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the u n cro w d e d  B r it is h  re so rts, w ith  th e ir h a lf-e m p ty , w in d 

sw e p t V ic to r ia n  p ie rs , tim e le ss  b o a rd in g h o u se s  a d v e rt is in g  

VACANCY in  the  fro n t w in d o w , a n d  o n ce  in t im id a t in g  g ra n d  

h o te ls n o w  too im p o s in g  fo r th e ir  o w n  go o d .

O n  S u n d a y s  Fd  c o lle c t T in a  o n  the p illio n  o f m y  b ik e , a n d  

w e 'd  sco u t t lie  co ast fo r ro m a n tic  h id e a w a y s. W e'd  h o le  u p  in  

so m e  b o a rd in g h o u se  w ith  a  p ile  o f b o o k s a n d  m a g a z in e s , eat 
at th e  b a k e d -b e a n s-o n -to a st ca fe s, scra m b le  a m o n g  the ro c k s  

fo r sh e lls , a n d  w a lk  th e  d o w n s ato p  th e  c lif f s  at B e a ch y  H e a d . 

In  H a s t in g s  one m o rn in g  a d o w n p o u r fo rce d  u s  to re tre a t to 

a s m o k e -fille d  p u b , w h e re  w e  sat w ith  the lo c a ls  w a tc h in g  the  
Q u e e n 's S ilv e r  Ju b ile e  ce le b ra tio n  o n  te le v is io n  a s th e  r a in  fe ll. 

O n  a n  e x c u rs io n  to th e  Ir is h  co a st at C o n n e m a ra , w e  im p ra c ti

c a lly  co n s id e re d  b u y in g  a b o a th o u se  w h e re  w e co u ld  d is a p 

p e a r fro m  th e  w o rld . O n e  m a g ic a l S u n d a y  e x p lo r in g  the co a st 

o f W est S u ss e x , w e  fo u n d  a lit t le  h o u se  w ith  a F o r S a le  s ig n  
at A n g m e rin g -o n -S e a , w h e re  th e  o ce a n  la p p e d  r ig h t  u p  to the 

b a c k  g a rd e n . W e d re a m t o f b u y in g  it  one d a y  w h e n  w e  c o u ld  

a ffo rd  it.

M e a n w h ile , at th e  Sunday Times w e  w ere  n o t a lo n e  in  o u r 

in d u s t r ia l m ise ry . W aves o f s tr ik e s  cra sh e d  in to  a n d  o v e r 

th e  re m a in in g  se a w a lls , c u lm in a t in g  in  the 1979 ch a o s o f the 

"w in te r o f d isco n te n t."  In  tw o  m o n th s th ir t y  m illio n  w o rk in g  

d a y s  w ere  lo s t  I  sa w  p ic k e ts  b lo c k in g  ca n c e r v ic t im s  a r r iv 

in g  fo r tre a tm e n t at St. T h o m a s ' H o s p ita l a cro ss the r iv e r  fro m  

w h e re  I  liv e d . G o in g  to  a re sta u ra n t th ro u g h  th e  e n te rta in m e n t 

ce n te r o f L e ic e ste r S q u a re , I  w a lk e d  p a st h ig h  p ile s  o f u n c o l
le cte d  ro tt in g  g a rb a g e  th a t e a rn e d  it  th e  n a m e  "F e ste r S q u a re ."  
T h e  N a tio n a l U n io n  o f Jo u rn a lis ts , p u rs u in g  a w a g e  c la im , 
m ad e  a m o c k e ry  o f y e a rs  o f p re ss p ro te sts a g a in st se cre tiv e  

lo c a l a u th o ritie s  b y  a c tu a lly  a s k in g  c o u n c il o ffic e rs  to  d e p riv e
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p e o p le  o f n e w s ab o u t g a s  le a k s , fire s , b u ild in g  p la n s , re n ts, a n d  
ra te s. It  w a s lik e  a s k in g  S w e e n e y  T o d d  fo r a  c lo se  sh ave .

T h e  T h o m so n  O rg a n iz a t io n  sa n c tio n e d  a  d ra m a tic  b id  to 

sta rt  anew . It  o ffe re d  to  in v e s t  m illio n s  o f p o u n d s  to  b u y  o u t 

o b stru c tiv e  p ra ctice s  a n d  o v e rm a n n in g , b u t th e  c h a p e ls  a n d  

th e ir  u n io n s  d id n 't  w a n t a b ra v e  n e w  w o rld . E v e ry  p ro p o s a l 

w a s  re je cted . A s  a re su lt  the p a p e r w a s sh u t d o w n  in  N o v e m 
b e r 1978— a te m p o ra ry  b re a k , w e  a ll th o u g h t, u n t il n e g o tia 

t io n s  re su m e d .

I  d ra n k  the cu p  o f b itte rn e ss m a n y  tim e s o v e r as I  w a lk e d  
th ro u g h  th e  s ile n ce  o f th e  d e a d  c o m p o s in g  ro o m , w ith  its  

sh ro u d e d  L in o ty p e s  a n d  d a rk e n e d  o ffice s. G a th e rin g  d u st in  

m y  " p e n d in g "  tra y  w a s  a sco o p  o f w o rld  im p o rta n ce . A n th o n y  

M a sca re n h a s, th e  m a n  w h o 'd  e xp o se d  th e  g e n o cid e  in  E a st 

P a k is ta n , d etected  th a t P a k is ta n  w a s w e ll o n  the  ro a d  to  p o s

s e s s in g  a n u c le a r b o m b . H e  p o in te d  th e  fin g e r  at the th e n  

u n k n o w n  D r. A b d u l Q a d e e r K h a n , w h o se  th e fts o f b lu e p rin ts  
fro m  a E u ro p e a n  fa c ilit y  w o u ld  e n ab le  P a k is ta n  to b eco m e th e  

f ir s t  n u c le a r p o w e r in  th e  M u s lim  w o rld . K h a n , w ro te  M a sc a r

e n h a s, h a d n 't sto p p e d  there . H e 'd  s u p p lie d  b o th  Ir a n  a n d  L ib y a  

w ith  c e n tr ifu g e  co m p o n e n ts a n d  in fo rm a tio n . A s  the  w e e k s o f 
s u sp e n s io n  tu rn e d  in to  m o n th s, I  g a v e  a p p ro v a l fo r M a sca re n 

h a s  to  se n d  h is  re p o rt to th e  A u s t r a lia n  m a g a z in e  Eight Days, 
sta rte d  in  S y d n e y  b y  fo rm e r Sunday Times e xe c u tiv e  C o lin  

C h a p m a n . T ra d in g  a w o rld  sc o o p  o f h is to r ic a l im p o rta n ce  

k ille d  a n y  lin g e r in g  fe e lin g s  I  h a d  o f c o n c ilia t in g  th e  u n io n s .

W e w ere  su sp e n d e d  fo r a f u ll  ye a r, b u t e ve n  w h e n  a n  a g re e 

m e n t w a s re a ch e d  to re sta rt, th e  r e c id iv is ts  in  th e  p re ssro o m  

w o rk e d  th e ir  m is c h ie f a g a in , a n d  th e  co m p s' n a tio n a l le a d e rs 

re n e g e d  o n  the co m p u te r d e a l w e 'd  w o rk e d  o u t to geth er.

I'v e  n e v e r fo rg iv e n  th e  p r in t  u n io n s  fo r w h a t th e y  d id . K e n 

n e th  T h o m so n , R o y 's  so n  a n d  th e n  h e a d  o f th e  co m p a n y, w a s 
d e e p ly  w o u n d e d . K e n  w a s  a k in d ly , so m e w h a t a b se n tm in d e d
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m a n  w ith  a ge n tle  se n se  o f h u m o r w h o  th o u g h t th e  b e st o f 

e ve ry o n e  he m et. In  C a n a d a , w h e re  he liv e d , he  w a s  n o t " L o rd  

T h o m s o n " — " c a ll m e K e n " — a n d  he  n e v e r to o k  h is  fa th e r's  

se at in  th e  H o u s e  o f L o rd s . H e  d e le ga te d  the m a n a g e m e n t o f 

T im e s  N e w sp a p e rs  to  a L o n d o n  b o a rd , b u t h e  to o k  p r id e  in  

th e  p a p e rs, a s h is  fa th e r h a d . E v e n  th o u g h  th e  Times jo u r n a lis ts  

h a d  b e e n  p a id  n o rm a l s a la r ie s  fo r a y e a r o f n o t w o rk in g , so o n  
a fte r re tu rn in g  to w o rk  th e y  c a lle d  a  s tr ik e  fo r m o re  m o n ey. 

T h a t  w a s th e  la st straw , a b e tra y a l o f the T h o m s o n  fa m ily , 

w h ic h  h a d  sp e n t m illio n s  to sa v e  th e  Times. T h o m s o n  s a d ly  

co n c lu d e d  th a t he c o u ld  d o  n o  m o re . "I p ro m ise d  D a d  I'd  ke e p  

th e  Times g o in g , H a ro ld , b u t th is  is  too m u ch ,"  he sa id . H e  p u t 
b o th  p a p e rs u p  fo r sa le . I  le d  a m a n a g e m e n t b u y o u t b id  fo r the 

Sunday Times, b u t T h o m so n 's  L o n d o n  m a n a ge m e n t, a n d  D e n is  

H a m ilto n , th o u g h t th a t R u p e rt M u rd o c h  a n d  h is  N e w s  C o rp o 
ra tio n  h a d  a b e tte r ch a n ce  o f d e a lin g  w ith  th e  u n io n s .

I'd  e n co u n te re d  M u rd o c h  o fte n  e n o u g h  to  a p p re c ia te  the 

d e lu s iv e n e s s  o f h is  c h a rm . H e  w a s a ch a m e le o n  w h o  c o u ld  

s w itc h  fro m  g o o d  h u m o r to  m en ace. I'd  h e a rd  e v e ry  jo lly  sw a g - 

m a n 's  y a rn  th a t p la c e d  h im  so m e w h e re  b e tw e e n  N e d  K e lly  

a n d  C it iz e n  K a n e . I'd  b e e n  at s e m in a rs  o n  n e w sp a p e r e th ic s  

w h e re  he'd  acte d  lik e  a ca g e d  lio n , g lo w e rin g  h is  co n te m p t fo r 
th e  d o -g o o d e rs  a n d  sa p p y  a ca d e m ics. I  o fte n  a g re e d  w ith  h im . 

O n ce , e x p re s s in g  a d m ira tio n  o f th e  Sunday Tim es' in v e s t ig a 

tio n s , h e'd  jo k e d  that I  sh o u ld  ta k e  o v e r the Village Voice a n d  

te a ch  the jo u r n a lis ts  th e re  th e  m e a n in g  o f re s p o n s ib ility . M y  
fr ie n d  A u s tra lia n  e d ito r G ra h a m  P e rk in s  h a d  d e c lin e d  to w o rk  
fo r M u rd o c h  b u t th o u g h t th a t w it h in  the  h a rd  e x te rio r o f the 

riv e rb o a t g a m b le r, th e re  m ig h t  s t ill  b e  fo u n d  th e  lo st id e a lis t  

o f th e  "R e d  R u p e rt"  o f h is  O x fo rd  d a y s. I  d id n 't  t h in k  th at, b u t 

a fte r th e  y e a rs  o f h a n d -w r in g in g  at o u r b o a rd  m e e tin g s , I  d id  

f in d  h is  b u c c a n e e rin g  ca n -d o  s ty le  re fre sh in g . "S u re ,"  he  s a id  

w ith  a la u g h , " w e 'll so rt o u t th e  u n io n s . W e're g o in g  to p r in t
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th e  Sunday Times in  tw o  se ctio n s , F r id a y  a n d  S a tu rd a y , a n d  go  

u p  in  s ize ."  M u sic  to  m y  e a rs.
T h e  jo u r n a lis ts  fe lt b a d ly  le t d o w n  b y  the T h o m so n  m a n 

agem en t; th e y  d id n 't  t ru s t  M u rd o ch . T h e  A u s tra lia n s  a ss o c i

ated  w ith  th e  p a p e r w e re  e s p e c ia lly  veh e m e n t, s a y in g  th a t he 

h a d  fire d  e v e ry  e d ito r w h o 'd  sto o d  u p  to h im  a n d  th a t he w o u ld  

h a v e  n o  re sp e ct fo r th e  p a p e r's  ch e rish e d  in d e p e n d e n ce  o r a n y  

p ro m ise s  he m ade. B u t w h e n  th e  Sunday Times jo u r n a lis t s ' ch a 

p e l cam e  to a vo te  at th e  e n d  o f a  p a ssio n a te  debate  (w h ic h  as 

m a n a g e m e n t I  c o u ld  n o t a tte n d ), it  v o te d  a g a in st a  co u rt a ctio n  

to fo rce  a re feren ce  b a c k  to th e  M o n o p o lie s  C o m m iss io n . M a n y  

o f th e m  fe a re d  th a t a b re a k d o w n  w o u ld  m e a n  th e  e n d  o f o u r 

s is te r p a p e r, the  Times. F o u rte e n  o f th e m  fa v o r in g  le g a l a ctio n , 

m e m b e rs o f the s o -c a lle d  G ra v e d ig g e rs  C lu b , p r in te d  T -s h ir ts  

b e a r in g  th e  c r y  d o n 't  b l a m e  u s . w e  v o te d  a g a in s t .
T h e  T h o m so n  O rg a n iz a t io n  a n d  P a rlia m e n t h a d  a sk e d  

M u rd o c h  fo r g u a ra n te e s th a t th e  tra d it io n  o f e d ito r ia l in d e p e n 

d e n ce  o f b o th  p a p e rs w o u ld  c o n tin u e  to be  p ro te cte d  in  tw o  

w a y s: b y  th e  a p p o in tm e n t o f in d e p e n d e n t n a tio n a l d ire c to rs  

to  th e  b o a rd  a n d  b y  fiv e  g u a ra n te e s o f e d ito r ia l fre e d o m . M u r

d o c h  re a d ily  p ro m ise d  th a t e d ito rs  w o u ld  co n tro l th e  p o lit i
c a l p o lic ie s  o f th e ir p a p e rs; th e y  w o u ld  h ave  fre e d o m  w ith in  
a g re e d  a n n u a l b u d g e ts; th e y  w o u ld  n o t b e  su b je ct to in s tru c 

t io n  fro m  e ith e r th e  p ro p rie to r o r m a n a g e m e n t o n  th e  se le ctio n  

a n d  b a la n c e  o f n e w s a n d  o p in io n ; in s tru c tio n s  to jo u rn a lis ts  

w o u ld  b e  g iv e n  o n ly  b y  th e ir  e d ito rs; a n d  a n y  fu tu re  sa le  o f the 

t it le s  w o u ld  re q u ire  th e  a g re e m e n t o f a m a jo rity  o f th e  in d e 

p e n d e n t n a tio n a l d ire c to rs .
It  w a s o n  the b a s is  o f th e se  g u a ra n te e s, a n d  o n ly  b e ca u se  o f 

th e m , th a t in  F e b ru a ry  19811 accep ted  M u rd o ch 's  in v ita t io n  to 

e d it  the Times, g iv in g  u p  th e  jo b  th a t h a d  g iv e n  m e su c h  f u lf i l l

m e n t a n d  p rid e  at th e  Sunday Times a n d  m y  p o w e r b a se  a s a 

d e fe n d e r o f p re ss fre e d o m . M y  a m b itio n  g o t th e  b e tte r o f m y
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ju d g m e n t. I  g u e ss  th e  b itte r e xp e rie n c e  w ith  th e  u n io n s  h a d  

m a d e  m e e a ge r fo r a n e w  sta rt. I  h a d n 't b e e n  e n ch a n te d  e ith e r 

b y  th e  fu rtiv e n e ss  o f T h o m so n 's  L o n d o n  m a n a g e m e n t d u r

in g  th e  sa le . S t ill,  it  w a s  w re n c h in g  to le a ve  m y  fr ie n d s  at the 
Sunday Times. It  h a d  b e e n  a p a rtn e rs h ip  s u sta in e d  b y  a c o n v ic 

t io n  e ve ryo n e  sh a re d : w e  w e re  d o in g  so m e th in g  w o rth w h ile  

in  b r in g in g  the  p u b lic  e a r ly  in te llig e n c e  th e y 'd  n o t ge t a n y 

w h e re  e lse  a n d  a s s o c ia tin g  it  w ith  th e  h ig h e s t le v e ls  o f c u ltu ra l 

co m m e n ta ry  w e  c o u ld  a ch ie v e . It  w a s  a c o m m u n ity  o f sh a re d  

v a lu e s — n o t p o lit ic a l v a lu e s , b u t th e  v a lu e s  o f p u rp o s e fu l, 

h o n e st jo u rn a lis m . S e le c t in g  a n d  p ro m o tin g  p e o p le  o f e xce l

le n ce  w h o  h a d  the sam e  id e a ls , a n d  w h o m  I  c o u ld  tru s t  to liv e  

b y  th e m  in  a  co lla b o ra tiv e  e n te rp rise , h a d  b e e n  one o f m y  p r in 

c ip a l ta sk s  as e d ito r.

D e sp ite  th e  d iff ic u lt ie s  w e'd  h a d  w ith  th e  n a tio n a l le a d e rs 
o f th e  p r in t  u n io n s , I  a ls o  re ta in e d  a n  a ffe c tio n  fo r th e  p r in t
e rs  w h o  w o rk e d  w ith  u s. O n  m y  la s t  S a tu rd a y  e v e n in g  p u tt in g  

th e  fro n t p a g e  to  b e d , I  w a s to u ch e d  th a t th e  co m p s' fa re w e ll 

w a s  a n  h o n o r ra re ly  a cco rd e d  to a n yo n e  o u tsid e  th e ir  u n io n : 
th e y  "b a n g e d  m e o u t," w h ic h  m e a n t th a t e ve ryo n e  o n  the flo o r 

s e iz e d  w h a te v e r p ie ce  o f m e ta l w a s  to h a n d  a n d  h a m m e re d  

a w ay, c re a tin g  a  tre m e n d o u s n o ise  a s I  w a v e d  g o o d b y e  h o ld 

in g  m y  la s t  p age  p ro o f. T h e  p h o to g ra p h e rs la te r e n d e d  a m o re  

se d ate  d in n e r  g iv e n  b y  th e  c o m p a n y  b y  h o is t in g  m e o n  th e ir 

sh o u ld e rs . A  w e e k  la te r at th e  Times, o n  m y  firs t  n ig h t  a s e d ito r, 

th e  co m p s a cco rd e d  m e th e  p r iv ile g e  o f p u s h in g  th e  fro n t p a ge  

in to  the fo u n d ry , a p le a sa n t w e lco m e  th a t w a s n o t a h a rb in g e r 

o f th in g s  to co m e e lse w h e re  in  th e  b u ild in g .

In  m y  f ir s t  s ix  m o n th s at th e  Times, M u rd o c h  w a s a n  e le ctric  

p re se n ce , v iv id  a n d  a m u s in g , d ire c t  a n d  fa st in  h is  d e c is io n s , 
a n d  a g o o d  a lly  a g a in st th e  o ld  g u a rd , a s I  w o rk e d  to  sh a rp e n  

th e  p a p e r's  n e w s v a lu e s  w h ile  r e ta in in g  e v e ry  e le m e n t o f its  
tra d it io n a l co ve rag e  o f P a rlia m e n t, th e  la w , o b itu a rie s , a n d  the

0
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a rts. I  h a d  h is  e n th u sia sm  fo r a  th o ro u g h  o v e rh a u l— "G o  to it, 

H a r r y " — m a k in g  h e a d lin e s  m o re  re a d a b le  a n d  le tt in g  p h o to 
g ra p h s  b reath e . H e  o v e rru le d  th e  sq u e a k s fro m  h is  a d v e rt is in g  

d ire c to r w h e n  I  sw e p t c la s s if ie d  a d v e rt is in g  o ff th e  b a c k  p a g e  

fo r a n  irre v e re n t p a rlia m e n ta ry  sk e tc h  a n d  a n  in fo rm a tio n  

se rv ice . I  b ro u g h t in  n e w  p o lit ic a l w rite rs  a n d  sta rte d  a  n e w  

ta b lo id -s iz e  a rts  se ctio n .

T w e n ty-o n e  d a y s  in to  m y  e d ito rsh ip  I  w a s at d in n e r w ith  

T in a  at L a n g a n 's  B ra sse rie  ju s t  o ff P ic c a d illy  o n  the n ig h t P re s i

d en t R o n a ld  R e a g a n  w a s shot. I  le ft the d in n e r tab le  in  a tear
in g  h u rry  to o versee  o u r co verage, c a llin g  fo r th e  m o st d e ta ile d  

n a rra tive , a sep arate  re p o rt o n  the g u n m a n , a n o th e r o n  th e  v io 
le n t h is to ry  atte n d an t u p o n  A m e ric a n  p re sid e n ts, a n d  a th ird  

o n  th e  ch a ra cte r o f the n e xt in  lin e . V ic e  P re sid e n t G e o rg e  H e r

b e rt W a lk e r B u sh . T h e re  w a s  a rg u m e n t a ro u n d  the p ic tu re  d e sk  

ab o u t w h ic h  o f th ree  n e a r-s im u lta n e o u s p h o to g ra p h s w e sh o u ld  

u se — one o f the p re sid e n t lo o k in g  to w a rd  the shoo ter, one o f 
h im  b e in g  h it, o r one o f h im  b e in g  b u n d le d  in to  a  car. T h is  w a s 

a n  u n u s u a l tru e  seq uen ce, a n d  to ch o o se  ju s t  one o r to u se  th ree  

s m a ll im a g e s w o u ld  be to  m is s  a n  o p p o rtu n ity . I  sch e m ed  a ll 

th re e  ru n n in g  s ix  c o lu m n s w id e  d o w n  the p age . F in a lly  I  ru le d  

th a t the w h o le  fro n t p age  w o u ld  be g iv e n  to a ll the  R e a g a n  e le

m en ts, a n d  I  created  a se co n d  "fro n t p a g e " in  the n o rm a l Times 
sty le  fo r o th er n ew s. W e d e ve lo p e d  the  sam e a p p ro a ch  fo r o th er 
la te -b re a k in g  n ew s: th e  Challenger sh u ttle  e xp lo s io n ; Isra e l's  

b o m b in g  ra id  o n  Ira q 's  O s ir a k  n u c le a r reacto r; the a ssa ss in a tio n  

o f A n w a r Sa d a t; r io ts  in  L o n d o n  a n d  L iv e rp o o l.

T h e  R e a g a n  fro n t p a g e  w a s a d e p a rtu re  fro m  th e  tra d i

t io n a l Times s ty le , a s d ra m a tic  a s th e  even t, a n d  I'm  s t ill  p ro u d  
o f it  to d ay. T h e re  w e re  m u tte rin g s, o f co u rse , fro m  so m e  o f the 

o ld  g u a rd  I'd  d is lo d g e d  fro m  p o s it io n s  th e y  h a d  co m e to  see  as 
te n u re d . B u t re a d e rs re sp o n d e d  in  th e  th o u sa n d s. C ir c u la t io n  

sto p p e d  fa llin g . N e w s  C o rp o ra tio n 's  1981 a n n u a l re p o rt sa id

0
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that the "exciting" editorial changes had the "extremely grati
fying" result of increasing the paper's circulation from 276,000 
to more than 300,000.

My difficulties with Rupert really began in the autumn of 
1981, as the economy showed little sign of recovery from a reces
sion. Mrs. Thatcher's government was facing a catastrophic 
fall in popularity. We supported her editorially on any number 
of issues, including her determination to curb excessive pay 
demands by the civil service, but we were critical of her reli
ance on monetary policy in a recession and disappointed that 
she seemed unwilling to tackle the abuses of the trade unions 
as she'd promised. (She made up for that later.) At the same 
time, we were unsparing in documenting the disintegration 
and spiritual collapse of the opposing Labour Party. We identi
fied the virtually unknown left-wing activists who were con
spiring to win control of the party leadership by changes in the 
party's constitution and with that gave fair weather to the rise 
of the Social Democratic Party. However, it soon became obvi
ous that nothing less than unquestioning backing of Thatcher 
on every issue would satisfy Rupert

His mouthpiece, Gerald Long, wrote me a stream of memos 
asking me to downplay or suppress news that was bad for the 
government. In the spring of 1981 the chancellor of the exche
quer had said the recession was over and recovery would 
begin in the early summer. It didn't. Six months later the Cen
tral Statistical Office released figures showing that output had 
fallen for the sixth successive quarter. Long stood amazed at 
our temerity in printing a summary of this official report. Did 
I not understand that if the government said the recession was 
over, it was over? As far as I was concerned, his rebuke was 
red rag to a bull. I was not going to let anyone in management 
tell me to fix the news. (Output fell by 2.3 percent in 1981.)

The warfare with Long escalated through the winter of

495

85535 i-x 001-5S2 f2sy.ifidd 495 0

MOD300000117



For Distribution to CPs

M Y  P A P E R  C H A S E

1981--1982, with Murdoch himself giving instructions to edi
torial writers and continually ducking the pledge to give me 
a budget (Of course this came in handy later for the bogus 
charge that 1 had exceeded nonexistent limits.) In fact, by this 
time he'd blithely broken all his editorial pledges. Stories mys
teriously appeared that 1 was thinking of resigning or being 
asked to resign. Murdoch denied them all. On February 10, 
1982, hours after Fd been named Editor of tfie Year in the Gran
ada press awards, he issued a statement saying there were 
absolutely no plans to replace Harold Evans, whose outstand
ing qualities etc. The reality was that two weeks later, he went 
to the national directors to ask them to dismiss me and install 
a new editor. They refused twdce. They told him that if he him
self dismissed me, 1 had a right of appeal to them and no pres
sure should be brought on me.

It was a dark time, and then came the news that I'd long 
dreaded. Since receiving his gold watch (and his miserable 
pension) for fifty years on the railway. Dad had lived very hap
pily with Mum in a bungalow by the sea in Prestatyn, North 
Wales. Into his eighties, he rode his bike to the post office and 
bowling green and played football with his visiting grand
children, cajoling my first son, Mike, to shoot with both feet 
and eat his crusts. In the summer he put on his glossy peaked 
cap for a return to railway work, giving rides to children on 
a miniature steam train on the promenade at Rhyl; he took it 
as seriously as he had driving mainline expresses. Mum and 
Dad lived close to an unpretentious golf club, and Dad liked to 
walk to it through the sand hills for a game of darts and for the 
oxygen of his days— conversation about the world.

He'd been a staunch trade unionist all his life and on the 
Labour left, but he had a dim view of the irresponsibility that

m
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had come to pass for trade unionism. I have his diaries— an 
entry of his activities every day, written in a hand far more leg
ible than m ine— and notebooks of the family budget ("Good 
news railway pension increased by 40 pence a month from 7.23 
to 7.63"). Every Sunday, I am touched to see, he had recorded 
the length of the suspension at the Sunday Times. The big high
light of their retirement was to cross the Atlantic twice to stay 
with my brother Peter and his wife, Dorothy, in Ontario. They 
took the dome-car train— naturally— to make the 2,400-mile 
journey to the Rockies and beyond to Vancouver, giving Dad 
a good excuse to wear a cowboy hat and ride in the canyons of 
his imagination.

Then the inescapable day arrived. Dad had recovered from 
the heart attack he'd had while visiting us in Kent and resumed 
his normal life in Prestatyn. Now, a year later, as I was send
ing the Times to press, word came that he had suffered a stroke 
and was in a coma in the hospital in Prestatyn. He was in his 
eighty-second year.

All die sons had kept in close touch with Mum and Dad, 
Fred especially since John was in distant parts on Foreign Office 
work and Peter had emigrated to work for an insurance com
pany in Canada. We were all told that Dad would be in a coma 
indefinitely, and we were discouraged from visiting: he would 
not be able to see or hear anyone or speak to us. In about the 
third week, though, Enid went to the hospital to visit; my par
ents were fond of her and she of them. She was surprised to find 
him sitting upright in a chair by the bed. She asked him to nod 
if he could hear her; she thought he did. All four sons hastened 
to Prestatyn— Peter from Canada, John from Hong Kong, Fred 
from Gloucester, and me from London. Mum was too ill to be 
with us. We stood by his bed and one by one spoke to him, tell
ing him that we were all together again for the first time in many 
years. We thought we detected a responsive flutter of an eyelid.

#
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Dad died forty-eight hours later. His friends said, "He was 
waiting for his four sons," and I think he was. We buried him  
on the hill in Bluebell Wood cemetery at Coed Bell, overlook
ing the sea. Two months later Mum, brokenhearted. Joined 
him there. For many years I couldn't bear to open the diaries of 
their good last years together.

On Tuesday, March 9, 1982, upon my return from my father's 
funeral, while I was supervising the newspaper's budget edi
tion (a special edition presenting the chancellor's annual bud
get) Murdoch summoned me to his office. He leaned forward 
in his chair, took off his glasses, and stared at me. "I want your 
resignation today," he said. I was astonished at how calm I was: 
it was rather like the out-of-body sensation I'd had the time I 
was mugged in New York and seemed to be watching myself 
from above. I noticed how red the rim of his left eye was, the 
thickness of the black hair on the back of his hands. "You can
not have my resignation," I heard myself saying. "I refuse." I 
asked what criticisms he had of the paper. "Oh, you've done a 
good job with the paper, sure. We haven't signed your contract, 
you know [I didn't], but we'll honor it." And then he veered. 
"You've said I put pressure on you. I haven't put any pressure 
on you. I've always made it clear political policy is yours to 
decide." In the midst of these exchanges, his voice wavered. 
He began to say how much harder it was for him than for me. 
No need for me to worry. I'd get lots of jobs. He'd wondered 
whether I'd take a job with his News International but guessed 
I would refuse. He'd guessed right.

After some twenty minutes I said I had to get back to the 
budget edition. As I left, saying he did not have my resignation, 
I asked whom he had in mind for my exit. It was then I learned 
that he'd suborned my deputy, Charles Douglas-Home. "Can't
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bring in another outsider at this stage," Murdoch said. "Hell 
be all right for the time being."

Back in my office, I confronted Douglas-Home. Eton and 
the Royal Scots Greys, the second son of the second son of the 
thirteenth Earl of Home, "Charlie" was a member of the Times 

old guard par excellence. I'd only appointed him as a gesture to 
that faction. He'd been most ardent in expressing his determi
nation to stand with me in preserving the paper from manage
rial interference, so I asked him how he could have conspired 
for my job. He replied, "I would do anything to edit the Times. 

Wouldn't you?" Saying "No, I wouldn't do anything to edit the 
Times" seemed wan in the glare of his ambition. Accustomed 
to having a loyal and supportive deputy at the Sunday Times, 

I'd underestimated how much Douglas-Home longed for the 
validation of being anointed leader of the "top people's paper."

I was glad that I had kept in touch with the four key origi
nal national directors out of the six (the two others were Mur
doch appointees). They assured me of their votes if I wanted 
to stay on, but I now had to envisage what that would mean. 
Nothing in my experience compared to the atmosphere of 
intrigue, fear, and spite inflicted on the paper by Murdoch's 
lieutenants. I was confident I could stand up to the bullyboys, 
but why should I give any more of my time and energies to an 
enterprise where every man feared another's hand? I was cer
tainly not going to dilute, still forsake, a lifetime commitment 
to journalism free of political manipulation. 1 got madder and 
madder. I spent a morning discussing tactics in a meeting with 
my chief ally among the national directors, the burly Lord (Alf) 
Robens, another Manchester man (and formerly in charge of 
Britain's nationalized coal mines). He expressed contempt for 
Murdoch and his "methods," a reference to a ploy by which 
Murdoch had attempted to move ownership of the papers' 
titles out of Times Newspapers and into News International
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without consulting the national directors as required. Robens 
affirmed my feeling; "You'll be in a lunatic asylum at the end 
of six months the way they go on in that place." On his advice I 
went back to the paper and continued editing and writing.

Murdoch had gone to New York, but his henchmen told 
the press I'd resigned, when I had not. They proffered state
ments praising my record. I was not about to comply with this 
pretense, so I took my time and continued with my news and 
opinion conferences with senior staff. After a week, besieged 
outside my house by TV cameramen and reporters, and only 
when my lawyers were satisfied with the terms, I resigned 
on ITN's News at Ten, citing "the differences between me and 
Mr. Murdoch."

It was March 15. Only later did I recognize the significance 
of the date. One of the Shakespeare passages my father knew  
well and liked to declaim was "Beware the ides of March."

Two decades later, when Murdoch's appetite for news
papers led him to acquire the W all Street Journal, I could not 
restrain a mirthless laugh on reading that the controversial 
sale in 2007 was hedged about with guarantees enforceable by 
a well-remunerated troika of the good and wise. This illustri
ous tribunal very shortly afterward had the pleasure of read
ing that the editor had resigned without their knowing, not 
to mention their approving. Still, I have to say that Murdoch's 
spirited capacity for risk and innovation is proving better for 
this fine newspaper than the lackluster Dow Jones manage
ment and those Bancroft family members who sold it to him.

Frankly, I agree with Murdoch now that editorial guar
antees are not worth the paper they are written on. At Times 
Newspapers, their invention enabled an air of respectability 
to be given to an unnecessary and hazardous extension of 
monopoly power, and they suggested that the Times tradition 
had been maintained when behind the fake ivy it could so

%
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easily be plundered. Much as I appreciated the stalwart sup
port of the independent national directors, in reality outsiders 
are incapable of monitoring the daily turmoil of a newspaper. 
This has nothing to do with their theoretical powers, and 
increasing or entrenching them would make no difference. 
Arbitration is impossible on the innumerable issues that may 
arise at warp speed every day between editor and manage
ment, Moreover, any intervention on editorial matters inevi
tably hazards the future relationship between complaining 
editor and resentful proprietor.

That relationship has to be based on trust and mutual 
respect. I recognize that the proprietor who imposes a political 
policy and fires a recalcitrant editor can invoke his right to do 
what he will with his property. He is the one risking his capi
tal. In the case of Times Newspapers, however, the situation 
was different— Murdoch unequivocally forswore that right 
when he signed the guarantees to Parliament.

Today I have no residual emotional hostility toward him. 
On the contrary, I have found many things to admire; his 
managerial effectiveness, his long love affair with newspapers, 
his courage in challenging the big three television networks in 
the United States with a fourth, and altogether in his pitting 
his nerve and vision against timid conventional wisdom. And 
there was even one issue where he proved positively heroic.

In my efforts at a staff buyout of the Sunday Times in 1981, 
the print unions at Times Newspapers had let it be known 
that they preferred Rupert Murdoch to the other bidders for 
the titles. "We can work with Rupert," a general secretary had 
told me. ("You mean not work," Td rejoined.) The unions took 
Murdoch's shilling— and five years later he put them to the 
sword. It was an equitable sequel. Under the guise of starting 
a new evening paper at Wapping, he set up a new plant ca
pable of producing all his papers and secretly gave bargaining

501

S3535i-iOOj-.‘iS2rJs(i.icdd 50) 0 1 2 :5 3 :1 7  A?vl

MOD300000123



For Distribution to CPs

#)

M Y  P A P E R  C H A S E

rights to the sensible electricians union, which in turn reached 
an agreement for Journalists and clerks to access computerized 
typesetting. He installed color presses capable of printing both 
the Sunday Times and the Times, as well as his other major titles, 
the News o f the W orld and the Sun. Then on January 24, 1986, 
in an astonishing commando operation no less remarkable 
because it was planned in total secrecy, he overnight switched 
production of Times Newspapers from the battlefield of Grays 
Inn Road to a new plant at Wapping wrapped in looped barbed 
wire.

Six thousand members of all the unions went on strike 
and plunged the journalists on the papers into a crisis of con
science, A few refused to cross the picket lines. Two foreign 
correspondents who did, David Blundy and Jon Swain, said it 
was like being back in Beirut or Belfast, escorted by an armored 
car on the day they went through the barricades. People in 
all departments who wished to go on working assembled at 
secret pickup points that changed daily; they were collected in 
coaches with metal grids on the windows. On Saturdays they 
were greeted by thousands of "flying pickets," demonstrators 
bused in from far and wide. The pickets rocked the coaches 
going in, the politer ones shouting "Judas" or "Effing scab," 
and tried to stop the trucks going out with the papers. Only 
the presence of mounted police prevented the violence from 
getting out of hand. As it was, hundreds were injured and a 
thousand people were arrested.

At the height of the siege of Wapping, as it came to be 
known, a British television company called me in Washington, 
where I was now working, to ask if I'd appear on a program 
about it. On the morning of the show, the producers explained 
the lineup: "We have so-and-so defending Murdoch, and you 
and someone else attacking him."
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"Wait a minute," I said. "You've got this all wrong. Mur
doch is right. What he's doing is long overdue."

There was a pause. "We'll get back to you." An hour later 
they did. "Sorry, we have to drop you. Hope you understand. 
You don't fit the scenario."

But Murdoch did. The old script of endless warfare on Fleet 
Street that had always ended with a management whimper 
was being rewritten. The siege of Wapping lasted a full year, 
but not an issue of any of the papers printed there failed to 
come out. I didn't have any doubt where I stood. Murdoch and 
his managers had struck a redemptive blow for the freedom of 
the press. We in the old management that cared so much for 
responsible Journalism had failed, and he'd succeeded. Wap- 
ping was brave in concept and brilliant in execution. Wlhat was 
achieved there made it possible for other newspapers to fol
low. Not only that, but it opened the way for new publications 
to begin. The Independent newspaper was nourished at birth 
by this victory (staffed in part by a diaspora from the Sunday 

Times). For that every British newspaperman is in his debt. The 
carnivore, as Murdoch aptly put it, liberated the herbivores.
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