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LAST year, not one but three senior media industry figures — ABC managing director Mark Scott, former Age editor Michael Gawenda and veteran television journalist Ray Martin — suggested Rupert Murdoch represented the "last, best hope for newspapers".

But last week Deutsche Bank predicted News Corporation's earnings would drop 22 per cent in 2009, as the global financial crisis and structural change in media industries threaten to shake Murdoch's media empire.

This apparent contradiction illustrates how quickly things are changing in the media; and begs the need for some perspective.

In this context, Denis Cryle's rigorous, fair-minded study of the first quarter-century of Murdoch's The Australian is especially timely.

So accustomed are we to the image of Murdoch as pre-eminent media businessman, that it has been easy to forget just how tenuous were the early years of The Australian. There is value in being reminded of how Murdoch began using his newspapers to influence governments and protect his business interests. When Murdoch established The Australian in 1964 he was a relatively inexperienced proprietor of a small media company.

He had energy and ambition but no grand plan; initially, he wanted to open a newspaper aimed at the Canberra market but Fairfax's purchase of The Canberra Times in 1964 prompted Murdoch to aim nationally.

Creating a national newspaper in 1964 required complicated arrangements to transport matrices, or "flongs", of the newspaper from Canberra to Sydney and Melbourne that severely restricted journalists' deadlines. Sometimes the arrangements failed when fog grounded aircraft.

That the newspaper was published at all testified to Murdoch's determination, but it was a mistake to locate The Australian in Canberra and within three years it was moved to Sydney, where it struggled with the tension between being Sydney-centric or a truly national newspaper.

Cryle, a respected media historian, provides a necessary corrective to the self-mythologising within Murdoch's publications about his seemingly inevitable rise. He charts the many years The Australian ran at a loss; it was only in 1985 that the newspaper first turned a profit.

He also shows the continuing antagonism between the national daily broadsheet and the predominantly tabloid newspapers Murdoch owned in Australia and, later, overseas, over resources and its journalism.

For much of its first decade, The Australian was journalistically inventive, socially progressive and politically left of centre.

Murdoch used the newspaper to campaign vigorously for Gough Whitlam in 1972 and even more vigorously against him in 1975.

Since then, The Australian and its proprietor have been right of centre on most issues.

The Australian's coverage of the Whitlam government's final year was highly controversial, with allegations — rejected by the company — that journalists' copy was rewritten and headlines slanted to reflect poorly on Labor.

The journalists went on strike, some left the newspaper and the bitterness surrounding the event took years to dissolve.

Cryle has unearthed an interview that stalwart Australian editorial executive Les Hollings gave to the National Library for posthumous release.

Hollings recounted a conversation with the former governor-general, Sir John Kerr, where Kerr acknowledged that the newspaper's editorials had stiffened his resolve to take the unprecedented action of dismissing the Whitlam government.

