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Why this Book?

The abuse of journalism by media moguls isn’t a new story. The shelves are lined with their biographies. But it’s clear to me, after a lifetime spent inside the media ecosystem, that not even a library of biographies and histories can begin to explain the cumulative damage inflicted on liberal democracies by owners of journalism who place profits and power ahead of civic responsibility and decency.

I have written this book to try to describe how abuse of media power works, its impact on society, and the ways in which its perpetrators get away with it. We think we know this story because we see so much evidence of it – misinformation, concoction of facts, invasion of personal privacy, maligning of public figures, weaponising of reckless opinions, the normalising of sensationalism.

But this isn’t a story that can be told simply through a catalogue of bad, or even dangerous, journalism. Media power is built on the gigantic loophole in democracy that protects the freedom of the press without requiring any ethical, moral or societal responsibility from its owners. Media power sits at the centre of a system.

Despite its obvious flaws, this system has functioned for more than a hundred and fifty years as the least-worst way of safeguarding journalism’s paramount role: holding power to account. The First Amendment to the US Constitution, and similar laws or conventions in other countries, are the protective mechanisms underpinning this system. They provide the legal architecture that supports the foundational precept of journalism’s place in democracy, summed up in Thomas Jefferson’s famous contention: ‘Our liberty depends on the freedom of the press, and that cannot be limited without being lost.’1

Many media owners do live up to their ethical responsibilities. They are able to balance the tensions between journalism and commerce; to stay afloat without bending the truth for profits; to recognise that idealism and serious journalism mostly don’t pay the bills but can be subsidised by other, more commercial activities. The others – the moguls, magnates and charlatans who have exploited journalism to accumulate money and power – are the main subject of this book. For them, democracy’s loophole has been the source of a suite of formidable operating levers: access (almost every door in society opens privately to those media owners and their underlings), information (intelligence gathered inside their doors becomes a tradeable, often lethal, commodity), and fear (the motivation that explains why most powerful people never pick a fight with someone who, as the saying goes, ‘buys ink by the barrel’).

When I first became a journalist in my twenties I was highly motivated, like most of my peers, by its mission to report the facts and uncover important things that people don’t want aired in public; to be society’s watchdog. Over the years, as I graduated from reporter to newspaper editor and finally to media owner (not on a mogul scale), I began thinking less about the obvious virtues of journalism and more about the exploitation of journalism by its owners and their enablers. I know why it happens – human nature and greed – but I remain perplexed as to why most people working inside the media almost never talk about their power or make themselves accountable for it.

It’s even worse than that. Most media proprietors, editors and journalists minimise the extent of their influence, or pretend it doesn’t exist, because they know it’s unregulated, unaccountable and usually invisible. But there is nothing invisible about its impact, even when it is applied positively. Anyone who has run a newsroom understands the frisson generated by creating a big, impactful story. We all know our power; we just don’t want to talk about it.

Today, mistrust of the media is growing rapidly. Misinformation is festering, partisanship is booming, social media is a global menace, and the business model supporting journalism is unravelling. Yet not only does media exploitation continue to proliferate, there are even greater financial incentives in an era of shrinking advertising revenues and profits for owners to deceive and sensationalise. Two giant platforms, Fox News and Twitter/X, disseminate more false ‘news’ than any outlet in any previous era. Billionaires are buying up cheap media assets. And dictators and totalitarian regimes are increasingly strangling freedom of the press.

Media power lurks in the shadows like a prowler. For Hearst, Pulitzer, Northcliffe, Rothermere, Beaverbrook, Murdoch, Berlusconi, Musk, and history’s other media moguls and magnates, that’s where the strings are pulled and the fortunes are made.

It’s time that story was told, in all its unsavoury detail.




THE MOGULS


THE A-LIST

Joseph Pulitzer World’s first media mogul. Invented populist mass-market journalism. Created the Pulitzer Prizes. Went blind. Died on his boat.

William Randolph Hearst Prototype mogul. Inspired Citizen Kane. Built a newspaper empire. Regarded facts as inconvenient. Lived extravagantly.

Alfred Harmsworth (Viscount Northcliffe) Originator of British popular journalism. Founded the Daily Mail. Flaunted power. Launched family dynasty.

Harold Harmsworth (Viscount Rothermere) Succeeded his brother Alfred. Built a massive publishing kingdom. Right-wing elitist who supported Hitler.

Max Aitken (Lord Beaverbrook) Nickname ‘The Beaver’. Newspaper magnate. Political schemer. Powerbroker. Cabinet minister. Womaniser. Loved gossip. Churchill supporter.

Henry Luce Created the Time, Life and Fortune magazine empire. Purveyor of mass quality journalism. Sweeping worldview. Expansive vision for America.

Rupert Murdoch Restless empire builder. Political meddler. Obsessively dynastical. Feared and widely despised. Gaudy private life. The mogul’s mogul.

Roy Thomson (Lord Thomson) Serious-minded Canadian/British newspaper magnate. Presided over best days of The Times and Sunday Times.

Robert Maxwell Czech war refugee. Built and financially destroyed a British media conglomerate. Overbearing bully. Died suspiciously at sea.

Conrad Black (Baron Black) Canadian publisher. Controlled global quality newspapers. Pompous and verbose. Author. Stole from his company. Jailed.

Silvio Berlusconi Former prime minister of Italy, its biggest media owner and richest man. All at the same time. Playboy. Full of bluster. Life of conflicts of interests.

Mark Zuckerberg Facebook founder and controller. Social media pioneer. Arbiter of privacy and media surveillance. Philanthropist. Multi-billionaire.

Elon Musk Owner of Twitter/X. Eccentric and unpredictable.



THE B-LIST

Walter family World’s first media dynasty, creators of The Times of London.

Adolph Ochs Built The New York Times into a great world newspaper.

James Gordon Bennett Founder, editor, publisher of The New York Herald.

Colonel Robert McCormick Press freedom fighter. Chicago Tribune owner.

Keith Murdoch First-generation initiator of the Murdoch dynasty.

Sam Newhouse Founder of an American newspaper and magazine empire.

Otis Chandler Built the Los Angeles Times into a powerhouse, last of a dynasty.

Kerry Packer Australian TV and magazine magnate with forceful personality.

Matthias Döpfner A German, and increasingly global, journalism czar.

Bernard Arnault World’s richest man, powerful French media owner.

Vincent Bolloré Built France’s ‘Fox News’ into influential political force.

Gautham Adani Indian billionaire industrialist with media properties.

Jain family Influential Indian media dynasty, owner of The Times of India.





Introduction

When Rupert Murdoch lured me away from my job as editor of The Sydney Morning Herald, then arguably the best newspaper in Australia, I was thirty-six and loved being a serious journalist.

It was 1987. Murdoch wasn’t the international ogre he later became (this was pre-phone-hacking, pre-Fox News), but like many journalists in the Anglosphere, I felt apprehensive about his editorial values, his voracious commerciality, and the methods he used to dispense power.

I decided to accept his offer to become editor-in-chief of his Melbourne newspaper group because it was an exquisite challenge, or so I told myself, and because I didn’t lack ambition. Murdoch had just acquired Australia’s largest stable of newspapers, which included the Melbourne Herald, flagship of his father’s publishing empire. It was a paper struggling to survive after losing half its circulation of 437,000 in the previous decade. My challenge – and the reason Murdoch hired me – was to attempt to revive the Herald as a quality afternoon newspaper, as his father Keith Murdoch had done sixty-six years earlier when he became its editor.

My flirtation with Murdoch lasted two years. I resigned when my moral compass became dysfunctional. He implored me to stay, telling me with uncharacteristic emotion as we sat together alone on a leather couch in his father’s old office, weeks before I finally quit, that he thought ‘we’d be working together all our lives’. But I found myself incapable of navigating the ethical hurdles that litter the path of a Murdoch editor. Also, I didn’t know how to be suitably obsequious; he told me I was ‘aloof’.

On many days during those two years, I felt like an infiltrator operating behind enemy lines. From the outside, and to its faithful employees, News Corporation is a respectable company that deploys journalism to challenge and scrutinise the pillars of the establishment. Behind this facade, I discovered, was a kind of medieval fiefdom where we all lived in the shadow of a proprietor whose predilections – commercial, editorial, ideological, personal, political, economic, philosophical, racial, sociological – were insinuated into every important decision and direction we took. Harold Evans, who edited the London Times before he became another former Murdoch editor (there have been hundreds of us), identified this process as ‘charismatic authority’, the phrase used by the German sociologist Max Weber to describe how a leader’s courtiers are ‘forever attempting to win favor by guessing what the boss wanted or might applaud but might well not have asked for’.

The Herald was my first exposure to the subterranean world of media moguldom. As a newspaper insider, I was hardly surprised by Murdoch’s ambitiousness or ruthlessness, or by the compliant culture that permeated his kingdom, or even by his indifference to the concept of serious journalism. But what really disconcerted me during my time at News Corp, and has ever since, was the lurking presence of his power.

A few months after I started at the paper, Murdoch flew in from America for an Australian federal election campaign. This gave me an intimate view of a hands-on, behind-closed-doors media machinator at work, as he massaged the politicians, directed his editors, and worked over their editorials. ‘A propaganda sausage factory,’ I wrote in my diary notes, ‘with Murdoch seeing and vetting no less than eight or nine election endorsement editorials, all faxed by editors to him in Sydney.’

Observing him dealing personally with political leaders, and watching him networking, I began to realise there was almost no-one anywhere who wouldn’t take his call or didn’t want to impress him. One day in Melbourne, after the prime minister Bob Hawke had been leaving messages for him, Murdoch asked me, ‘Do I really need to talk to Hawke?’ As the election drew near I was present for drinks in the office with the opposition leader John Howard, where Murdoch took him aside to inform him, as a courtesy, that News Corp would be endorsing his opponent, Hawke, in the upcoming election. (Howard’s party went on to lose badly.) I assumed this was Murdoch’s way of leaving the door open for future collaboration with no hard feelings. If so, it worked. Howard later became a long-serving Australian prime minister, enthusiastically supported by News Corp, and still remains one of Murdoch’s most effusive public spruikers.

Howard was adhering to the unwritten rules of engagement between senior politicians and the Murdoch empire, rules that operate on the sidelines of democracy, out of sight. One of Howard’s successors, John Hewson, discovered those rules a few years later when he became leader of Australia’s federal opposition. ‘I approached all the major editors at the time for a discussion,’ Hewson explained. ‘The editor at The Australian told me, in no uncertain terms, that I needed to understand they had their agendas, so if I advanced ideas consistent with those agendas, I may – it was emphasised, just may – expect positive coverage. But if I advocated against those agendas then I could be guaranteed that I would be attacked accordingly.’

When the global share market collapsed in late 1987, I watched Murdoch work the phone from a gloomy office inside the grey newspaper empire fortress built by his father in Melbourne in the 1920s. A few days into the crisis, after taking a call from Ronald Reagan, Murdoch told some of us he had advised the president to ensure that his government and the Federal Reserve held their nerve through the economic upheaval. Meanwhile, he instructed his editors and executives to provide vigorous support during the crisis for the capitalist system in the company’s newspapers.

Exercising power was a routine part of his life. This became amusingly evident at a lunch I convened with Murdoch and a group of senior editors in a private room at The Society, a courtly Italian restaurant that had served Melbourne’s establishment since his father’s era. It was a week or so after he had bought yet another newspaper, a London daily called Today. ‘Why did you buy Today?’ asked a junior editor with a gravelly voice. Murdoch seemed puzzled. ‘I didn’t buy anything today,’ he replied, then realised he had misheard the question. A smile crept over his face as respectful laughter rippled across the table.

A Murdoch editor, I realised, is a footman dispensing media power on behalf of a single family. In two years at News Corp I never heard an editor or executive attempt to discuss, navigate or even acknowledge the existence of moral ambiguity, the subject that was so memorably decoded by the writer Janet Malcolm in one memorable paragraph: ‘Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible. He is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s vanity, ignorance, or loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse.’

As I watched the sausages being made inside News Corp it was obvious that morally indefensible journalism is an inevitable outcome in a news organisation that lacks an ethical compass. Journalism, by its nature, is an exercise in manipulation. If you aren’t prepared to recognise that occupational reality – even in seemingly benign choices such as who to interview or ignore, or what facts to include or leave out – how can you expect to practise your craft in good conscience?

Rupert Murdoch wasn’t the first media proprietor to capitalise on the loophole in democracy that legitimises the worst excesses of journalism. Nor did he invent the magic formula that emerged in the late 1800s when Joseph Pulitzer acquired The World in New York, and Alfred Harmsworth launched the Daily Mail in London: titillating journalism = mass audiences = abundant advertising revenue = vast profits = political power. This is the formula, in its raw simplicity, that empowered a coterie of moguls to exploit journalism to both uphold and pollute civil society, with Murdoch as its greatest exponent.

Until I joined News Corp, I’d never had to think about what ethicists describe as ‘moral fading’, the self-deception created by behaving unethically while maintaining the appearance of being good and moral. My only previous professional experience had been in a media organisation where the journalism was disconnected, structurally and culturally, from the business side of the business. In the Murdoch universe, where no such structural separation exists, they don’t talk about ethics and moral behaviour because such a discussion would inevitably collide with the company’s true mission: to make money at all costs.

I have often wondered what goes through the minds and consciences of otherwise dedicated professionals who find themselves inhabiting a news organisation that engages in amoral or immoral journalism. What were the private thoughts of journalists at News Corp after learning that their co-workers had spent two decades hacking into personal voicemails? Or Fox News employees on discovering, via court documents, that their colleagues and owners had promoted election denial and riots at the US Capitol to ensure viewers didn’t defect to another network? Or those at the London Sun on reading an op-ed in late 2022, written by columnist Jeremy Clarkson, describing his ‘cellular level’ loathing of the Duchess of Sussex, Meghan Markle, and ‘dreaming of the day when she is made to parade naked through the streets of every town in Britain while the crowds chant, “Shame!” and throw lumps of excrement at her’?

For a media mogul and his underlings, flexing power without responsibility is as natural as stretching any other body muscle. I recall a meeting with my Herald editors, attended by Murdoch, where we were tossing around ideas for a public campaign to draw attention to the new look of the paper. What were the big issues in Melbourne right now, Murdoch asked the group. Someone mentioned a controversy involving teenagers jumping onto moving trains to deface the carriages with graffiti. Murdoch lit up. That’s the perfect subject for a newspaper crusade, he said. As we workshopped ideas for policies we could advocate to deter graffitists, Murdoch had a suggestion: ‘Capital punishment.’ The room fell silent. I said we would look into it.

The kind of abuse of power that’s at the heart of this book’s subject matter is hard to see, easy to conceal, almost always denied by its perpetrators, and even glamorised in TV shows like Succession, where stereotypes of rich, flamboyant moguls are portrayed as daredevils and swashbucklers. It is an insidious editorial power that has hardly changed in style or substance in the hundred years since Vern Whaley, an editor on William Randolph Hearst’s Los Angeles Herald Examiner, tripped over a dirty little secret of the newsroom: ‘We had a crime story that was going to be featured in a 96-point headline on page one. When I found the address that was in the story, that address was a vacant lot. So I hollered over at the rewrite desk, I said, “You got the wrong address in this story. This is a vacant lot.” The copy chief that night was a guy named Vic Barnes. And he says, “Sit down, Vern.” He says, “The whole story’s a fake.” ’1

As Vern Whaley discovered that day in Los Angeles, the exercise of media power is, by its nature, subtle and covert. Sometimes, though, it rears its head very publicly, as I discovered in 2022 when my journey through the world of journalism and publishing was disrupted – again – by a Murdoch.




MOGULDOM




An Encounter with Lachlan Murdoch

In late August 2022 an unusual ad appeared in The New York Times:


An open letter to Lachlan Murdoch, co-chairman of News Corporation and executive chairman of Fox Corporation

Dear Lachlan,

As you know, nearly two months ago Crikey published a piece of commentary about the sorry state of US politics, and the January 6 insurrection, that mentioned the Murdoch family name twice.

You responded through your lawyer with a series of letters in which you accused us of defaming you personally in that story.

Crikey is an independent Australian news website, launched in 2000, covering politics, media and public issues. We at Crikey strongly support freedom of opinion and public interest journalism. We are concerned that Australia’s defamation laws are too restrictive.

Today in Crikey, we are publishing all the legal demands and accusations from your lawyer, and the replies from our lawyers, in full, so people can judge your allegations for themselves.

We want to defend those allegations in court. You have made it clear in your lawyer’s letters you intend to take court action to resolve this alleged defamation.

We await your writ so that we can test this important issue of freedom of public interest journalism in a courtroom.

Yours sincerely,

Eric Beecher

Chairman, Private Media

Peter Fray

Managing Editor, Private Media

Editor-in-Chief, Crikey



On the same day we placed that ad, I wrote a piece in Crikey explaining what was going on:


Crikey has decided to lift the veil and reveal how abuse of media power in Australia really works. Today we’re publishing a series of lengthy legal demands sent to us over the past two months by Lachlan Murdoch, the billionaire chairman of News Corp and Fox Corporation, as well as our lawyers’ replies to those demands.

Murdoch’s lawyer believes an article in late June by Crikey’s politics editor Bernard Keane was an ‘unwarranted attack on my client, without any notice and in complete disregard to the facts’ and ‘is malicious and aggravates the harm to my client’.

The article in question was commentary about Donald Trump’s involvement in the January 6 insurrection attempt at the US Capitol. The article briefly refers to the role of Fox News in these events, and doesn’t mention Lachlan Murdoch by name. The headline – ‘Trump is a confirmed unhinged traitor. And Murdoch is his unindicted co-conspirator’ – clearly refers to Rupert Murdoch, the only ‘Murdoch’ used as shorthand by the media and the rest of the world. The only other reference to the Murdoch family in the entire story is in the final paragraph: ‘The Murdochs and their slew of poisonous Fox News commentators are the unindicted co-conspirators of this continuing crisis.’ The rest of the article is about Trump’s role on January 6 and the state of US politics.1

Based on that headline and one sentence, Lachlan Murdoch’s lawyer began sending us long legal letters of demand, threatening litigation and accusing Crikey of making outrageous suggestions that his client ‘illegally conspired with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election’, ‘illegally conspired with Donald Trump to incite a mob with murderous intent to march on the Capitol’, ‘knowingly entered into a criminal conspiracy with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election result’, and ‘engaged in treachery and violent intent together with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election result’ – among 14 alleged defamatory imputations in total.

Absent any feelings about the Murdochs, their ethics or their role in the media, think about this: A small Australian news website publishes an opinion piece about the Trump presidency and the US Select Committee investigation into the January 6 riot, briefly (and critically) including the key role of Fox News. The article is not dissimilar to thousands of stories published in the US media about the complicity of Fox News in the Trump presidency and January 6 riots – many of those stories far more accusatory than ours. Indeed, Lachlan Murdoch described the role of Fox News after the 2020 presidential election as ‘the loyal opposition… that’s what our job is now with the Biden administration’.2

The Murdochs haven’t taken legal action in the US (where Fox News operates) because they are public figures and can’t successfully sue for defamation over a matter of public interest under US law, where the constitution protects freedom of the media. Instead, the head of Fox News attempts to use Australian defamation law against a small Australian publication – Crikey – including a claim that ‘persons have approached members of Mr Murdoch’s family, staff and his friends about the allegations in the article, Crikey tweet and Crikey Facebook post that he is an unindicted co-conspirator with Donald Trump, and have specifically queried whether he was the subject of evidence before the House Select Committee’.3

We are publishing these letters because we believe they expose the normally concealed world of Australian media power, in its most bullying form. Lachlan Murdoch and his father run two of the Western world’s biggest and most powerful media organisations, with a combined market capitalisation in the tens of billions. Our company, Private Media, is valued at less than $20 million.I

Murdoch, his father and their companies are strong public advocates of media freedom. Their string of newspapers, websites and TV networks expose hypocrisy and publish controversial (sometimes incendiary) opinions on an almost daily basis. In Australia, News Corp is the biggest player in commercial journalism and is regularly attacked for its market dominance.

We know it’s unusual to publish correspondence of this type, but confidentiality can’t be imposed unilaterally by a lawyer, only by a court or government. Besides, we’re just following Rupert Murdoch’s own playbook. In the 1950s, as the fledgling owner of the small Adelaide tabloid The News, he responded to a threat from his large competitor, The Advertiser, to drive him out of business if he didn’t sell out to them, by printing their threatening letter on the front page.

Like the Murdochs, we believe in the public’s right to know. Exposing this legal assault is the only way we believe we can shine light on the actions of a powerful media owner (and therefore a competitor of ours) to silence a small publisher by resorting to Australia’s defamation laws – laws that News Corp itself constantly argues should give the media more freedom to fulfill its mandated role.

At Private Media, we’re proud of our moral compass and our editorial mission. Sure, we’re small, but if publishers like us didn’t exist in Australia, the Murdochs would be even more powerful and politically influential.

Ironically, News Corp, Fox News and Crikey do the same thing – journalism. We may do it in different ways, but we share a desire to reveal truth and expose hypocrisy. As Lachlan Murdoch argued in a lecture to the Institute of Public Affairs a few months ago, ‘we should reject every effort, and there are many, to limit points of view, to obstruct a diversity of opinions, and to enforce a singular world view. Those efforts are fundamentally anti-Australian.’

We didn’t start this senseless altercation with Lachlan Murdoch. We may not be as big, rich, powerful or important as him, but we have one common interest: we’re a news company that believes in publishing, not suppressing, public interest journalism. That’s why we’re looking forward to meeting Lachlan Murdoch in court, as he has foreshadowed, to test the defamation laws he and his editors constantly complain about. And to hear him express his views to a judge about the purpose of journalism, as he articulated so cogently in his 2014 Keith Murdoch Oration at the State Library of Victoria:


Censorship should be resisted in all its insidious forms. We should be vigilant of the gradual erosion of our freedom to know, to be informed and make reasoned decisions in our society and in our democracy. We must all take notice and, like Sir Keith, have the courage to act when those freedoms are threatened.







The next night, a couple of hours into my birthday dinner, came a flurry of calls, emails and text messages. Lawyers acting for Lachlan Murdoch had just served a defamation writ in the Australian Federal Court against Crikey, its editor and politics editor. The news was jarring but not unexpected. We could hardly complain after placing an ad in the pages of a globally reputable newspaper asking to be sued.

But it still felt surreal. We were being litigated for allegedly defaming a billionaire media mogul’s son in a mildly provocative opinion piece about a subject of huge international interest in which he wasn’t named. The article was so routine that the editor hadn’t even referred it to our lawyers before publication, the normal process for anything legally contentious. When the Monty Pythonesque statement of claim arrived, I was reminded of a colleague’s amusing adage: ‘If you stand on a street corner with your mouth open long enough, a Peking Duck will fly in.’ Increasingly, I felt, this was our Peking Duck moment.

According to the writ, there were fourteen ‘defamatory imputations’ conveyed against Lachlan resulting from a single headline and paragraph in our story:


	He illegally conspired with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election result;

	He illegally conspired with Donald Trump to incite an armed mob to march on the Capitol to physically prevent confirmation of the outcome of the 2020 presidential election;

	He illegally conspired with Donald Trump to incite a mob with murderous intent to march on the Capitol;

	He illegally conspired with Donald Trump to break the laws of the United States of America in relation to the 2020 presidential election result;

	He knowingly entered into a criminal conspiracy with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election result;

	He knowingly entered into a criminal conspiracy with Donald Trump and a large number of Fox News commentators to overturn the 2020 election result;

	He engaged in treachery and violent intent together with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 presidential election result;

	He was aware of how heavily armed many of the attendees of the planned rally and march on the Capitol building were on January 6 before it occurred;

	He was a co-conspirator in a plot with Donald Trump to overturn the 2020 election result which cost people their lives;

	He conspired with Donald Trump to commit the offense of treason against the United States of America to overturn the 2020 election outcome;

	He conspired with Donald Trump to commit the offense of being a traitor to the United States of America to overturn the 2020 election outcome;

	He should be indicted with conspiracy to commit the offense of being a traitor to the United States of America to overturn the 2020 election outcome;

	He should be indicted with the offense of being a traitor to the United States of America to overturn the 2020 election outcome;

	He conspired with Donald Trump to lead an armed mob on Congress to overturn the 2020 election outcome.



The writ attracted global commentary ranging from bemusement to incredulousness. Clay Calvert, an expert on media law at the University of Florida, told The Washington Post that the phrases ‘unhinged traitor’ and ‘unindicted co-conspirator’ were obviously used in a loose, figurative sense – ‘no reasonable reader would take them as assertions of literal facts regarding criminal activity’. At The Guardian, legal writer Richard Ackland described Murdoch as ‘someone whose own very skewed and shouty media organization can dish it out with impunity, but he can’t take it if a minnow does the same’. And Ackland raised the issue we discussed frequently with our lawyers: would Murdoch have the guts to appear on the witness stand in front of the world’s media? If he did, speculated Ackland, ‘it will be interesting to see how the applicant, hypersensitive as he appears to be, fares under sustained cross-examination’.

On the US industry website Techdirt, Mike Masnick raised another issue that seemed to defy logic: ‘At some point, did anyone bother to remind Lachlan Murdoch that he, too, is in the news business and subject to defamation law? You’d think at some point, it would get through Lachlan’s apparently thick skull, that maybe having stronger defamation laws protects him and his employees from lawsuits as well.’4

Crikey’s position was neatly summed up by my hometown Melbourne newspaper, The Age: ‘This is as gobsmacking an example of an attempt to stomp on free speech as can be imagined. In this case, we’re with the little guy.’5

But in the bitchy media world, the case also created an opening for rival journalists to slag off a competitor. ‘We all like watching the little guy stick it to the man,’ wrote Chip Le Grand, chief reporter at The Age, before twisting the knife. ‘If you look a little deeper, this episode is less about lofty principles than towering egos and cold commercial interests. If the three central protagonists – Beecher, Murdoch and Crikey editor-in-chief Peter Fray – ever found themselves in the same room, they would each be convinced they were the smartest person there.’ Then he got even more personal. ‘Although Beecher, a former editor of both Fairfax and News Corp publications, holds genuine, long-standing concerns that the Murdoch media interests exert a disproportionate and corrosive influence over Australian public life, he also understands that slotting the Murdoch name into a headline gets clicks.’6

So why did Murdoch sue? Was it thin skin, hubris, or something more consequential? ‘It is one thing for a news website to stand by its journalism, but repeatedly publicly daring a billionaire to sue is like stomping barefoot on a bullant’s nest: eventually you’ll get stung,’ wrote media lawyer Sam White in The Sydney Morning Herald. ‘The ads were so prominent and continuous that Murdoch felt he had no alternative but to sue.’7

Or was it some form of retribution? According to Joe Pompeo in Vanity Fair, Murdoch believed Crikey had a ‘preoccupation’ with him and his family, and was ‘more attuned to what’s being written about him now that his kids are back at school in Australia’.8 The Daily Beast’s Lachlan Cartwright went even further, claiming that Murdoch had been in touch with other prominent Australians ‘who have had issues’ with Crikey. If he was to ‘take Crikey out, that would be a good outcome for him’, claimed Cartwright.9

For me, Murdoch’s writ was an abuse of media power that was both institutional and personal. I’m one of a handful of Rupert Murdoch’s editors who resigned voluntarily, and in the decades since, I have publicly expressed my deep concern about the pervasive power of News Corp. It was also personal between Lachlan Murdoch and me. In 2000, when I delivered the Andrew Olle Media Lecture – a somewhat pompous annual Australian black-tie dinner address – I discussed the differences between commercial and serious media. Most serious journalism in Australia, I argued, has more in common with the charity industry, because it is subsidised by classified ads or government funding. Two years later, in his Andrew Olle Lecture, Murdoch attacked my lecture.10 ‘The industry is littered with self-styled purists who believe the business of media – the requirement to make a profit – somehow corrupts the craft,’ he told the audience. ‘The self-anointed media elite among us believe, somewhat self-servingly, that not only the act, or process of making a profit is positively sinister, but also that the very desire to do so is,’ he said, concluding with a slap: ‘Well, this bloke couldn’t have been more wrong.’ He’d refused to even mention my name.



Back in the Federal Court, the legal contretemps quickly ramped up. We launched a crowd-funding campaign to help pay some of our legal costs, raising AUD$285,065 in the first four days (and later reaching almost AUD$500,000). Two former Australian prime ministers, Malcolm Turnbull and Kevin Rudd, each tipped in AUD$5,000. ‘Lachlan Murdoch owns boats that are worth more than Crikey,’ Turnbull noted in a comment he added to his donation.

The case was assigned to Justice Michael Wigney, a seasoned defamation judge who three years earlier had delivered a blistering verdict against the Murdochs’ Sydney Daily Telegraph. In that splashy case, at the height of the Me Too movement, Wigney described Telegraph articles that portrayed the actor Geoffrey Rush as a pervert and sexual predator as ‘recklessly irresponsible pieces of sensationalist journalism of the very worst kind’.

Leading our courtroom team was Michael Hodge, an accomplished barrister in his early forties, once described by The Australian Financial Review as ‘bespectacled and famously baby-faced… studious and a little shy’. Representing Lachlan was a formidable defamation specialist, Sue Chrysanthou, who had comprehensively won Rush’s case against Murdoch’s tabloid in front of Justice Wigney. Her reputation as a feisty courtroom combatant with, ironically, a predilection for hyperbole, was immediately obvious during the early case hearings. Even at her most preposterous, she was always entertaining.

As the case hearings began in September, ahead of a trial scheduled for the following March, we found it hard to constrain our bewilderment at Lachlan’s real motives. Early on, Michael Hodge (whom I was by now calling the ‘silent assassin’) drew attention to one of the absurdities of the case. ‘As presently pleaded,’ he told the court, ‘Lachlan Murdoch denies that Joseph Biden won the 2020 presidential election, and that Donald Trump lost it.’ But Lachlan never changed his plea and refused to publicly acknowledge that Biden was the president. Our incredulity increased a month later when the judge himself ruled that Lachlan would have to explain his own view of who won the 2020 election. His view?

More absurdity followed when Murdoch’s lawyers questioned whether the allegedly defamatory article – a story about a sitting president denying the result of a presidential election and a bloody attack on the seat of US democracy – was in the public interest. Justice Wigney was having none of it: ‘It would perhaps not be unfair to characterize some of the submissions that were advanced on Mr Murdoch’s behalf in respect of the objection to Crikey’s public interest defense as being, to put it colloquially, rather high, wide and handsome,’ he told the court.

Just before Christmas, with their arguments faltering under the weight of their own incomprehensibility, Murdoch’s lawyers pressed the panic button. Not with a tweak, but by rebooting their entire case. Instead of suing us just for the offending article, which had been taken down the day after publication, they now included the republication of the same article two months later. This meant that as well as suing us for defamation, they were making the even shakier allegation that our CEO Will Hayward and our chairman (me) were responsible for ‘a scheme to improperly use the complaint by Murdoch about the article to generate subscriptions to Crikey and thus income to Private Media under the guise of defending public interest journalism… We say Beecher and Hayward are the relevant guiding minds of Private Media and I should say, your Honor, surprisingly so. We cannot think of any case in this country where management interferes in the editorial decision-making of a media company… it did not enter our minds that the suits, the businessmen, the non-journalists, would have been part of that editorial decision-making.’

This startling discovery – that publishers were publishers – was based on their interpretation of internal company documents procured from us during the legal discovery process. And now, after not publishing a word about the case since it had started five months earlier, Murdoch’s newspapers finally began to cover it. ‘Crikey “begged” to be sued by News Corp chair to drive subscriptions’, was the headline over a story in News Corp’s flagship The Australian that claimed we had used the defamation case ‘to sell subscriptions worth $500,000, promote an online fundraising campaign and sell merchandise’. His lawyers accused us of hiring a political strategy firm ‘to engineer a “David and Goliath” style public relations campaign around being sued by a billionaire’.11 This elaborate scheme, according to Chrysanthou, killed our public interest defence – ‘How can a person with a straight face claim a public interest journalism defence in these circumstances for an article that wasn’t even… newsworthy?’

The decision by Lachlan’s lawyers to re-plead their case handed us a series of legal gifts we unwrapped like kids on Christmas Day. First, it presented us with the opportunity to add another potent argument – abuse of media power – to our existing defences of public interest and qualified privilege. But an even bigger gift was the new evidence that became available because the trial date was pushed out by eight months by the new plea – a trove of internal texts, emails and witness testimonies in Fox’s $1.6 billion defamation battle with Dominion Voting Systems that had cascaded into public view in the US.

These documents proved beyond doubt that the Murdochs and their Fox News functionaries were complicit in fuelling election denial conspiracies, and had acted in their own commercial self-interest, not the public interest. What’s more, the bombshell US documents blew apart Lachlan’s case in Australia by exposing hundreds of examples of the Murdochs and their henchmen interfering in editorial decision-making at Fox News, making a mockery of his proposition that ‘the suits’ don’t get involved in editorial matters.

The cache of information from the US case also allowed us to add yet another defence to our growing menu: the one known as contextual truth. This is how our solicitor Michael Bradley explained the concept: ‘Say Crikey had written that Murdoch was a serial killer who underpaid his taxes. He might sue for the defamatory slur that he was a tax cheat, in which case Crikey could plead in defence that the more damaging imputation – that he was a serial killer – was true. That’s the contextual imputation; if it is true and it overwhelms the imputations being complained about, even if the latter are lies, then there’s a complete defence.’

Our lawyers wrapped up the contextual truth argument with two powerful propositions in our defence statement filed with the court in April:


A. Lachlan Murdoch is morally and ethically culpable for the illegal January 6 Attack because Fox News, under his control and management, promoted and peddled Trump’s lie of the stolen election despite Lachlan Murdoch knowing it was false (Contextual Imputation 1);

B. Lachlan Murdoch’s unethical and reprehensible conduct in allowing Fox News to promote and peddle Trump’s lie of the stolen election, despite Lachlan Murdoch knowing it was false, makes him morally and ethically culpable for the illegal January 6 Attack (Contextual Imputation 2).



Put all this together, we argued, and anything Murdoch believed was defamatory in Keane’s article would ‘not further harm the reputation of the applicant’. Or as our barrister Michael Hodge told the court, ‘The applicant could have stopped Fox News channel from promoting the lie.’

By now, Justice Wigney was getting tetchy. As the new claims and defences threatened to extend the court date yet again, he proposed a further round of mediation. ‘It seems to me that both parties… could take stock at what’s turning into a scorched earth policy,’ he told the court. ‘There does seem to be a hint that this case is being driven more by, and I say this with the greatest respect, ego and hubris and ideology than anything else.’

By mid-April, the judge didn’t have to worry about presiding over an ego-fuelled trial because Fox News finally caved in under the huge embarrassment generated by the release of the court documents in the US, and agreed to pay Dominion nearly $800 million to avert a trial that would have exposed their lies about the 2020 presidential election. And a day later – eight months after launching his misguided legal action – Lachlan Murdoch hoisted the white flag in Sydney with a single line filed in the Federal Court: ‘Pursuant to rule 26.12(2)(a)(ii) LACHLAN KEITH MURDOCH, the Applicant, discontinues the whole of the proceedings.’

It was what the legal trade referred to as, our lawyer Michael Bradley quipped, an unconditional surrender. But even in surrender there was churlishness from our billionaire opponent. ‘Mr Murdoch remains confident that the court would ultimately find in his favor,’ declared his lawyer, ‘however he does not wish to further enable Crikey’s use of the court to litigate a case from another jurisdiction that has already been settled and facilitate a marketing campaign designed to attract subscribers and boost their profits.’

That subterfuge fooled no-one. ‘After hundreds of hours spent in preliminary court battles and thousands of pages of discovery, he simply dropped his case,’ wrote Amanda Meade in The Guardian. ‘Behind the scenes his lawyers made several offers to bring the case to an end as early as January. But Crikey, the little mouse that roared, refused to back down and apologize – or remove the piece… it was quite the backflip by the 50-year-old media mogul whose legal case has played out in lurid media headlines for eight months.’12

Later that day, the irreverent Australian satirical website The Chaser (motto: ‘Striving for mediocrity in a world of excellence’) published its own summary of the case:


Hi everyone! It’s me, Lachlan Murdoch!

Dear Readers,

It’s your favorite billionaire heir here. Yeah – the real Lachlan Murdoch. I’m writing a guest piece for The Chaser newsletter because I’ve been trying to improve my public image lately, and thought that writing a guest piece for a small, satirical newsletter would be a good way to show off my funny and relatable side.

But mainly I’m writing because I’d like to address a few misconceptions about the fact that I dropped my defamation case against Crikey this morning.

First of all, it doesn’t mean that I lose. At best [it] is a tie. I basically won except for the money or being vindicated. I have a team of the best lawyers my dad’s money can buy, and we simply made the difficult decision that they would be unable to defend my honor and reputation.

And the reason why is ridiculous. Get this. It turns out that in this country, to be able to sue someone for defamation, I would need to have honor and reputation to defend in the first place! That is a ridiculously high bar to have to pass, and shows you why Australia’s defamation laws are in urgent need of reform.

Second of all, could everyone please stop saying on Twitter, and Facebook, and HBO, that I have unresolved daddy issues? My father is a great man, and I’m just following in his footsteps by trying to be the most successful and powerful person in the world using the tried and tested method of suing email newsletters.

In conclusion, I just want to remind everyone to tune into my network and enjoy the incredible content we provide. And if anyone out there has something negative to say about me, just remember: I have a team of lawyers who are ready to sue you into a position where you’re only left with [a] massively increased subscriber-base and an expanded global profile.

Best regards,

Lachlan Murdoch

Unindicted Co-conspirator to the January 6th Capitol Riot

(and no relation to Kendall Roy)13




	I. With the exception of quoted material, all dollar amounts in this book refer to US dollars unless otherwise stated.






Gutenberg to Zuckerberg

Thomas Jefferson, third president of the United States, died almost a century before the first media moguls barged onto the public stage to meddle with democracy. But his pronouncement in 1786 – that liberty depended on a free press – legitimised their existence, anointed journalism as the protected species of democracy, and created the loophole that has empowered a handful of tycoons to manipulate journalism with impunity for nearly a hundred and fifty years.

This is the paradox at the heart of the free press. The custodians of journalism are entrusted to protect it, yet incentivised to exploit it. News moguls have been both the watchdogs and the rottweilers of democracy. Using their privileged status, they have intimidated governments, invaded personal privacy, peddled mistruths, stirred up sensationalism, dispensed patronage, denigrated their enemies, twisted social values, and in the process accumulated obscene fortunes.

Time magazine’s founder Henry Luce addressed the inherent conflict between profits and conscience in a letter to US president Herbert Hoover in 1937: ‘How are you going to regulate a free press? And if you don’t regulate it, I can see nothing to rely on except private conscience. And if you will rely to some extent on the private conscience of editor-publishers (hoping that the conscience of an Ochs will prevail over the conscience of a Hearst) why not rely also on the private conscience of bankers, manufacturers, educators, etc?’1

Hoover and other national leaders in Western democracies have largely resisted the temptation to regulate journalism because they recognise its crucial role. But unlike Jefferson, they knew who and what they were protecting. ‘I sometimes think that Hearst has done more harm to the cause of democracy and civilization in America than any three other contemporaries put together,’ wrote US president Franklin Roosevelt.2 ‘The only evil man I ever met,’ said British prime minister Clement Atlee about Lord Beaverbrook.3 ‘The most dangerous man in the world,’ was US president Joe Biden’s description of Rupert Murdoch.4

Comments like these, while scathing, also normalise the status of media owners, and their subordinates, as participants in the system of governing. That uncomfortable reality was starkly acknowledged by former British prime minister Tony Blair in a landmark speech delivered just before he left office in 2007, describing a media that hunts in a pack ‘like a feral beast, just tearing people and reputations to bits, but no one dares miss out.’ Blair continued: ‘I am going to say something that few people in public life will say, but most know is absolutely true: a vast aspect of our jobs today – outside of the really major decisions, as big as anything else – is coping with the media, its sheer scale, weight and constant hyperactivity. At points, it literally overwhelms. Talk to senior people in virtually any walk of life today – business, military, public services, sport, even charities and voluntary organizations and they will tell you the same.’5

An owner of a journalism enterprise in a Western democracy operates under constitutional, legal and societal protection. He (they are almost always a he) can present his own version of the news, his own opinions, and more or less anything that isn’t defamatory or obscene, no matter how outrageous. Freedom of the press, noted Luce, includes the freedom to publish ‘yards and yards of mediocrity, acres of bad fiction and triviality, square miles of journalistic tripe.’6 The only people with the power to constrain these excesses are readers or viewers – yet they’re usually the most avid consumers of the excesses. ‘I operate in a world so free that its only explicit law is that there shall be no law,’ said Luce. ‘Ours is the only business in America whose behavior the Senate of the United States would not dare to investigate.’

These were the freedoms ratified by the US Supreme Court in 1971 when it upheld the right of The New York Times to publish secret government documents known as the Pentagon Papers. The function of the First Amendment, ruled the court, is to ‘serve the governed, not the governors’ and to give the press ‘the protection it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy’.7

Media freedom is also protected constitutionally in France, Canada, Germany, Spain and Italy. In Britain and Australia it is implied but not legally mandated. All these countries effectively operate within the spirit of Jefferson’s other great axiom about journalism: ‘Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.’8

Yet Jefferson wasn’t naive. He fully recognised the difference between the role of the press and the behaviour of its owners. Newspapers, he wrote to a friend in 1807, are ‘an evil for which there is no remedy’.9 This view was shared by many thinkers of his era. Journalism, declared the nineteenth-century philosopher John Stuart Mill, is ‘the vilest and most degrading of all trades because more affectation and hypocrisy and more subservience to the baser feelings of others are necessary for carrying it on than for any other trade from that of brothel-keeper upwards’.10

Two centuries later, journalism is still deeply mistrusted by the public, yet remains a cornerstone of democracy. And although most of the old-style moguls have disappeared, apart from the Murdoch, Sulzberger and Northcliffe families, they have been superseded by a new breed of tech titans who control an even more powerful tool to mess with facts, taste, privacy and civility – social media. Enter Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk, who own no newspapers or TV stations, employ no reporters or editors, and publish no original journalism. Even though they don’t cook up their own stories to intimidate governments, Twitter/X and Facebook disseminate more false, incendiary, hateful, racist and sexist content than any publisher, ever.

‘In the end journalism is an act of character,’ wrote Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel in The Elements of Journalism, because there are no laws of journalism, no regulations, no licensing, and no formal self-policing. ‘And since journalism by its nature can be exploitative, a heavy burden rests on the ethics and judgment of the individual journalist and the individual organization where he or she works.’ This, they argue, would pose a challenge in any profession, but for news practitioners there is also the ‘tension between the public service role of the journalist – the aspect of the work that justifies its intrusiveness – and the business function that finances the work’.11



Media owners as a species began to emerge in the late 1700s as newspapers transitioned from coffee house pamphlets into consequential publishing enterprises. In Britain, this created a new institutional pillar known as the fourth estate, sitting alongside the government, the monarchy and the Church. For the first time in history, ordinary people were given access to society’s news, an idea never previously contemplated by the three governing estates, which had run England for centuries by keeping the most important information to themselves.

Like the founders of Google and Facebook two hundred years later, the early press barons worked through a fog of trial and error as they forged a full-blown communications revolution. Two centuries apart, the parallels between the media entrepreneurs of the 1800s and the 2000s are striking. In each era they pioneered radical technology, distributed content at scale, basked in a gush of advertising revenue, occupied a legal and regulatory vacuum, and created havoc inside the governing classes by delivering previously inaccessible information to mass audiences.

London was the Silicon Valley of the first media revolution. John Walter, a prosperous coal merchant, became a printer and launched The Times in 1788 from a disused printworks near the River Thames, as the world’s first serious commercial journalism business. By the mid-1800s, with a daily circulation of around 40,000, the paper’s influence was undisputed. ‘The degree of information possessed by The Times with regard to the most secret affairs of State is mortifying, humiliating, and incomprehensible,’ the Whig statesman Lord John Russell wrote to Queen Victoria.12

The business of news soon began to attract the attention of entrepreneurs. One of those was Joseph Pulitzer, a penniless Hungarian refugee who arrived as a teenager in Missouri in the late nineteenth century to start an American life. Pulitzer was the first publisher to sense the opportunity to humanise newspapers. After jobs as a waiter and a railway clerk, the 31-year-old Pulitzer scraped together enough money to buy the St. Louis Dispatch, a small, bankrupt newspaper that he merged with the opposition St. Louis Evening Post in 1878, to create a paper for the ‘common man’, as he described the new Post-Dispatch.

Pulitzer spent five years honing his formula in St. Louis before taking it to the epicentre of America culture and media, New York. ‘There is room in this great and growing city,’ he wrote in a manifesto published on the first day of his ownership of the New York World, ‘for a journal that is not only cheap, but bright, not only bright but large, not only large but truly democratic, dedicated to the cause of the people rather than that of purse-potentates, devoted more to the news of the New than the Old World… that will expose all fraud and sham, fight all public evils and abuses… that will serve and battle for the people with earnest sincerity.’13

Determined to create serious accountability journalism that was also popular, Pulitzer’s World served up a daily smorgasbord of sensational crime stories, investigations into local corruption, pages of comic strips, soap opera tales about colourful New York characters, and a new journalistic technique known as ‘the interview’. The World soon became the most influential, imitated newspaper of its era, and its owner one of the richest, most powerful men in America. ‘I can never be president because I am a foreigner,’ he once told a friend, ‘but some day I am going to elect a president.’14

Watching Pulitzer’s success from the other side of the continent was William Randolph Hearst, the 24-year-old playboy heir to a Californian mining fortune. After Hearst had been expelled from Harvard University for unruly behaviour, his father gifted him the San Francisco Examiner, the family’s struggling newspaper. Willy Hearst wasted no time. Within weeks he had relaunched the Examiner as a clearing house of scandal and crime that he pledged would ‘startle, amaze and stupefy the world’.15 And it did. An early front-page story – under the headline ‘THUGS!… A Band of Murderers Discovered in San Francisco… Killing Men to Collect Their Insurance’ – claimed to expose ‘the most frightful conspiracy in the modern criminal annals of the civilized world’. The Examiner was the birthplace of modern sensationalist journalism, a publishing laboratory where Hearst cooked up the editorial techniques and fabrications that would stretch the limits of American public taste for another six decades.16

Hearst soon followed the trail of his hero, Pulitzer, by acquiring the New York Journal as the platform to launch a ferocious commercial war against none other than The World. He poached Pulitzer’s staff, imitated his tricks, out-promoted his promotions. Within a year, the Journal had almost overtaken The World’s daily circulation of 750,000, in a costly battle that at its peak was losing Hearst $100,000 a month (around $3.7 million today) – ‘the most enormous deficit ever seen in journalism’, according to one observer. ‘It was war between the strapping 32-year-old interloper and the 48-year-old “half blind nervous wreck”,’ wrote W.A. Swanberg, the biographer of both moguls. ‘There was about Hearst the air of a precocious, unpredictable, slightly raffish adolescent taking the measure of an aging and ailing rival.’17

In a strict sense, Hearst’s papers weren’t newspapers at all. ‘They were printed entertainment and excitement, the equivalent in newsprint of bombs exploding, bands blaring, firecrackers popping, victims screaming, flags waving, cannons roaring, houris dancing, and smoke rising from the singed flesh of executed criminals,’ according to Swanberg.18 This was the gaudy recipe Hearst used to build an empire of papers and magazines that at its height in the 1930s attracted 30 million readers. Even after he expanded into broadcasting, movies and magazines with a worldwide audience, his regional American newspapers remained the fulcrum of Hearst’s power – and he used them to pull strings relentlessly. During the 1920s and 1930s his columnists included Winston Churchill, David Lloyd George, Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler and Hermann Göring.

In 1896 another upstart entered the frenzied newspaper marketplace dominated by Hearst and Pulitzer. An unprepossessing 38-year-old Cincinnati-born son of German immigrants, Adolph Ochs purchased and relaunched The New York Times with a novel proposition: unbiased, quality journalism. Ochs published his editorial principles in the Times under the heading ‘BUSINESS ANNOUNCEMENT’, promising to ‘give the news impartially, without fear or favor, regardless of party, sect, or interests involved; to make the columns of THE NEW-YORK TIMES a forum for the consideration of all questions of public importance, and to that end to invite intelligent discussion from all shades of opinion’.19 It was an ambitious pledge because, like most American newspapers during much of the nineteenth century, the Times that Ochs acquired was hardly known for its editorial impartiality; its founder, Henry Raymond, was one of the founders of the Republican Party and during the 1850s was described as the party’s ‘godfather’.

Ochs’s commitment to impartiality was to be severely tested over the coming decades. The paper’s coverage of the Russian Revolution was motivated by a desire to see the Bolshevik regime collapse, ‘a case of seeing not what was, but what men wished to see’, according to the admired newspaper commentator Walter Lippmann and his co-author Charles Merz in their long-form report ‘A Test of the News’. ‘From the point of view of professional journalism, the reporting of the Russian Revolution is nothing short of a disaster.’20 The Times’s coverage of the Holocaust two decades later was another embarrassment, although it took sixty years before Laurel Leff’s book Buried by The Times lifted the lid, with a damning account of how the paper effectively ignored the Nazi atrocities against Jews between September 1939 and May 1945. ‘The story of the Holocaust – meaning articles that focused on the discrimination, deportation, and destruction of the Jews – made the Times front page just 26 times, and only in six of those stories were Jews identified on the front as the primary victims,’ Leff wrote.21

One of those observing the editorial acrobatics of Pulitzer and Hearst in the final decade of the nineteenth century was Alfred Harmsworth, a resourceful Londoner who saw the opportunity to adapt their methods for British audiences. In 1896 Harmsworth launched the Daily Mail as a uniquely English popular newspaper, a brew of human interest stories (‘Was it Suicide or Apoplexy?’, ‘Another Battersea Scandal’), women’s features and local crime (‘Bones in Bishopsgate’, ‘Killed by a Grindstone’). A banner headline draped across its entire front page made the subdued, single-column headlines in other newspapers look like tadpoles in a shark tank. Naturally, the 
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