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About Paper Emperors

Before newspapers were ravaged by the digital age, they were a 
powerful force, especially in Australia – a country of newspaper 
giants and kingmakers.

This magisterial book reveals who owned Australia’s 
newspapers and how they used them to wield political power. 
A corporate and political history of Australian newspapers 
spanning 140 years, it explains how Australia’s media system 
came to be dominated by a handful of empires and powerful 
family dynasties. Many are household names, even now: 
Murdoch, Fairfax, Symes, Packer. Written with verve and 
insight and showing unparalleled command of a vast range of 
sources, Sally Young shows how newspaper owners influenced 
policy-making, lobbied and bullied politicians, and shaped 
internal party politics.

Judges’ Report

This is a definitive account of the origins of the newspaper 
industry in Australia, uncovering through meticulous research, 
the deals, dynastic intrigues and politicised government policy 
which has created the newspaper business we currently have.

Young’s book is a seamless historical account which weaves the 
best of storytelling devices and academic research into a highly 
readable history. It will stand the test of time, contributing to 
our collective understanding of what media is and should be in 
Australia.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Newspapers have found it very difficult to tell the 
truth about themselves. David Bowman, the former 
editor of two Australian newspapers, observed that 
‘Newspapers will expose many things but seldom 
each other’.1 Academic scholar James Carey noted 
along similar lines that: ‘The newspaper does not, 
perhaps it cannot, turn upon itself the factual 
scrutiny, the critical acumen, the descriptive 
language, that it regularly devotes to other 
institutions’.2 Media economist Robert G Picard also 
pointed out that ‘journalists have never covered their 
own industry with the same interest and vigor that 
they have covered other industries’.3 

For a journalist to criticise their own proprietor, or 
apply the techniques of investigative journalism to 
their owner’s business affairs, is still a career-
limiting move today. But the phenomenon is broader 
than that. An evocative phrase in a letter captures the 
approach of ‘respectable’ newspapers (some of the 
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wilder Sydney papers were exceptions). The letter 
was written in 1945, by John Butters, the chair of 
Associated Newspapers Ltd (publisher of the Sydney 
Sun newspaper), to the general manager of the 
HWT. Butters complained that the HWT’s 
newspapers – the Herald and the Sun News-
Pictorial – had been reporting on his whereabouts. 
In the past, he said, the HWT’s papers had ‘been 
good enough not to mention my arrival in or 
departure from Melbourne’, but ‘something slipped 
on the occasion of my last visit … and my presence 
was mentioned’. Butters asked, ‘On the general 
principle that “dog does not eat dog”’, ‘[w]ould you 
be so kind as to have a word with the two Editors and 
ask them if they would let me off?’4 

 

Although Butters was from a separate media 
company, the HWT directed its reporters to never 
mention his Melbourne visits, and this was even 
written into the company’s all-important style guide 
(that reporters had to follow and which usually 
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focused on matters of spelling and writing style).5 It 
is impossible to imagine that an ordinary citizen 
would have such success if they asked a newspaper 
to respect their privacy. 

Because newspapers have done such a poor job at 
reporting on themselves (‘dog does not eat dog’), 
there is a big gap in our knowledge about who owned 
newspapers and why. Publicly, newspapers were 
usually silent about the machinations of their 
owners, while privately, some newspaper owners 
were prone to overestimate their influence. Lord 
Northcliffe, the pioneer of popular newspapers in the 
United Kingdom, and a mentor to Keith Murdoch, 
once said that his newspapers were so powerful ‘we 
can cause the whole country to think with us 
overnight whenever we say the word’.6 That was 
obviously an exaggeration, but one of the more 
interesting aspects of press power is how widely 
assumed it was, and especially within the political 
class. In Australia, this was not an uninformed view. 
An unusually high number of national leaders had 
experience of how press power worked from the 
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inside. Among the prime ministers who had worked 
for, or been an owner or part owner of, a newspaper, 
were Alfred Deakin, Chris Watson, Andrew Fisher, 
Billy Hughes, Joe Lyons (very briefly), John Curtin 
and Ben Chifley. 

Politicians were keenly aware that, even if 
newspaper industry dogs did not eat each other, they 
did regularly bite their political opponents, and there 
was a long history of anxiety about that. Napoleon 
Bonaparte once said he feared ‘four hostile 
newspapers’ more ‘than a thousand bayonets’. It was 
even worse for politicians who had to contest 
elections and were constantly fearful about the 
consequences of negative publicity. In the United 
States, a well-known political saying (often wrongly 
attributed to Mark Twain) warned: ‘Never pick a 
fight with those who buy ink by the barrel’. 
Australian politicians had more to fear than most in 
this regard, because Australia’s press proprietors 
were unusually powerful. In no other western 
democracy did such a small number of newspaper 
owners build up such dominant media companies.7 
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Only a few maverick politicians dared to pick a fight 
with Australia’s powerful press barons. Archdale 
Parkhill and Eric Harrison were two, and both 
feature in this book. Later, there was Arthur Calwell, 
Moss Cass and Stephen Conroy. But this was 
unusual behaviour. Most politicians instead viewed 
self-preservation and the good will of the press as 
synonymous. Robert Menzies summed up this 
mindset in the mid-1930s when the future prime 
minister was then the attorney-general. By then, it 
was obvious that the country’s largest and most 
powerful newspaper groups were also becoming 
dominant in radio broadcasting. Menzies was asked 
in private if his government was ever going to do 
something to curtail them. He replied frankly: ‘We 
haven’t the guts’.8 

This book charts the rise of the most powerful 
newspaper empires in Australia up to 1941, the five 
companies that had the power to truly frighten 
Australian politicians: 
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Associated Newspapers was the first, and most 
promising, newspaper empire. It did not last long, so 
it has now been largely forgotten, but this needs to 
be remedied because its story is one of the most 
dramatic accounts of industry ambition, overreach 
and betrayal. 

The Herald and Weekly Times (HWT) was a 
giant. It grew so large and powerful under Keith 
Murdoch’s hand that it became the undisputed 
media titan of the period. The story of Australian 
newspapers cannot be told without significant 
reference to the HWT, a pioneer in popular 
journalism and newspaper empire building. 

John Fairfax & Sons (also called John Fairfax Ltd 
during the 20th century) is the oldest group, but a 
late blooming empire. It remained essentially a 
single daily newspaper company – focused on the 
Sydney Morning Herald – until the early 1950s, 
then it embarked upon a frenzy of acquisitions that 
saw its share of the Australian newspaper market 
double.9 By 1941, the point at which this book ends, 
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Fairfax & Sons was beginning to flex its political and 
industrial muscle. 

News Limited (later known as News Corporation) 
– whose secret origins are disclosed in this book – 
was the surprise story of the 20th century. Founded 
in the early 1920s, it moved from hidden backers and 
Depression-era difficulties, to being propped up by 
Keith Murdoch in the 1930s. It was the key piece of 
his son’s inheritance in the 1950s. Rupert Murdoch 
then gradually built News Limited into a global 
media empire, and expanded the Australian section 
by taking over the mighty HWT in 1987. 

Consolidated Press was the outsider. A lesser 
player in newspapers compared to several of the 
other groups, but a vocal one that could not be 
ignored. It began as a publishing company and 
developed a wildly successful women’s newspaper 
(that became a magazine, the Australian Women’s 
Weekly), and also owned the Sydney Daily 
Telegraph (from 1936 to 1972). In 1941, it was 
beginning to play politics more ruthlessly but its real 
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power and profits would come later, when it entered 
television in the mid-1950s. 

Originally, the power of these empires was built 
upon an object – the printed newspaper – that is 
now in its twilight years, but in its heyday, was 
considered exciting and essential. Until the arrival of 
radio in the 1920s, newspapers were the only mass 
medium available for news and entertainment. Even 
after radio broadcasting began, newspapers 
remained the pre-eminent source of mass 
communicated news for decades. It is difficult now 
to appreciate just how eagerly people awaited the 
arrival of their morning paper and how reliant upon 
it they were. Or to picture the thousands of people 
who, during their lunch hour, and after work, sought 
out afternoon papers from newspaper vendors 
strategically positioned across their cities. 

The printed newspaper was the end product. This 
book also peels back the complicated layers of 
ownership around the five companies to reveal that, 
behind the major newspapers were mining 
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companies, sugar refiners, tobacco manufacturers, 
breweries, banks and insurance companies, 
including many of the largest and most well-known 
companies in Australian corporate history, such as 
Colonial Sugar Refining Company (CSR), Carlton 
and United Breweries Ltd (CUB), British Tobacco, 
Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd (BHP), Australian 
Mutual Provident Society (AMP), the Bank of New 
South Wales and the National Bank. 

Many books on newspapers focus on journalists, but 
this book turns the spotlight onto newspaper 
owners, their corporate connections and political 
interests. This perspective reveals the corporate 
contexts in which journalism was produced. To point 
out this context, and to note that owners often had 
strong political views and preferences, is not meant 
to suggest that all of the journalists who worked for 
them were acting as their mouthpieces, or that those 
journalists did not honestly attempt to report 
different sides of issues and events. But it is to 
suggest that there was significant pressure on 
journalists. And we know this is still the case, as 
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recent studies of journalism workplaces have 
documented. 

Despite the perception of creativity and 
independence surrounding journalism – of 
reporters following their ‘nose’ for news wherever it 
might take them – newspapers are very hierarchical 
workplaces in which conformity is valued. In the 
days of anonymous journalism, when there were no 
by-lines and only in-house training, most journalists 
were considered easily replaceable. The most 
dangerous topics they had to navigate related to their 
proprietors’ commercial and political interests. One 
journalist who worked during the 1930s later said 
that newspaper owners ‘exercised rigid censorship 
over everything that affected their own interests, 
especially politics’.10 

Whether owners and executives dictated policy 
coarsely – as in the case of Frank Packer – or more 
smoothly and subtly, through mentoring and with 
greater respect for their employees’ intelligence – as 
with Keith Murdoch – it is not surprising that 
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journalists felt significant pressure to report politics 
in a way that fitted with their paper’s ‘house style’ 
and its previously expressed editorial views. 
Sometimes, bold journalists and editors bucked the 
group-think conformity of their outlets, and even the 
direct editorial instructions of their proprietors, but 
this was a risky path and it led to dismissal for some. 

Newsrooms are one of the main settings of this book, 
along with boardrooms, parliaments, mining towns 
and exclusive gentlemen’s clubs – all male-
dominated environments. Family newspaper 
dynasties passed over women in the family (and 
often still do). Only the sons were considered capable 
of inheriting and running a newspaper empire. In 
newsrooms and newspaper offices, women were 
making important contributions from the mid-
1800s, but until the 1970s female journalists were 
mostly confined to the ‘women’s pages’, and rarely 
accorded authority at major mastheads. The first 
female editor of a daily metropolitan newspaper in 
Australia, Ita Buttrose, was not appointed until 1981. 
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The newspaper industry between 1803 and 1941 was 
considered a world of ‘chairmen’, ‘newspapermen’, 
and even ‘newsboys’ and ‘copy boys’. The language is 
dated and problematic, but I have erred on the side 
of historical context and clarity so have kept it in 
cases where it would be inaccurate to change it (for 
example, to change Keith Murdoch’s title of 
‘chairman of the HWT’ to ‘chairperson of the HWT’), 
and also where it would be confusing to substitute a 
gender-neutral term if it does not capture the full 
meaning (for example, the term ‘paper deliverer’ or 
‘paper seller’ does not adequately capture the 
phenomenon of the ‘newsboys’). 

  

I should also point out an important qualifier about 
the scope of this book. It is focused on the 
commercial press, but more specifically, the daily 
metropolitan press – otherwise known as the capital 
city dailies. Other types of publications are only 
touched upon lightly, and only if they were relevant 
to the fortunes of the major newspaper companies. 
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This means that labour newspapers, weekly 
newspapers, the local, regional and country press, 
and magazines, are briefly discussed, but other types 
of publications – such as independent newspapers, 
the ethnic press and Indigenous publications – are 
not. 

The book tries to take a national approach to the 
newspaper industry, but there is an emphasis on 
Sydney and Melbourne that was difficult to avoid 
because the newspaper empires grew out of those 
two cities. They developed in the rough world of 
Sydney newspapers – where guns, bodyguards and 
brawls were not unknown – and in Melbourne – 
where outwardly things were more genteel but a 
ruthless corporate approach still underpinned the 
rise of the most formidable empire of all, the HWT. 

The foundations for Australia’s major newspaper 
empires began many decades earlier, with the 
country’s first newspapers, and the commercial and 
political ambitions of their owners. This is where the 
book begins. The first part charts how newspapers 
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developed in Australia from the early 1800s, through 
to the rise of popular journalism, and into the 
ruthless 1920s. The second part of the book 
introduces the major newspaper owners of the 20th 
century – the empire builders, and in some cases, 
destroyers. It outlines the most important 
individuals, corporate manoeuvres and early 
political interventions on issues such as 
conscription, and William Morris (Billy) Hughes’ 
defection from the Labor Party. 

The final part of the book shows how press power 
was employed during a crucial period in Australian 
press (and political) history – the decade between 
1931 and 1941. 

 

The major newspaper groups did more than simply 
write about politics in a way that was designed to 
influence public opinion and politicians’ activities. 
Some of them were actively involved in internal 
party politics, in financing and organising 
conservative political parties, and in promoting – 
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and then attacking – individual politicians such as 
Billy Hughes, Joe Lyons and Robert Menzies. 
Newspaper groups tried to direct public policies to 
support their interests – sometimes successfully – 
including on economic issues, radio broadcasting, 
and commercial ventures such as paper production. 
By the time of Menzies’ downfall, he was not alone in 
believing that Australia’s powerful newspapers could 
build up and tear down leaders, split parties, and 
make and break governments. 

 

* 


