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PREFACE


‘The reality is the central role that magazines enjoyed through the 20th century has been shattered by an information-rich, attention-poor world.’

Christopher Warren, former federal secretary of the Media, Arts and Entertainment Alliance (MEAA), October 2019



‘Why the fuck do you want to get dressed up and have lunch with girls?’ screamed Col.

It was a good question, which I had time to consider carefully as I retrieved the typed resignation letter he’d thrown in a scrunched ball at my feet.

‘Well…’ We both glanced at the few bleary-eyed professional cynics, concerned about how long until the first schooner, who had drifted in to warm the subeditors’ bench for the afternoon shift.

They didn’t even look up at Col’s outburst. Col was in a constant state of outburst.

It was April 1993 and I had just turned 28. I’d tendered my resignation to the legendary editor-in-chief of The Daily Telegraph, Col Allan, after almost five years as a layout subeditor on the ‘back bench’ of the popular larrikin tabloid.

Allan is infamous for his temper. Everyone who worked with him has a story.

I could stay here getting yelled at on a daily basis or I could take myself about one kilometre deeper into the Sydney CBD to the famous, glittering, glamorous office tower in Park Street, home to Kerry Packer’s mighty stable of magazines, Australian Consolidated Press (ACP), to start work on an exciting new title.

From where I stood, getting dressed up and having lunch with girls sounded brilliant. Col, too, seemed to realise that, when you thought about it, it didn’t seem too bad.

I asked if I would be allowed to leave before my one-month notice period was up.

‘Fuck that!’ screamed Col, warming to his task. ‘Sit the fuck down and start drawing your fucking lines! Faaaark!’

My job was to design the newspaper pages with a ruler and sharpie on a seven-columned sheet the same size as a newspaper page – ‘drawing lines’, as it was called. I was told what the lead story and pic was on each page, then given all the ‘yarns’ and left to my own devices to give all the stories the correct weight on the page.

Knocking out up to 20 pages a day was a brilliant grounding in print design, all the core principles transferring to magazines, marketing and communications later in my career.

I’d been doing it since I moved to Australia from New Zealand in 1988, looking for a bigger media market. I adored my day (starting at 2 pm) on the ‘back bench’, where the editor, news editors and chief subeditor collaborate and argue to create the day’s paper. I’d listen as decisions were made about what would be the ‘splash’ on the front page, and why, then wait until the first edition came out around 10 pm.

The feeling of being in the middle of everything, of creating something influential and important, was addictive, but the opportunity to get into mags was just too shiny to turn down. That’s where the real action was. Magazines were booming.

In 1992, just a year earlier, Woman’s Day had hit the lead in its battle against New Idea and had touched the magic million copies a week mark. The Australian Women’s Weekly was selling up to a million copies a month. Magazines simply leaped from newsagents’ shelves into the hands of eager readers.

Mags were the leading edge of popular culture and, in a pre-internet world, leveraged reader desire for gossip and glamour to become mega-budget money machines, pumping extraordinary sums into publishers’ coffers every week.

I’d answered an ad in my own paper. ACP was launching a new, as-yet-unnamed magazine project and I applied for the role of news editor of what was described as a ‘news magazine’.

Sneaking off for my interview at Park Street confirmed my wildest hopes. If newspapers were a world of men, this was a world of women.

Compared to News Ltd’s grey Holt Street offices (as it was then), Park Street seemed like an explosion of colour, positivity and life. A glance into the foyer revealed a giddy swirl of activity – highly groomed people rushing to meetings, rushing to lunch, rushing to deadline, rushing to budget.

From the walls, posters of current issues, one famous title after another, glowed in gleaming golden frames. This was indeed a publishing Amazonia.

I hoped to meet Juliet Ashworth, a mysterious British newspaper journalist who had – according to gossip – charmed Kerry Packer at a party in LA and scooped the prime gig of editor. (As it turns out, that story was untrue: she’d been interviewed by Kerry’s older brother, Clyde, on behalf of ACP publisher Richard Walsh, in LA.)

Ashworth did swan briefly in and out of the interview – blonde, tall and posh; a doppelganger of the Princess Diana she adored with a serious reverence.

It became clear I was being interviewed for the role of chief subeditor, not news editor, the job I’d applied for. My CV had somehow ended up in the wrong pile. So, as you do in these situations, I lied outrageously and got the job. I’d never subedited in my life but had watched a lot of it happen.

The new magazine being launched was called The New Weekly. It was supposed to be a companion mag to the monthly behemoth The Australian Women’s Weekly.

The Australian Women’s Weekly, launched in 1933 by Frank Packer, was indeed a weekly until a decision was made to change the publishing frequency to monthly in 1983. It retained its name because Kerry didn’t want a magazine called The Women’s Monthly in his stable, period. And it would have been crazy to walk away from the brand equity and reader loyalty built up over 50 years by changing the name, something I wish I’d understood more clearly when we changed the name of The New Weekly to NW in 1998.

Ashworth was given a small office, a desk and a phone, an unlimited budget and a brief to create a title to scoop up the advertising dollars that, incredibly, the AWW was physically unable to accommodate. The AWW was a monster: up to 300 pages in girth and raking in an estimated $2 million in advertising a month.

Rather than let the ad dollars land in another publisher’s coffers, ACP simply created another bucket to catch it.

The New Weekly’s launch party was a glittering affair at the swankiest restaurant in town at the time, Level 41, high up Chifley Tower.

The Sydney Morning Herald’s gossip writer, Andrew Hornery, then just 23 and working for a trade publication, described it in a SMH story on 26 July 2020 as if ‘I had been transported to a heavenly, candle-lit bubble of luxury and decadence, high above Sydney.’

I was alarmed by both the fireworks exploding outside when the cover, featuring soon-to-be newlyweds Alan Bond and ‘socialite’ Diana Bliss, was finally revealed, and Walsh’s spectacular claim in his speech that the magazine would reach a circulation of 500,000.

It hardly ever got past 200,000.



The 1990s was an incredible period to work on magazines. The internet was looming but had not yet revealed itself to be a destroyer of print. There was still nowhere else for readers to go for their celebrity gossip and lifestyle reads, and nowhere else for advertisers to find their eyeballs.

‘You’d actually have to be an idiot to fuck it up,’ observes Louisa Hatfield.

Hatfield was deputy on NW when I had worked my way up to edit the magazine. She once made the mistake of referring to herself as ‘Number Two’. The moniker stuck with her for years. As is often the way with deputies, she was far smarter and more dedicated than me and, in a long, successful career, rose to become editorial director and a senior executive at Pacific Magazines until, like so many other talented editorial people, she was made redundant during the Bauer/Pacific merge of mid-2020.

Many who went on to make a significant mark in publishing started their careers at The New Weekly. One of them was Emma Clydsdale, a journalism student from Charles Sturt University, who I persuaded to stay after a stint of work experience. She seemed to have potential. Now Emma Nolan, she is the publisher of this book.

Nicky Briger, now editor of Marie Claire, had returned from a stint in England as a down-table sub. Briger perhaps rivals Hatfield as a world champion potty-mouth. Ashworth and I were in a meeting in her office when I was dispatched outside to ask the subs to be quiet, because we’d just heard Briger scream, ‘Ew! It tastes like a cup of hot cum!’ on sampling her first ever soy latte.

That probably made the Quotes Book. You had to say something particularly gross, outrageous and funny to make the cut, and the standards were high. The subs were the keepers of the Quotes Book, which made for eye-popping reading.

Whenever I talk to any of my former colleagues from the early days of NW, our discussion always returns to one theme – how amazing that time was, what fun we had and, particularly, how special that group of people was.

Making NW was an exercise in collective creativity. We could cook up a clever cover story from one pic and a quote, and had to do it better than our opposition to beat them. If I heard screaming from a group of staff gathered around the pic editor’s desk, I know they were probably looking at next week’s cover shot. It was a mag for young women made, mainly, by young women, so if they were excited, readers would be excited.

It was all so fresh and fun we, like everyone else in the building and in the other publishing companies, thought it would last forever – like workers in a photographic film factory not knowing someone, somewhere, was busy thinking up a digital camera.

Christopher Warren, a journalist and legendary union leader – he was a passionate federal secretary of the Media, Arts and Entertainment Alliance (MEAA) for decades, until 2015 – penned a passionate and elegant eulogy to Australian magazines on independent news site Crikey in late October 2019.

‘Magazines are vanishing from the Australian cultural landscape. Once they sat at the centre of Australian society. They could be found everywhere: from barbershops to cafes to doctors’ waiting rooms. Their circulation – and cultural heft – dwarfed newspapers. Now, they feel almost self-consciously anachronistic… the reality is, the central role that magazines enjoyed through the 20th century has been shattered by an information-rich, attention-poor world,’ he wrote.

In its 2020 report on the entertainment and media sector, international accountancy firm PwC with its stated purpose to ‘build trust in society and solve important problems,’ pulled no punches. ‘There is perhaps no medium to experience such transformative change during 2019 and 2020 in Australia as the magazine industry… with many industry spectators predicting the once-glossy, highly profitable industry will never look the same again.’

The scale and frequency of titles was ‘unsustainable’, said the chilling report, in an era of ‘ubiquitous access to similar content at zero cost’.

As it turned out, by mid-2020, with the impact of the first waves of the COVID-19 tsunami, a profound lack of foresight and interest in digital, mismanagement, waste and the brutal merger between Bauer Media and Pacific Magazines, the industry indeed never looked the same again.

More than 100 people lost their jobs and many more were ‘stood down’, never to be reinstated. It was the first wave of the COVID pandemic and staff were being sacked over Zoom calls by HR operatives they’d never met. Because many were working remotely, there was no falling tearfully into the arms of understanding and supportive colleagues; no support; no counselling. There was a lot of staring in silent disbelief at laptops in lonely bedrooms.



On 18 April 2021, The Sydney Morning Herald ran a story under the headline ‘New book [this book] threatens to spill ACP secrets and scandals’, which couldn’t have been further from the truth: all the good yarns are already in the public domain. The headline should have been ‘New book attempts to explain the multiple forces that caused a dramatic period of extraordinary and difficult change in magazine publishing’, but that wouldn’t have been nearly as sexy.

The numbers behind the story are extraordinary. In 2008, James Packer, more interested in casinos than increasingly wobbly media, sold the Packer media empire to CVC Capital. ACP magazine titles made up $1.75 billion of that sale. It felt like the end of an era, the Packers bowing out of magazines, but it was just the start of the end of an era.

Four years later, CVC sold the magazines to Germany’s Bauer Media Group for $525 million.

In early 2020, Bauer bought Pacific Magazines for just $40 million, bringing almost 90 per cent of Australia’s magazine titles together under one shaky roof.

Then, just a couple of months later, Bauer sold the whole thing to private equity group Mercury Capital for a sum reported to be around $40–$50 million, with some sources swearing it was as low as $10 million, with the New Zealand arm of the business thrown in for $1.

In anyone’s book, that’s an extraordinary plunge in value. If that happened to an editor’s circulation, you wouldn’t get sacked; you’d have already sacked yourself.

But the loss I felt most personally was that of NW, which, like Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Amy Winehouse and Kurt Cobain, died at just 27.

I’d like to say it went out in a blaze of glory, but it didn’t. Publication was suspended and simply never started again.

NW was my emotional touchstone to the industry. The version of the magazine we made was fun, light-hearted entertainment. We achieved a kind of subtle ‘nod and wink’ to our readers. While the other weeklies were very serious about gossip, pretending everything they published was, well, true, we knew our readers weren’t there for hard facts. That was what newspapers and the ABC news was for. They were there to be entertained and feel slightly better about themselves and their lives.

The rule was that if we ran a cover that shouted ‘Sex! Lies! Videotape!’, as we did, only to reveal inside it was lies there was any sex on any videotape, as we also did, the story inside had to be at least as entertaining as the promise.

One of my particular publishing pleasures was sitting quietly on a Friday afternoon in my office with a section we called ‘Paparazzi’, a couple of spreads of fun celebrity pics open on my screen, writing the captions. I tried to make the captions as funny as possible without being mean-spirited. I had done it every week for years as chief sub and deputy editor, and kept the task as editor. It was important to me that the tone was bang-on and I didn’t trust anyone else to do it. Being funny without being mean isn’t easy.

Tim Burrowes, founder of the highly successful and respected media industry news site Mumbrella and author of the excellent book Media Unmade, which tracks the fate of all Australian media over the last decade, was harsh but fair in his assessment of NW’s death.

After Bauer Media announced it was closing eight magazines, on 22 July 2020 he wrote on Mumbrella that ‘NW will be remembered as the waste of space typified by its final cover – made-up stories about Brad Pitt (not) having a lovechild, Tom Cruise (not) getting married, and Hamish Blake (not) expecting a third baby’. Ouch.

NW was my first editorship and gave me a grounding and love for the business that propelled me through the industry until 2008. I went on to become editor-in-chief of Woman’s Day and (very briefly) TV Week at the same time, then, eventually, in the mid-2000s, publisher and managing director of News Ltd’s magazine division, News Magazines, as it was called at the time.

For many of us, even though we went on to do bigger things, NW was a highlight of our careers. We weren’t fighting to save something old; we were battling to grow something new, and grow it – for a few years, at least – we did.

I’m sad it’s gone, but sadder that the Australian magazine industry is a shadow of its former self, and saddest of all for those people who gave their hearts, souls, mental health and marriages to magazines.

Which begs the question, how the hell did this happen?






1 IT WAS ON FOR YOUNG AND OLD



‘You’re nothing better than a tampon string!’

Phil Ramey, paparazzi photographer, 1997



Competition is said to bring out the best in us, or perhaps it brings out the worst in us, but it most certainly helps us make the best products.

There is no doubt competition, more hardcore than healthy, was the engine that drove the most extraordinary growth period in Australian magazines during the 1980s and 1990s.

It was a competition so intense and famous it inspired an excellent two-part ABC miniseries in 2013, Paper Giants: Magazine Wars, and a comprehensive catalogue of written commentary.

The key competitors were Dulcie Boling and Nene King. As people, they couldn’t be more different, which is what makes their story so fascinating.

King was a tall redhead. Boling was diminutive, with a neat blonde bob. At her ferocious peak, King was incredibly loud. Boling was icy quiet. King proudly shopped at Target and Katies for madly colourful outfits, just like her readers. Boling was always immaculate in designer suits. Boling was a businesswoman with an eye for numbers. King didn’t care what it cost, as long as she got the readers.

King started work at New Idea in 1979, rising to become deputy editor. But the glass ceiling she ran into was her editor, Boling. There could only be one boss.

King’s powerful sense of what readers wanted always served her well and she was brilliant at coming up with angles no-one else could see. With good reason, she felt she had made a significant contribution to the success of New Idea, and staffers like Prue MacSween, Bunty Avieson and Lorrae Willox could feel the pressure rising to an inevitable boil over.

I remember Willox, who was my deputy on Woman’s Day in the early 2000s, telling stories of King doing a lot of huffing and eye rolling and shouting that she ‘wasn’t going to take it anymore’ when Boling was not in the room, but appearing eviscerated by Boling’s iron will and chilling Julie Bishop stare when she was on the editorial floor.

Boling edited New Idea from 1977 to 1993 and was also chairperson and chief executive of Southdown Press, then owned by the Murdoch family, which later became Pacific Magazines, owned by the Stokes family. She was also on the board at News Ltd and the Seven Network.

King, too, had a stellar corporate career, becoming the first woman on the board of Kerry Packer’s Publishing and Broadcasting Limited (PBL), owner of ACP and the Nine Network.

When the editorship of Southdown Press’s TV Week came up, King no doubt saw the chance to finally run her own show. But Boling may well have thought King would be better suited to staying on at New Idea and blocked the move. She may have been worried King wasn’t ready for the move or even that she did not have all the character traits needed for the job.

King had one of her more explosive eruptions and walked out on the spot. She kept on walking, straight to the deputy editor’s chair of rival magazine Woman’s Day. Oh, to have been a fly on the wall.

She became Woman’s Day editor on 18 January 1988, and from that moment on, it was, as they say, on for young and old.

At the time, Woman’s Day was dull – all knitting patterns and recipes. It was ready for a makeover and King was armed with a bag of potent make-up, her skills honed on the magazine she now wished to crush. Publisher Richard Walsh said the magazine needed a revolution and that revolutionary was Nene King.

The dragon lady, as King happily referred to herself, finally found her wings.

As terrifying as she could be, King was also bizarrely generous at times, sending staff off on luxury holidays or leaving envelopes stuffed with $100 notes on their desks. Next day, for some tiny infraction, you could be screamed at or sacked.

‘We each had our niche – calling it a “war” makes it sound like handbags at 10 paces and that’s just ridiculous. For the record, Nene worked at New Idea for six years, not the nine she now claims,’ Boling tartly told The Sydney Morning Herald in a 2013 piece entitled ‘Lunch with Dulcie Boling’.

King also made some public comment at the time, in a manner more befitting Nene. Semi-retired, she was keeping her hand in as an agony aunt – somewhat bizarrely, back at New Idea. (That’s the way it worked in mags. You could give your soul to one title for five years, get headhunted to the opposition, and be filled with hate for your former home in a week.)

New Idea ran a headline that said ‘Mag Wars! Nene’s only interview “Why I’ll never forgive Dulcie”,’ with a pic of a glaring King.

‘The ever-flamboyant Nene is particularly upset by recent reported comments by Dulcie, who allegedly claimed of her old rival, “She’s brain damaged”,’ said New Idea’s promotion of the issue.

Everyone who worked with King has a story to tell. Kerry Packer loved King, his ‘cash cow’. Staff would sometimes be startled to see that the man who had his feet up on King’s desk for a friendly morning chat was Kerry.

She had extraordinary power and it set her free.

Perhaps the most perfect Nene King story took place in the boardroom at Park Street.

Advertising agency Clemenger’s was in the boardroom re-pitching for the Australian Women’s Weekly account. With print, TV, outdoor and radio, and the lucrative media buy that went with it, Clemenger’s were doing their best to hold on to the multimillion-dollar gig.

There were maybe six people from Clemenger’s and an array of marketing and editorial people from ACP. As the agency people, with their architectural glasses and cool sneakers, began to talk through their ‘insights’, King’s capacity for bullshit ran out.

First, she rocked back in her chair and groaned, looking pointedly away from the increasingly desperate ad guy trying to hold the room. Then she just got up while he was still talking and wandered the length of the boardroom table to the door.

She opened it and stood still, looking back into the room. There was a long silence, then she let a loud, long and quite spectacular fart. She really put some effort into it.

‘Best thing I’ve heard all day,’ she shouted triumphantly, and walked out, slamming the door.

Advertisers loved to get senior editorial people into the room to tell them how amazing their product was, in the hope of some editorial coverage and orders of a magnitude more valuable than the ads they purchased.

Blackmores must have been a big advertiser at ACP because they hosted a lunch in the ACP boardroom that King had agreed to attend.

Blackmores had a ‘doctor’ in a white coat and spectacles to give a presentation after a sumptuous lunch with delicate wine pairings, prepared by the permanent in-house boardroom chef.

The couple of NW staffers who attended couldn’t wait to tell their King story. According to them, King (who always loved a big entrance), finally burst in just as they were serving the fish. Then she reportedly shouted ‘Is this a suck-up lunch or a thank-you lunch? If it’s a suck-up lunch, who the fuck do I suck up to?’

To her the credit, the Blackmores marketing manager put up her hand and, bursting yet another long, stunned silence, said, ‘Well, I’m paying, so I guess it’s me.’

Michael Sheather was the longest-serving writer at ACP, with an extraordinary 22 years under his belt on The Australian Women’s Weekly and Woman’s Day, much of it under King.

Sheather finally hung up his pen in 2020 when he was rewarded with redundancy for his years of effort. These days, he enjoys a quiet life with his family, working in his own content business from the cruisy New South Wales Central Coast.

‘Look, she behaved [at times] very badly, no doubt, but she did have a heart of gold and you knew she just had to get the rage out, then we could all move on. Once you got to know her you could see there was a vulnerability – almost fear – deep down. She was a mass-market editor who was a mass of contradictions,’ he says.

He illustrates this by recounting a pretty normal day in the office when he was a young journalist on Woman’s Day.

‘She screamed “Michael, get the fuck in here now!” When Nene made an offer like that, you didn’t refuse. I’d written a story about a rugby league referee who had a sex change and there was a legal injunction filed that might have taken the mag off the newsstands. That would have cost millions. “What the fuck are you doing to me?” she screamed, waving a mag in my face. She was purple and I thought she might punch me. “Look at this. He’s got a five-day growth and he’s in a Laura Ashley dress. For fuck’s sake, Michael, he’s a cock in a frock!”

‘Then she just dissolved in laughter. “Oh what the fuck!” she said. “Screw the lawyers. What do they know? The readers will fucking love it.”’

It was Friday 24 May 1996 when King’s life unravelled forever. Her beloved husband, Pat Bowring, a keen diver, disappeared at a popular spot 8 kilometres off the coast of Bondi. He went down and never came up. He was just 45.

There is a photograph of King, side-on, snapped the next day as she braved the trip out to sea to the spot he disappeared, that’s like a punch to the gut. Her grief is so obvious, so powerful, an image of a person forever dipped in a vat of agony. Nene and Pat had been together for 23 years and married for five.

‘I had a nervous breakdown and ended up in a psychiatric hospital, and turned to drugs and became a pathetic person,’ she told Mia Freedman, founder and owner of ‘Australia’s largest women’s media group’, Mamamia, on the platform’s podcast, No Filter, in early 2021.

I was as surprised as anyone else when I was made editor-in-chief of Woman’s Day in 1999. It was a weird job for a young man, a view shared by an unsettling number of the incumbent and highly experienced senior staff.

Nene invited me to the ACP ‘canteen’, Elizabeth Street restaurant Bambini Trust, for lunch and a chat. It must have been very close to her retirement. I was deeply uncomfortable, not because she was scary anymore, but because her ongoing torment was just so plain in her face and voice.

She didn’t want to tell me about the front part of the magazine, the newsy bit, but she was concerned about the middle bit, the lifestyle part with the health, food and fashion. One of Nene’s many genius editorial brainwaves was pioneering a feng shui column in Woman’s Day, before anyone knew what it was or how to pronounce it, which became – inexplicably to me – incredibly popular.

Nene wanted to know what ‘the next feng shui’ was going to be and that was, indeed, a very good question. She said it had to be all about the reader, so I brilliantly named the new middle bit ‘All About You’.

It was common knowledge she would smoke weed in the private bathroom in her office in Park Street, but when she retired, her drug use increased to up to ten joints a day. She would spend days in bed with crippling panic attacks, alone in her house in Victoria’s Caulfield South.

‘I was a disgrace but I was not strong enough to end it,’ she told No Filter.

King must have retired with plenty in the bank after years on an extraordinary salary.

But then she met Larry Sutcliffe, a therapeutic masseur who worked on cruise ships, and her dramatic downfall became a landslide. It was a story King would have loved to run in Woman’s Day. It had everything: fame, love, lies, and fascinating tragedy.

King and Sutcliffe would get through the day on a cloud of smoke and, for a couple of years, it seems they genuinely enjoyed each other’s friendship.

Sutcliffe found a new boyfriend, Colin Hahne, online and seemed happy. He introduced Hahne to King in April 2007 and it was in her backyard that day she first tried ice, supplied, she told Melbourne Magistrate’s Court in 2013, by Hahne. (This is a recounted memory from a difficult period in King’s life. Hahne was never charged in relation to supplying drugs.)

Hahne allegedly told her a story about his failed businesses and how broke he was and King took pity on him. Soon, she told the court, both men had moved into her Melbourne home and were living rent free.

‘I had these two people who really cared for me and looked after me,’ she said, and even had both men’s names tattooed on the inside of her arm.

Over that period, King was a regular visitor to the Melbourne Clinic, a psychiatric hospital, for treatment for depression and substance abuse.

It wasn’t until 2009, when her credit cards bounced during a trip to America with a friend that King realised her fortune had disappeared. She went to the police and only then discovered more than $500,000 was gone.

She mortgaged, then eventually sold, the Caulfield South house, and moved to Ballarat.

But in the 2013 case to recover her losses from Hahne, he successfully argued her spending was out of control and they had an arrangement where he had her permission to use her credit cards.

At one stage, Hahne was gifted with a $6000 watch and Sutcliffe got a car. ‘I guess I was sick,’ King told the court.

Hahne was found not guilty of 37 charges of obtaining property by deception in a judgement in February 2016, reported The Sydney Morning Herald on 12 February 2016.

Sutcliffe had already pleaded to one count of obtaining property from King by deception and was placed on a community corrections order.

The love of King’s life was long gone and now the bulk of her fortune, all of it played out in the public eye.

She may have made the lives of her staff a living hell, and perhaps some saw it as a kind of karma that she eventually became the story, but no human being deserves a fall from grace as hard as Nene King’s.



King had made her name feeding her readers a relentless barrage of royal and celebrity gossip, which they adored. Woman’s Day’s readership skewed younger and grew, gobbling down fat, colourful, exciting and interesting issues of well over 100 pages, packed with as many pictures and stories of Princess Diana as possible, as well as the all-important local stars from shows like Home and Away, Neighbours, E Street and the beloved A Country Practice.

It wasn’t until August 1992 that Woman’s Day sailed past New Idea, hitting the magic – and utterly incredible, by today’s standards – circulation of one million.

Peter Zavecz is managing director of publishing, Victoria and Tasmania, for News Corp, since 2016. From 1994 to 2003, he was sales director of ACP, before spending almost 11 years as commercial director, then CEO of Pacific Magazines until late 2016. As commercial director, he was also publisher of flagship brand Better Homes and Gardens. He laughs at the sales numbers.

‘Well, a couple of hundred thousand copies may have been flown to New Zealand and the returns came back on a very slow boat,’ Zavecz says.

Editors found out about their circulation from the week or month before through a yellow A4 envelope with a sheet inside showing how you went. Opening it was a special agony.

Years later, when I became managing director of News Magazines, News Ltd’s CEO, John Hartigan, had some advice: ‘If you sit bolt upright in the middle of the night in a cold sweat because of numbers, you’re fucked.’ He also explained ‘imposter syndrome’ to me, the first time I’d heard of it, as he looked around his beautiful, spacious office on the top of the Holt Street bunker, golden afternoon light sliding through the curtains, an advance copy of the new Pete Murray CD spinning in the wall-mounted Bang & Olufsen. ‘I’m just a journo, Mate. What am I doing here?’ he said with a wry smile. ‘Keep pretending you’re doing it for long enough, and eventually you’re actually doing it.’

I was in my early thirties, with a baby on the way and a fresh mortgage. That yellow envelope mattered far too much.

For titles like Woman’s Day and New Idea, it was a good number if there had been a good picture on the cover. Mostly, those pictures came from the paparazzi.

The word ‘paparazzi’, used to describe the independent photographers who make their living taking pictures of high-profile people and selling them to media outlets, most likely comes from the 1960 Fellini film, La Dolce Vita.

A character in the film, a news photographer, was named Paparazzo. Paparazzi was local Italian slang, for an annoying, buzzing noise, like a mosquito. The photographers in Rome buzzed around on Vespa scooters in pursuit of the shot.

Just weeks after Woman’s Day’s sales figure passed New Idea, King got her hands on perhaps the most perfect set of paparazzi pics to ever hit the market. They had everything readers loved: royalty, sex and scandal, as well as an exotic location.

They were the infamous ‘toe-sucking’ pics of Sarah Ferguson, the Duchess of York, enjoying the attentions of the man she claimed was her financial advisor, Texan financier Johnny Bryan.

‘Fergie’ had been a breath of fresh air when she joined the fusty royal family, marrying Prince Andrew in 1986.

As with Diana, Fergie endured the relentless public scrutiny that came with being a royal, with particular attention paid to her weight. ‘The Duchess of Pork’ was a favourite headline in the English tabloids. With Prince Andrew at sea with the navy up to 300 days a year, Fergie was left to raise Princess Beatrice, born in 1988, and Princess Eugenie, born in 1990, pretty much alone emotionally, but no doubt with the help of a gaggle of domestic staff.

By the early 1990s, rumours were circulating that the marriage was in trouble and the Yorks finally announced they were separating in March 1992.

It probably wasn’t the best idea, but Fergie and Johnny Bryan took off on a month-long trip during which he gave her financial advice in Thailand, Indonesia, Argentina, Scotland and France.

An extremely lucky Italian snapper sneaked through a forest to find a vantage point over a low wall into the pool of a private villa in Saint Tropez.

Through his long lens, he saw Bryan sucking Fergie’s toes – Bryan later said he was kissing them, no doubt an important distinction – and caught them cavorting playfully in the pool. There was even a shot, perhaps the most shocking, of Fergie and Bryan kissing, with two-year-old Princess Eugenie, the Queen’s granddaughter, looking on.

The pictures sold instantly around the world and the Daily Mirror ran them on 20 August. The Daily Mirror had a print run of 3.5 million and the first edition sold out by 9 am. ‘EXCLUSIVE! THE PICTURES THEY DIDN’T WANT YOU TO SEE’ yelled the front page. ‘FERGIE’S STOLEN KISSES. Truth about duchess and the Texan millionaire.’

The paper assured its readers there were ‘MORE SENSATIONAL PHOTOS’ on pages 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 12, 13, 20 and 21.

Most unfortunately for Fergie, she was home from her holiday and having breakfast with her husband’s family at Balmoral on 20 August, when the papers arrived.

In her oddly titled 2011 autobiography, Finding Sarah: A Duchess’s Journey to Find Herself, she wrote ‘It would be accurate to report that the porridge was getting cold. Eyes wide and mouths ajar, the adults were flipping through the Daily Mirror.’

It must have been more than a little awkward.

When the call came from a photo agency offering Australian rights, Woman’s Day deputy editor Di Blackwell was dispatched immediately by King, who told her to pay whatever it took, and if she didn’t get them, to not bother coming back.

Blackwell got the shots for a reported $140,000. The issue of Woman’s Day sold an extraordinary 1.4 million copies. King was right that the pics were worth whatever she had to pay.

Michelle Lollo thinks the figure could well have been a lot more, and it would not have been surprising if the cost was anywhere between $250,000 and $500,000.

Lollo was Woman’s Day’s foreign editor – dealing with stories from overseas – and describes bidding for pics and stories as ‘the most terrifying fun I’ve ever had in my life’.

This is quite something coming from Lollo. A highly experienced journo, she has worked for both New Idea and Woman’s Day, as many did; The Australian Women’s Weekly; in the London and New York offices of ACP; and a stint in LA. She was also associate editor of Sydney’s The Sunday Telegraph for nearly eight years.

Securing stories for your magazine in the pre-internet age was as weird as it was stressful.

Most foreign editors, and picture editors, slept – or perhaps hardly slept at all – with a fax machine in their bedroom, pumping out stories that had just broken in the northern hemisphere. By the early 1990s they were blessed with mobile phones.

In the early days of The New Weekly, as deputy editor, I’d sometimes be on duty to give the foreign editor a break and even now, the industrial ‘churn, churn, churn… crunch!’ of that evil box fills my heart with ice water.

The fear was you’d miss something, your competitor would get it, and you’d be scooped. That could translate into being beaten on the newsstand that week and, if it happened too many times, the loss of your job.

‘There was no way you could ignore a fax or phone call,’ says Lollo. ‘Sleep was not an option. And with Nene breathing over me, “no” was also not an option.’

Foreign and picture editors were sternly warned to have their passports on them at all times, just in case.

‘Nene called me one night and said, “Pack your bags, you’re off to Paris in the morning!” I was sent to interview Linda Evangelista, Claudia Schiffer and Helena Christensen for the cover of the Weekly. If you flew for more than eight hours, you went business class. I was 26. The job had its upsides,’ laughs Lollo.

The obvious and huge success of the Fergie toe-sucking pics confirmed two facts: the reading public couldn’t get enough royalty, which was really just the high-end of celebrity, and the paparazzi had all the power. They were trading in a product to which magazines, and the readers, were addicted.

If you think the international paparazzi at the time were a bunch of ethically bankrupt lunatics not at all bound by the constraints of the law or civilised behaviour, you are correct.

‘In the end, they simply wanted money, they just wanted to flog their pictures to the highest bidder. Even if you thought you’d spent years cultivating relationships with these guys, in the end, you couldn’t trust a word they said and we all got played,’ Lollo says.

That’s true. How did you know when you bid, say, $15,000 for a shot of Jennifer Aniston on a beach in a bikini that the photo agency was telling the truth when they said, ‘Sorry, New Idea has just bid $20,000?’

The competition was so brutal, calling an opposition editor to check the truth was simply out of the question. I did it just once, but only because I knew Jennifer Gilbert, who was editor of New Idea at the time, from our previous lives at News Ltd.

She confirmed she had not made a counterbid. I called the local agent back, told him he was caught and bought the pics for the original price. He did behave from then on, knowing it might happen again, but that was just one small-fry local agency.

If editors and senior staff from competing titles could have got together and shared information, we’d have saved our publishing companies millions. But we didn’t.

In our phone chat, Gilbert and I agreed it was impossible, because someone would surely break ranks in the first week to scoop the best pics. It was in our nature, and the nature of the business.



If a set of pictures was purchased by the ACP London or New York offices, the company’s various titles would go ‘running to Dawn’, as Lollo puts it.

Dawn Swain was from another era, even in that other era of the 1990s, and she was utterly fabulous.

She had been editor of The Australian Women’s Weekly from 1976, when she took over from a young Ita Buttrose who’d been promoted to editor-in-chief after just a year, until 1985. That was more than enough to gain respect in the organisation for the rest of your life.

Dawn drove what we called her ‘Saint’ car – an early two-door 1960s Volvo P1800 sports car, made famous by the character Simon Templar, played by Roger Moore, in the 1960s TV series, The Saint. It was super-cool. Dawn would imperiously navigate the traffic from the Eastern Suburbs and park it haphazardly beside James Packer’s Mercedes, the prime spot in the ACP executive car park.

She was as tiny as she was determined and peered over the wheel like a Mrs Magoo in couture. She and her beloved husband, Horace (Horrie), also owned an ancient Rolls Royce, dubbed ‘The Duchess’.

Swain loved fashion and sported exceptional pearls, rings, bracelets and handbags at all times. Her elegance was perfect. She retired on 11 December 2000, the exact date she joined the Weekly 50 years before.

In the 1990s, Swain’s job was to adjudicate fights between the ACP magazines over who got the pictures. King, of course, argued strongly that Woman’s Day both deserved and needed every pic purchased by ACP. NW was pitched at a younger market than Woman’s Day, so I could sometimes successfully argue that we should be awarded a juicy set.

Dawn Swain died in 2005. Her obituary in The Sydney Morning Herald, published on 19 March 2005, was headlined ‘The tiny wizard of the Weekly’.



If King had the best royal pics with Fergie, in 1993 Boling had the royal story of the century. It was the transcript of a phone call between Prince Charles, still married to the beloved Diana, and his lover of decades, Camilla Parker Bowles.

Boling also hit an extraordinary circulation of 1.4 million, the same as King had done with Fergie.

Just how New Idea ended up breaking the ‘Camillagate’ story to the world, instead of it running in the London tabloids first, is a mystery. The smart money says sometimes a story was just too hot for the British press and Fleet Street let it run overseas first, then republished with impunity.

The tapes, which caused a worldwide collective ‘Ewwwww!’ featured Prince Charles saying to Camilla, ‘Oh God. I’ll just live inside your trousers or something. It would be much easier!’

‘What are you going to turn into, a pair of knickers? Oh, you’re going to come back as a pair of knickers,’ says Camilla.

‘Or, God forbid, a Tampax. Just my luck!’ joked poor Charles.

The two then chatted about him being a whole box of tampons.

Lollo wonders if this somehow inspired the weirdest insult she ever received from a paparazzo. LA photographer Phil Ramey was a ‘scary boy, he’d been in prison’.

Ramey had a couple of black vans with blacked-out windows and employed a team of photographers, hunting celebrity gold. He would be sweet when you were bidding for his pictures but would turn in an instant if you decided you were out of the market.

He’d often call directly from the back of the van, seconds after he got the shot.

‘I said I didn’t want a set of pictures and he screamed down the phone at me, “You’re nothing better than a tampon string!”’ says Lollo. ‘It didn’t freak me out because it was rude, they were always rude, but because it was just so weird. I mean, the string bit – what does that actually mean?

‘I had crazy on both sides: Nene on one end, the paps on the other, all calling at three or four in the morning. But it gave us so many relationship-building skills, resilience, being able to produce a vast amount of work quickly, to get the job done no matter what.’



For the next few years, the lust for royal and celebrity shots became more extreme, all driven by money. It was a huge business. Readers couldn’t get enough, and the weeklies gave them all they could.

A magazine like NW, lacking the same picture budget as the big two mags, had to be inventive. An idea was hit on that went on to be used again and again: stars without make-up. It was counterintuitive and a risk, and it took some convincing to get the concept over the line, because the reading public wanted their stars looking all glamorous and famous, didn’t they? (It may well have been approved simply because there was no better idea that week.)

It worked: NW ’s sales went up 25 per cent.

From then on, shots of celebs not at their most glamorous were carefully collected until there were enough for a cover and a couple of spreads. It worked every time.

NW’s budget for pic content was around $60,000 a week. If we wanted to spend more, publishing’s nicest finance guy, Seymour Cohen, would be summoned.

Seymour would view the pics and we’d chat about what the story and cover would be.

‘Well, if you spend X, you’ll have to put on Y circulation to make it back,’ Cohen would say. ‘Do you think these pictures will get you a circulation of Y?’

‘Oh, yes, absolutely,’ every editor would always answer.

Everyone, including Cohen, knew that nothing was guaranteed – it was a best guess based on experience. And you’d agree to anything to be allowed to buy the pics.

Because pictures were the key to success – and in the 1990s, the competition between Woman’s Day and New Idea, and indeed, the entire magazine industry, was insanely fierce – nothing else mattered. That single-mindedness would end up contributing to the undoing of the industry.

Although pictures of Fergie, Charles and Camilla had provided massive sales boosts, the royal the weeklies (and the Weekly) loved the most was the most famous person in the world, Princess Diana.

On Sunday 31 August 1997, I was pottering in the kitchen around lunchtime with the radio on, when a bulletin announced Princess Diana and her new boyfriend, Egyptian playboy and Harrods’ owner Dodi Al-Fayed, had been in a terrible car crash in Paris.

What a story! It was going to be a big week in the office, covering an injured Diana in hospital. Maybe she’d have some scratches, or an arm in a sling.

It was, of course, utterly inconceivable that she was dead.
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