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For Jennifer





For a son dishonors his father,

a daughter rises up against her mother,

a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—

a man’s enemies are the members of his own household.

—Micah 7:6







PROLOGUE

ON THE MORNING OF SEPTEMBER 16, 2024, a convoy of black SUVs carrying the most powerful media dynasty in the world snaked through the Nevada high desert like a funeral procession, which in some ways it was. Rupert Murdoch had destroyed his family in pursuit of his lifelong dream of anointing firstborn son, Lachlan, his successor. The final resting place was not a cemetery but the Washoe County Courthouse in Reno.

The reckoning had been nine months in the making. On December 6, 2023, Murdoch put forth a motion to amend the irrevocable family trust to cement Lachlan’s control over a right-wing media empire that had shaped politics on three continents for the last half century. Murdoch’s adult children from his first marriages—Prudence, Elisabeth, and James—united to stop him. The roots of the family war stretched back much further. From birth, Murdoch had pitted his children against one another in a Darwinian struggle to determine who would run News Corp, the global conglomerate Murdoch built out of a single Australian newspaper he inherited from his father. The rivalry played out in pull-up contests James and Lachlan did as children and in the competitive games of charades the family played at Christmas. This was much more than a boardroom battle: it was a blood feud to win a father’s love.

Around 8:00 a.m., the first vehicle pulled to the curb and was surrounded by journalists: Prudence and her husband, Alasdair MacLeod, a longtime News Corp executive. At sixty-six, Prudence was dressed entirely in solemn black, which contrasted sharply with her shoulder-length platinum hair. Prue was the only child from Murdoch’s first marriage to Australian flight attendant Patricia Booker. As the oldest sibling, Prue kept the greatest distance from the business and never entered the succession race. She settled into her outsider status after it caused deep pain. Years ago, Prue was devastated when Murdoch didn’t mention her when he named his children in an interview about the succession. She called Murdoch screaming.

A moment later, Murdoch’s second daughter, Liz, exited the SUV with her husband, the artist Keith Tyson. At fifty-six, Liz wore a beige suit with the poise of a businesswoman who spent decades fighting to be taken seriously. She was by many accounts the sharpest, but Murdoch subscribed to old-fashioned primogeniture and dismissed the child many considered to be the most worthy successor. Liz quit the family business in 2000 and launched her own phenomenally successful television production company. Despite this injustice, Liz didn’t express bitterness. She tried to maintain close relationships with her dad and Lachlan. In the family geography, Liz thought of herself as Switzerland. The Nevada trust case forced her to finally choose a side.

Last came the person most responsible for this legal reckoning: James. He clasped his wife Kathryn’s hand as they approached the domed courthouse steps. James, fifty-one, wore a dark suit and slim tie—a corporate look he once rejected. The family rebel, James was the moody kid with bleached hair, tattoos, and piercings who loved archeology and dropped out of Harvard to start a hip-hop music label. But Murdoch was the sun upon which this family orbited, and his gravitational pull was too powerful to escape. James returned to the business in the mid-1990s. He adopted a ruthless persona and ascended to become Murdoch’s heir apparent. But James’s centrist politics and desire to make News Corp respected in elite circles rankled Murdoch. In 2012, James presided over News Corp’s London tabloids when journalists working for Murdoch’s News of the World were caught illegally hacking the phones of thousands of people to land scoops. James denied knowing about the hacking, but nevertheless Rupert used the biggest scandal in the company’s history to demote him and promote Lachlan.

In exile, James’s resentments matured into a moral awakening. He and Kathryn, a climate activist, shared a conviction that Fox News was a threat to democracy. When Donald Trump supporters ransacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021, James declared publicly: “Those outlets that propagate lies to their audience have unleashed insidious and uncontrollable forces that will be with us for years.” To understand his father, James turned to Roman history. He memorized passages from Marguerite Yourcenar’s 1951 novel Memoirs of Hadrian about a dying legacy-obsessed ruler in search of an heir: “We were too different for him to find in me what most people who have wielded total authority seek desperately on their deathbeds, a docile successor pledged in advance to the same methods, and even to the same errors.” James had come to Reno to ensure history didn’t repeat itself.

Then came a gap—twenty minutes that spoke volumes about the family’s fractured dynamics. The arrivals had been carefully choreographed by advance teams to avoid a tense curbside encounter. A white Audi SUV stopped, and Rupert Murdoch stiffly climbed out with his fifth wife, Elena Zhukova, trailed by a phalanx of security guards. At ninety-three, Murdoch walked gingerly in a dark suit paired incongruously with running shoes. This diminished appearance belied the vast power he still wielded through ownership of Fox News, The Wall Street Journal, the Times of London, HarperCollins, and dozens of tabloids including The Sun and the New York Post. Murdoch built something beyond a conservative news empire: a fourth branch of government. His propaganda machine monetized outrage, spread conspiracy theories, and shaped the minds of millions across three continents. More than anyone, Murdoch’s media created the presidency of Donald J. Trump.

Behind Murdoch emerged Lachlan with his wife, Sarah, a former model and television host. At fifty-three, Lachlan was still boyishly handsome, though flecks of silver showed the passage of time. Commentators described the Murdoch family war as “Shakespearean.” In this framework, Lachlan was Hamlet. In 2005, he quit the business after being abused by Murdoch’s courtiers and returned to Australia to build his own media business. Only after a decade of his father’s relentless courtship did Lachlan accept his chosen-son status. That morning, Lachlan walked into the courthouse fully committed to carrying forth the Murdoch legacy. When Liz made one final appeal to him last fall before the lawsuits flew, Lachlan’s response had been resolute: Rewriting the trust was about “dad’s wishes… It shouldn’t be difficult or controversial.”

The courtroom doors shut and the Murdochs disappeared from view. This was how Murdoch wanted it. He had incorporated his trust in Nevada because the state offered the most generous privacy rules. No reporters or cameras would be allowed inside. Even the existence of the court battle was supposed to be secret. The Washoe County docket referred to the case simply as “In the Matter of Doe 1 Trust.” Murdoch amassed his fortune shaping narratives and was determined to control his own.

Once seated, the Murdochs waited for Washoe County Probate Commissioner Edmund Gorman to call the hearing to order. Family members exchanged furtive glances, noting the subtle passage of time on their faces. It had been two years since they gathered in one room. In that period, a family had disintegrated. But to understand how the most successful media mogul in history had engineered his own family’s demise, the story begins almost a century earlier in Australia, when a lonely boy sought to win the affection of a domineering father in a place called Cruden Farm.





PART ONE CONQUEST





CHAPTER ONE THE BOY PUBLISHER

IT WAS INEVITABLE THAT RUPERT would see his family torn apart by a succession drama—his own father had imbued him with a sense of destiny seventy years earlier. Keith Arthur Murdoch was a brooding Scot with an anvil-shaped nose, furrowed brow, and deep-set eyes who understood that journalism shaped events every bit as much as politicians in the halls of power. The exploits that made him Australia’s most infamous journalist would teach his only son two enduring lessons: rules are meant to be broken, and newspapers are power.

Keith suffered from a debilitating stutter as a child. It was sometimes so bad that he couldn’t buy a train ticket and instead had to scribble his destination on a piece of paper and show it to the stationmaster. Perhaps because of this disability, he rejected a career behind the pulpit and set out to become a journalist. Keith gained fame during the First World War as a thirty-year-old foreign correspondent for the Melbourne Age. In 1915, the paper sent him to cover the British invasion of Turkey’s Gallipoli peninsula. Keith was appalled to witness aristocratic British officers using Australian soldiers as cannon fodder in a hapless campaign to march on Constantinople. Keith evaded military censors and delivered an eight-thousand-word account of the “ghastly and costly fiasco” to Australia’s prime minister. This dispatch would become known as Keith’s “Gallipoli letter.” His writing style crackled with righteous outrage, life-and-death stakes, swooping egos, and starkly defined heroes and villains—essential tabloid ingredients. “It depicted a very idealized sense of the Australian soldier being sent to slaughter by the gin-and-tonic-swilling Brits three miles off the shore,” Rupert later recalled. The sensationalized scoop spurred Britain’s prime minister, Herbert Asquith, to withdraw ninety thousand troops, thereby saving countless Australian lives. “It may not have been fair, but it changed history,” Rupert later said of his father’s report.

For the rest of the war, Keith remained in London mastering the dark art of tabloid journalism from the reigning Godfather of Fleet Street: the round-faced press baron Alfred Harmsworth, better known as Lord Northcliffe. (His enemies dubbed him “Napoleon of Fleet Street.” To his staff he was simply “The Chief.”) The notorious publisher ran the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror on the belief that journalism was about profit, not public service. “A newspaper is to be made to pay… Let it give the public what it wants,” Northcliffe declared. “The three things that are always news are health things, sex things and money things,” he told his staff. To that end, Northcliffe filled his papers with lurid stories of crime, sex, and trivia. In 1905, Northcliffe scandalized the British establishment by buying the prestigious Observer. Three years later, he incited elite panic when he snapped up the money-losing Times of London.

By 1914, Northcliffe controlled 40 percent of the morning newspaper market and 45 percent of evening circulation, a concentration of press power never seen before or since. Northcliffe used his vast influence to whip up anti-German sentiment among the British public before the outbreak of the First World War. He was also a rabid anti-Semite and published headlines such as “Why Jews Don’t Ride Bicycles.” But Northcliffe’s power was waning when Keith arrived at his knee. The press magnate was increasingly paranoid and erratic. He brandished a pistol in the newsroom and told people Germans were trying to murder him with poisoned ice cream. In 1922, Northcliffe died at the age of fifty-seven, perhaps from syphilis. By then, Keith had returned to Australia and, with Northcliffe connections, assumed the editorship of the Melbourne Herald.

Keith revitalized the struggling evening broadsheet with the Northcliffe formula: short articles, sharper headlines, and contests. Melbourne society dubbed Keith “Lord Southcliffe.” But readers approved: the Herald’s circulation jumped 40 percent within a year of Keith’s takeover. The board promoted him to managing director. Keith bought rival papers, magazines, and radio stations across Australia to create the country’s first national media conglomerate. As successful as Keith was, the board refused to grant him significant equity in the Herald, which was a point of resentment. So Keith quietly used his wealth to buy personal stakes in newspapers in Brisbane and Adelaide.

By the late 1920s, Keith was among the country’s wealthiest businessmen. He lived in a twenty-room Georgian manor that he decorated with antique Chinese porcelain. “I know you despise me for my love of money,” he told an employee as he showed off the collection, “but how else do you think you could acquire such beautiful things as these?” The one thing Keith did not yet have was a wife. In 1927, at the age of forty-two, Keith noticed a photograph in a society magazine of an eighteen-year-old, almond-eyed debutante named Elisabeth Greene. A year later, they married. Keith purchased a ninety-acre property thirty miles south of Melbourne as a wedding gift. There, they built an antebellum-style mansion at the end of a long gravel drive lined with lemon-scented gum trees. Keith named his idyll Cruden Farm after the Aberdeenshire village of his Scottish clergyman father, Patrick. At midnight on March 11, 1931, Elisabeth gave birth to a son: Keith Rupert Murdoch. Everyone called the boy Rupert.



BY MOST ACCOUNTS, RUPERT was a lonely child. He spent many friendless hours on the farm hunting rabbits, shoveling manure, and riding his Shetland pony named Joy Boy. Sir Keith—he was knighted in 1933—was an absentee father to Rupert and his three sisters, Helen, Anne, and Janet. When Sir Keith did return home, he was often morose and withdrawn. “Keith had little patience with Rupert and perpetually gave the impression of being disappointed,” a childhood acquaintance said. Rupert discovered one subject earned his father’s approval: newspapers. Rupert began hanging around the Herald’s newsroom. The fresh-ink smell, clattering typewriters, and rumbling presses enchanted him. On weekends, Rupert lounged on his father’s bed as Sir Keith edited articles with a pen. “The life of a publisher is about the best life in the whole world,” Rupert later said.

Whereas Sir Keith was aloof, Elisabeth was overbearing. Rupert recalled that his mother taught him to swim by throwing him in the pool of a cruise ship during a voyage to England. “I had to dog-paddle to the side, and I was screaming,” he said. Another time, Elisabeth made Rupert sleep in a hut on the farm to “toughen him up.” “Maybe they thought I was an old monster in those days,” Elisabeth conceded. At other moments, though, Elisabeth indulged her son. She encouraged Rupert to spend time with her rakish father, Rupert “Pop” Greene, a hard-drinking wool trader and gambler. “He was always gambling on horses and cards… and had no idea of responsibility,” Elisabeth said. Pop spoiled Rupert with ice cream and let him drive his car before his feet could reach the pedals. Sir Keith despised his father-in-law’s corrupting influence. “It was one of my father’s nightmares that I’d turn out like my grandfather, which I probably did, a bit,” Rupert said. But Elisabeth also had standards—she would later be horrified by Rupert’s tabloid sensationalism.

When Rupert was ten, Elisabeth shipped him off to the prestigious Geelong Grammar boarding school, Australia’s analog to Eton. Rupert despised it. He was pudgy at a school that valorized competitive sports. Off the field, Rupert’s wealthy classmates ostracized him. Rupert blamed the humiliation on his father’s lowbrow newspapers. “I felt a loner at school, probably because of my father’s position,” Rupert recalled. Rupert also chafed under Geelong’s strict military rules. He stashed a motorcycle off campus and snuck out to gamble on horses. Teachers flogged him with a cane when he got caught. “I can remember one particular Fascist type who let me have it with special brutal delight,” Rupert said. The teacher’s beating kindled in Rupert a general desire for retribution he later deployed against his media rivals.

Perhaps to fit in, Rupert rejected his father’s conservatism and adopted the socialist politics in vogue among upper-class youth. Classmates mocked him as “Comrade Rupert.” “Nobody took him seriously,” said Richard Searby, a Geelong classmate who would spend decades working for Rupert. “It seemed incongruous that Sir Keith Murdoch’s son could be a rampant socialist. It was, everyone agreed, just a boyhood aberration.”

Rupert graduated in the spring of 1950. He wanted to skip college and work for the Herald immediately. Keith dismissed the plan and pulled strings to get Rupert into Oxford’s Worcester College. Rupert was enraged. “My only palpable goal at that time was to change the world. And avoid going to Oxford,” Rupert said. Rupert continued his left-wing rebellion there. He famously displayed a bust of Lenin on his dorm room mantelpiece, earning the nickname “Red Rupe.” In letters to his father, Rupert lauded Lenin as “The Great Thinker.” Once, Rupert found himself locked out of his Oxford dorm after attending a Daily Worker rally in London, so he slept in the local Communist Party office. A worker with a red-star cap entered and greeted Rupert: “morning, Comrade.”

Rupert may have mastered Das Kapital, but he devoted little time to actual coursework in his chosen major of politics and economics. “I was impatient by then to get back home and start doing newspaper work,” he recalled. At the end of his freshman year, Keith threatened to drag him back to Australia in disgrace.

Keith relented only when Elisabeth insisted he give Rupert a second chance. She warned her son he would lose her “last shred of respect” if he didn’t shape up.

By this point, Keith had suffered two heart attacks and prostate cancer. He expressed fear that his callow only son wouldn’t be ready to inherit three newspapers—the Brisbane Courier-Mail, and the Adelaide News and Sunday Mail—that Keith acquired through a holding company called Cruden Investments. “I can’t afford to die. I’ve got to see my son established, not leave him like a lamb to be destroyed,” Keith confided in a friend. In January 1948, Sir Keith dictated his last will and testament: “I desire that my said son Keith Rupert Murdoch should have the great opportunity of spending a useful altruistic and full life in newspaper and broadcasting activities and of ultimately occupying a position of high responsibility in that field with the support of my trustees if they consider him worthy of that support.”

What Keith needed was a regent to groom his young prince. The job fell to the Herald’s London correspondent, Rohan Rivett. A ginger-haired and lanky journalist, Rivett was in his early thirties, but already a legend back home. He wrote an acclaimed memoir about his harrowing experience as a Japanese prisoner in the Burmese jungle during the Second World War. Rupert idolized Rivett like a surrogate older brother. He spent weekends with Rivett and his wife, Nan, at their country home an hour from Oxford. In the spring of 1951, Rupert joined the couple on an 1,800-mile tour to Austria and Switzerland. Rivett kept Keith apprised of Rupert’s progress. “He will make his first million with fantastic ease,” Rivett wrote Keith.

It was welcome news because Keith’s health was deteriorating. In the summer of 1951, Keith took Rupert on a tour of the United States. They met Harry Truman at the White House and New York Times publisher Arthur Sulzberger at Hillandale, the Sulzbergers’ Connecticut estate. Keith beamed that Rupert was finally showing maturity. “I think he’s got it,” he told Elisabeth. One October night a year later, Sir Keith sat on his bed to undress. He unclasped his watch and placed it on the nightstand when he felt his body convulse. The heart attack killed him instantly. He was sixty-seven. “It was so wonderfully easy for Keith, but so very difficult for all of us,” Dame Elisabeth later said. Rupert got the news thousands of miles away in England and couldn’t make it home in time for the funeral. For the rest of his life, Rupert seemed driven to prove his father’s doubts wrong. “Some people live forever in the shadow of their distinguished fathers,” longtime Sun editor Larry Lamb said. “Whatever else, Rupert was always determined that he would cast the longer shadow.”



RUPERT WANTED TO RETURN immediately to Australia to run his father’s papers. But lawyers needed time to sort out his father’s tangled estate. Elisabeth, perhaps remembering her husband’s own Fleet Street education, sent Rupert to London to finish his newspaper training with Lord Beaverbrook at the Daily Express. Born William Maxwell Aitken in Canada, the paranoid and ruthless Beaverbrook had supplanted Northcliffe as Fleet Street’s ruling press baron. Beaverbrook’s publishing philosophy could be summed up as Northcliffe on steroids. “The Beaver,” as he was known, unleashed his papers to viciously attack enemies and advance right-wing causes. Evelyn Waugh immortalized Beaverbrook as the fictional Lord Cooper in his famous novel Scoop.

Fleet Street thrilled Rupert. He lived out of the Savoy Hotel and spent his days at “the Beaverbrook brothel,” as Rupert called the Express newsroom. Rupert studied how editors filled each day’s paper with gossip, sex, crime, and right-wing politics—a recipe Rupert would replicate with his papers. Rupert was having such a grand time, in fact, that he wanted to stay in London. He cabled his mother: “I’m staying.”

But trouble dragged him back home. Rivett, now in Australia, cabled Rupert with urgent news: Keith’s former employer, the Melbourne Herald group, was launching a Sunday edition of its Adelaide Advertiser to put the Murdochs’ Sunday Mail out of business. Rupert saw it as retaliation because his mother rebuffed the Herald’s offer to acquire the News and Sunday Mail. “It made me angry. I thought they were trying to take advantage of my mother,” Rupert said.

On September 8, 1953, Rupert, aged twenty-two, returned to Australia with one goal: revenge. Within days, he went to Adelaide to launch his first newspaper war against his father’s former company the Herald Times Group. It was an inauspicious beginning. When he pulled into the Adelaide News, an attendant didn’t recognize him and barked, “Hey, Sonny! You can’t park here.” Murdoch was accustomed to being underestimated. While others would see him as an opportunistic predator, ready to lay waste to whatever fell under his gaze, Rupert saw himself as a moralist, the enemy of entrenched, arbitrary power. Rupert and Rivett ran a front-page article about the Herald’s campaign to pressure Dame Elisabeth to sell. Rupert slashed newsroom costs and fought a nasty circulation battle that bled the Herald as much as it bled him. Rupert’s pain tolerance was greater. After two years of steep losses, the Herald waved the white flag and merged the Sunday Advertiser with Rupert’s Sunday Mail. Rupert’s victory burnished his reputation for risk-taking. People began calling him “The Boy Publisher.”

“Expand or perish!” was Rupert’s creed. In 1955, Rupert leveraged the cash flow of his Adelaide papers to purchase a Melbourne-based magazine publisher and The Sunday Times in Perth. Then he snapped up newspapers in Darwin, Alice Springs, and the Northern Territory. In 1957, Rupert won a license to operate a television station in Adelaide. He began spending months in New York and Los Angeles to acquire the rights to broadcast American shows in Australia.

Rupert’s personal life expanded, too. In 1954, Rupert met a blond flight attendant and part-time model named Patricia Booker. They were an unlikely match. Booker was four years older and came from a modest family. “I didn’t know who Rupert Murdoch was, and I didn’t really like him very much at all,” she later said. She rejected his first request for a date, but his persistence won her over. They married in 1956, much to Dame Elisabeth’s dismay. A daughter, Prudence, was born two years later. Unfortunately for the relationship, Rupert was an absentee father just like Keith had been. “I was totally involved in the business—probably very inconsiderate,” Rupert said. Within a couple of years, it was evident the marriage was doomed. Rupert justified his parental failing as the price of conquest. He was about to move into the country’s biggest and most competitive newspaper city.



IN THE LATE 1950S, two rival clans—the Fairfaxes and Packers—dominated Sydney’s cutthroat newspaper market. Neither took Rupert from Adelaide seriously. Which was why the Fairfaxes sold Rupert the Sydney Mirror tabloid in 1960. “I was amazed they agreed,” Rupert said. “They were pretty sure… I’d collapse.”

Rupert took command of the Mirror newsroom with a zeal bordering on messianism. He pushed his editors to out-shock the competition. “GANG RAPES GIRL 10,” “PROWLER STRIPS WOMAN NAKED,” “NUDE TOP IN BUS” screamed headlines. Editors even made up news whole cloth. When the Mirror’s foreign correspondent failed to file his dispatch from the civil war in Dutch New Guinea, the paper published a fictitious account under his byline riddled with racist clichés including descriptions of shrunken heads and cannibals. Rupert’s anything-goes publishing philosophy horrified his status-conscious mother, Elisabeth. “Rupert, you must do something to rescue our name,” she told him. In response, Rupert launched The Australian, the country’s first national broadsheet.

Sydney life intoxicated Rupert. “In those days, I was doing everything to excess. Drinking, smoking, gambling, whoring, you name it,” he recalled. In 1962, he fell for a nineteen-year-old Mirror reporter named Anna Torv. A steely blonde—half Estonian, half Scottish—Anna caught Rupert’s attention when she interviewed him for the Mirror’s employee newspaper. “He was like a whirlwind coming into the room. It was very seductive,” she recalled. Soon, they were a couple.

Rupert was racing forward at breakneck speed. In 1967, he divorced Patricia so he could marry Anna. It was a sad and bitter split. Patricia had a brief and tumultuous second marriage to a heavy-drinking Adelaide hairdresser named Freddie Maeder. The upheaval was hardest on their eight-year-old daughter, Prue, who felt neglected by her stepfather’s fast lifestyle. “You’d get up and get ready for school and they’d say, ‘No! Let’s all go to the races!’ ” Prue recalled years later. “All children like to know where they are. If you get up and put on your school uniform, you want to go to school.” Maeder burned through Patricia’s divorce settlement by investing in a Spanish orange juice company. When the marriage ended, Patricia fell into a depression and spent the rest of her life supported by Rupert in a modest Adelaide flat.

Rivett would become another casualty of Rupert’s unchecked ambition. When Rupert arrived at the Adelaide News a decade earlier, he promised not to act “like a cocky bastard.” Rivett returned his loyalty by making Rupert the godfather of his third child. For Rupert, though, promises were like inconvenient facts: fungible when they got in the way of profit. Rupert meddled in editorial decisions almost from the beginning, undermining Rivett’s authority and causing staff to complain about “Rupertorial interruptions.” After Rivett denied Rupert’s request to put advertising on the paper’s back page that was reserved for sports, Rupert simply waited for Rivett to go on an extended vacation and instituted the change himself. Rupert also watered down Rivett’s coverage of a local murder trial because it undermined Rupert’s effort to curry favor with government officials who approved lucrative television licenses.

In the summer of 1960, Rivett opened a typewritten letter from Rupert marked “personal and confidential.” “After much long and tortuous consideration, I have come to the unhappy conclusion that you will have to step down from the Editor-in-Chief’s Chair. Doubtless you would not agree with my reasons, which are many, so it is better not to go into them at this stage,” Rupert wrote. As he reeled, Rivett noticed a glib handwritten note tucked into the envelope. “In coming to this decision to ‘close your innings’ as editor of The News I have not lost sight of all your achievements and our long personal friendship makes the whole thing impossibly hard. But here it is!” Rivett was blindsided by Rupert’s betrayal. Rupert, though, expressed little emotion. He had already developed a spooky ability to cut off relationships that no longer served his corporate needs.

After Rivett’s departure, Rupert shed what remained of his Oxford leftism. He developed an antipathy to unions and turned socially conservative. Rupert banned his editors from wearing collared shirts or suede shoes because he said they were only worn by “poofters,” an Australian slur for gay men. Having survived Sydney’s newspaper wars, Rupert was growing into a budding mogul. He bought a yacht named Ilina and a twenty-four-thousand-acre sheep farm in Cavan, about an hour’s drive north from the capital, Canberra. “I had to admit it. I was a bloody capitalist,” Rupert said. Toys were signifiers of success, but Rupert craved power above all. And to acquire it, he needed to leave Australia.





CHAPTER TWO PERSONA NON GRATA

POLITICAL VIOLENCE CONVULSED THE WORLD in 1968. In twelve tumultuous months, Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were murdered; American cities burned with racial strife; and nearly seventeen thousand soldiers came home from Vietnam in body bags. Paris streets flooded with student protests that seemed to augur another revolution. The 1960s had begun with such promise, but like Rupert, voters were moving rightward. It was the perfect moment for a conservative media empire to be born.

One night in mid-October 1968, Rupert was working late in his Sydney office when a London investment banker named Stephen Catto called with a life-changing opportunity: the News of the World was for sale. Founded in 1843, the weekly tabloid published lurid articles about prostitutes, criminals, and scandals, earning the sobriquet “News of the Screws.” The paper’s voice was an amalgam of voyeurism and Victorian outrage (“as British as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding,” its editor Stafford Somerfield declared). In the 1950s, circulation hit nine million, making it the most-read newspaper in the world and its aristocratic owners, the Carr family, spectacularly rich. But by the time Catto had called Rupert, circulation had declined by nearly three million. The News of the World’s fifty-six-year-old chairman, Sir William Carr, ignored the sinking profits and instead spent afternoons at the Savoy Grill working on a two-bottle-a-day scotch habit.

Catto told Rupert that Sir William’s absentee ownership had ignited a civil war inside the Carr family. Derek Jackson, a disaffected cousin living in Paris, wanted to sell his 25 percent stake. Sir William couldn’t afford to buy Jackson out, so Jackson offered his shares to the notorious left-wing publisher Robert Maxwell. Sir William was desperate to block Maxwell, a Jewish Czech immigrant and socialist member of Parliament. “This is a British newspaper run by British people. Let’s keep it that way,” declared a News of the World editorial, which noted incorrectly that Maxwell’s birth name was “Jan Ludwig Hoch” (it was spelled Ludvik). Catto positioned Rupert as the Carrs’ white knight who would prevent Maxwell from storming the gates. Rupert would buy 10.5 percent of News of the World stock and combine his share with the Carrs’ 40 percent stake. Rupert jumped on a plane for London.

A few days later, Rupert and Catto sat in Sir William’s town house pitching the partnership. The meeting took place in the morning, because after 10:30 a.m. Carr was usually drunk. Carr seemed amenable to Rupert’s offer until Rupert, jetlagged and irritable after the twenty-five-hour flight, demanded Carr resign as CEO. Carr balked at a thirty-seven-year-old Australian dictating terms to a Fleet Street eminence. “Let Maxwell get it,” Rupert said, and stood to leave. Carr’s banker panicked and pressed Rupert to reconsider while he discussed the deal with Carr. Rupert waited in an adjoining room with a telephone, where he called Australian Prime Minister John Gorton to make sure he could legally take several million dollars out of Australia on a moment’s notice.

The brinkmanship worked. Carr agreed to make Rupert a co-CEO. In return, Rupert promised that he wouldn’t buy more stock, which would allow the Carrs to retain majority control. Sir William’s wife, Lady Carr, invited Rupert to lunch at Coq d’Or in Mayfair to celebrate the pact. The meal was supposed to be Rupert’s entry into London society, but it quickly went sideways. Rupert seemed impatient and lit a cigar before the first course arrived. Lady Carr left lunch worried about the Australian newcomer they let into the business.

Her fears proved prescient. Over the next few weeks, Rupert shredded every promise he made to the Carrs. He told Sir William he would stop Maxwell only if Carr named Rupert sole CEO. Rupert then secretly bought Jackson’s shares to become majority owner. In March 1969, Rupert drove to Sir William’s Sussex estate where he was recovering from heart surgery. Rupert told him he was no longer chairman. Carr was devastated. The News of the World had been in his family since 1891. Rupert had snatched it from him in just four months. “Yes, you hurt some feelings along the way,” Rupert later explained, “but you do what you must do.” Sir William died a broken man a few years later. Rupert offered to pay for a memorial service. Lady Carr refused.



RUPERT DIDN’T HAVE TIME to celebrate his victory. He inherited a struggling paper with a bloated and complacent staff. “It was an unbelievable mess. We would have
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