and drastically reduced profitability. To save money, many senior, well-paid reporters were made redundant and replaced with less experienced, cheaper staff. The downsizing and closure of newsrooms happened at the exact moment that news on-demand took hold with the rise of the 24/7 news cycle and social media. That means there are fewer journalists left to produce more content. Those who remain are constantly swamped by information and besieged by deadlines. Burnout from ludicrous workloads and paltry pay has caused still more journalists to leave the industry; they can earn more in public relations or corporate communications. Others have become disillusioned with the direction of the media and the trend in some organisations towards open ideological bias. As a result, an extraordinary amount of experience and knowledge has drained from newsrooms.

The combination of more work and fewer people to do it means finding the time for proper training, or to even trade tips with colleagues, is almost impossible. Technology is playing a role too: newsrooms used to be noisy places where you could overhear colleagues’ phone patter and the way they winkled out stories or pursued leads. Now they are largely silent, either because journalists rely more on email or texting, or because people are working from home post-covid. I know also that some older journalists are anxious about providing critical feedback to young reporters for fear of being accused of bullying or sexism. In the age of cancel culture, they also worry that they might step on a landmine they don’t know exists and find themselves reported to Human Resources. Equally, I know some young reporters are irritated by sanctimonious ‘back in the day’ lectures from old-timers and can’t stand being treated as if they’re snowflakes who have it easier today than people in newsrooms did twenty years ago.

One consequence of all of this is declining quality. I recently saw a tabloid headline about myself that read: ‘Can’t Bare It: Leigh Sales Reveals Reason She Can’t Return to ABC Studio’. I hadn’t in fact been angling to perform a striptease on live television: I had written an Instagram post about the death of a very close colleague. Amusing mistakes like this appear on every media website almost every day of the week, but there are more serious offences that arise from a lack of understanding of journalism basics and an insufficient monitoring of standards. Opinion and activism are dressed up as objective reporting; deliberate bias, misinformation and the skewing of facts are common. These things cause readers and viewers to either become bored and tune out or, worse, to lose trust. Data shows that there is growing disengagement from the news and it is driven by a number of factors: an overwhelming volume of information, constant negativity that has a detrimental effect on mental health, and a distrust in the ‘facts’ the media presents. All of those things would be improved by reporters paying better attention to fundamentals: synthesise information and make it clear, don’t catastrophise and exaggerate, tell the truth and set aside your own agenda.

When I was studying journalism, our bible was News Sense by Bob Jervis. I recently asked a friend who lectures in journalism in Sydney what is used today. She said there isn’t anything comparable and that students are mostly assigned academic readings. She sent me a few samples. They were full of phrases such as ‘hegemonic epistemologies and ontologies’, ‘pedagogical predicaments’ and ‘conceptual frameworks’. I don’t know what any of that means but I can tell you this: it has zero to do with learning to be a good journalist. I have nothing against university journalism courses – as I’ve said, my own was excellent. Academia is about theory and that serves a purpose, but my view is that if you want to practise journalism, it is best viewed as a trade learned by observation and experience.

I don’t hold myself up as an exemplar of journalism; and more broadly, the media regularly falls short of community expectations as well as the standards we claim to set for ourselves. I see plenty of one-sided reporting for which I have contempt – to be frank, increasingly so. I often find the self-congratulatory tone of the media nauseating. Books could, and should, be written about media ethics; the lack of diversity in journalism; cosying up to power and ‘access’ journalism; declining quality; the loss of public trust in the media as an institution; the infiltration of ‘woke’ thinking into newsrooms; the tension between activist journalists and legacy journalists; the tendency of much media reporting to unnecessarily stoke anxiety, depression and division; the erosion of free speech and the rise of cancel culture; blatant opinion masquerading as news coverage; audience disengagement; the rise of fake news and the concentration of ownership in the hands of barons such as Rupert Murdoch.

This is not any of those books.

My focus in this book is entirely on the practicalities of the craft: where do story ideas come from? How do you make contacts? What does a good voiceover sound like? How do you make a one-minute video story compelling? How do you know when to interrupt a politician during an interview? How do you structure fifty thousand words of research into a narrative? What makes the perfect photograph to illustrate a story?

More than thirty media professionals, widely considered to be among Australia’s finest, are answering those questions and more in these pages. Many are household names. Between them they have hundreds of years of experience covering some of the biggest stories of the past fifty years. You could fill a garage with their collected awards. But they are by no means the definitive list of Australia’s best: the choice of who to include was subjective and limited by space and a desire to include diverse experience. I wanted voices from many different types of media: public broadcasting to commercial television to tabloid newspapers, digital entrepreneurs to old-school newspaper hounds, serious investigative reporters to brilliant camera operators. Each person offers insights based on their own experience: nothing more, nothing less. Their views can be contradictory and open to interpretation. One might argue with the choice of who is included and one might approve or disapprove of their work, but each has attained a level of mastery of a particular aspect of journalism that makes their insights worth hearing.

This book is not a manual of universal truths or a set of rules to follow. What it offers is many subjective opinions on becoming a great storyteller. My ideas about what constitutes journalism’s first principles are not necessarily the same as those of another reporter. As the cliché goes, there’s more than one way to skin a cat, and it has been exhilarating in this project to discover them. One reporter might think it’s ludicrous to start writing without having first plotted a structure. Another might think it’s best to just start typing and see what comes out.

While the careers of the journalists featured here vary wildly, as do their techniques and practices, they also share many traits. They are passionate and enthusiastic about their work. They have a great deal of natural curiosity about what makes people tick. Most are compulsively persistent and detail-oriented. Contrary to the reputation of journalists as heartless vultures, all of them care deeply about the people on whom they report, and in some cases are still haunted by things they have seen. Beyond that, their views about how to find and tell stories are as varied as their personalities and life experiences.

With this book, my message to journalists is: here are some people who know a lot, have proven track records, and want to share with you what they have learned through experience. To general readers, I say: if you embrace clarity, brevity and honesty, and develop your skills as a listener and observer, you will become a better communicator, regardless of who you are and what you do. You will tell stories that make people listen.






News Reporting

News reporting is the foundation stone of many journalism careers, and covering general news is often an entry-level job. That should not be confused with it being an easy job. The role allows a reporter to sample all kinds of stories: hard news, soft features, politics, sport, court cases, natural disasters. From one day to the next you don’t know what story will be assigned, where it will take place, or how much time will be available to work on it. Covering breaking news involves filing at least a line of copy for social media within seconds, and something considerably longer online within minutes.

Some journalists spend their entire careers reporting daily news because they either thrive on the adrenalin, have a knack for breaking stories, or relish the art of conveying a large volume of information in as few words as possible. It is a job for people who work well under pressure and love the challenge of writing quickly and succinctly. The best television news reporters write with elegant brevity and can covey a great deal in a few seconds of script. Radio news journalists may have as little as seven or eight minutes in which to write, record and file a story in order to make key bulletins at the top of an hour. A print or online reporter will have barely filed one story before their editor asks them for their next angle. News reporting is relentless and not for the faint-hearted.

While many reporters branch into other kinds of journalism, such as investigative journalism, feature writing or anchoring, every media organisation ultimately lives or dies on the strength of its frontline news coverage. It is the material from which almost all other media content is then built.






Chris Reason

The Seven network’s Chris Reason is one of Australia’s most accomplished and dogged television news journalists. His experience covering breaking news and disasters is close to unparalleled. He has reported innumerable major international stories, including 9/11, the Boxing Day tsunami, the deaths of Nelson Mandela and Princess Diana, East Timor’s independence, the 7/7 London terrorist bombings, and the war in Ukraine. Closer to home, he has covered the Beaconsfield mine disaster, the Thredbo landslide, and multiple elections. In 2015, he was awarded the Graham Perkin Australian Journalist of the Year Award for his work on the Lindt Cafe siege. He also has multiple Walkley awards and two Logies for news reporting.

Reaso, whenever I lecture journalism students, I tell them about a time when you and I were covering the same story. It was 2007 and accused terrorist David Hicks was returning to Australia from Guantanamo Bay, to be held in a local prison. Day one of the story was no problem: good pictures, told itself. Day two, absolutely nothing – no vision, and a press conference with a bloke from Corrective Services who was the most boring talent imaginable. He didn’t give us a single useful grab. He stood there and said, ‘At 0600, Mr Hicks got out of bed. At 0630, he ate a bowl of cornflakes. At 0700, he was taken to the shower.’ I filed something very dull – phoned it in because I thought there was nothing interesting in it – and then, since I was heading out to meet you for a drink, I thought, ‘I’d better just check what Reaso has filed.’ I switched on 7 News and you had started with great archival vision of prisoners in orange jumpsuits at Guantanamo, shackled together, shot on a long lens, very dramatic, and your voiceover was something like, ‘After years of the utmost secrecy, now we’re getting every last detail,’ and then you cut to the Corrective Services guy reciting his list: ‘At 0630, Mr Hicks ate his cornflakes…’ I kicked myself because it was such a lesson to work creatively with what you’ve got.

That’s a great story. I remember it well. It was fantastic because we had known so little about him and all of a sudden we got this stream of information that was ridiculously detailed.

When you’re a television journalist, you’ve got to make the best of what you have. You know you have this much file vision, this much new vision, so it’s all about working with what’s there, especially if you’re restricted and you know you can’t get any more. I mean, the subject here was locked away – and was going to be for some time – so you’re dealing with the sources and pictures that are before you. Sometimes, as slim as that can be, looking at it sideways can create something – as it did, luckily, that day.

I like trying to push myself and do my absolute best every time I’m on a story, however mundane it may be. I just refuse to write it off: I think that’s a slippery slope, and a dangerous path, for a journalist to take. Firstly, it’s important to get it right for the people who are in the story, but also for the people watching. But then beyond that, if you want your career to progress, you always have to be aware that someone is going to be there trying to beat you – hopefully a young journo trying to make mincemeat of me – with something up their sleeve that I need to be aware of. I’m always conscious of what the competition could have, whether it’s a better picture, angle, frame of information, interview, exclusive, or even just something as straightforward and simple as having presented and told the story better. I feel that pressure all the time. I want to keep myself competitive and as close to the top of the game as I possibly can.

What were the core skills you picked up at the start of your career that have held you in good stead throughout your career?

I started on a small suburban newspaper, The Redland Times, which was a great way to begin because I got to report on everything in the community – from the greyhound races to the strawberry festival, local council, courts, police. I built a good grounding in general news skills. You see what makes a community tick.

Obviously the fundamentals are critical – accuracy, balance, telling both sides of the story. And being a local paper, people were quick to walk straight in and shout at you from reception if you got something wrong! I learned quickly that people cared, whether it was a cricket score or the spelling of their pet’s name.

I remember my first defamation case so clearly. A local hotel was slammed in a council meeting for being a fire deathtrap. The hotel was furious with our front-page coverage and legal letters were flying, but I’d reported it accurately and the hotel caved. I’ll never forget that first feeling of pride in our journalism, that we’d done something useful. In an old-fashioned way, I still consider journalism a public service. It’s an extremely important part of democracy and how the community functions.

I went from there to a tabloid; I was crime reporter on The Daily Sun in Brisbane. That taught me so much – how to cultivate and keep contacts, how to chase a story and write to a tight deadline, how to make complex things simple, how to make dull things entertaining. There has to be a touch of the salesman about a good journo, to be able to talk their way into something, to get someone to open the front door, or open up about themselves.

Give me an example of how you find your way into a story.

Think laterally. Is the pack running this way? Then you run that way. Try and always do something different, look at an alternative way of getting in. The Thai caves was a big one, with the kids trapped. That was an extraordinary story that had world attention. We were running on fumes. Three days that rescue went on, plus the weeks in the lead-up to that rescue. There would have been five, six hundred world media in the town at the time, and we’d been pushed further and further back from the caves, hadn’t been able to get anywhere near them while the rescue operation was going on.

We staggered over the line, the last kid’s out, the last live cross has been done, and I said to my cameraman, ‘You’re exhausted, I betcha the cops and the army are exhausted, I betcha they’ve all gone home. And I bet they’re not guarding the perimeter around the cave anymore. Let’s go and have a look.’ The cameraman wasn’t very happy, he just wanted to collapse like we all did.

But we jumped in the car and we drove up past the first perimeter. The roadblock: empty, abandoned, no cops. We go past the second perimeter, 500 metres down the road from the caves, there’s a soldier there, his head’s on the desk and he’s asleep. We just continued driving past. We pulled up at the mouth of the cave, the epicentre of this story that had transfixed the world for the last two weeks, and no one was there. And I said, ‘Let’s go!’ We jumped out of the car and we briskly walked into this cave. There were some soldiers still there, some rescue workers packing up for the day, and I said, ‘Let’s just start rolling, mate.’ We were there inside the caves, down where the kids had gone. It was a good scoop – only four journalists got into those caves out of the hundreds that were there.

Again, a little bit of lateral thinking. Where’s everyone else going? They’re all going to bed. Let’s go the other way.

What constitutes good writing for television news?

You have simple sentences of eight words, ten words maximum sometimes, to describe each issue or point or picture. Choosing words carefully is extremely important. I find most of my scriptwriting comes from sound. I tend to do all of my shot-listing first, and I choose the sound I want to use. Once I have the sound in order, then I write in and out of the grabs and the sound on tape [upsots]. Foolishly, I always start at the top of the story, with the opening line, which can sometimes be the reason I’m spending one, two, three hours too long writing the story.

What a lot of young reporters don’t do – or take a long time to learn – is use their voice. A pause can be so powerful, lingering on a word. I always admire Mark Burrows from Channel 9. He lingers on one word – it might be just a fraction of a second longer than the normal person saying that word, but the listener will go, ‘Oh, yeah. It is troubled,’ you know? ‘It is dark,’ or whatever the word was that he lingered on.

What’s the harder story, a major disaster or the Royal Easter Show?

I’d much rather cover the Boxing Day tsunami or Fukushima than have to do a Royal Easter Show, not because colour stories are less significant, but because they are so much harder to write. I’m not gonna take anything away from important disasters, but at the end of the day, they’re something quite simple. This happened. This was the effect. This was the cause. And this is what’s going to be done about it. There’s a very repeated, obvious structure to a disaster story. And I’ve done so many of them.

Colour stories really challenge me. I tend to go towards them, I want more of them because they’re something I feel I can’t do very well and it’s always fun to challenge yourself.

When people talk about ‘writing to pictures’, what do they mean?

Look, television is all about pictures. It’s the most important and dominant element of a television story. You get a series of pictures on a story, particularly incidents like car crashes or natural disasters. You look through a feed of pictures – big stories will have dozens and dozens of feeds – and you look for the pictures that impact you. You develop, over years, a gut instinct for what pictures will work on television, and what pictures instantly tell a story.

That shot-listing process – which I’m forensic about, I take very detailed shot-lists – you’re using a series of stars and highlights to work out which ones are best, and then weeding that down and going from there. Once you have those pictures, you might not have to write to them. With a good picture, you can let it sit and let the sound underneath it speak.

When you work with a camera operator, what kind of briefing do you give them on the way to a job?

Summary of the story so they know what we’re talking about. Sometimes there’s assumed knowledge on a running story. Sometimes you’ll need [to give] a detailed briefing. You’ll say, ‘Look, we’re going to this situation, and they might be reluctant to talk. So, we’ll keep the camera in the car and I’ll give you the nod when I think it’s comfortable to bring it out.’

The camera operator is the most important part of the crew. I mean, the editors are extremely important, the producer’s extremely important, but out there on the frontline of the news-gathering process, it’s you and your camo. The great relationships produce great journalism. If they can read your mind, you can read their body language, vice versa, you can create wonderful moments and make the job so much easier.

You’ve covered so many massive stories that it’s hard to know where to start, but could you tell me your recollections of the Thredbo landslide? [The 1997 disaster at the popular ski resort that killed eighteen Australians.]

That was really traumatic. I haven’t had – yet – a diagnosis of PTSD, but something happened to me on that story. It was a very difficult one to cover. We were there day after day reporting the tragedy, and then Stuart Diver [the sole survivor] was found and suddenly it turned around to a story of hope and survival. Disaster stories are easier overseas because you fly in as a complete stranger and you have no attachments to the locals. But when you’re in your own backyard and a disaster happens, you’re tiptoeing through the sensibilities and sensitivities of the local community.

We tried too hard in that story. Locals were angry about our coverage there. It was one of the very first times Australia did rolling coverage of a disaster. We just weren’t very good at it. Every Australian was praying and hoping and wishing that everyone would get through and everything would be alright, so it was with the best intentions that the media were there. But it ended in a fight – a very public, ugly, physical fistfight brawl, the only one I’ve ever been involved with in all my years of journalism. It was at the local pub, journalists on one side, locals on the other, a whole bunch of police force members from all around the country in the middle, and suddenly someone started swinging. It was so ugly, Leigh. It was awful.

A year later, I was in Papua New Guinea covering a tsunami on the northern coast, death everywhere, all sorts of awful scenes. I remember waking up in the middle of night sweating and crying about Thredbo, really powerful imagery coming back into my mind.

The sheer volume of trauma that you’ve covered is hard to fathom. Have you tried to process those experiences?

I don’t think I have processed it. There’s probably going to be a time of reckoning for me. But I compartmentalise and have very strict borders in my mind. I’ve always gone to work on those assignments believing journalism is important, that it’s critical, and that somebody has to be there to record these events. We can’t just leave it to authorities and cops and emergency workers to record what happened in their official reports. Someone has to be there to be the independent eyes and ears of the community and let people know what happened. It’s not being a vulture, it’s a very fundamental role in society, to help us grieve together or rejoice together or get angry and demand change together. Yes, that is sometimes a very difficult and emotionally exhausting role for a journalist to have to do, especially in times of disaster. My father was a policeman, and I don’t want to put myself anywhere near the importance of the role of first responders, but I feel that journalists are important, and that we have a job to do. And in the same way policemen and paramedics have to put their personal feelings and fears aside, so do we.

In the late 1990s, you were diagnosed with cancer and it recurred in 2002. Did that experience affect the way that you approach being a journalist?

It did. It gave me a great insight into life’s difficulties and traumas and tragedies. I had fresh eyes. I could have gone back to The Redland Times, started again and enjoyed it all over again with great relish and enthusiasm. You just have an appreciation for all the opportunities you’ve been given. The danger for me now, twenty years on, is forgetting that and falling back into old habits.

There’s no job like journalism. There’s no job that gives you the passport to get to the sorts of places, incidents, moments in our community and our history that journalism provides. And whether it’s that young guy back at the Redland Times, just having the fun of seeing a community tick, or whether it’s the foreign correspondent who’s off to the latest disaster or war zone, to have the privilege and honour of being there to watch these things happen, and to interact with the people who are making those things happen, is just amazing. You pinch yourself.






Samantha Maiden

Samantha Maiden is the Political Editor of news.com.au. In 2022, she won Australian journalism’s highest honour, the Gold Walkley, and in 2021 she won the Graham Perkin Australian Journalist of the Year Award, the Kennedy Prize for Journalist of the Year, and Press Gallery Journalist of the Year for her coverage of the case of Brittany Higgins, the young Liberal staffer who alleged she had been raped at Parliament House. The story had enormous political and social ramifications. Samantha started her career as a general TV news reporter for Seven and then moved to the ABC. She has spent twenty years with News Corporation covering federal politics.

Sam, you arguably break more news than anyone in the country. Tell me some of the ways you go about finding stories.

There’s a link between breaking stories and not trying to be across absolutely everything. Being across everything is great and, depending on your job, useful, but I just don’t have enough space in my brain to focus intensely. Just hyper-focus on the things you’re super-interested in.

There is an element of needing to be a bit obsessive. Too many journalists write for other journalists, or want other journalists to think they’re great. You’ve got to have no shame in being like, ‘I’m going to stay on the story, I’m going to keep filing on this story, if no one else is filing it I don’t care, I’m just going to keep going.’

Something about political journalism that I think is worthy of reflection is that there are two different models, and I’m not saying either of them is right or wrong. But there is a model of political journalism that I haven’t ever subscribed to, which is that you become incredibly close to the government of the day. You become a bit of a cipher for them; your power is based in the idea that you have a hotline to these people. Now, I obviously did not have a hotline to Scott Morrison. I always thought we had a professional relationship but I didn’t get invited to Kirribilli to eat steak and watch the NRL. And I never thought that was a problem because I prefer to be more of an outsider. People can become beholden to that incredible access but maybe they’re always being told things they’re not allowed to report. I would just rather break stories.

I’ll give you an example: anyone could have broken that Hawaii story about Scott Morrison. [In December 2019, the Prime Minister was secretly on holidays in Hawaii while Australia was experiencing catastrophic bushfires.] In fact, I later discovered there was so much more knowledge in the press gallery than what had been reported. Scott Morrison had done this weird thing where his office had called in some of the mastheads – which I blessedly wasn’t involved in – and basically said to them, ‘The PM’s going on holidays. You need to keep this secret cos this is for his family.’ Didn’t say where, didn’t say he was going overseas.

It’s that classic access thing, right? I didn’t know anything about it. Basically, I just started noticing. I was like, ‘Where the hell is he? Is Michael McCormack the Acting Prime Minister? What’s going on?’ And then there were these rumours he was in Hawaii. His office was just so disparaging and rude to me. They were like, ‘No one cares about this. You’re the only person who’s interested in it, you’re being a weirdo.’ It wasn’t quite that explicit, but that was the flavour.

And then I just got the shits. Some of my best stories come out of getting the shits. When I get annoyed, I’m like, ‘Right, let’s go.’ I just become obsessive. Do I know anyone who works at the airports? Do I know anyone who works in something related to the airports? What about unions? Had anyone seen him at the airport? I started calling people who worked in airports, and eventually I found this person that reckoned Morrison had gotten on this flight on this day. I suppose I could have been a bit more cautious and tried to get more confirmation… but just the fact that he was overseas, his office wasn’t saying where he was, they hadn’t called me back – not responding was almost like a yes.

There was a bit of a moment of Thelma and Louise going over the cliff with that story, where I was like, ‘Alright, I’m just gonna report that this person has sighted him going to Hawaii.’ But there was still a moment of me thinking, ‘God, what if he’s landed in Hawaii and he’s flying on to somewhere else.’ I was just scared. But I thought, ‘No, I think this is what’s happening. This person’s seen him getting on the plane. I’m strapping on my seatbelt, and we’re driving off the cliff.’ Obviously, that could have ended painfully. But it didn’t.

Then a similar thing happened the day after, when late at night, I noticed on Facebook that people were sharing this photo of him in Hawaii. I sent it to the PMO going, ‘Is this him?’ I was thinking, ‘My God, he’s been in Hawaii before. What if this has been mocked up?’ Again, we ran it and we sourced where it was from – and it went from there.

How often do people come to you with a story versus you following an instinct like that?

Both happen. I do get anonymous tip-offs. Often I’ll have this reaction of, ‘Oh, that sounds like rubbish… but I better check it out.’ Then you find out that it’s not rubbish and you’re like, ‘Oh my God!’ A good example of that is, after the 2022 federal election, I got an anonymous tip-off that the Governor-General had appeared in these ads for a building company. [The person] sent me an encrypted email. I read it and thought, ‘That sounds like baloney.’ I went and looked at it and it did happen. I emailed the person back and they had other suggestions of things I could chase up.

If you break enough stories, it becomes a bit of a self-saucing pudding, because people seek you out.

With Brittany Higgins, I had gone on Insiders and had a discussion about the employment conditions inside the Canberra bubble. Someone had said, ‘Oh, staffers can go to the Department of Finance.’ [To supposedly make a workplace complaint.] And I had said, ‘Well, no, they can’t.’

Political staff don’t have the same access to unfair dismissal claims as other workers, they’re at the whim and favour of MPs. All an MP needs to say is ‘I’ve lost confidence in you’ and you could be out the door. And so, because I had demonstrated an understanding of the working conditions and how fragile they can be, Brittany Higgins decided I was the person to write her story. She also felt that I would not be cowed by the government; she was very concerned about how the government would react so she wanted someone who was going to be fearless and not intimidated easily.

The day the Higgins story was published, I was contacted by an anonymous person who said, ‘You need to look into the fact that the Department of Finance ordered the room to be cleaned the weekend after she’d been found.’ Now, this was a classic example where I just read it and thought, ‘Well, that can’t possibly be true.’ I put all these questions to the Department of Parliamentary Services, and they came back saying that there wasn’t anything nefarious in the room being cleaned. From their perspective, it was more about two people being in there after hours. The thing that I found gobsmacking was that the department revealed to me that not only had it been cleaned, but the decision to clean it had been the subject of a secret police investigation. The AFP had investigated whether it represented tampering with a crime scene, and had concluded that it didn’t because they [the department] didn’t know there was an allegation when the cleaning occurred.

You’re talking about things that are top secret – the cleaning of a minister’s office, an AFP investigation. When you start hearing rumours or you receive anonymous tip-offs, how do you then dig further and find out whether it’s true?

I think it’s just basic 101 journalism. In the case of that anonymous tip-off, I put questions to the AFP and the Department of Parliamentary Services. I’d like to say that there was some sort of magic, but it was standard journalism.

Next year will be twenty-five years that I have worked at Parliament House, so obviously there’s a lot of people I know. And there’s a lot of people you can tap – current and former politicians; some of them will help you, some of them won’t.

Brittany Higgins was obviously a massive story, and maybe it is the most important story I will ever write… [Samantha starts to cry.]

Are you right? Should we keep going or do you want to stop?

Yeah, it’s okay, I just find it very hard to talk about without getting emotional. I don’t have any complaints, but it’s dominated my life for nearly two years. All the court case stuff has been really stressful. [At the time of writing, there has been an abandoned criminal case and a separate, ongoing defamation matter.] I’m completely okay with the way I conducted myself but there’s always going to be an element in these cases of journalism being on trial. Mainly I’m just worried for Brittany, right?

With a sensitive story like this, that you know is going to be big, how do you think about your duty of care to the human beings in your stories versus the readers and the public interest?

Oh, look, it’s huge. It’s very traumatic for people who come forward, whether they’re whistleblowers or making an accusation of sexual assault, and I think that’s very poorly understood. I’ve really wrestled with the idea of what that unleashed for Brittany Higgins, and it’s something that still concerns me. I think she has found the media attention very traumatic. It’s a real double-edged sword because, yes, she’s someone that wanted to campaign for change, and the campaign that Brittany Higgins has waged has changed laws. It’s led to this huge national debate that’s been applauded by thousands of women around the country. But it’s been deeply, deeply traumatic for her, and it’s changed her life. Certainly for the first six or eight months, I was in contact with [Brittany] just an incredible amount. You have an ongoing duty of care for these people. You don’t do the story and just walk off, you’re tied to them in one form or another for the rest of your life.

When you’re reporting on an unfolding story like that, do you ever deliberately hold information in reserve so you’ll have more stories to file in subsequent days?

Yes and no. I would never do it in a way that was manipulative or misleading. When I first put all the stuff together with Brittany Higgins, I remember thinking, ‘There’s too much here for one story, it’s too confusing.’ This is another thing I’ve learnt over the years: sometimes, particularly when I was at The Australian, I would put too much detail in the story. I would read stories other people had written and be like, ‘Wow, you’ve stripped out quite a bit of detail there, and the story actually makes a lot more sense.’ There’s a real balancing act to it.

But in the case of Brittany Higgins, I thought, ‘Okay, number one, we have an allegation of a sexual assault in a minister’s office.’ That’s pretty explosive, right?

But you then had the allegation that she had been brought back to the room in which she said the incident had occurred for this employment meeting with Linda Reynolds [Minister for Defence Industry]. In digital, you’ve got more flexibility [than in print or TV] so initially I thought, ‘Maybe we put up the allegation first, then move in the afternoon to that next thing.’ But it didn’t work out that way because when we got all the responses back on the Sunday for publication on the Monday, Senator Reynolds said that she didn’t know the full story, and had she known, she wouldn’t have met Brittany in that same room. So for reasons of fairness, that response had to run in the first story. I thought, ‘I can’t have that waiting.’

Then there were other aspects of what Brittany Higgins had told me. For example, there was this voicemail message of her then-employer, Workplace Minister Michaelia Cash, saying, ‘Sleep tight, everything’s under control.’ Now Senator Cash would later say that she didn’t know there was an allegation of sexual assault, just that there’d been an after-hours incident. That wasn’t something I put away thinking, ‘Oh, I’ll ferret that away and roll it out later.’ But I didn’t deal with it first thing, there was just too much happening. If you’re trying to roll out a narrative, there are times where it’s too confusing to drop everything out in one story.

What do you think is the difference between off-the-record and background? And how do you use them?

This is a very difficult question. On one level, it’s straightforward – if something is off the record, it can’t be used in any way. But, for a lot of politicians, they’re telling you things off the record not because they don’t want them to be used – they want you to report them – they just don’t want it to be linked to them. A lot of tricky areas come up in political reporting because it’s not the same as a public servant who’s blowing the whistle on malfeasance. A lot of the time politicians are using you to mount proxy attacks on their enemies.

Now, obviously, if a politician tells me, ‘I’m going to challenge for the leadership,’ or their supporters tell me, they want that reported. They are using you, so you have to be a little bit cautious in what you’re doing. At the end of the day, you have the responsibility to tell your readers what’s going on. So obviously, if I think the Prime Minister of the day is going to be dumped, that is newsworthy. I want to report that. But you also need to be careful about checking the information they’re giving you. A lot of the time, they’re trying to manipulate you to put out stuff they don’t want their fingerprints on.

If supporters of Team Red are pushing something about Team Blue, you should say, ‘Team Red is saying this about Team Blue.’ You’re not identifying the person but you are providing some context about where that information is coming from.

Do you believe in objectivity in journalism?

How would you define objectivity?

Setting aside your own biases and opinions in your reporting.

Yes and no. In general, yes. But should I set aside my view that I think homophobia is wrong? Or that racism is wrong? I don’t have particular views about the Labor Party or the Liberal Party. I don’t want to say I don’t care who the government is but I don’t sit there thinking, ‘Oh, I really want that mob to win.’ But I do believe that abortion should be legal and affordable and available. Equally, I’m genuinely interested in the alternative views, so I’m respectful of them.

Switching from reporting to writing, what do you think constitutes good writing for a print news story?

More than anything, it needs to make sense and be clean and clear. This is a terrible thing to admit: I don’t think I’m a particularly good writer. I’m good at breaking stories. I’m good at angles. I’m no wordsmith, but that’s okay, because some people who are, are not good at what I’m good at.

How did you learn how to be a news breaker?

I have controversial views on this. I don’t like journalism courses, I’m very sceptical of them. I’m not saying there’s not a place for them, but I’m horrified at the idea of thousands of young people being pumped through journalism schools, being taught by people who hate journalism, when there are not enough jobs for them. Some [teachers] have had great careers and run fantastic courses, but there are a lot of other places that are staffed by people who hate the media, didn’t like where they worked, have all these problems with the industry, but also just weren’t very successful.

I really wanted to be a print journalist. I’d done a degree in politics and I edited the student paper at uni, which was a fantastic experience. But when I got out of uni, it was the recession, and it was really hard to get a job. I was doing volunteer work at 5AA radio station and they suggested there was a cadetship going at Channel 7. I was just a scruffy university student, I didn’t want to be a TV reporter. But I was like, ‘I really need a job, so I’ll go and talk to these people.’ Anyway, funnily enough, the guy that hired me decided to hire me over all these journalism graduates – he was like, ‘I think you can break stories.’

So I was a cadet, but my job was just to come up with endless ideas for yarns for the other journalists. I was basically a producer. Right from the start, I worked in an environment where breaking stories was valued.

The other thing that that guy did – which I fully support – is he wouldn’t let me on air for about a year. He was like, ‘The minute you get on air, you’re gonna get obsessed and self-conscious about how you look.’ And it’s true, you do. I quite like going on TV to have a bit of a rant and rave and chat but I think the key to being good on television is to be yourself. There’s nothing more ridiculous than watching someone drone on, lower their voice by an octave and TALK LIKE THIS.

I really feel like I didn’t actually start learning to be a proper journalist until about 2002 – which was about eight years after I started – and it was because I sat next to this guy from The Courier-Mail called Michael McKenna. He was such a madman – he’d go, ‘Feed the beast or the beast will feed on you!’ He was joking, but he was like, ‘C’mon, I need stories, I need ideas.’ I’d listen to him on the phone, just the way he’d talk to people and extract information. The other thing that I learnt from him, which was terrifyingly good, was that there was this book called the Coalition Directory, that doesn’t exist anymore. It was a hardcopy book of every politician’s name in the Liberal Party and all their staff. Can you imagine?

He would keep this magical book in his top drawer. Sometimes you’d ask him if you could use it and he’d pull it out like he was giving you heroin.

Eventually I worked out that I needed someone to leak me that book myself. Once I got it, I was off and flying. You’d ring these people and they’d be like, ‘How did you get this number?’ and you’d be like, ‘Mmm, don’t you worry about that. Anyway, I’ve got a question for you.’ And it was because I had this fucking book with all of their fucking numbers in it, which I learnt off Mike McKenna. You learn from observing other journalists.
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