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  A MAN FIT FOR POWER? 2011–2012




  

    

      ‘We know the right thing to do, and we always do the right thing’.




      RUPERT MURDOCH, characteristically dismissing criticism




      

        . . . Foul deeds will rise


      




      Though all the earth o’erwhelm them, to men’s eyes




      HAMLET: Act 1, scene II




      

        Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power.




        ABRAHAM LINCOLN


      


    


  




  In London on 19 July 2011 Rupert Murdoch appeared before the Culture, Media and Sport committee of the House of Commons. Its members were anxious to know how criminal snooping

  could have become routine editorial practice at the News of the World.




  Mr Murdoch accepted that the thing had happened. It was utterly disgraceful. But he couldn’t give the Members of Parliament much help. He knew nothing of it until others exposed the facts,

  and he suggested such ignorance was quite natural. To be sure the News of the World was part of News Corporation, his global empire. But its editorial antics scarcely constituted ‘one

  per cent of my business’.




  Without his stating it, everyone present knew that BSkyB – British Sky Broadcasting – was what counted as substantial.




  For now let us pass on the notion that Rupert Murdoch doesn’t know how tabloid newspapers operate – his grasp of journalism is indeed less than usually fancied,

  but not in truth vestigial. A much greater fantasy is involved here: one promoted by the whole News Corporation interest with aid from battalion-strength spin-mavens, legal sages, media gurus and

  investment analysts; joining in because the vast, prospective, BSkyB monopoly will (if somehow preserved), spatter cash over everyone alongside, as a mighty waterfall drenches all who draw

  near.




  And this fantasy’s enabling essence is that the News of the World (suddenly exposed as feral, and justly terminated) was never linked to BSkyB by anything more than some Newscorp

  equity and by the presence in both outfits – at different times, and in different extent – of leadership by Rupert Murdoch. Really, these are entities distinct in character.




  The reason is well known. Laws of physics stipulate that broadcasters cannot operate without regulation, and by regulating – by distributing monopolies and powers – governments

  acquire responsibility. The law in Britain (and elsewhere, usually) says that television companies cannot be run by persons not of ‘fit and proper’ character’.




  Such unsuitability is not easy to define, but even quite plain people can detect it when they see it. Hardly anyone would measure the team running the News of the World during our present

  century as fit to take charge of broadcasting. Or, indeed, of a newspaper – but in a free country the depravity or otherwise of print journalism is not within the government’s call.




  Still, in broadcasting duties do exist, and under some pressure David Cameron’s government has taken action. The issue of whether News Corporation, controlled by Rupert Murdoch and his

  family, is fit and proper to exercise control of BSkyB – which has a 100% monopoly of the British satellite television market, and is close to matching the BBC as Britain’s largest

  broadcaster – has been referred for decision to Ofcom, the national communications regulator. Should Ofcom’s finding be adverse, it can simply amputate Newscorp’s right to enjoy

  any of BSkyB’s profits, now running at a billion pounds annually. The damage caused to Newscorp by so drastic an outcome would obviously be grievous, and possibly – in the present state

  of world media industries – fatal.




  And this threat has Damoclean qualities. First, because any present Ofcom judgment can be altered or reversed in consequence of findings from the three other inquiries where the News of the

  World is concerned: Operation Weeting, investigating the investigation of phone hacking; Operation Elveden (supervised by the Independent Police Complaints Commission),

  investigating improper payments to police; and Lord Justice Leveson’s broad examination of the ethical standards of the British media. All are expected to run into 2012 – but will at

  some point reach an end, leaving tensions perhaps reduced, or more likely intensified. Second, under Ofcom’s present constitution questions of fitness have no terminus: so long as a

  broadcaster operates, its licence to do so remains in issue.




  As it happens neither Ofcom nor any of its regulatory ancestors has before this been made to ask whether a British broadcaster should be dumped on grounds of character. There is, officials

  anxiously say, a lack of ‘case law’. But having now been asked – and prompted by undeniable concerns – the question is unlikely to lose its currency. However much laundering

  can be done, Newscorp will be on probation for many years ahead.




  There is also an internal Newscorp inquiry, with invigilators far better paid than the public ones. But sceptics will consider this part of the laundry works.




  As we know, there’s been a remarkable turnaround – as recently as this March the media trade assumed that Rupert Murdoch had utterly persuaded the Government to

  leave Newscorp free to turn its 38% share of a 100% UK satellite monopoly into 100% of 100%. And James Murdoch – dining partner of ministers – was regaling his circle with visions of

  British media law essentially liquidated, and of the BBC losing many of its richest assets as compulsory bargains for BSkyB.




  The difference has been made by a feat of skilful and determined reporting not surpassed in British journalism’s post-WWII record (suggesting that the old watchdog still musters some

  independent energy).




  The complete Sky takeover is a long-laid Murdoch project – one not yet sunk hopelessly. But throughout its gestation years Nick Davies and the Guardian drilled steadily into the

  cover-up maintained by Fleet Street and Scotland Yard, their mutual corruption shrouded in long-practised cynicism and obstruction.




  ‘Fleet Street’ is the correct collective, both in justice to Newscorp – its tabloids not being alone as users of criminal surveillance – and in recognition of

  professional realities. For after four decades of Murdoch dominance a great proportion of British journalists have fed from his payroll: many exclusively so. Doubtless this

  helps a trade usually very rich in scolds to find virtues in Rupert which lay observers fail to see.




  A comparison of the Guardian’s campaign with the Washington Post’s Watergate must in the end be made, but it is delicate and complex – except

  for one plain thing to be stated immediately. This is the matter of loneliness.




  Until Richard Nixon’s crimes became altogether egregious and his façade of power crumbled, the Post faced quite clear prospects of commercial destruction at the

  government’s determined hands – and did so without any notable interest being expressed by other media concerns. (Rupert Murdoch, not yet a top-level player, was among those who saw

  Nixon as hard-done-by.)




  For years the Guardian’s hacking story evoked no attention and no competition from any other paper except the New York Times (ranging outside its own home-turf).

  During 2009 the ineffable Press Complaints Commission cleared the News of the Screws of eavesdropping, but reprimanded the Guardian for its overdone investigative ambition.




  Perhaps it is only journalists – reporters, particularly – for whom competition provides a special but astringent reassurance. This is no relation to the

  ‘boys-in-the-bus’ syndrome, and the comfort of the hunting pack, which most genuine reporters avoid. Competition may come to mind when ‘exclusive’ is crudely over-applied

  – for what is the use of possessing something which is valued by nobody else? But the main significance appears when the story involves some likely conflict with power and authority:

  ‘exclusive’ then indicates that an approaching peril is one which may have to be confronted alone.




  Competition rarely tastes altogether sweet, but isolation may be worse. In this account of the Murdoch decades there are case studies in Chapter 4, Chapter 6, Chapter 9 and Chapter 10. And to

  these the phone-hacking saga attaches as a climactic. After long and lonely work, Nick Davies made a sequence of breakthroughs which brought many allies – some very reluctant ones –

  over to the Guardian’s side.




  Perhaps the paper was never at such direct risk of commercial destruction as was the Post during Watergate, but the going was sufficiently tough (and nowadays most newspapers are in more

  commercial peril than just a minority were in those days).




  In its conclusion, this book will argue that the experience of the Guardian utterly demolished – even as it was being asserted – the

  Coalition’s theory of a British media system so competitive and so diversified that a vast inflation of Newscorp market-share could carry no implications for democracy. Common sense now rates

  this level with the axioms of flat-earth geometry.




  But here there is also an immediate and positive statement to make.




  The Post and Watergate is a fine story, and so is the Guardian and the eavesdroppers; also the Telegraph group’s meticulous account of faked expenses at the Palace of

  Westminster. (Notably, in the first phone-hacking debate more than one MP acknowledged a salutary effect of the Telegraph work.)




  And such stories are not found only in the records of famous newspapers and broadcasters. Trawling in the Pulitzer Prize archives will bring up many cases of small-town American media firms

  taking courageous issue with corrupt or incompetent officials: matters involving risk to careers and financial prospects; often the more daunting for being fought out far from the national

  limelight.




  Some reviewers of this book’s first edition complained that its catalogue of Newscorp’s negative qualities was not ‘balanced’ by a ledger of positive instances –

  and this one may draw further disapproval, as negative accumulation has been rapid since 2002. Dealing with such complaint involves checking over the trade’s notion of

  ‘balance’.




  The real justification of newspapers and the electronic descendants we hope they will have is generated by serious (often extended) conflicts between their editorial teams and close contingent

  powers – political or corporate – undertaken with no prospect of a direct business reward, and in the absence of any firm calculation of success. Every genuine instance is a potential

  folly. And that potential, naturally, is quite frequently fulfilled.




  This is what justifies the formal and informal advantages society may allow to media organisations, and it can’t be established by regular distribution of plain vanilla news and

  entertainment. That actually can be left to well-run government agencies, or to the advertising and public-relations apparatus which the corporate world maintains (often decently enough). What

  matters is the news that no government or corporation (or despotic individual) will uncover by free will: revelation made in spite of determined suppression or distortion.




  Let’s note that revelation doesn’t typically confer power on its authors. On the contrary, it surrenders power to a wide community, whose responses the authors

  may estimate but can’t command.




  So lacking these elements of folly and courage, editorial freedoms lack justification – though trainee investigators should learn that there is more than simple daring involved.

  ‘Courage’, wrote Flann O’Brien, can never be enough.




  

    

      One trouble about it is that its possessor is hardly ever out of trouble and requires other qualities for self-extraction.


    


  




  It’s not surprising, then, to look back and find that media institutions with major records of folly and self-extraction (so far) are not very numerous. An Anglophone list might read:

  New York Times; Washington Post; Guardian; Sunday Times (pre-Murdoch); Observer; Independent (for a brief, brilliant period); The Times (in far

  retrospect); recently (and most welcome) the Daily Telegraph; sometimes the Daily Mail; once upon a time the Daily Mirror and (intermittently) CBS, the BBC and Channel 4

  News.




  The greater part of the world’s media try to get through life peaceably, without presenting any challenging face to major beasts of state or corporation. If honour makes altruistic folly

  sometimes unavoidable they do the best they can, and may generate some disclosure – though rarely enough to give clear warning when Grendel’s Mother sneaks up on the mead-hall.




  Newscorp is a different, quite special case. Surely no other media outfit has so luxuriated in truculence, or unleashed such furious broadsides of abuse. Yet its record – and the whole

  113-year record of the Murdoch dynasty – is almost totally free from the quixotic follies and brave revelations which represent most of the real value journalism has brought to the world.

  Newscorp doesn’t do risky altruism, unless you count certain vigilante episodes – and even these come with a bitter twist, as in the case of Sarah Payne and the doctored mobile

  phone.




  The fact, if seemingly paradoxical, is that Newscorp is the rare – perhaps unique – case of a media business trying to operate on a strictly rational philosophy.




  In controversy, the default Murdoch position is clamorous alliance with the ascendant power of the day – or the one which Rupert expects shortly to achieve that state. Once or twice our

  story finds Murdoch briefly embroiled with a forlorn hope – but it turns out to be a consequence of miscalculation. (See Chapter 6, ‘Mr Murdoch Changes

  Trains’.)




  Particularly while the News of the World remained afloat Newscorp distinguished itself by frantic boasting about its devastating scoops, and pitiless skills in criminal investigation. For

  the most part this was just barroom hype, rarely if ever involving engagement with targets showing a damaging capacity to shoot back. Many of these scoops involved hunting members of the Royal

  Family: a sport best practised by the kind of people who will shoot at tethered game. Many more involved stings and entrapments against minor criminals: the sting is a technique which has almost no

  prospect of effect against an organisation possessing serious capacity to inflict social harm (an oil multinational, say, or a hedge fund) and afterward take measures to immunise itself.




  This is not to say that no journalism of any interest has come from organisations folded into the News empire. Further along in the book we have some comparison of examples. But the subject here

  is balance, and on overall balance Murdoch has collaborated with the major powers among which he finds himself. ‘Let somebody else annoy them’, he said when submitting to

  Beijing’s demand for censorship of the massacre at Tiananmen Square. Doubtless this axiom is well-rehearsed among Newscorp’s editorial executives, whose main skill, as Andrew Neil has

  said – from personal experience – consists in anticipating their chairman’s desires.




  That task isn’t quite simple. It appears that the explosive Parliamentary expenses material was offered first to Newscorp, and was rejected. Amid his wider travails the chairman and chief

  executive has found time to be furious, and seemingly the irony escapes him. But if investigative journalism is conducted on the principle of avoiding offence to any but those the boss certainly

  wishes to offend, a database containing 2,000 or so potential bombshells will drench the heart of any loyal henchman with foreboding.




  Operation of a balance depends on the coinage in use: weight mattering far more than profusion. In assessing media outfits, we find some having massive items on the black side, with Newscorp a

  prominent instance. Well, this applies to the New York Times and the Guardian: also to the Daily Telegraph and Daily Mail (perhaps more so for a writer who does not vote

  Tory). But in those cases I can find some quite enduring balance items. For Newscorp there is nothing but vast piles of ephemera, and some pieces of good work by outfits Murdoch assimilated.




  Complaints about media dishonesty often centre on false assertion: something which certainly occurs, and has done under Murdoch’s command. Consider the grotesque

  concotions the Australian used to support claims that the Federal treasurer was under the influence of a ‘Japanese agent’, (Chapter 4, ‘Black Jack and the Student

  Prince’), and the Sunday Times’ wild report that Michael Foot, leader of the Opposition at Westminster, was a KGB agent. But fabrication has a tendency to fail by

  autodestruction. Silence is more reliably lethal. When C. P. Scott said that every newspaper was something of a monopoly (at a time of media ownership more diverse than ours), and that comment was

  free but facts are sacred, he said abuse of monopoly was as much a negative as a positive action –




  

    

      Neither in what it gives, nor in what it does not give must the unclouded face of truth suffer wrong [emphasis additional].


    


  




  

    

      Or in Rupert Murdoch’s words:


    


  




  

    

      The basic premise of the democracy we live in must be the citizen’s right to know, and if we do not publish what we know if we know the facts that are in the public

      interest and are of importance and do not publish them, then we do not deserve our freedom.


    


  




  

    Well put – and on the record, thoroughly specious. Murdoch’s actual commitment to disclosure has been intermittent always, though not randomly so. It is part of the Newscorp

    business model, and when the Fox network suppressed a film version of Strange Justice – giving a break to Clarence Thomas, furthest right on the Supreme Court bench and a US

    political heavyweight – that ran counterpoint to the redtop treatment of British actors who have major celebrity but zero political clout.


  




  The evidence for Justice Thomas’ sexual eccentricity was well above the standard needed for showbiz exposés in the News of the Screws or the Bizarre section of the

  Sun. And part of the same pattern can be found in The Times’ interludes of silence about brutal repression in China, when Murdoch was the Communist Party’s much-flattered

  friend (Chapter 14).




  Newscorp acts as if a sheen of CEO ruthlessness enhances the corporate image. And it often obscures the fact that Rupert Murdoch has never exclusively, personally brought home a significant

  revelation for his public (a ‘scoop’, as reporters still call it, thinking presently of the Guardian’s Davies). Though not unique among the

  corporate-media elite, it remains a striking negative achievement after sixty years engaging with page-proofs and rushes, while being celebrated by financial masterminds as a ‘great

  newsman’ with ‘ink in his veins’.




  Like his father Sir Keith Murdoch, Rupert has always been eager for stories. But as in Keith’s case, stories as material for secret leverage and private alliances, rather than publication.

  At critical stages in Newscorp history – the fall of the Australian government in 1975; the narrow survival of the British government in 1986 – suppressio veri has been decisive,

  and suggestio falsi marginal (Chapter 6, Chapter 12).




  In order to decide whether News Corporation is ‘fit and proper’ to direct the operations of a television company able to enter every home and workplace in the British Isles, Ofcom

  must come to grips with a business altogether unlike its contemporaries in the world media industry, which as a general habit cultivate neutrality, in appearance at least. Any partisanship is

  usually of a kind which has been displayed for some years past without much substantial change.




  Newscorp is not similarly anodyne, or not consistently so. Among its many constituent parts vivid, sometimes startling passions are found: the Sun’s distaste for the European Union

  is such that anyone favouring it may be labelled a ‘traitor’ to Britain. The Fox network carried in 2010 a two-part series by Glenn Beck which accused the financier George Soros of

  subverting the US Constitution, and included so many tropes from classic anti-semitism that few if any major publishers would consider it a legitimate exercise in free speech. As head of Newscorp

  Rupert Murdoch has generated editorial support for a diverse sequence of political candidates: often polarised, essentially Manichaean.




  Yet these affiliations are volatile as well as polarised (Tony Blair, for instance, having been a traitor as well as a national hero), and rarely are persistent. As we’ve said, his

  elective affinity is for the power of the day.




  And this Newscorp idiosyncrasy adds a paradox to the Ofcom role: they are officials, with authority delegated from an official source, the government. But they will have to ask whether Newscorp

  can be reliably insubordinate to official pressure – classically, from the government in office. To be ‘fit and proper’, in the public’s eye anyway, a broadcaster must score

  something for disobedience, and the BBC enjoys a measurably high level of trust because the record still shows it having done so. Acting as gamekeeper, Ofcom must ask whether

  any licence-holder will make an effective poacher when the larger public interest makes it fit and proper to do so. And here Newscorp’s record is deeply alarming.




  To be sure Newscorp organs sometimes resist official orthodoxy. But in stressful times this has often collapsed into docile, but intemperate endorsement, as in the Falklands War and the Iraq

  invasion – when Newscorp media assets, said the Independent columnist Stephen Glover, ‘became an arm of the British state’. That may even underestimate, since Newscorp

  denunciation of media rivals sustaining proper independence has sometimes been more violent than anything done by the state in its own cause.




  During various crises, assortments of British politicians have claimed that independent reporting of the government’s actions simply equals criminal perfidy. The non-partisan public has

  never accepted this, and isn’t likely to think broadcasters who exemplify the idea have much that is ‘fit and proper’ about them. (And few politicians support it when they take a

  long-term view.) It is a position seemingly congenial to Murdoch.




  Some technicalities, definitions and identities should be clarified. News International is the UK-registered company which holds 39.1 per cent of the stock in British Sky

  Broadcasting plc. This is considered as a controlling interest because the majority of Sky shares are in smaller packets widely held. Sky is managed by News International, which also manages the

  the Sun, The Times, the Sunday Times and some lesser assets like the Times supplements (plus website titles which might be used were a Sun on Sunday to arise to

  replace the News of the World. News International is controlled by News Corporation, registered in Delaware and listed on the NASDAQ exchange with secondary listing in Sydney and

  Adelaide.




  Newscorp has a complex history reflecting Rupert Murdoch’s desire at crucial times to organise it as a public US company but one under his personal direction (as a naturalised American)

  according to Australian law. It owes its present media ascendancy – see Chapter 10 – to being a chimera, in the old Greek sense of a beast incorporating body parts from quite different

  animals. But through all its transmutations it has always been Rupert Murdoch in corporate form: although his powers at 80 appear somewhat diminished, he still controls the mechanism throughout. To

  repeat, in no sense does News International have a real, distinct existence: it is an essential limb of Newscorp, one without which the main body would be much diminished and quite likely

  moribund.




  The Murdoch imperium has few if any equivalents among global enterprises (a family patriarch serving as chairman and chief executive is unusual now on any scale), and this

  adds another special dimension to the ‘fit and proper’ judgment. A candidate accustomed to checks and balances may be very different from a seasoned emperor.




  Documents produced by the Financial Services Authority (which regulates important things, but ones less crucial than news media) contain useful hints about judgments of honesty and integrity. A

  conviction may not quite destroy reputation if decent explanation is available. But what matters is a general pattern of behaviour. Ask whether a person




  

    

      has been candid and truthful in all his dealings with any regulatory body.


    


  




  

    

      And inquire whether the person demonstrates


    


  




  

    

      readiness and willingness to comply with the requirements and standards of the regulatory system and with other legal . . . and professional requirements and standards


    


  




  Governments have usually suggested licensed broadcasters should be particularly scrupulous. This presumably is because they are given control of public assets (electronic

  spectrum) which once in practical operation might be used to manipulate and reshape public opinion. (It can be done, given ideological drive sufficient disregard for truth: this book cites

  instances).




  Two years back, when his corporate/political horizon was cloudless, James Murdoch argued excitedly for television regulation to be rendered powerless, and for BSkyB to be freed under his

  chairmanship to run the medium with profit as its one defining objective. (This 2009 MacTaggart Memorial Lecture is fully analysed in Chapter 16.) The argument sweeps aside the fact that economists

  don’t yet have a non-subjective definition of ‘profit’: but there is good reason to think James just then conceived that some powerful winds were blowing at his back. Along with,

  to be sure, Rupert’s profound, if less explicit sympathies.




  Ofcom’s predecessors have tried to license people who undertake to run unbiased services with profit as one goal in among several and seem likely, on their record, to follow through. The

  task of supervision then becomes tolerable: a matter of regular small corrections rather than hectic battle joined at extended intervals. (Rupert Murdoch’s first angry

  confrontation with this approach begins on Page 103.) Such regulation has never worked perfectly, but the polling evidence is that people regard British news and current-affairs programming as

  reasonably trustworthy. (This trust includes Sky News, the only Newscorp organ to gain a solid reputation for objectivity: its staff privately attribute their success to the regulatory

  system’s protection.)




  But it is an approach which depends totally on the winner of any major broadcasting licence – corporate or individual – coming close to the description of a ‘fit and

  proper’ person given above. The history of News Corporation, recounted in this book, shows that Rupert Murdoch does not make even the loosest kind of match.




  The company’s advance has hewn through nearly every Anglophone culture – and some others besides – a trail of expansive, inoperative promises; of undertakings given with

  appearance of solemnity, but withdrawn or forgotten with no visible compunction; of simple misrepresentations, and complex ones; of libertarian swaggering which segues into unashamed toadyism; of

  cruelty justified in terms fit to alarm Seth Pecksniff; and, in counterpoint to the broken public promises, clandestine deals to gain business advantage by remaking democratic politics as a

  marionette-show.




  Significant evidence suggests that Murdoch’s word is worth nothing if he can gain by trashing it. Regulators might expect strict legal form to restrain him, but such is not reliably the

  case. His record shows a keen grasp of King Lear’s bitter rule: through ragged dress ‘small vices do appear’, but




  

    

      

        Robes and furr’d gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold,




        And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks . . .


      


    


  




  Apposite, for Murdoch’s operations have classically involved gaining control of media assets by issuing promises about their performance, and initial estimates are inevitably subjective.

  Passage of time will reduce that ambiguity – demolishing, for instance, the promise that in Murdoch hands The Times would retain its political non-alignment. (Five years on opportunist

  Tory bias was so gross that its best staff walked out to found the Independent.) But time also bloats costs of legal recourse, and settles goldplate in place. Newscorp practice from the

  Times to the Wall Street Journal and beyond is one of guns expertly jumped and feet sagaciously dragged.




  The record shows that the chief steps in Newscorp’s growth have involved, with few exceptions, circumventing American, Australian and British laws designed to resist

  monopoly and sustain honest, independent news reporting.




  Also the record is replete with injured counterparties, defeated rivals, ex-employees and straightforward victims who say they would have acted differently if they had understood Murdoch’s

  real intentions, or had realised what peril they were in.




  He has, to be sure, defenders. There are present employees and beneficiaries – many, though not multitudinous considering Newscorp’s scale and extent. Pre-eminent among these is

  Kelvin MacKenzie, once editor of the Sun, who holds that to restrain Murdoch’s appetite for media assets would be akin to holding back Mozart.




  Then there’s an important group – often enough media sophisticates – that blames the victim: the deceived above the deceiver. This illuminates Murdoch’s adroitness in

  addressing the sectional resentments of current society: a defender may come to a profound general distrust of Murdoch but subsume that in loathing of some special enemy lacerated by Newscorp for

  reasons of its own. Murdoch’s crucial ally Woodrow (Lord) Wyatt was an example: he realised by degrees that Murdoch’s attachment to the Thatcherite faith was deceptive, but collaborated

  nonetheless in outrageous deception of the Newscorp workforce. The unions he considered so delinquent that they had no right to fair dealing. (As will be seen in Chapter 12 and subsequently, that

  extravagant judgment lost the Sunday Times some of its best editorial talent.)




  The Bancroft family, who sold the Wall Street Journal to Murdoch three decades afterward, might be called upper-class boobies, just as the London print unions were called oafish pirates

  – that is, not altogether unfairly. But that doesn’t make it right that they were tricked-up, and the process of representing it otherwise is what elected people call ‘wedge

  politics’ (‘hot-button issues’): actually the thing our moral instructors condemned as using ends to justify means. (At the end of the book we’ll come back to ends, as the

  Wall Street Journal, The Times and the Sunday Times, rescued by Murdoch, are in deep difficulties today.)




  The Bancrofts were turned into fair game by a reversed action of simple class prejudice: the ‘Establishment’ kitsch ideology which is insistently deployed by Newscorp and its

  friends. Once identified as ruling-class individuals, the Bancrofts have only limited rights to fair dealing from the Rupert Murdochs of the world.




  Of course simple observers will notice that Rupert has by birth, education and wealth most attributes of the ruling-class as it used to be defined. But according to

  Newsthink that category is now irrelevant. It is replaced by the ‘Establishment’, a vast, secret – anyway, hazily-defined – committee of powerful figures devoted to selfish

  preservation of their own status, by blocking the ambitions of vigorous and energetic friends of the common people. It turns out that one of their principal targets is Rupert Murdoch, who has been

  in combat with them ever since he left Oxford. That anyone should take such stuff seriously – the ‘Establishment’ is actually a left-over fragment of the Cold War’s McCarthy

  years – is staggering. But it’s commonplace to encounter Newscorp people with radical youth behind them and current unease about doing journalism under Murdoch the dark genius of

  populist circulation. Imagining the man as a revolutionary seems to bring a little comfort.




  However, it should not. In the Wall Street Journal matter this was just peripheral horseplay. But in Chapter 14, which shows how ‘Establishment’ fantasies empowered the

  Sunday Times’ shameful AIDS-denial campaign, it was very far from being a bit of fun.




  And mainly they should free themselves from the myth of Murdoch the journalistic master-mind. In editorial history his role is chief wrecker of the

  ‘commercial-professional’ newspaper.




  That concept took shape in the early years of the 20th century, as one in which a newspaper’s revenue-gathering was operationally distinct from news-gathering – though both were

  supposed to create value for each other. The 18th and 19th centuries, with some important – developing – exceptions, expected there to be payment for ‘insertions’ in

  newspapers without thinking much about whether advertisements and articles should become quite distinct products and care should be taken to exclude anything in the nature of bribery.




  The ‘commercial-professional’ term was invented fairly recently in America by the sociologist Michael Schudson, but titles like the Guardian, the Philadelphia Inquirer

  and the Sydney Morning Herald were giving it practical expression well before the First World War. There is a long and complex literature about whether an ideal form really existed and how

  closely existing papers stuck to the practice of reporting the news without paying attention to whether or not it might improve the joint bottom line.




  There is no space here to settle the grand arguments which raged around it: broadly, the left thought the model could not work, and the right thought that it should not.

  Certainly instances of failure were sufficient to gratify both sides. Perhaps I may venture my own short view, which is that it did work quite well some of the time, and had it not done so we would

  not possess even the rather battered democracy that exists today.




  But in this context the central issue is that the commercial-professional newspaper does not and never did exist within the empire of Rupert Murdoch – and that his career has been devoted,

  with no small progress, to its destruction. And this devotion has been the factor raising Newscorp to its present eminence among global media concerns – enabling him to trade

  propaganda-journalism for political influence, exchanged in turn for major broadcasting assets with a large element of monopoly.




  If it should then turn out that a quite fatal blow to his creation has been struck by the Guardian – a surviving classic example of the model – we may think that Sophocles has

  finally been outdone in irony.




  Murdoch the circulation mastermind is an almost perfect myth (or sometime bogey to politicians), and like the Establishment myth it includes some obnoxious motivation. There is

  a branch of liberal opinion which unreasonably despises the lower orders as much as it (sensibly) despises tabloid journalism: assuming that because it’s nasty it has a fascination for the

  proletariat which Rupert exploits with matchless skill. Some fashionable self-denigration is often attached, suggesting that we (well, ‘they’) share the authors’ guilt for tabloid

  excesses because the stuff is gobbled-up so eagerly.




  Actually the British, proletarians and all, were already running-down their tabloid habit when Murdoch bought the News of the World in 1969. Its then six million sale (down from a eight

  million peak in 1950) had dropped well below three million when it was put out of its misery this year: nor is the ‘Soaraway’ Sun essentially better-off, in spite of a triumphant

  raid against the Daily Mirror, which is analysed in Chapter 5 (‘Trading Tabloid Places’). Remorseless decline of the tabloid audience surely contributed to the desperation which

  drove the News of the Screws into quite reckless criminality. (It was due to mild but worthwhile improvements in the character of British civilisation: a better-educated society, and one

  less oppressed by the Grundy legislation which used to package sexual nonconformists as ready-made tabloid fodder.)




  But more particularly, Murdoch’s epoch-making success as a political entrepreneur and mogul of broadcasting was the direct product of his journalistic

  incapacity: the characteristic enabling him to produce newspapers uniquely well-fitted for delivery of blackmail or blandishment. Most newspapers have been largely useless for either purpose

  – the utility varying inversely with their editorial quality. While they exist at all, this is unlikely to change.




  The point about a blackmailing threat is that there must be no uncertainty. And an obliging toady, the blackmailer’s vital doppelgänger, must also be predictable. (Instances of both,

  from the Sun’s Murdoch-moderated relationship with the later Blair administration are given in Chapter 15: ‘Statesman – and Media Saviour’.)




  But in journalism being predictable is a serious crime, perhaps the only capital one. To borrow from the jazz critic Whitney Balliett, journalism is ‘the sound of

  surprise’. Uncertainty is not dispensable.




  No inspired editor can tell the chairman and chief executive what he will really do next because s/he doesn’t have that knowledge him- herself, and nor does his or her staff. Rupert was

  eager to appoint Harold Evans as a saviour-editor of The Times, but as it emerged that Evans could not be trusted with failing to discover things which would certainly enrage Margaret

  Thatcher, the relationship broke down and Evans had to go – even though the paper’s sales were then really turning around (see Chapter 10, ‘Cases of Conscience’).




  However when Tony Blair and Alastair Campbell made their deal with Murdoch in 1995 they were confident that John Major would be dumped. And so he was.




  Newscorp has generally stuck with uninspired editors who knew quite well what they would do next – as in the case of Rebekah Brooks: let’s start vigilante operation against

  paedophiles – and it has seemed to be agreeable to Murdoch. Firing editors is not something he enjoys, and so long as sounds of surprise are rare, an incumbency may be extended. Some have

  been mildly distinguished, like that of Simon Jenkins, who refurbished The Times after some down-market experiments which even Murdoch recognised as disastrous. Jenkins, having the outlook

  of the classical Stoics under the mad Julio-Claudian emperors – no events to be thought really significant – never sought urgently for troublesome stories, and so found Murdoch

  amenable. Andrew Neil at the Sunday Times did claim to look for trouble: some horribly unsuccessful efforts are described in Chapter 12, and the one worthy success

  – leading naturally to departure – is noted at p414.




  There are of course complexities about selling journalism, and web potential is adding rapidly to them. Mathematical economists have shown that a reliably profitable newspaper audience can be

  built on giving readers news in a form which appeals exactly to their existing prejudices. (Probably this kind of mechanism underlies the rise of Fox News and other far-right broadcasters in the

  US.) But this is no help to anyone needing to switch products in the political market-place: when an audience nourished on one rigid viewpoint is fed an equally rigid alternative the sure result is

  catastrophe. Still less is it useful to anyone trying to create a new and broad-based audience, or rebuild a derelict one. There is good evidence suggesting that surprise may break through

  prejudice but little to suggest that the consequences may be foreseen.




  Very good reporters – quite a small minority among journalists – actually enjoy this uncertainty. But authoritarians – and few people doubt that Murdoch is authoritarian (see

  The Southcliffe Inheritance, p74–5) – find it uncomfortable, or intolerable. Nor, generally, do they share the natural reporter’s urge to publish. The authoritarian has a

  narrow form of curiosity, centred on collecting matter (mainly gossip) to squirrel away for tactical advantage.




  This is far from suggesting that Newscorp’s drear mediocrity results from any cunning scheme. Examination of the New York Post – Murdoch’s one personal creation (in

  Chapter 7, ‘An American Nightmare’) suggests that it does represent his earnest best.




  Undoubtedly Murdoch, over some three decades, has parlayed control over these dim and failing newspapers into the possibility of control over assets of vastly greater wealth and significance.

  Those who grasp this point often attribute his success to radical character-defects in the political elite, but this book offers a somewhat different perspective. On our argument, modern political

  systems present intense, expanding difficulties for their organisers: these Murdoch and his family did not invent but are peculiarly well suited to exploit – explanations are sketched in

  Chapter 13, ‘Present Necessities’.




  Talk of innovation aside, the Murdochs are really a throwback: a dark survival trying to lay claim on the future. Much effort during the years 1880–1960 separated politics and journalism

  enough for them to have an abrasive but salutary relationship with each other. Murdoch’s achievement has been re-creating symbiosis: a mutual exploitation.




  For this he probably had to start at the top (as proprietor), since his original abilities seem unlikely to have permitted ascent from below. Gullibility, natural to the authoritarian, lays many

  traps for the junior reporter, and the mature Rupert seems to have fallen into some spectacular examples: the man who bought the Hitler Diaries bought the idea of oil falling to $20 consequent on

  the Iraq invasion. There are family parallels: Sir Keith Murdoch in 1918 could not see real military genius in General John Monash; Rupert in 2003 failed to see through the pseudo-warrior George W.

  Bush (Chapter 15, ‘Statesman – and Media Saviour’.)




  To be sure Ofcom is not a historical commission but will have nonetheless to take account of several decades of corruption in media systems based in high technology –

  which have rightly been thought the bright hopes for enlightenment, liberty and entertainment. The harm done is not irreversible: but it is certainly serious.




  The Newscorp dynasty isn’t sole author of the process: but it provides the exemplary case. And as the century proceeds through new waves of technical change, the Murdochs seek to be

  established as a cyberspace power – with expanded reach, but morals and rules unchanged since Keith was a propagandist during 1914–1918, those critical years which have been called

  ‘the golden age of lying’.




  The phenomenon they represent can’t be understood in isolation, as disease can’t be understood without knowledge of the healthy body. The story therefore includes the ideas that

  people like Thomas Jefferson, Delane and Camus had about the necessity of free media: illustrated in the record of newspapers like the Washington Post, the New York Times, the

  Sydney Morning Herald and – before Rupert engulfed them – The Times and Sunday Times in London, and the Herald in Melbourne; of television networks like CBS

  and the BBC.




  Their independence of government, Jefferson believed, was more important than government itself – even if he did find, in office himself, that it was a difficult principle to live by.




  Computers, television, the Internet and the Web are closely related descendants of the 17th-century and its array of discoveries in science, politics and technology. The link between

  today’s discussions of electro-magnetic bandwidth and Victorian advances in the economics of printing and communications is an obvious one. Subtler and still more

  important is the notion of truth as having a social value created by particular rules and manners: sometimes one must look outside the media histories, to works like Steven Shapin’s Social

  History of Truth.




  Web press and electric telegraph ended direct subsidy of newspapers – and made commercially practical the independence that Jefferson desired. But in the mid-20th century great gains were

  eroded by great political mistakes: broadcast media were necessarily licensed, and governments used (still use) this to truck, barter and exchange with media bosses.




  Of this trade Murdoch is the supreme exponent. Jefferson’s time assumed press freedom would disinfect itself. By the mid-20th century there was ample reason for the British lawyer Hartley

  (Lord) Shawcross (less suggestible than his son William, a Murdoch biographer) to warn that in the practical circumstances of industrial society freedom of expression would need strong defences

  against monopoly.




  Our narrative confirms his foresight: the gap through which Murdoch reached to seize the world’s first independent newspaper (The Times) was exactly the one Lord Shawcross wanted

  the law to close. Today the Stanford University cyberspace lawyer Lawrence Lessig argues that the pseudo-libertarianism peddled by Murdoch and his friends masks a lust to regulate and control

  – for Newscorp’s profit. Nobody, he says, can be neutral over the organisation of the Websphere and its related systems, any more ‘than Americans could stand neutral on the

  question of slavery in 1861’.




  The liberties involved are not simply American: when we find Newscorp’s greed and naïveté combining with the despotism of Beijing, the story becomes one of world-wide

  danger.




  The First Amendment states classically the liberties which every democracy considers fundamental – and are known everywhere to carry duties. Newscorp classically is the case where those

  duties have been scoffed at, and compromised for the sake of leverages enabling it to write its own rules on accounting, tax breaks, corporate governance and social responsibility.




  Professor Lessig will say that all the media giants offering urgently to escort humankind into the digital future should be regarded at least with caution. In the case of the Murdochs, the

  record suggests the offer should be rejected altogether.




  Obviously ‘the media’ is a term covering many technologies and disciplines. It can be clumsy to make specific and inclusive definitions over

  and again, so when we refer to ‘journalism’ we generally assume it may be found in newspapers or magazines; in radio, television, books and websites.




  Similarly ‘freedom of the press’ does not necessarily refer only to printing machinery. When Rupert’s father wanted to become the grand censor of Australia in 1940, he sought

  power not over newspapers alone. He added magazines, radio and theatres. Television was omitted only because it was not yet in the country. Both sides of the censorship argument appreciate that the

  means to free expression do not exist independently of each other.




  ‘Editorial independence’ is another term used frequently in this narrative. Journalists sometimes make it sound like an excuse for doing whatever they fancy and looking down on their

  commercial colleagues. It has been best put by Andreas Whittam Smith who founded a newspaper called The Independent, and saw its finances ruined by Newscorp’s lumbering attempts to

  apply a kiss of life to The Times. The notion of independence, he wrote




  

    

      doesn’t mean an absence of strong opinions, or the perfect balance of arguments for and against this or that. It doesn’t mean a particular system of ownership.

      It is simply a promise to readers. That everything you find in the newspaper represents the editorial team’s own agenda and nobody else’s; neither the advertising

      department’s, nor the owner’s, nor any particular political party’s, nor any business interests’.


    


  




  It is in fact a strenuous doctrine, for reporters as well as those reported on. As the Murdoch story shows, it is often easier to forget what the readers were promised, and let the highest

  bidder set the agenda.




  How serious is the matter of freedom and independence of news media?




  One of the little problems of interpreting Newscorp is that it takes itself very seriously – until it finds itself in a tight corner. Then it typically asks everyone to lighten up, and

  remember that we’re only in the entertainment business. (Of course the entertainment is held by some to damage individuals caught in its glare, but Rupert Murdoch accepts no responsibility

  for that. ‘I don’t destroy people,’ he says. ‘They destroy themselves by acting badly.’)




  In reality, the condition of the news and entertainment media is a matter of life and death, something which becomes sharply apparent whenever the the state chooses

  – or is forced to use – deadly force against its own people.




  This is something that happens only exceptionally in free societies. But a vital part of our argument says that to live by disclosure means dealing in the exceptional. Media organisations cannot

  demonstrate their value by routine activities, and establishing a scale for the exceptional requires examination of events as far separated in place and time as Bloody Sunday and Tiananmen Square:

  also, occasions earlier and in between.
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  A CONTINENT OF NEWSPAPERS, 1700–1960




  

    

      

        News as an element of interest in the Press has so far transcended all others since the construction of the telegraph that the force of a newspaper is now largely

        concentrated in that department.




        JOHN BIGELOW in his first editorial for the


        New York Times, 3 August 1869


      


    




    

      

        

          

            

              

                Yes, we do perceive her as sprawling and informal;




                even dishevelled, disorderly. That may be because




                we are still of two minds about militarism and class-systems . . .




                

                  We darken her sky with our cities.


                




                She is artist enough to manage a graceful asymmetry;




                but we are more apt to turn crooks.




                

                  JUDITH WRIGHT, ‘The Eucalypt and the National Character’


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Geoffrey Blainey, one of Australia’s more provocative historians, once called it an improbable country – and this refers to more than the strangeness of the

  landscape and of its ancient creatures. Much of that, anyway, is disguised by suburbia; to Americans it can feel very like America, and to people from the British Isles very like the places in

  which they grew up. But, at second and third glance, variations emerge. There is, to begin with, no other place where the English and the Irish have formed the basis of society – together

  with a proportion of Scots – and spent less of their natural energies in lacerating each another. And perhaps this unusual economy affected the national temperament. In England, stubborn

  determination is considered admirable. So also is flair, but a suspicion exists that they are incompatible. The most attractive characteristic of the Australian people is a

  notion that the two qualities go naturally together.




  The Anglo-Celtic jealousies which trouble the British Isles remain visible in Australia, but their potency is reduced, and the nation’s vitality suffers little from them. Enriched now with

  Asian and European components, it manages to be a strikingly cohesive society. Something of this can be put into American terms by recalling that in 1960 there was a soul-deadening debate about

  whether John Fitzgerald Kennedy – a Catholic – could properly become President of the United States. By 1960 Australia had long ago elected, not to say forgotten, several Catholic Prime

  Ministers, like ‘Honest Joe’ Lyons (whom we shall encounter in Keith Murdoch’s company).




  There are other complexities, which emerge from its unique status as a nation which is also a continent, and a remote one at that. Little more than two centuries ago, what existed here was a

  subtle, isolated civilisation which, with only neolithic technology available, had mastered a tricky, arid, often deadly environment – far the leanest of the habitable continents. This

  brilliant culture was so unfamiliar to the invading Europeans that they denied its existence. Having survived the decades during which they relied heavily on its aid, they told themselves they were

  colonising a vacant wilderness: terra nullius, in legal Latin. Even though the first advocate of this doctrine, Richard Windeyer, identified, piercingly, ‘a whispering in . . . our

  hearts that tells us it is not so’, terra nullius remained an assumption of Australian existence – until, with the last third of the twentieth century, the whispering became

  inescapably audible, with interesting effects on the trajectory of the Murdochs and those involved with them. Australian history is poignant because so much of it is about clear-sighted remedies

  for old injustices, and so much of it about blindness creating new, unnecessary ones.




  Nineteenth-century visitors who accepted the simple wilderness doctrine were usually amazed at the rate of urban growth they saw. The Port Phillip Herald – ancestor of the paper

  which became Keith Murdoch’s first command – started in January 1840, just after Melbourne’s first buildings rose beside the turbid Yarra river. Some ten years later the city had

  a university, more newspapers, a spacious street-plan and principal buildings which were generally substantial and sometimes distinguished. Each of the six colonies which were to become the six

  states of federal Australia evolved as the hinterland of a dominant maritime city. New South Wales and Sydney started first, of course, but during the second half of the

  nineteenth century Victoria and Melbourne expanded considerably faster.




  It was the newspaper publishing of Sydney, and still more of Melbourne – with an associated flood of books, magazines, poetry collections, pamphlets and printed ephemera of every sort

  – which most impressed that sophisticated Englishman Anthony Trollope in 1871. Trollope the novelist thought he had never seen a people devoted so furiously to written self-expression. He had

  previously examined – and mostly admired – America. Its newspapers, however, he thought slightly rustic. This was not the case in Melbourne and Sydney, where the journalism showed a

  metropolitan gloss which he liked. At roughly the same time, the British journalist Edward Dicey described ‘the American’ as ‘a newspaper-reading animal’. The Australian, in

  Trollope’s account, appears to have become, precociously, a newspaper-writing animal.




  Trollope may be thought a reliable witness, for he noticed, in addition to the urge to publish, other durable national attributes, such as an addiction to competitive sport and a collective,

  hair-trigger resentment of alien criticism, however modestly offered. He records a country progress via several well-appointed homesteads, at one of which bugs invaded his belongings. Trollope

  thought he should mention this, but tried to avoid offence by suggesting that the insects might have joined him at an earlier staging-post. ‘I don’t think so,’ was the unyielding

  response. ‘You must have had them with you when you got there.’




  Reasons for a headlong love-affair with what we now call the media are not too hard to find. Australia and New Zealand were the last-born infants of the West: technologies and notions of

  democracy which had been evolving with dramatic speed since the early seventeenth century often reached nineteenth-century Australia in full working order. Like the rabbit, they found few natural

  opponents. Also like the rabbit, they expanded without delay.




  The newspaper is just such a case – until 1800 and later both its legal status and its content had been the subject of arduous experiment. In John Peter Zenger’s famous case of 1735,

  American jurors had to consider whether seditious libel had been committed by publishing scandalous but admittedly truthful claims about the government of New York. Andrew Hamilton brought them out

  on what we today would call the right side. Even so, in 1773 a printer could be jailed for publishing the proceedings of the South Carolina legislature. No linear process in

  one country created the journalist’s right to report the activity of government. As the historian Thomas Leonard observed, throughout the 1780s ‘when Americans found a speech in their

  newspapers it was more likely to have been made in the Parliament of the kingdom they had rejected than in the assemblies of the new nation they had joined’.




  Nor was this just a matter of law and politics, for issues of technique and style were also involved. Newspapers could be printed well before people knew what to put in them (just as it is

  easier now to generate a website than find a use for it). One of the first serious editors, John Campbell of Boston, conceived the immense idea of a newspaper as a record, but could not master the

  flow of events – by 1718 his arrears were such that he was publishing material twelve months old. Our casual trick of skipping to the most recent events was beyond him.




  Australian colonists, rather more than a century later, felt no uncertainty about making a newspaper or asserting its rights. Great changes lay ahead of them, but they had arrived in possession

  of a pattern (one we can still recognise) and they wasted no time applying it. The Port Phillip Herald’s first issue promised ‘the latest information of recent events’, and

  inside two weeks it produced ‘a long list of the wants and wishes of this community’. Should authority procrastinate over supplying them, said the paper grimly, ‘we must . . . try

  what the power of the press can effect’. Attempts were made to import antibodies such as enabled existing privilege in Britain and America to delay universal literacy and universal suffrage

  – those notorious vectors of barbarism. Most came to grief, often amid ribaldry, like William Wentworth’s attempt to create a hereditary nobility in New South Wales.




  So – through an absence of inhibitions – the orthodoxies of present-day government first reached full growth as far as possible from where they germinated, and such a thing was

  surely improbable. When New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, Victoria and Western Australia – separate self-governing colonies – became states of a federal

  Commonwealth in 1901, they were accustomed to manhood suffrage, complete (soon to be compulsory) registration, secret balloting and an assumption of electoral equality for women. Two years later,

  the first federal elections were contested under universal adult suffrage. Nothing so extreme had been in Lincoln’s mind when he spoke of ‘government by the

  people, for the people’. But it may be hard now to recall that ‘democracy’ ever meant anything less.




  Did this breakneck expansion of citizenship produce barbarism? Not everyone, certainly, has admired the result. Another English novelist, D. H. Lawrence, turning up fifty years after Trollope,

  thought Australia the most democratic place he had seen, concluding that ‘the more I see of democracy, the less I like it’. Within Australia itself there is a strain of conservative

  distrust for a supposedly reckless populace – curiously, because the country’s political history, though quarrelsome in detail, has been remarkably stable overall – and this

  produces intermittent spasms of intense reaction, some of which become part of our story.




  Considered commercially, democracy created an opulent market for newspaper and periodical publishing. Australia was arguably the first country in which the press was authentically popular

  – that is, formed part of the life everybody led. It was from early on a powerful and important industry, provincial only by virtue of its extraordinary geographic remoteness. Much of this

  was true also of New Zealand, but there is a distinction. Until quite recently New Zealand’s population had a large rural component, but even before federation Australia was essentially

  urban.




  Where the wealth serviced by Australia’s harbour cities came from agrarian industry – and, with the mighty exception of gold, it mostly did – its operatives viewed the vast dry

  spaces as factories, and themselves as industrial workers. Wool production needed only a scattered workforce, and was hard to unionise. But unionised it was. The result of such processes was that

  in Australia even the minority living in rural circumstances shared urban attitudes, including a huge thirst for newspapers and magazines.




  In 1883 Richard Twopeny produced his small classic of observation, Town Life in Australia. This life, he said, existed in what was ‘essentially the land of newspapers. The colonist

  is by nature an inquisitive animal, who likes to know what is going on around him.’ By this time the six colonies had some 600 newspapers. The major cities were rich enough to afford

  substantial railway networks and advanced lighting systems, so that people found it easy to get papers, and comfortable to read them. Democratic politics – which often struck visitors used to

  a narrower franchise as raucous or worse – provided entertainment, and serious accounts of sporting events were staple material. Australia’s first federal institution may have been its

  cricket team. When it took ship to the northern hemisphere in 1882 and crushed the horrified English, every detail was reported by the press back home, at a telegraph cost of

  about $300 a word in the country’s present-day money.




  And of course there was crime. Colonial society was not violent by most standards, but journalists made the best of the available action. It would be hard to outdo the assurance of the

  Herald’s two-column eyewitness account of the great bushranger Ned Kelly’s execution in 1880, minutely detailing (in service to deterrence) the hangman’s grim visage, the

  victim’s last sardonic words (‘Such is life’) and the spasms of the dying body. But the Kellys were Irish, and the Herald – which believed itself popular with Irish

  readers – was careful also to record Ned’s ‘courage and address’, his humane moments, and the ‘surprise and amusement’ he had caused by shutting two New South

  Wales cops in their own cells during the great Jerilderie bank raid. Demonstrations calling for his reprieve were scrupulously reported.




  Twopeny wrote as an English gentleman rather than as a resident colonial and, while he approved the Australians’ sporting enthusiasm, he thought their view of crime far too relaxed. How

  could members of the colonial legislature agitate for the reprieve of a criminal whose murders ‘were not to be counted on the fingers’? – and do so just because the fellow

  ‘had for over two years set the police at defiance’. But of course it was not only Kelly’s criminal eminence that prompted the agitation. It was because the agitators too were

  Irish. And the point is that the colonial power structure, though dominated by people of Twopeny’s background or similar, did not exclude the growing Irish middle class. It is not quite true

  to say that Kelly is remembered as a hero – for he was indeed a murderer – but he came to represent a belief that style and daring are admirable wherever they exist.




  Twopeny wrote before the age of audited circulation figures, but he is convincing about the sheer popularity of the press (and he is supported by other witnesses): ‘Nearly everybody can

  read, and nearly everybody has the leisure to do so. Again, the proportion of the population who can afford to purchase and subscribe to newspapers is ten times as large as in England; hence the

  number of sheets issued is comparatively much greater.’ They produced, in many cases, great wealth for their owners – conspicuously for the Fairfaxes of the Sydney Morning

  Herald, with advertising revenues enviously described as ‘rivers of gold’. (The gold flows still, but the Fairfaxes have argely dispossessed themselves by feud. Now Rupert Murdoch and other predators are greedily assessing the abandoned inheritance.)




  This was a press which was popular – and, in aggregate, prosperous – but Twopeny agreed with Trollope that it was mostly serious and reliable. There was strong competition between

  the numerous titles, but he did not think:




  

    

      the quality inferior to the quantity. On the contrary, if there is one institution of which Australians have reason to be proud, it is their newspaper press.




      Almost without exception it is thoroughly respectable and well conducted . . . Reports are fairly given; telegrams are rarely invented; sensation is not sought after . . . Neither directly

      not indirectly does anyone ever think of attempting to bribe either conductors of journals or their reporters; the whole press is before everything honest.


    


  




  Twopeny contradicts himself a little in one or two instances – notably in what he has to say about the Age, the Melbourne paper on which Keith Murdoch began his

  career a generation later. And he wrote before the rise of John Norton’s scabrous Truth chain – eventually bought by Rupert Murdoch – which Cyril Pearl chronicled in

  Wild Men of Sydney. But it can fairly be said that Australian newspapers of the later nineteenth century show that the version of media history in which ordinary working people ignored

  newspapers until Northcliffe sought to reinvent them as juvenilia (saying that his readers were ‘only ten’) is misleadingly crude.




  In 1889, seven years before Northcliffe launched the Daily Mail in London, the Herald in Melbourne decided that the standard format of the nineteenth-century newspaper was

  obsolete. This had long been a single sheet folded into eight broadsheet pages, with advertising on the ‘outside’ surfaces. The Herald developed a ‘front page’, with

  illustrations and headlines designed to seize the reader’s attention without delay (the Mail did not get around to the same idea till it was aged rather more than ten).




  Although the paper was editorially adventurous – excessively so, for some respectable folk – its first half-century was not a competitive success, and it was often near to closure.

  The man who made it the city’s chief publishing business, taking the lead away from the Argus, eclipsing David Syme’s Age – and becoming, to his great subsequent

  discomfiture, Keith Murdoch’s first major patron – was Theodore Fink, who was born in Guernsey to German-Jewish parents and arrived in Victoria as a child in

  1861. Fink’s character displays the contradictions of urban Australia in classic form. He was, at the financial level, a fairly ruthless crook. But he was also a patriotic liberal, a man of

  literary sensibility and a serious advocate of social and educational reform.




  He was subtle enough to see that journalists could not follow pharmacists, electrical engineers and other practitioners in the new skills of industrial society into becoming exclusive

  professions, like the law. A free society may limit the right to concoct medicines but not the right to concoct words, even if (as Kipling says) they are ‘the most powerful drug used by

  mankind’. But Fink also saw that the communications industry – not his name for it – was developing professional requirements which the traditions of Grub Street and the procedure

  of a hiring-fair could not satisfy. He became one of the first newspaper managers to admit that their employees needed systematic training.




  Fink opened a law practice in 1877, specialising in insolvency and electoral disputes – lucrative work in a state with a gold-driven economy and an expanding political franchise. During

  the ten-year land boom which got under way in 1880 he became an energetic speculator himself, and spent some of his profits on buying an interest in the Herald. He was certainly a smart, or

  over-smart, practitioner of law. But politics and literature fascinated him much more – he might have started out in newspapers had not his newly respectable family noticed that most

  journalists then lived precariously on payments-by-the-line and consoled themselves with whisky. At eighteen Theodore addressed a remarkable four-part lecture on newspapers to the members of the

  Jewish Philosophical Society of Melbourne, who may have learnt more than they cared to about printing machinery and New York advertising practice. Clearly, he understood the technical advances

  being made in American papers, though this was in 1873, ten years before Pulitzer’s acquisition of the New York World. As a law student he produced reviews, verses and scraps of social

  news; and as a prosperous practitioner he found time to write for the Age (a weekly gossip column called ‘Under the Verandah’).




  Then, during the panic which shook the financial world in the early 1890s, Theodore went bust twice inside twelve months. The detonator – the first Barings collapse – was in London,

  but the ferocity of Melbourne’s local effect came from the rupture of a property-market bubble swollen over a decade or more. Its inflation owed much to absurd ‘improvements’

  attached to savings legislation when it was imported from Britain: they allowed money subscribed in mutual societies for house-building to be diverted easily into

  generalised, often fraudulent speculation.




  Fink escaped multiple bankruptcy by ruthless use of ‘secret composition’, an astounding feature of business law in Victorian Victoria, under which any group of creditors (often

  unrepresentative) could agree to clear all the liabilities of an insolvent (usually one with whom they were engaged in other business activities). The vote was by simple majority, taking no account

  of the volume of debt a voter might represent. Nothing then appeared in public records – and, though there was some contemporary gossip, the secret compositions made by Fink and various

  allies of his lay hidden until revealed by the work of present-day historians, chiefly Michael Cannon. A decent insolvency law, of course, is based on the equality of creditors. Really, this was

  just fraudulent preference legitimised.




  Many details of Fink’s manoeuvres remain obscure even in Professor Don Garden’s most recent research on the Fink family. But there is no doubt that Theodore managed, most improperly,

  to insulate his Herald shareholdings from his creditors, and make them part of a new portfolio. In the aftermath of the busted boom there were more than sixty ‘secret

  compositions’, and many of the families involved – like the Baillieus – were counted then and later as pillars of the local business aristocracy. Nobody ever doubted that Sydney,

  the old penitentiary, was hazy on ethics. But, until modern research uncovered Melbourne’s past, people liked to suppose things were otherwise in a city where the pioneers were businessmen

  rather than convicts.




  In 1897 Victoria’s financial regulations were modestly reformed, and secret composition was never again used with such bravura. Over the years, though, other and equally dubious means have

  been found to help powerful businessmen stave off the impact of their own recklessness. And a persistent component in the story of Australian media industries is the haphazard character of the

  country’s financial regulation, a contradictory feature in a society where order and method are often valued highly. (The pinpoint organisation of the Sydney Olympics in 2000 surprised many

  people, but not those familiar with the country.)




  Twopeny, writing just before the land boom broke, made it clear that the editorial honesty of the press existed alongside – or in spite of – a cavalier attitude to financial morals.

  Victoria, which was protectionist, he judged especially deplorable: ‘In Melbourne the heavy protectionist tariff has brought about an almost universal practice of

  presenting the customs with false invoices so skilfully concocted as to make detection impossible. Within my knowledge this practice has been resorted to by firms of the highest standing.’

  The speculative nature of all business and the consequent frequency of insolvencies, he added, meant a generally relaxed attitude to business regulation: ‘Even when there has been swindling,

  it is soon forgiven and forgotten . . . The fact is, that so much sharp practice goes on, that the discovered swindler is rarely a sinner above his neighbours; he has simply had the bad luck to be

  found out.’




  Parallels have been drawn by Australian historians between the land-boomers of the 1880s and the eyeballs-out entrepreneurs who ranged the land in the 1980s, such as Alan Bond, Laurie Connell

  and Christopher Skase. Rupert Murdoch, who shared many of their follies, has survived – if sometimes narrowly – where they failed, because he has had superior access to overseas

  capital, and because he has been remarkably successful in restricting American understanding of his empire’s actual characteristics. In March 1999 the Economist wrote that accounting

  standards in Australia, ‘among the most lax of the developed economies’, prevented Newscorp’s financial performance – particularly its actual profitability and its

  extraordinary freedom from tax – being compared realistically with those of major international competitors such as Disney Corporation. If Australia happened to be a torpid backwater its

  deficiencies in corporate legislation and accounting discipline would not matter beyond its own frontier. But it is a society of much talent and energy which makes far more impact on the world than

  its remote location and modest population would suggest.




  Professor Walter Murdoch – Rupert’s great-uncle, and a cultural critic of some standing – once suggested that nations were like children buying sweets with limited

  pocket-money. Unable to indulge all tastes, each child indulges in the confection he or she fancies most. He argued that cultures, like individuals, can’t have everything desirable: England,

  for instance, has no Olympian composer because the English binged on poetry. One might follow the professor and say that Australians have excelled in literature, sport, art and war – even

  politics, for this is a highly stable democracy. Financial regulation, however, seems rarely to have caught their interest.




  In 1892 Fink was crossing the Atlantic, home-bound westward. On board ship, an American politician gave a bumptious after-dinner speech about the general superiority of

  his nation’s institutions. Theodore offered his fellow passengers a witty rejoinder saying – he showed much familiarity with the America of the Gilded Age – it would be difficult

  indeed to rival America’s rogues and speculators. The applause was generous. But Theodore just then was going home to repair his own estate via devices at which Jay Gould and his Wall Street

  comrades might well have drawn the line.




  Fink was a man whose gifts were manifold, but whose self-awareness could be absurdly inadequate. This may be no more than to say he was a representative Australian of his day, a member of a

  society constructed on the the latest blueprints, but in a location so distant as to make realistic comparison between it and other models an unfamiliar exercise. In Theodore Fink there was a

  permanent tension between personal opportunism and social idealism. Keith Murdoch, one generation younger, was a rather simpler phenomenon.




  Keith Arthur Murdoch, the second son of seven children, was born in 1885, when his father Patrick was minister of the Presbyterian church standing at William and Lonsdale Streets, on the north

  edge of downtown Melbourne. Patrick was thirty-five, and had been ‘called’ to Australia from his first appointment at Cruden on Scotland’s North Sea coast. Two years later, he

  moved to Trinity Church in Camberwell, an eastern suburb several social rungs above its London prototype. There he preached for four decades, with a spell as Moderator of the Victorian Assembly of

  the Presbyterian Church, and then of its Australian Assembly. An important member of Trinity’s congregation was David Syme, proprietor of the Age.




  The Scots in Melbourne were fewer than the English and the Irish, but among influential folk – especially conservative ones – they were significant. The two larger communities

  contained many working-class families, recruited from the urban poor of the south-east of England and of Ireland. But Scottish migrants were often educated professionals, like Patrick Murdoch, an

  Edinburgh graduate, and his much younger brother Walter, who arrived with him and graduated from Melbourne. Walter, a literary scholar with an uncomplicated style, became the more eminent, and a

  university now bears his name.




  Australia’s conservative elite would have been a feeble thing without the Melbourne Scots – Sir Robert Menzies, its most effective leader, saw them as his personal tribe – and

  Patrick Murdoch had all of their characteristic connections and attitudes. Though he urged economic self-discipline in the manual classes, he was not the dour type of

  preacher. As a clubbable man himself, he was probably surprised to find that Keith was painfully shy, with a stammer which could render him incoherent. Keith did not want to follow Walter to the

  university, and told his parents that he had a ‘calling’ for journalism. They were disconcerted: though Patrick believed sturdily in a free press, the Murdochs probably cared no more

  than the Finks for its rank-and-file membership, and no sensible parent would advise a shy youth to become a reporter.




  But David Syme was a friend, and in 1903 Patrick asked his help. The old Protectionist offered the minister’s son a trial as a suburban correspondent in Malvern, adjacent to Camberwell. On

  Sir Keith Murdoch’s own account some forty years later, it was not an enlightening professional start. The Age today is the urbane journal of the Melbourne middle class, kin to the

  Guardian or the Washington Post. It was very different when Keith began his career, and still exhibited many of the dubious qualities Twopeny had seen: ‘The Age is a

  penny 4pp sheet selling 50,000 daily . . . Its inventive ability, in which it altogether surpasses the London Daily Telegraph, has brought it the nickname of “Ananias” . . . It

  is protectionist to the backbone . . . and fosters a policy of isolation from the sister colonies.’




  Syme’s notions of political economy might seem remote from the experiences of a junior recruit, but that was not quite so. The devotion of the Age to protection had once been

  something of a radical, populist cause, founded on the argument that Victoria could not develop reliable employment without manufacturing industries, and that New South Wales persisted with free

  trade out of subservience to the City of London. It was not a wholly perverse argument in an economy which stalled at any dip in the world’s appetite for primary goods. But Syme’s

  pursuit of it had grown perverse.




  Around the turn of the century a tide of nationalist idealism flowed for federation. Australians were often pleased to find this emotion in themselves, but not Syme. He thought free trade close

  to depravity – suicide and madness were among its consequences – and a nation embracing sinful Sydney was undesirable altogether. Newspapers are often damaged by proprietorial

  monomania: the Age which the eighteen-year-old Murdoch joined was editorially sclerotic and obsolescent, and was a harsh employer. Formally it wasn’t even his employer – he

  brought in paragraphs from his allotted territory and got a penny and a half per line printed. This, as he said later, was sweating – a malpractice still common, in a

  business by then too profitable to need it. To be sure, Australia’s newspaper industry was not a particularly bad example. Indeed, reforms there were moving unusually fast, with papers like

  the Argus and the Herald in the lead. But they did not affect Keith Murdoch’s formative years at the Age.




  While nineteenth-century newspapers still used hand-set type and sheet-fed presses, the lineage system perhaps gave flexibility to a trade dominated by small, fragile organisations. But

  technology transformed operational speeds and made news the business of substantial industrial firms. A man setting type by hand could not outpace the creator of copy. But Ottmar

  Mergenthaler’s Linotype – tested at the New York Tribune in 1886, perfected by 1890 – allowed type to be set at 2,000 words an hour, and few people, if any, can produce

  – as against transcribe – as many sensible words in a day while discovering and checking the facts on which they rest.




  Presses which printed from a continuous web – not sheet by sheet – also became far more voracious: printing-output speeds went up by something like a hundred-fold in the last decade

  of the nineteenth century. John Walter I, who struggled to install The Times’ steam-driven sheet-fed Koenig & Lomb press in 1820, would have been amazed to stand with Kipling in

  1890 watching ‘The Harrild and the Hoe devour / Their league-long paper bale’.




  The newspapers these machines produced were not altogether changed from the Port Phillip Herald, so far as the page-image itself went. But, as their content and volume expanded immensely,

  so did their distribution, raising cash which fed back into further expansion. News, thought John Bigelow of the New York Times (quoted at the head of this chapter), would soon overwhelm

  every other activity in a newspaper. His note of surprise may itself seem surprising. But, not long before Bigelow’s observation, newspapers filled much of their space with material rather

  like present-day lifestyle journalism. They still lacked the technical means to collect and distribute a comprehensive account of a city’s diurnal business and its relations with the world.

  Newspapers, before the continuous-web press with its on-line folding systems, were like the Internet where high-speed digital transmission isn’t available. They lacked bandwidth.




  A history of the Australian Journalists’ Association (AJA) describes the input side of industrialised journalism under a heading ‘Slaves of the Press’. One example describes a

  Sydney linage reporter sent to find a remotely located US consul at midnight: he had to walk back to town over rough country after filing eighteen lines of copy (the

  telephone was as elusive as the consul), and his net return on six hours’ duty came – after paying his expenses – to threepence. In 1901 the daily paper in the prosperous

  Victorian city of Bendigo had eight wide columns, 22 inches long (representing no small bandwith): ‘The chief reporter once covered a farmer’s convention which began at 10 a.m. He

  finished his report at 3 o’clock next morning and was in a near-coma after having written 7½ columns by hand [something like 8,000 words]. The editor . . . rebuked him for not having

  filled the whole of the page allotted to him for the convention report.’ Such a regime virtually demands the inflation of material. At the same time, it penalises habits of inquiry and

  verification – in any case difficult ones to acquire.




  What Murdoch did for six years as a ‘stringer’ for the Age was comb the streets of Malvern for suburban trivia, working mostly on his own. His sources were in police courts

  and municipal offices, churches and local businesses. Work often got into proof, only to be squeezed out in the final make-up; if so, he was paid nothing. Shoe-leather work of this kind was and

  remains a proper part of any reporter’s training. But if it forms the staple element its effect will be destructive, for the journalist’s pay is essentially controlled by people who

  supply or withhold the news he or she needs. For good papers, it was already outdated when Keith Murdoch began work.




  And the twentieth century – though it brought new corruptions – did eliminate the idea that apprenticeship based on linage would produce reliable reporters. Max Frankel’s

  account of his career on the New York Times is a classic journalistic memoir, and his beginning as the paper’s Columbia University correspondent in the early 1950s states the

  argument:




  

    

      The pay was twenty dollars a week, nearly twice the cost of tuition. Unlike most newspapers’ stringers – so called because they were part-timers paid by the

      measurement of a string, or ruler, at the rate of a dollar or two per inch – I would be earning only about fifty cents an inch, or a penny a word. But the steady income meant I could be

      trusted not to press for the printing of worthless news and not to pad every item just to enlarge my income.


    


  




  The worst evil of the Age’s system was not just that it led to poverty – though often it did – but rather the kind of alternative to poverty that it offered. Murdoch could have joined the staff, after a trial period. He did not, because he could earn more as a stringer – something between £4 and £6, then a

  tolerable weekly wage – though that was a process of chasing volume, inevitably at the expense of other criteria. The money offered an escape route from the employer who so costively produced

  it. By 1909 Keith Murdoch had saved enough to buy a third-class passage to London and sustain himself during an eighteen-month search for work with more prospect of professional growth. He hoped

  also to find a therapist to treat his stammer, and had some thought of a degree at the new London School of Economics, which was interested in older students (he was twenty-four).




  He was not necessarily looking for a Fleet Street career, but even some record of employment and experience in London might have been tradable on a return to Melbourne, providing a chance of

  work on one of the leading papers – the Argus or the Herald. In the event, none of his academic or journalistic hopes succeeded. When he returned to Melbourne, the Age

  kept a promise it had made to re-employ him – but this time as a salaried man, with a 30 per cent wage-cut.




  Murdoch never sentimentalised his trainee days. At an AJA dinner just before the Second World War he said they were marked by overwork, underpayment and unhappy professional consequences:

  ‘Looking back on those days I know that I would have been a better journalist had I not been sweated in my formative years.’ Powerful inhibitions operated against unionising the

  ‘slaves of the press’. The Age fired anyone suspected of such intentions, and journalists themselves were reluctant to follow a proletarian example.




  Australia was not (and is not) a classless society, but class attitudes can be shifted by legislation. Wishing to reduce strikes by shearers and wharf-labourers, the new Commonwealth had built a

  system of industrial courts to try employment issues, and settle them by award. The courts gave registered unions an alternative to physical muscle, and journalists saw that they too could use it,

  however slight their class-warrior potential. Their requirement was to assemble a sufficient list of members for registration, and this was done on 10 December 1910 at a meeting in a basement

  café on Flinders Street, advertised only by word of mouth. The list – kept secret at the time – contained 210 signatures, and one of them was Keith Murdoch’s.




  In the complex, sometimes bitter arguments of the next few years Murdoch played no open part – pardonably, given the behaviour of the Age. Probably the decisive role in gaining

  acceptance for the Australian Journalists Association was that of senior executives on the more sophisticated papers – particularly James Edward Davidson, editor of the

  Herald. They were prepared to confront their fellow directors with the truth that businesses which were exploiting immensely productive technologies needed staff who were trained, educated

  and adequately paid – and that criticising payment by volume was not Red revolution. Davidson, as Murdoch and others agreed later, was a ‘noble’ character.




  But an important share of the reformers’ credit must go also to Davidson’s boss Theodore Fink. He had been effectively the chief executive of the Herald business since the turn of

  the century, supervising its steady investment in powerful American machinery. The reformed speculator was no natural friend of unions, but he was a strong believer in technical education and

  training (to which he had devoted both academic and political energy).




  What came out of initial confrontation and subsequent collaboration between the new union and the more technically advanced employers was an elaborate but pragmatic system for training and

  grading newspaper employees – a working ethos not lost today (though often imperilled), under which the content of a metropolitan newspaper should chiefly be the first-hand work of its own

  regular staff. Such an ethos is not uniquely Australian, of course – similarities with America, especially, are strong and obvious. But the legal empowerment of unions, the long background of

  literacy and of political engagement – plus devotional attitudes to sport and its reporting – made for particular local force.




  Effectively, the union’s demand was for human investment: Fink and his directors treated investment in equipment not as an alternative, but as a parallel activity. While negotiating with

  the new-born AJA, they were bringing three state-of-the-art Goss presses from America, and could reasonably claim that the machines, ‘two octuple and one quadruple [when] set up in the office

  in 1912 easily surpassed anything of the kind then in Australia and were level with, if not ahead of, any relative equipment then in the world. Running together on a 16-page paper, these three

  machines print, fold and deliver 100,000 copies an hour . . .’




  At this stage, just before the First World War, press technology began generating the architectural form that journalists have been accustomed to ever since, though a slightly later account of

  the Herald’s own development records an important difference between practice in London and the southern hemisphere:




  

    

      Extending well along the Collins-place front is the largest reporters’ room south of the Line. In London and other places where a considerable

      portion of the local news is supplied by agencies serving all the newspapers, comparatively few reporters are employed. On The Herald there is an exceptionally large staff of them.

      Although much of their work is done outside, every member of the staff has his own place in the office and may do a good deal of his writing inside.


    


  




  When Max Frankel started work at the New York Times four decades later, the neophyte campus reporter encountered similar architecture (dating this time from 1903), later

  describing ‘the vast newsroom that stretched a full city block from Garst’s chair at the City Desk’.




  The technology of news has since changed further: the addition of colour, the replacement of letterpress by lithography; the discovery that news isn’t necessarily connected with the

  printing of paper. But one shift which the big presses brought to news organisations remains with us today. They became teaching institutions – rather as the hospital, another great urban

  invention, had done earlier. They established the idea that journalism, like medicine, involves skills which must be learnt collectively, under a certain discipline, and to which sufficient years

  must be devoted.




  At the heart of every industrial news system is a problem with no obvious solution – namely, how to make unpredictable events occur at orderly times. This turns into a very practical

  question, which resounds through the story of News Corporation: how many – or, as Rupert Murdoch has usually asked it, how few – people are needed to make a news service? The answer

  requires experience, as Frankel records:




  

    

      Only slowly did I understand why even the worldly New York Times carried so much provincial campus news. Its large local staff was really needed only at odd moments,

      when planes crashed into the Empire State Building or New York’s electricity suddenly gave out. Between crises, the locals were sent to cover insipid business lunches, charity dinners,

      and professional conventions, and their reports were supplemented by yet more trivia from dozens of suburban part-timers . . .


    


  




  In relatively trivial – though useful – techniques of presentation, such as streamer headlines and half-tone display, the ‘colonial’ press was generally in advance of

  Northcliffe’s model before 1914. Part of the Murdoch legend is that after the war Keith Murdoch was a carrier of advanced technique from London to Melbourne, and

  scepticism should be applied even to that. In the fundamental matter of training and organising news-gatherers, the antipodeans were far in advance.




  British journalists were not fools, and plenty of them saw the value of importing the Australian grading system before the First World War. Northcliffe devoted his powerful influence to

  frustrating every such attempt; it would lead, he said obscurely, to ‘jam-factory journalism’. The skills that Keith Murdoch acquired from Northcliffe during the war had more to do with

  the management of political intrigue than with the management of newspapers.




  The first edition of this book, written before the phone-hacking scandal, contained at Chapter 2 a detailed account of the activities of Rupert Murdoch’s father Keith

  as a correspondent in the First World War. Entitled ‘The Conspirator as Hero’, this challenged the view, widely circulated in Australia, that Keith was a fiercely independent reporter

  who ‘got our boys out of Gallipoli’.




  In 2011 it seemed important to make space for more recent developments. However, attempts have been made, including by Rupert Murdoch himself, to suggest Keith’s wartime career laid

  down the editorial traditions which the family have since striven to maintain. The real evidence shows that Keith Murdoch was in fact a ruthless political operative using his journalistic role

  largely as cover.




  His politico-military interventions were seriously misconceived, ending in a wild anti-Semitic plot intended to remove General John Monash ‘Australia’s greatest soldier’

  from command at the vital moment in 1918 when Monash’s troops were making the great breakthrough which led to the Battle of Amiens and defeat of the German army. The plot failed (Monash

  privately complained that it was bitter to confront ‘a pogrom’ at the climax of the war). But in the euphoria of victory Keith Murdoch’s scheming was forgotten: the facts did not

  emerge until long after his death in 1952. The story is so bizarre that it has sometimes been doubted. A full version in PDF (with notes) will be supplied without charge on application to

  bruce@pages2.adsl24.co.uk
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  THE SOUTHCLIFFE INHERITANCE, 1919–1953




  

    

      No word hostile to you has ever been uttered in Cabinet. On the contrary, all ministers realise only too well what the Government and the Party owe to the papers of your

      group.




      J. A. LYONS, Prime Minister of Australia,


      to Sir Keith Murdoch, 1935




      The citizens of a free country have to depend on a free press . . . That is why the Constitution gives newspapers express protection from Government interference . . . It is

      also possible for the public interest to be defeated by the way a newspaper is conducted since the principal restraint on a newspaper owner is his self-restraint.




      EUGENE MEYER, publisher of the Washington Post, 1948


    


  




  The year 1931 was prosperous for Keith Murdoch, chief officer of the Herald and Weekly Times. His son Rupert was born, and Joe Lyons – who might be called the

  family’s first prime minister – took office. Rupert certainly grew up aware of his father as a ‘towering figure in Australian life’ – the words of the British

  historian John Grigg – and since the Great War Keith and the Herald had travelled far. But the dynastic account in which he injected a comatose outfit with Northcliffe’s

  expertise is untrue.




  In 1918 Theodore Fink and his manager Arthur Wise were running a prosperous business, and planning post-war investment to exploit the national addiction to printed matter. Political and personal

  stresses were the problem. Fink admitted the skill of James Davidson, editor since 1911, but he did so only grudgingly, as he grew more conservative and Davidson did not.

  Davidson, the ‘noble’ pioneer of pre-war reforms, tried to develop a non-partisan policy, but abolishing the paper’s editorial column only incurred the chairman’s disgust.

  To any practised newspaper eye, Murdoch’s letter sympathising with ‘my dear Mr Fink’ looks like a job application:




  

    

      I know you will be interested rather than indignant in my views – The Herald has always been curiously characterless as a journal. I know you have wished it

      otherwise . . . a newspaper should have some sort of a fighting platform, not necessarily political . . . The Herald has suffered from a lack of fighting and push . . .


    


  




  Ejected in 1918, Davidson went to Adelaide, South Australia’s capital, and did something Keith Murdoch never did. He created a paper, the News, which lasted many years –

  becoming the foundation-stone of Newscorp, in fact. His replacement, Guy Innes, didn’t enthuse Fink. But Murdoch’s presence in Europe was doubtless indispensable at the climax of the

  world drama.




  The 1920 company accounts told of rising sales and work on new premises and plant. The site was in Flinders Street, classic newspaper territory, on the fancier fringe of downtown: a five-floor

  building was to provide ample editorial spaces, mahogany directorial quarters, advanced graphics-processing, and five rows of the latest Goss machinery. (Fink and Wise, canvassing examples, drew

  considerably on the Chicago Tribune.)




  Melbourne’s market offered most potential: Hugh Denison of the Sydney Sun meant to invade, and Fink meant to repulse him. Both saw Murdoch as a desirable acquisition: the

  Anzacs’ saviour, admired by Northcliffe. (The Chief was by now eccentric enough to make his doorman head of advertising, but few comprehended his decline.) Keith adroitly kept his potential

  employers in the dark about each other. ‘My mind is clear,’ he wrote to Fink in September 1920, ‘that I would like to do the work . . . if I come as Editor of the Herald I

  am to have complete and absolute sole control over the [editorial] staff . . .’ While Fink was pressed for concessions, Denison was told he had the lead – being disabused (and enraged)

  in January 1921 when the Herald negotiations were complete.




  Northcliffe gave a farewell party, and in September the new editor disembarked at Melbourne. Smith’s Weekly, an astringent Sydney journal, reported Wise

  greeting him with a ‘ready-to-wear expression of cordiality’, and speculated about the general manager’s prospects. Soon after, the Chief arrived on a world tour, and

  congratulated the Herald directors on Murdoch: their remaining duty was simply to support him. Next spring, when Murdoch demanded sole executive power, the board took this prescription, and

  Wise disappeared. Murdoch sent Northcliffe thanks (saying ‘director after director’ had been lobbied). But the Chief ’s mind collapsed before the letter arrived, and he died in

  August 1922, aged fifty-seven.




  In command Murdoch cultivated something of Northcliffe’s weighty manner – he liked to be called ‘Chief ’ – but avoided the original’s captious arrogance. He

  dressed carefully to make the best of his regular features, firm handshake and level hazel eyes. His manners were excellent, and he knowledgeably collected paintings, wine, furniture and books. The

  stammering youth was gone, and Melbourne knew little of his London conspiracies. He was a war hero, and the rising star of a substantial, cultivated family.




  Naturally Monash and White were absent on 6 June 1928 when the Reverend Patrick Murdoch married his forty-two-year-old son to nineteen-year-old Elisabeth Greene, but General Harry Chauvel,

  dashing leader of the Light Horse, represented the Anzac connection, and the diva Nellie Melba shed glamour on an extensive congregation.




  Keith and Elisabeth settled at Frankston, south-east of Melbourne, on a spacious farm named after Cruden in Aberdeenshire, location of Patrick’s first ministry. Rupert Greene passed on

  grace and charm to his daughter. But he had a taste for gambling, which she hoped to eliminate in her offspring: they were to see her husband as their model. The children were principally her care,

  for Keith’s workload was heavy, and extended well beyond Melbourne.




  Grigg correctly identified Murdoch as a huge national presence. But it was less exact to call him the greatest ‘editor and newspaper entrepreneur’ in Australia’s history. The

  Herald continued efficiently, but he was not an editorial innovator – pioneers like the political analyst A. N. Smith and the financial investigator ‘Monty’ Grover operated

  elsewhere. Nor was he an ‘entrepreneur’, if that means a creator of businesses. Takeovers were his métier, in an industry undergoing drastic rationalisation after luxuriant

  growth. Between 1923 and 1933 the number of metropolitan newspaper operators fell from twenty-one to six. Murdoch was the Herald group’s tactician during this time; Fink the strategist,

  creator of a formidable financial and technical base. Their personal affection did not survive Wise’s fall. But they collaborated over twelve years and three principal

  campaigns.




  The first opponent was Denison, attacking with the Sun News-Pictorial – a bright morning alternative to Age and Argus grey – and then with an evening competitor

  for the Herald. The Sun found a profitable new readership; the evening, though it reached a creditable sale of 100,000, made no money in Herald territory. It closed in 1925,

  and Denison found his overheads crippling when borne by a single paper. Murdoch was authorised to buy the Sun, which slotted economically into the powerful Flinders Street plant. With

  Melbourne secured, Fink led a raid on Perth in Western Australia by a party of Herald directors. They bought, and sold profitably, an option over the West Australian. Murdoch managed the

  deal in return for an interest, which Fink thought provided his first substantial capital.




  Though personally rewarding, Perth was not a purposeful corporate scheme. But the 1928 attack on Adelaide and the Bonython family’s entrenched morning Advertiser certainly was. A

  tiny moribund competitor, the Register, was bought and put under Syd Deamer’s editorial control. The ex-pilot, an intemperate, self-made intellectual – close to Fink, but

  sceptical of Murdoch’s wartime role – was a tough newsman. The Bonythons, lacking competitive stamina, sold the Advertiser for a million pounds in 1929. The Register died,

  and Deamer returned to Melbourne as Herald editor, Murdoch becoming editor-in-chief and managing director. James Davidson agreed simultaneously a share-swap option over his evening

  News. It was activated on his death in 1930.




  Connection to Queensland – Australia’s Deep North – began through an association with the extraordinary John Wren, who built his illegal gaming empire from a desperate punt on

  Carbine for the 1890 Melbourne Cup. Monty Grover’s riskiest target, Wren’s ill-fame survives in Power without Glory, Frank Hardy’s semi-fictional novel of Melbourne

  corruption. Diversifying to Queensland, Wren had acquired the Brisbane Daily Mail to run sporting promotions. Murdoch in the late 1920s bought its one rival, the Courier, and some of

  Wren’s Mail shares. It took four years to produce the desired outcome: a merged Courier-Mail, run by the Herald group, though Murdoch and the shareholders he brought in (Fink

  included) were a minority. Wren’s tacit and possibly unique admission was that he lacked the moral stature to function as a newspaper proprietor.




  Ten acquisitive years thus made the Herald group the chief force in Australian metropolitan journalism. Melbourne produced a challenge in 1933, when the Argus

  launched the Evening Star against the Herald – at a bad time for Murdoch, who was immobilised by heart trouble. Deamer, however, was as vigorous in defence as attack. Keeping a

  taut news cover, he moved the paper successfully up-market, and in George Munster’s words it was sometimes ‘more reminiscent of the Manchester Guardian than the Daily

  Mail’. The Star died in 1936 without making any serious impression on the Herald.




  But when Murdoch returned from convalescence the tension between editor and editor-in-chief intensified sharply. The terminal incident profoundly impressed twelve-year-old Adrian Deamer: Syd

  burst into the house swearing he would never speak to Murdoch again. The phone rang, and Adrian’s mother announced that Sir Keith was calling. Syd hurled the phone through a window, and

  shortly after embarked the family for London, where other employment was found. Nobody knew just what had triggered the explosion, in which respect it resembled most rows involving Syd Deamer. But

  for once it had lasting consequences, because it occurred between men whose professional temperaments were profoundly opposed. To Murdoch, stories were a currency, and were most valuable when

  unpublished; by the 1930s he was an experienced practitioner of intrigue. Deamer’s professional interest lay entirely in the day’s disclosure, and whatever was on his mind reached his

  lips (or his newspaper) with virtually no delay




  The Australian Labor Party (ALP)1 appeared as the country’s natural rulers in Murdoch’s youth (when he considered editing a party

  newspaper). But conscription split the party, and Murdoch had discovered conservatism before repair-work enabled James Scullin to take power in 1929 – exactly as Wall Street crashed. Scullin

  had no experience of office, and just two colleagues with a little: E. G. (‘Red Ted’) Theodore, ex-Premier of Queensland, and J. A. (‘Honest Joe’) Lyons, ex-Premier of

  Tasmania. Red Ted was a brilliant self-taught pre-Keynesian, not unlike Huey Long. Honest Joe was a schoolteacher and financial ascetic. Distrust was mutual.




  On appointment as federal Treasurer Red Ted was accused of corruption – of having connections with John Wren. When he resigned to defend himself, Scullin made Lyons Acting Treasurer, and

  sailed for London to appease Australia’s creditors. Thirty years later Enid Lyons recalled the Melbourne lunch-party where Murdoch moved smoothly to divide the

  government:




  

    

      ‘Well, Mr Lyons, you will not be Acting Treasurer much longer. You will be Treasurer.’ Joe said he doubted it; he doubted even if he could wish to be. ‘Oh,

      but you will be. Scullin couldn’t do anything else after what you’ve done in his absence, and after the way he supported you from London. Don’t you think so, Mrs Lyons?’

      he asked, turning to me . . .


    


  




  When Scullin found Red Ted freshened up sufficiently for reappointment, Lyons was upset – and aware of his potential outside the Australian Labor Party. Murdoch now helped the conservative

  Opposition’s leader reach the conclusion that his day was done – at which Honest Joe crossed over into the job. Scullin’s restored Treasurer treated the Depression with mild

  reflationary potions, and the Herald chain damned them as products of a shady financial background. Red Ted and Honest Joe were sternly contrasted throughout the 1931 election, with the

  result that Lyons’ victory over Labor was widely (furiously, by the unions) attributed to the Herald group.




  In 1934 Murdoch became Sir Keith, and Lyons ruled in public amity with the Herald till his death in 1939. But a private altercation over federal plans for broadcasting diversity foreshadows

  Rupert’s era of triple interplay between newspapers, government and electronic media. A limit of five radio licences for one company was proposed in 1935. Murdoch’s group had seven: the

  scheme, he wrote to Lyons, demonstrated personal hostility to him. Not so, Lyons replied over five handwritten pages (briefly extracted at the head of this chapter). The Cabinet had only gratitude

  for him and his papers. For many years, gratitude had been all a politician could give a newspaper. But Murdoch’s complaint and Lyons’ fawning reply suggest a relationship with

  exchange-value on both sides. The Herald kept its licences. But what happens to such assets when gratitude decays?




  Neither Fink nor Murdoch assembled a major block of the Herald’s dispersed equity, using their resources instead to take various personal positions when expeditions were mounted

  under the group banner, acting usually in concert, but with assorted outcomes. Brisbane, though Fink shared in it, was essentially a Murdoch personal operation. The negotiations in Adelaide were

  Murdoch’s, on behalf of the group. But Fink’s private papers (which he left to Melbourne University) suggest much of the planning was his – plausibly, given

  Deamer’s role.




  The ‘Murdoch press’, subject of Lyons’ affection and the unions’ distaste, was something of an illusion. The Courier-Mail, the Sun News-Pictorial, the

  Herald, the Advertiser, the News (and many appendages) operated as a group, helpfully to editorial costs and overheads. But Murdoch’s proprietorial control was limited to

  Brisbane. Within the Herald company, the relative influence of managing director and chairman depended on boardroom sentiment. During the mid-1930s Murdoch’s stock rose and Fink’s fell,

  as Theodore moved into his eighties without his editorial ally Syd Deamer. War then shattered a declining relationship.




  That the Second AIF volunteered with fewer martial illusions was not the only difference between 1939 and 1914. Rather than denouncing ‘England’s war’, the non-communist left

  worried about Robert Menzies, Lyons’ successor, sympathising with London’s appeasers. But Keith Murdoch’s enthusiasm for Prime Ministerial propaganda remained undimmed. In June

  1940, undertaking to relinquish all his editorial powers meanwhile, he became Menzies’ Director-General of Information. He then asked Menzies for the means to correct media

  ‘mis-statements’, and received sweeping authority over the content of newspapers, magazines, radio and theatre. Outrage was universal – except among the Herald papers, allegedly

  now disconnected from Murdoch. They remained silent. Theodore Fink, eighty-five and unwell, called on the Herald directors to protest. Principles of editorial independence would be eroded, they

  said, were they to do so.




  Dissociating himself from his own company’s behaviour, Fink called the Murdoch regulations ‘an infringement of the rights and liberties of the public’. His words were published

  everywhere – except in the ‘Murdoch press’. Public opinion fiercely supported Fink, and Menzies jettisoned the Director-General’s astonishing programme. Murdoch resigned in

  November and rejoined the board – perhaps a bittersweet victory for Fink, as its swiftness minimised the damage to Murdoch’s reputation. On Anzac Day 1942 Theodore died, and Sir Keith

  succeeded.




  The regular portrait of Sir Keith as author of Australia’s first great media enterprise is over-coloured. Clearly he had a leading role, but even leaving Theodore Fink aside people like

  Davidson and Deamer were also significant and often more creative. Between Menzies’ fall in 1942 and his restoration in 1949 Murdoch had little leverage in federal

  politics, for Curtin and Chifley, the intervening Labor men, despised him. But within the Herald group his personality expanded throughout the 1940s. His dress and manner were imposing –

  rather imperial, by local standards – and he usually had a promising young reporter assigned as his aide, to dispatch cases of wine to contacts, run confidential errands and tote his evening

  dress.




  He apparently personified the company, so that people often took him for its owner, and nicknamed him ‘Lord Southcliffe’. But his eminence owed much to the exclusion of the Fink era

  from corporate memory. Long-lived newspapers usually celebrate their history – but after the Second World War a distinguished career could be spent in the Herald building without discovering

  the men who had planned it. John Fitzgerald, one of Sir Keith’s aides in 1950, rose by 1972 to the editor’s office; there, he found an anonymous photograph of an elderly man. Eventually

  he identified Theodore Fink.




  In 1995 – by then under Newscorp control – the papers left Flinders Street for a new tower block, and corporate publicity celebrated the bold physical investment on which seventy

  years of profitable publishing had been based. It was credited wholly to Keith, who had not even been in Melbourne when the work was set in train. In 1998 Professor Don Garden published a life of

  Theodore, using his private papers. People who had worked years for the business were intrigued – even moved – by its contents. But they found it reviewed only in non-Murdoch

  newspapers, of which few by then remained. People are often ‘painted out of history’ figuratively. But here there is a literal echo. In 1928 the portraitist Sir John Longstaff executed

  a painting of Theodore Fink for the Flinders Street boardroom. After Theodore’s death it vanished, and has not since been seen.




  Rupert Murdoch says he saw an exciting pattern in his father’s life, and Keith certainly wished to prepare Rupert as a successor. That father and son shared a dynastic ambition is well

  attested. But in Rupert’s recollection things did not begin quite so happily. His school disagreed with him, and he with it. Geelong Grammar – in the English, or New English, mould of

  Eton, or Phillips Andover – likes its inmates to engage with a collective ethic, and at that time it had two offerings: Christian social idealism (a speciality – its head, James

  Darling, being interested in theorists like Teilhard du Chardin); and team sports (Australia’s overall secular faith, inclusive without reference to class, sex or

  cultural background).




  Rupert thought sport pointless and Darling insincere. Few Australians, obviously, would share the first judgment, and perhaps none the second: Sir James faced complaints when he later chaired

  the Australian Broadcasting Commission, but no one else accused him of insincerity. Darling admired Rupert’s mother for her concern with social values, and said the son had not inherited

  them. (Nor, for that matter, did her distaste for gambling transfer.) The formative experiences Rupert acknowledges are Oxford University, the Daily Express in its heroic period, and

  (obliquely) the Herald itself. Of these the Herald came first, though only briefly.




  Sir Keith’s bleak estimate of his own apprenticeship was accurate, David Syme’s protectionist Age having been an editorial antique. The most significant passage in media

  history, says Professor Michael Schudson of the University of California, is journalism’s transformation ‘from the nineteenth-century partisan press to the twentieth-century

  commercial-professional press’. As he says, comparison of today’s major newspapers with those of 1895 shows a professional, non-partisan pattern, where reporters rarely march ‘in

  step behind an editorial line set by a publisher . . .’




  British journalists, apt to smile at the word ‘profession’, may doubt America’s most rigorous media analyst (and ‘professional’ may not simply equal

  ‘good’). But Schudson’s account broadly matches Australian experience – illuminating the British, if only by contrast. It is certainly relevant to Newscorp, the democratic

  world’s chief instance of journalists marching in step. If that is a historic reversal, Rupert’s professional beginnings are the more interesting (especially given his later involvement

  with the Hitler Diaries and some other equally bizarre episodes).




  Australia’s newspaper reforms of 1910–14 set professional aspirations which afterwards grew steadily (even luxuriantly in 1945, when a training syllabus was proposed to include the

  rules of both Marxist analysis and the world heavyweight championship) and by the 1950s there was a settled process, known as ‘cadetship’, lasting roughly four years, centred on the

  role of the reporter. Belief in a native talent for this central craft is strongly held. Kay Graham of the Washington Post wrote from college wondering if she might display the good

  reporter’s quality, ‘given by God to a very few’; Sir Keith Murdoch looked anxiously for Rupert to display it. And in some people there is an unearthly capacity to penetrate and

  depict events. Stephen Crane was born six years after the American Civil War, yet veterans reading The Red Badge of Courage believed – famously – that they

  had served with him at Chancellorsville. Rather less famous, though, is Crane’s remark made – to Joseph Conrad, with apparent relief – after testing himself against actual war in

  Cuba. He said: ‘The Red Badge is all right.’




  The reality is that the gift is rare, sometimes misleading: natural reporters cannot dispense with disciplined experience any more than musicians who have it can rely on perfect pitch alone.

  Training consists of testing the gifted, eliminating the self-deluded and teaching competence (or humility) to the giftless majority. The first lesson is that fact-gathering is impossible; the

  second that something all the same can be done. It is always rough going. Arthur Christiansen, the transforming genius of the Daily Express, remembered his four years of English provincial

  reporting – of train crashes and witness payoffs, of trying to outsmart crooks and being heaved out of factories – as little but ‘fright, nausea, hot embarrassment and

  near-failure’.




  Induction on Australian metropolitan papers like the Herald was less Darwinian, but it took time – for the reporter’s game is uncertainty, and the supply of it is sparse.

  Though labelled as ‘news’, a newsroom’s throughput is largely predictable: events – though intrinsically unique – are processed for resemblances, and enough of these

  are always found to construct normality. This decent material is essentially stenographic. Presentation may render it as lavish features, editorials, even advertising, but the reporter’s

  skills count only where ambiguity persists – in shadows inhabited by the living Elvis, crooked bankers and horses which talk. Most such items are fanciful: the norm – though crude

  – is not arbitrary. But young reporters find that, outside normality, truth is no special friend of likelihood. Many march on into the badlands of the Bible Code or The X-Files.




  Mental defences – against both excessive caution and excessive credulity – can be practised. I was told that, if a man jumps from the tower of the Royal Melbourne Hospital and runs

  off unharmed on Grattan Street, I should shut my eyes and count the bricks he falls past. (The mentor, I think, was Adrian Deamer. The answer is about 950.) Assume also that if you can think it,

  someone will do it: a legless, bigamous chicken-sexer will pose as a priest to marry a new girlfriend to one of his wives posing as a male. (It was a big story during my third training year: the

  girl just would not ‘live in sin’.)




  But, if doubts were everything, the small-town editor exposing injustice (walking out of step) would be non-existent instead of rare. Some reassurance comes from

  discovering that events are intractable. On my first day in the Herald newsroom (about four years after Sir Keith Murdoch died) the space abruptly filled with large men in working togs:

  wharf labourers, criticising recent coverage of federal wages policy. Comment – the paper’s faith in wage-restraint – they agreed was free. But recondite facts of industrial

  arbitration were sacred, and error had been committed. The printed outcome of their debate with the brass was highly abstruse, but not the lesson we beginners were told to draw – our own

  exposure to scrutiny.




  This reduces any delusions that facts are the reporter’s property (or invention: the classic allegation of authority). As experience proves the independence of events, the everyday

  reporter’s task eases. It shifts from divining the truth to knowing what questions may reveal it; from that to discovering where those questions are being asked, and to the knowledge that

  threats and denials issued elsewhere are usually best neglected. The principle is universal, but risk and practice go best step by step. Here, the Australian newsroom offered exceptional training

  for much of the last century. As news agencies – powerful in the US, dominant in Britain – were marginal to its life, its first-hand work ranged from grassroots crime to national

  political shenanigans. This early exposure made the Australians, up to Rupert’s time, the best – as Christiansen thought – of the reporters drawn to ‘Fleet Street’: an

  international village, sustained in London by the colossal revenues of Britain’s popular press.




  Training ended with a professional grade, though it rarely took the four full years as the course could be shortened by some 25 per cent where the trainee could show proven skill or graduate

  qualifications, or both. Rupert’s, however, was reduced by some 90 per cent without either. George Munster in Paper Prince (1985) states that Murdoch was a Herald cadet

  ‘for a few months’ in 1950, between leaving Geelong Grammar and departing for England and Oxford. This time was served, as Munster dryly puts it, ‘under Sir Keith’s

  benevolent eye’. It might well have been impossible, given the impact of that eye, to make Rupert’s brief experience even roughly normal. If not as distressing as Christiansen’s,

  a cadet’s first year was designed as an uncomfortable succession of menial tasks (like listing the movements of ships). But no strenuous effort seems to have been made in that direction

  anyway. Rupert began by turning up for work in Sir Keith’s chauffeured car.




  Murdoch himself has offered very few memories of the experience – even to William Shawcross, the biographer to whom he has given most aid. According to that account

  (it roughly agrees with Munster’s) he spent about four months attending minor criminal courts in the company of another cadet, who had been at Geelong Grammar. Court reporting ranked

  considerably above the first menial stage, but it wasn’t something undertaken in pairs by old schoolmates. If someone couldn’t handle a story solo, he or she did humble legwork for

  senior staff members, and underwent rigorous instruction.




  Both Munster and Shawcross suggest that he wrote at least one court report, published anonymously. But the few months passed with no real trace; probably it was an embarrassment to everyone

  concerned. Certainly Rupert never reached the critical stage of solo assignments carrying a degree of risk for the paper. His ‘cadetship’ cannot have been anything more than playing

  briefly at journalism.




  Newspaper managers do not need professional news-gathering skills, which is why – with some exceptions – they have in modern times done as Schudson says, and left reporters broadly

  to their own devices. Rupert Murdoch, however, is the exception: he intervenes strenuously in editorial processes, and even those who disapprove may suppose he does so on a basis of

  expertise. Indeed, Murdoch himself perhaps thinks so, for the Herald period became in his own later mind a genuine professional experience.




  In 1979 he testified before the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal. The full circumstances don’t matter till we come to issues of nationality and television ownership, but much of his

  evidence voiced his distress over being – as he saw it – subjected to unfair competition by the Herald, ‘a company I used to work for’, speaking as if he had given a

  period of loyal service to Australian journalism. It was in fact only symbolically true that he had worked for the Herald, but his vehemence suggests he attached substance to it.




  A curious interlude demonstrates otherwise. Before Oxford, Murdoch had a short hitch with the Birmingham Post in the English Midlands, arranged through Sir Keith’s acquaintance with

  Pat Gibson, chief executive of its controlling group. There Murdoch was rebuked for inattention by the Post’s editor Charles Fenby. On departure, he wrote to Gibson that Fenby was an

  incompetent, ripe for dismissal.




  The urge for vengeance is odd, but more revealing is the written word as a means to it. Whether or not Herald training elevated character, it taught infallibly that

  a beginner who writes damaging words is their own likeliest victim: defamation must be utterly avoided till enough basic precision has been acquired just to write neutrally without heart-stopping

  repercussions (and that it comes quite slowly is one of Christiansen’s points). Rupert’s breezy libel on Fenby would have struck any real trainee on any newspaper as crudely suicidal.

  Its inaccuracy, luckily for him, was so gross as to make it ineffective – though forty years later Murdoch could recall it to Shawcross as a well-judged sally. Its significance is that

  Melbourne and Birmingham left him innocent of the reporter’s tradecraft.




  A good deal of this craft is only charms and amulets, but they help people cope with the peculiar insecurity of the work. Reporters cannot afford – are never finally allowed – much

  disengagement from the ambiguous situations they encounter. There is a famous pose of detachment, but it belongs, as most practitioners know, in movies, not in the world of experience where, as

  Professor Jane Richards has written, there are ‘cognitive costs of keeping one’s cool’. In an elegant piece of research she reported in the Journal of Personality and Social

  Psychology in 2000, her Stanford University team asked people to repress their emotions while viewing recorded matter known normally to be distressing. Successful reduction of distress –

  of involvement, that is – reduced, pro rata, the accuracy of perception and of recall: exactly the reporter’s predicament.




  Emotional tension is complicated by professional investment in the outcome of events – typically, turning out to be right requires things to turn out horribly for others. Max Weber, in one

  of the foundation documents of social science (Politics as a Profession), defined the reporter’s existence as ‘from all viewpoints, accident-prone’, under ‘conditions

  that put his self-assurance to the test in a way that has no match in any other profession’.




  Training, finally, is an exposure sufficient to weed out those whose assurance remains inadequate and whose tensions are resolved (in a psychologist’s term) by ‘premature

  closure’ – untruth being promoted, or truth suppressed, according to whether recklessness or timidity complicates the situation. Weber, pioneering the analysis of professions, put

  journalism firmly among them, but observed in it a unique lack of formal restraints against corruption. Deficiencies of integrity were not therefore ‘astounding’ – only the

  existence of more ‘honest journalists than the layman can suspect’.




  Technicalities such as libel apart, restraints upon newspaper journalism are indeed voluntary, and especially the submission of candidates to a test of quality. The

  underlying principle is Milton’s ‘liberty of unlicensed printing’ in Areopagitica – a democratic essential, as Eugene Meyer, publisher of the Washington Post,

  says in our epigraph. But Meyer adds that the general principle allows a newspaper’s controller to defeat the public interest in any particular. It would have been professionally

  ‘intolerable’, thought his daughter Katharine Graham, to make her own start as a reporter on the Post, and she went instead to Scripps-Howard’s San Francisco News.

  Her autobiography reveals how she and Meyer sought to insulate the test of her capacities from the impact of his status. Newsroom grapevines probably hindered them somewhat. But in the Murdoch case

  no similar self-denial was even attempted.




  At Oxford Rupert made his first important connection outside his immediate family – with Rohan Rivett, who had been at Oxford a generation earlier, and was running the Herald group’s

  London office. Naturally a London editor would counsel the chairman’s student son out of his own experience. But the Murdochs assumed a deeper bond.




  Rohan Deakin Rivett passed a golden youth and brutal young manhood, going from school to Melbourne University and on to Oxford, as a gifted scholar and athlete. He had just become a cadet

  journalist in 1940 when he joined the Second AIF. Captured, he endured the Japanese oppression which locked many veterans into the emotional prison of White Australia. Rivett, however, survived as

  an advocate of opening to Asia and rapprochement with Japan.




  His middle name puts him among the connections of Alfred Deakin, main architect of federation. Australian history recycles certain names frequently – Baillieu, Bonython, Boyd, Mackerras,

  Myer, for instance – manifesting not an aristocracy, but a durable bourgeois elite. Deakins and Rivetts are salient, for if Alfred organised the nation, his son-in-law, Rohan’s father,

  organised much of its scientific and intellectual life. Murdochs and Rivetts made a subset of this network. Walter, the Reverend Patrick’s scholarly brother, was Deakin’s first

  biographer. Some AIF veterans might have suspicions of Sir Keith, but he was an intimate of prime ministers – and Elisabeth fitted exactly the Rivett tradition of graceful social concern.




  Walter and Elisabeth saw Rohan in the way of an elder brother to Rupert, and an enduring professional ally. Sir Keith saw Rivett as an important corporate recruit. Their choices were fortunate:

  extensive correspondence reveals Rivett’s uncynical trust in the Murdochs, father and son. He was not a toady, but something of a boy scout. His eclectic gallery of

  heroes – the British socialist Aneurin Bevan, the Australian Tory Richard Casey, the cricketing genius Don Bradman – readily accommodated Sir Keith, sole author of the Herald group.

  (The Finks of course had vanished during Rohan’s war service.) Though Rupert castigates ‘establishments’, his own career germinated in the protective warmth of an Anglo-Australian

  elite.




  Rohan and Nan Rivett’s house at Sunbury-on-Thames became Rupert’s refuge in England. Here nothing showed of Charles Fenby’s would-be nemesis – Nan’s memory is of

  someone engagingly puppylike, and seemingly vulnerable himself. Rivett, who had much of the teacher in him, discussed British politics and newspapers with Rupert, and advised Sir Keith on

  Rupert’s career and its dynastic implications. ‘I know you are very worried about whether Rupert should continue his Oxford course beyond this June,’ he wrote in January 1952.

  There was a ‘very strong temptation’ to have him in Melbourne ‘so that he can work close to you and assimilate points from your experience . . . Against this, I know that if

  unable to finish his course there will always be a personal feeling of some dissatisfaction . . . at not holding the University degree.’




  But domestic felicity is the principal memory, as in Keith’s relationship with the Finks before 1914. There is Rupert turning up for some laundry or for a casual meal; entertaining the

  children David and Rhyl with nursery games and boisterous pillow-fighting; travelling with the family to Europe. In a letter written from Oxford after Rohan’s move to Adelaide, Rupert conveys

  the flavour of the association:




  

    

      . . . I am sending by the same mail your shirts and pyjamas, for which many thanks . . . They saved me and it was extra kind of you to come good with them . . . [My letter]

      originally set out to tell you




      1) how much I appreciate all the wonderful kindness you have showered on me over the last eighteen months, what great friends you’ve been to me and how much easier and more

      pleasant it’s made life for me etcetera – all of which is meant;




      2) to wish you all the best for Adelaide and find out how you’re liking it and so on.




      . . . very best love and kisses to Nan, David and Rhyl.


    


  




  Given the way matters ended between them, it is no surprise that the surviving Rivetts remember Rupert’s charm through a veil of pain. But they remember it

  nonetheless – like others in later decades.




  Charm is not universally reported in corporate megastars. It has been since youth in Murdoch’s case, even by people who think he has coldly betrayed them. Some consider it the quality that

  led them into relationships which became disastrous. Many find it hard to link the eager Oxford student – or the surprisingly attentive, self-deprecating executive – to the tyrant one

  long-serving editor (Andrew Neil) described under the headline ‘RUPERT THE FEAR’. Still others puzzle over Murdoch, the virtuoso of kick-ass libertarianism,

  abasing himself before the gangster-bureaucrats of Beijing.




  Yet the perception that authoritarian ruthlessness is apt to coexist with radical lack of inner assurance (and with the appearance of humility) has a solid pedigree. In Book IX of The

  Republic, where Plato considers the upbringing of tyrants, he sees their alternate modes as supplication and dominion: ‘if they want anything from anybody . . . they profess every sort of

  affection for them; but when they have gained their point they know them no more’. Plato’s description of the tyrannical character as fluid and yielding in search for power – as

  essentially without convictions – varies the older Greek picture of the tyrant as unflinching despot, pursuing substantive (not always wicked) politics. Plato seems to have drawn live from

  the corrupt, unstable politics of his day.




  Modern investigators have sought to formalise such classical insights. Their foundation text is The Authoritarian Personality by Theodor Adorno and others (cited often as TAP)

  – much revisited, rethought, re-examined (even reviled) by social and political psychologists since its launch in 1950, and substantially updated in Strength and Weakness by William F.

  Stone, Gerda Lederer and Richard Christie in 1992. The TAP research, focused initially on far-right politics and anti-semitism, has expanded since to authoritarian and xenophobic attitudes of

  varied political colour. Theodor Adorno was one of the Frankfurt School stars exiled by Nazism, but alpha-listing slightly enlarges his role; another exile, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, did the

  pathfinding surveys with the Americans Daniel J. Levinson and R. Nevitt Sanford. Some of their Freudian theorising may have dated, but not its descriptive armature.




  They identified authoritarian individuals via their expressions of hostility to nonconforming minorities – ethnic, moral or other – which are abused with as

  much enthusiasm as mainstream society allows. Anti-semitism is unacceptable in the mainstream today and so is rarely open. But alternatives abound – foreigners, drug users, sexual eccentrics

  – broadly, the usual tabloid suspects. Authoritarian intolerance has yielded much ground in modern societies. But, where it appears, it does not appear alone. Whatever the scale used,

  high-scorers display suggestibility – even gullibility – with a tendency to truncate complex argument and seize dogmatic conclusions. Personality centres on an adherence to convention

  which exceeds that of the conventional majority.




  Genetic make-up, parental actions and social pressures have all been proposed as origins. What Frenkel-Brunswik and her successors demonstrate is that there are variations – however caused

  – in human capacity to endure ambiguity, and that authoritarian characteristics are found when that capacity is low. Authoritarians, for instance, feel implausibly victimised – Murdoch

  (he and his friends agree) is a hard-done-by multibillionaire. Often there are bold promises, quickly forgotten: again, prominent in the Murdoch record. But most consistently reported is

  Plato’s ‘tyrant’, oscillating between submission and dominion. The authoritarian perceives equality – which after all is an ambiguous state – as threatening.

  ‘Object cathexis’ is low: in plain language, principles are lightly held, though often strongly expressed.




  For Plato friendship required a dialectic of equality. Of course there may be other definitions, and Murdoch does not lack long-term companions. Many, however, have been acolytes, subject to

  abrupt expulsion – journalists especially. Aggression is no necessary part of the authoritarian display; benevolence, indeed, may be conspicuous in assured, conventional settings. Rupert

  exuberantly romping with the Rivett infants accords with this. So does the magnate in later years discreetly aiding an old war correspondent – instances charming in themselves.




  But an issue for those amenable to Murdoch’s charm in testing conditions – where it may disintegrate without warning – is their degree of alertness to flattery.

  ‘Authoritarian’ and ‘authoritative’ are not equivalent – an executive trying to be firm and reliable may forfeit the advantage of ‘charm’. The

  authoritarian essence is plasticity – a quality allowing others to see in Rupert Murdoch what they wish at that moment to see. Jean-Baptiste Clamence, Albert Camus’

  ‘judge-penitent’ in The Fall – having observed that a mental humiliation hardly matters if it enables one to dominate others – says of himself, ‘I was

  considered to have charm . . . You know what charm is: a way of getting the answer yes without having posed any clear question.’




  Sometimes people like Murdoch are supposed to have duplicate personalities – one aggressive, one emollient, the famous ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ notion. But Multiple Personality

  Disorder – if it exists – involves dissimilar multiples: typically, one conventional and one rebellious. Murdoch, whether dominant or submissive, displays conformist attitudes

  – separate modes of a single performance. Naturally one mode displays more vividly if time adds status to an authoritarian disposition. Even emperors are rarely powerful in youth, so this is

  a character which reveals itself in phases. And if we glance ahead, from Murdoch as student to Murdoch as a media chieftain, and to the Hitler Diaries fraud, we can see the difference status

  confers – and see its effect on professional formation.




  High-level news-media errors are rarely simple. Inattention, crookery or blind chance usually interact, and certainly did in 1982 when the London Sunday Times – just absorbed by

  Newscorp – decided that these Führer ‘diaries’ were real. Calamitous presentation of the claim resulted, however, from a simple, honest error by Murdoch himself. The great

  scoop originated dubiously. The New York Times and the Daily Mail had rejected the story – and Murdoch’s acceptance troubled his staff, for diaries and ‘proof’

  derived from the same source. Their own expert was positive, thereby reducing doubt sufficiently to make publication tolerable. He then reversed himself, which the Sunday Times only

  discovered just after starting the presses.




  The commitment could have been unravelled, but it would have been costly and messy. Murdoch’s decision was as clear-cut as Russian roulette: keep printing. Such a decision is hard to

  parallel. Rarely does anyone with the aptitude acquire sufficient rank. The matter is not risk itself, but an urge, in its presence, to simplify. Among paths to editorial disaster, none is so

  direct. But it is discovered usually at the level of Albert, a Herald cadet-colleague of mine, whose scoop was ‘delivery’ of a ban by the Presbyterian Assembly on dancing in

  church halls. The reproductive effect for the Melbourne Scots – for whom such dances were an important sexual marketplace – should have raised doubt: ‘deliver’ turns out, in

  Presbyterianism’s intricate democracy, typically to mean ‘dump’. But, having his notes and his deadline, Albert took a clear-cut decision, as he did in all things. Another, soon

  after, was to find other work.




  Some details of the Sunday Times and Nazism’s legacy must come later, but we should briefly examine the débâcle’s aftermath. Editorial

  investigation has little of the gambler’s fatalism about it, because the participants believe that their tense engagement with fact is deciding the result (‘cathexis’ is just a

  term for the focus of emotional energy on a mental target). Thus failure produces a fierce recoil, and Murdoch’s colleagues felt shattered, professionally humiliated. Murdoch was calm, not so

  much avoiding blame as seeing little to shoulder. The experience for him had not been intense. A bet had simply gone wrong. In businesses depending on public performance, shame is always a

  potential, often a real, danger to executive stability (try the words ‘Wen Ho Lee’ on a New York Times veteran, or ‘Leyland slush fund’ on one from the Daily

  Mail). As the Newscorp story develops, rich in editorial mishaps, the commercial value of Rupert’s curious immunity may be found to grow.




  Liberals often conflate ‘authoritarian’ with ‘conservative’, but in truth authoritarianism traverses the spectrum. Its values are consistent with each other only in

  lacking rebellious or deviant content, being jackdawed from the mainstream and stripped of the mainstream’s tolerance. However, the Murdoch described by allies such as Irwin Stelzer is Rupert

  the Outsider, a rebel nothing like the tyrants in Strength and Weakness. Much of that case derives from struggles with the establishment – an unknown dragon in Rupert’s youth.

  But part is from Oxford days, and the radical implications of student socialism.




  Rupert’s course was Politics, Philosophy and Economics (PPE), a replacement for the classical readings once used to polish captains of affairs. Some philosophers and economists disparage

  PPE’s content, but they can hardly deny its part in what one Oxford voice called an ‘extraordinary success . . . in educating people effectively for major positions in the outside

  world’. If it is superficial, it seems strenuously so: the two sizeable weekly essays can be remarkably eclectic and, if rhetorical aptitude exists, PPE will maximise it.




  Murdoch notoriously decorated his room with an image of Lenin, which he and others serenaded intermittently with Soviet verse and addressed as the ‘Great Leader’; he has described

  this, plausibly, as less than ideological. But Rupert’s correspondence with Rivett records his less noticed membership of the Cole Group, then Oxford’s most distinguished socialist

  society, led by Professor G. D. H. Cole (a designer of PPE), with members selected from the Labour Club rank and file. These activities have been presented (with

  Rupert’s own indulgent smile) as the vague rebellion which usually evolves into conservatism. (‘We are reformers in the morning,’ said Emerson, ‘conservers at night.’)

  The Cole Group, though, was not vague: it toiled at details of administrative power, having bred a notable Labour Party leader (Hugh Gaitskell), a Foreign Secretary (Michael Stewart) and serried

  officials and legislators (some Canadian and Australian).




  Today – when Lenin’s image indicates a taste in graphics rather than ideology – it is hard to imagine that socialism was once a political juggernaut mounting Marxist

  guidance-systems, to recall that ambition sometimes preferred communism to investment banking, and that the left might be an alternative orthodoxy as much as an alternative to orthodoxy. If in

  those days rebel hearts warmed sometimes (misguidedly) to Lenin, they never did to Cole. Both the ruthless totalitarian and the democratic technician were manifestations of established power, and

  it seems fair to suggest power as the chief interest of anyone who managed to admire the odd couple concurrently. Though transient, Rupert’s leftism hardly seems vague, and not at all

  rebellious. Mid-century socialists, though often admirable – as was Cole – were rebels only exceptionally. Sometimes they said, ‘Help bring about the inevitable’ – the

  ideal authoritarian formula.




  It’s noticeable also that Murdoch the ex-socialist is very unlike a socialist – even unlike the social democrats he sometimes encourages electorally. In people undergoing

  Emerson’s process the mature portrait resembles the youthful snapshot (social attitudes outlasting economic faith). Lately, Rupert’s newspapers have had to abandon one or two of

  their favourite targets. But over the years few alumni of the Oxford Labour Club can have done more for homophobia and xenophobia. There is no evidence of the rebel in these early years. Nor is

  there evidence of conservatism, in the ordinary sense.




  Sir Keith died in October 1952 just as the final academic year began. The Melbourne funeral was an emotional pause before the onset of arguments over inheritance which were to intensify during

  1953. Rupert’s degree was undistinguished, but that he concluded it surely proves resolution. When he returned to England, an essential relationship began: with Edward (‘Ted’)

  Pickering, editor-in-waiting at the Daily Express, and an old contact of Sir Keith’s. In 2003 Sir Ted was still a director in Newscorp’s British operation, occupying an office in

  the London HQ rather grander than the boss’s own. Murdoch identifies Pickering as the first of his two chief mentors (his second, the late ‘Black Jack’

  McEwen, enters in the next chapter). Pickering, a Fleet Street adept, introduced Murdoch to the curious environment – the curious professional model – which became an ideal incubator

  for his qualities.




  The Express then reckoned itself the world’s best newspaper, and a sale of four million broadsheet copies, on the basis of hard news brilliantly presented, made criticism difficult.

  British popular papers of the 1950s seem now like dinosaurs galumphing in a Jurassic arcadia. The lost possibility of such creatures evolving otherwise than into today’s tabloid zoo owes much

  to Murdoch’s character – and much, naturally, to their own.




  The Express was by its proprietor Lord Beaverbrook (Max Aitken, 1879–1964) out of Arthur Christiansen, editor from 1933 to 1957, Beaverbrook, Hearst (1863–1951) and

  Northcliffe (1865–1922) being joint archetypes of the despot publisher – Welles’ Citizen Kane, Waugh’s Lord Copper. How real were their powers – Northcliffe’s,

  for instance, which dazzled Keith Murdoch in 1915? Certainly politicians had no purchase on Kane or Copper, unlike the case when their originals were born. The Times was rare among

  early-Victorian papers in refusing bribes, but that became less of an eccentricity as technical advances steadily increased commercial independence. It was a significant moment when Captain Arthur

  Stevens of the London Evening Standard, finding that American Civil War telegrams were generating large profits, returned his regular envelope of Tory Party cash and instructions with the

  words: ‘I will see you to the devil first!’




  Hearst, Northcliffe and Beaverbrook were never bribed: the rotary press, said Northcliffe, was ‘more powerful than the portfolio’. But when Owen Glendower says he can ‘call

  spirits from the vasty deep’, Shakespeare’s sceptical Hotspur asks, ‘Will they come?’ The issue, notoriously, was tested in 1930, when Beaverbrook, and Northcliffe’s

  brother Rothermere, tried to impose Empire Free Trade on Stanley Baldwin’s government – assailing his candidate for a Westminster by-election with every armament of the Express

  and the Daily Mail.




  Baldwin’s response was a legendary stump oration. How curious, he said, that Hearst, Rothermere and Beaverbrook fancied newspaper ownership qualified them for political command –

  Rothermere, for instance, offering to support the Tories if allowed to supervise their policies and their Cabinet selection. In forming an administration, said Baldwin, he would have to tell

  the King, ‘Sire, these names are not necessarily my choice, but they have the support of Lord Rothermere.’ Repudiating the ‘insolent demand’, he

  followed up with a lethal soundbite provided by his cousin Rudyard Kipling, saying that what these newspapermen sought was ‘power without responsibility – the prerogative of the harlot

  through the ages’.




  In routing his enemies, Baldwin showed that a serious politician can crush direct invasion of electoral processes. But it is worth cross-referring the Lyons–Murdoch correspondence with

  less celebrated parts of his speech. The Express and Mail, Baldwin said, were only ‘engines’ for the ‘desires, personal wishes, personal likes and dislikes of two

  men’. They represented no real interests – not even their famous ambition to save imperial commerce from foreign goods. He quoted sales material that the two managements were using to

  attract US advertisers, which claimed that with Express and Mail assistance many American brands had become ‘household words in Great Britain’, and he added, ‘So

  much for the United Empire Party and Empire Free Trade!’




  Beaverbrook and Rothermere were not serious – or not serious about Empire Free Trade in the way Keith Murdoch was serious about radio licences. In another way, the Beaver was

  serious: the way of the partisan past. He was an eighteenth-century pamphleteer, his business having grown so profitable through technology that he became his own patron. He patronised additionally

  much socialist pamphleteering by his ideological enemy and dear friend Michael Foot, later Labour Party leader; no more than Northcliffe did he use newspapers as a direct medium of exchange. But

  via his technical lieutenant Christiansen he brought about changes in newspaper practice (‘black arts’ he called them) which helped his successors, Rupert Murdoch especially, to do

  so.




  When Christiansen joined Beaverbrook people understood what the front page was (Ben Hecht had already made it the title of a famous play). Christiansen reinvented it. Columns in Victorian

  hand-typesetting displayed the regularity of a Greek temple. But after on-line type-casting (‘hot metal’) arrived in the 1890s, headlines and illustrations expanded, and the classical

  structure decayed. Christiansen dynamited the ruins, recreating the page as free space – into which text and pictures flowed to generate any image necessary for projecting the events at his

  disposal. Though not alone, he was the virtuoso, creating a template which rules every British or Australian broadsheet, and influences many American ones. The Financial Times’ version

  is the most staid, the Independent’s (or the Australian’s) most polished, but the aim is anyway Christiansen’s – using the whole page

  (the whole paper) as a swiftly scanned meta-story about the package of stories offered. The layout of the human body makes it harder to do on the tabloid scale (though attempts at it never cease).

  Limitations of hardware and bandwidth still inhibit Internet emulation.




  Electronic print technology actually favours such an intercourse of word and image. But juggling some 1,200 hot-metal castings per page demanded improbably assorted skills: visual grasp,

  mathematical insight, verbal wit, Fingerspitzengefühl. It was rather like bonding a wall from small bricks of varying size, while solving (against time) jigsaw puzzles moulded into the

  bricks. These arts made for a shift in editorial power-structure which, if not irrevocable, remains unrevoked, in Britain especially. They required an expanded corps of print-interface experts:

  ‘the subs’ (from ‘sub-editor’), a subordinate role which was elevated by technical need.




  With form and content integrated, the British newspaper product improved sharply. But its profession, never so much formalised as in the US or Australian case, split into antagonistic mysteries

  – for even those few with equal aptitude for subbing and reporting rarely had time to maintain dexterity in both. Positional power accrued to the subs, astride the output channel.

  Christiansen was the ur-sub, and his disciples – expert, office-bound, often happy to come in from the cold of primary newsgathering – invested the Fleet Street village. When Murdoch

  and his followers say British journalists are the world’s best, they mean – the subs. To William Rockhill Nelson, making the Kansas City Evening Star famous in the 1880s, the

  reporter was ‘the big toad in the puddle . . . we could get on pretty well without our various sorts of editors. But the reporter . . . is the only fellow who has any business around

  newspapers or magazines.’ Nelson’s Law had been modified everywhere by the 1950s. But the newspaper to which Pickering introduced Murdoch was close to repealing it.




  The curiosity is that Christiansen himself admired great reporters for succeeding where he had not, and intended his ‘black arts’ for their service: ‘Our Page One purpose is to

  give the hard, cold, complicated picture of real events in bright focus, as well as to project the human twiddly-bits that make for conversation in the pubs.’ This hard, bright expertise

  fascinated reporters of Murdoch’s generation throughout the Anglophone world, Australians especially. They were inclined to think highly of their own news-gathering – but felt that it

  might look best in the Express, attracting, perhaps, a line in one of the pungent bulletins Christiansen addressed to the performance of his team.




  While Rupert wrestled with PPE, twenty-eight-year-old Adrian Deamer arrived in London with roughly that idea. Adrian had grown up while Syd edited Frank Packer’s Sydney Daily

  Telegraph, and went to university set on circumventing heredity and becoming an architect. By the time he had done with the Second AIF and the RAAF, Syd was a legend still but no longer a

  newspaper power. By the reversed dynastic logic of the Deamers, this opened journalism as a career for Adrian.




  His record of five years with the Telegraph and the Melbourne Age persuaded the Express to offer a trial: an opportunity to survive among the pitiless men and women Fleet

  Street papers sent out during those days to hunt exclusives. In this he prospered, and led the paper with one of the nuclear defectors of those Cold War years. ‘Newcomer Adrian Deamer gave us

  a useful beat on Pontecorvo,’ wrote Christiansen approvingly on Adrian’s story of an ex-Italian physicist en route to Moscow with another shipment of British weapons expertise. Deamer

  was encouraged to stay, but he could see that while the Express still gave a superb postgraduate class in news-presentation, its noontide was past. In 1952 he returned to Australia, not

  quite crossing paths with Murdoch – who arrived on a very different basis the next year – but taking with him skills which would help him, seventeen years later, save Rupert from

  corporate humiliation.




  From this point onward the Express appears ingloriously in the background to the Murdoch story, but Christiansen’s idea of popular journalism deserves a parting glance. A newspaper’s

  business, he thought, was continuously to re-educate both its staff and its audience. Readers might be uninterested in opera, vintage claret, modern poetry or ‘dry-as-dust economics’,

  but ‘It is our job to interest them in everything. It requires the highest degree of skill and ingenuity.’ The Express approach to people in ‘the back streets of

  Derby’ contained neither flattery nor contempt; it saw in them a ‘thirst after knowledge’. It had little in it of Northcliffe – a commercial, not an editorial innovator

  – saying his readers were ‘only ten’, and nothing of Murdoch’s reply to a proposal that the Sun in its triumphal 1970s might attempt some current-affairs briefing:

  ‘I’m not having any of that up-market shit in my paper.’




  One flaw in the Express model has since undermined the entire popular project. Christiansen insisted on a principle that Hearst (and before him Horace Greeley) also stated: ‘There

  is no subject, no abstract thing, that cannot be translated into terms of people.’ It is true enough to be useful: we may take to physics better with Newton’s

  apple than with orders to ‘Consider the equation F = MA’. The Express strove to reveal everything through an exemplary victim, beneficiary or hero – of disaster,

  triumph or insight.




  Yet some abstractions rendered in ‘terms of people’ intrinsically mislead. The image of one gaunt child may project the famine of sub-Saharan multitudes. But no such image of a

  murdered British child – singularly tragic – conveys the absence of multitudes: just the reverse. Infanticide’s decline in modern society is real, but stubbornly abstract.

  Newspapers’ refusal to engage with abstraction and number corrupts popular reportage most visibly in crime and ethnicity. David Krajicek refers to ‘the tabloidization of America’,

  but the phenomenon is international, taking place over a half-century in which society has altered in ways which are unavoidably statistical.




  No rigid distaste of audiences for mathematics is responsible for this – sports cover is numerate, and opinion-poll data is a tabloid staple when convenient. That popular papers, so far

  from modernising their discourse, have spent decades in regression is viewed by financial analysts as business realism, owing much to Murdoch’s sagacious leadership. As we shall see, it has

  been accompanied by a vast decline in popular-newspaper sales – a curious sagacity.




  Under a confident surface the Express at the time of Murdoch’s 1953 tutelage was becoming a vessel of cranky obsessions, ruled by arbitrary power. Pickering was overseer of this

  process (though the ailing Christiansen held editorial title till 1957). The Beaver might not use his papers for business leverage, but Meyer’s notion of self-restraint was equally remote.

  Rights to publish he claimed as rights to make ‘propaganda’ – and essentially he had always taken that view. In 1938, when Neville Chamberlain said the Munich Agreement

  surrendered only a ‘faraway country’, Christiansen felt sick, but Beaverbrook said harshly: ‘Well, isn’t Czecho-Slovakia a faraway country?’ ‘I agreed . . . and

  got on with my job of producing an exciting newspaper’ (emphasis added). Admirably, Express philosophy said that ‘important’ was equivalent to exciting, never a lazy

  synonym for ‘dull’. Less admirably, excitement was something editors could organise independently of its emotional roots, like engineers manipulating electricity irrespective of its

  generation.




  But war, when it came, changed everything, and among the finest hours it enabled was that of the Daily Express. So far from returning to 1914–18’s

  ‘golden age of lying’, Anglo-American journalism in 1939–45 was basically honest and frequently superb, and the Express, its technique fired by authentic emotions, operated

  at the cutting edge. Within the anti-Nazi framework, liberals, orthodox conservatives and outright socialists like Michael Foot could make common cause with Beaverbrook – an effect which did

  not end immediately in 1945 – and among them were some reporters of a quality hard to surpass, such as James Cameron, René MacColl and Alan Moorehead (certainly the Melbourne

  newsroom’s finest product, able to unite literature and popular journalism as Crane had done for Hearst).




  But by the mid-1950s propagandist orthodoxies were reviving: the Beaver was returning to his political home on the fruitcake right – the slice of it obsessed with Euro-corruptions –

  and the brilliant individuals, as they moved on, were rarely replaced. Reporters may make mistakes or even lie deliberately, but contact with their sources makes it difficult for them to be good

  propagandists. Amid oceanic uncertainty, a reporter will cling to any flimsy insight with the object cathexis of a mariner for an upturned boat. And when reporters deform reality, it may not be

  predictably. The Express solution, in the Beaver’s twilight, was to treat its own reporting staff as a raw input for the creative subs’ desk. I knew a man in the Pickering days

  who was well paid to write each day one paragraph only – whatever he liked, as long as it tarnished the ‘Common Market’.




  It had also become an advanced workshop of what management analysts wryly call ‘creative tension’. Its shiny Fleet Street palazzo was nicknamed the Black (or Glass) Lubianka: the

  paper was fascinated by doings in the actual Moscow Lubianka, headquarters of the KGB, and ironic kinship with its own office politicking was implied. Life might be safe, but a job rarely so. The

  wise sub, it was said, looked around carefully before standing up to fart. It was a bleak environment for dissent, in that almost anyone might be swiftly replaced from the reserve armies in

  Britain’s provincial cities. The memoirs of William Barkley tell the defining story of a colleague scraping acquaintance in El Vino’s wine-bar, only to find himself talking to the

  stranger taking over his job the next day. His boss, confronted, could only mutter, ‘But you weren’t supposed to know.’ ‘Well,’ snarled the victim, ‘I used to be

  a reporter, and I picked it up around town.’




  Nor was the Express unique. Guy Bartholomew of the Mirror set a moral datum by demoting men who left to fight Hitler. In later years the Mirror’s pub was called The Stab in the Back, and his dark spirit probably approved. ‘Come over here – and bring your bollocks with you’ was a howled

  reprimand on the Mirror subs desk well before its incorporation in the Sun’s disciplinary code




  It is argued here that a chronic natural insecurity dominates the reporter’s occupation. Anyone who has done the work knows that nobody truly escapes being ‘as good as the last

  story’. It may be surprising that sub-editorial cadres should have endured greater professional instability, for practice skews the natural risks of news-gathering away from them. Rarely

  invested in the unknown outcome of a particular investigation, the sub selects among known outcomes of many investigations by others (exceptions exist, but the principle is true). If, as in the

  observable Fleet Street case, subs’ insecurities are as great as those of reporters (and acute as often as chronic) this owes less to chance and necessity than it does to corporate

  design.
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