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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Les Hinton, journalist and former 
business executive. Les spent over 50 years at News Corporation, starting out 
as a copy boy and then becoming Rupert Murdoch’s right hand man for 
decades. In 2011, Les resigned following the News of the World hacking 
scandal. Since then, he’s released The Bootle Boy: an untidy life in news, a 
memoir from the golden age of newspaper publishing.  
 
Les, thank you for joining me.  
Good to be here, Paul.  
 
Les, tell us about the book. It’s an incredible read. 
I’m glad you think so! It’s a book that I took a long time deciding whether or not to 
write, because I’d worked for many years with Rupert Murdoch, since I was a 15-
year-old, and I’d seen all the terrible things that get said about him by his enemies. 
And although I knew that some of them were quite valid, I also knew that it wasn’t 
the right picture of him. And my problem was, could I write a book in which even 
though it’s my story, my memoir, in which he was a leading character, without 
seeming to be joining the haters, of which there have been dozens of books written 
by, or seeming like I was simply sycophantic. And after a couple of years of thinking 
about it, I thought, “Yes, I’m going to give this a shot.” Because the fact is, I haven’t 
read a really true, down the middle book about him, and I think that I can write a 
book that both recognises his achievements, but also recognises that he could be a 
cantankerous, difficult, awkward man. 
 
Were you slightly nervous about it? Because as you say, lots of people will 
want to know about your life, but there’s also, as you’ve just said there, a 
dominant figure within it. 
Yes. I don’t fool myself that a good deal of the interest comes from my association 
with Rupert. So I knew that would be a factor, but I also knew that I’d been interested 
and involved in newspapers since they were the dominant form of news in this 
country, and that I’d been through the entire arc to where things are now, to say the 
least, quite a lot different than they were when I started out. 
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But you do take some time to get to Rupert – he doesn’t come in until page 80 
or 90 as I recall – but there’s a lot about your childhood upbringing in Bootle 
and in the north of England before you went to Australia. 
Yes. I suppose the story, if there are two stories, one is about growing up in working 
class Britain and seeing the changes, and in my case getting lucky – and a lot of 
people don’t – but I was born in the blitzed out suburb of Bootle in Liverpool, where 
90% of the homes had been destroyed or damaged by the German bombers, and I 
was born about 60 days before D-Day, so the place was wiped out. I came from a 
very tough neighbourhood – and those in Liverpool know this – and I managed to 
break out of it. My father was a member of the British army through the war, and 
after it had finished we travelled. And so, I went all over the world. Everywhere we 
went for 10 years there was a bit of the British Empire that was dying. The days of 
the Empire, the sun was setting on it, and I was in Egypt, Eritrea, Libya, Germany, 
Singapore, and I went to, I think, 13 schools in 10 years. So by the time I arrived in 
Australia at the age of 15 on a migrant ship, I think my greatest achievement in 
school was a secondary modern C for making a wrought iron lamp. 
 
But it seems to me that that was the making of you, that although it was not 
without its stresses, it also made you the person that you are. 
I suppose. I mean, when I was doing it, when I was travelling all the time, when we 
were never in any one place for more than a year or two, I didn’t know any different. I 
mean, this was just the way life was, and it wasn’t until later when I landed in 
Adelaide at the age of 15 with essentially no education at all – needless to say I’d 
been introduced to Pythagoras’s theorem half a dozen times, medieval crop rotation, 
cavemen –  
 
Nothing useful, then. 
Nothing that I could put to practical use, no, except a little bit of metal work and 
carpentry, because I failed my 11+, which was then dominant, and ended up in 
secondary modern. So I didn’t get a lot of formal education, I guess.  
 
So what came next, then? 
Well, I arrived in Adelaide. I developed a kind of ability; I enjoyed writing and I 
enjoyed reading, and I had realised, though a couple of successful essays I written in 
school even when I was a kid, that I seemed to have some kind of ability. And so I 
decided that I wanted to be either an actor or a journalist. And acting in Adelaide was 
where I learned it was not exactly a mecca for theatre, but there was this little 
Adelaide newspaper. I literally knocked on my door, I went up, and got to see, 
through some miracle, the editor-in-chief, a guy called Rohan Rivett, who was a 
great patrician, leading journalist of his day. And I sat in his office for 20 minutes, 
talked about my life, and he gave me a job! He said, “You can start work tomorrow, 
you’re going to be a copy boy, and you’re going to earn five pounds, ten shillings a 
week.” And that’s where it all started. 
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What came next? I think I’m just going to keep saying that! My entire role in 
this podcast is to say, “What came next?”  
So then you get to be… getting the job of a copy boy was difficult enough, and I had 
no education, I was just completely lucky because this guy took a fondness for me, 
and I did lots of stuff for him, and I ended up… when you are a copy boy, you buy 
people sandwiches, and you run and buy cigarettes for people, and put money in 
parking meters. There was a young guy in charge of this one newspaper, 28 years 
old, and his name was Rupert Murdoch. He was a big figure in the office, but 
completely unknown anywhere else. But he was the boss, and I remember he came 
up to me one day with a cigarette – he was a smoker in those days – and said, 
“Excuse me, young man, would you mind buying me a ham sandwich?” and gave 
me a 10-shilling note. And I was so flustered by being spoken to by this man – 
although he was like nothing in those days, but he was big to me – that I couldn’t 
remember what sandwich he wanted. So I bought a ham sandwich and a beef 
sandwich, came back with both, and said, “Did you ask for a beef sandwich?” He 
said, “No, I asked for ham.” So I just gave him the ham. 
 
Resourcefulness and initiative.  
And every time he told a speech about me in the years to come, he would always 
repeat that story.  
 
And did you know then that it would become the start of something? When did 
you actually start working for him? 
Well, the ham sandwich moment, I never had a more meaningful exchange with him 
for the next 15 years. But I do remember he only had the one paper there, a Sunday 
paper, and I was in my editor’s office sorting out in newspaper files one day, and he 
said to me, “This is a day you’re going to remember for the rest of your life.” And I 
said, “Really?” I had no idea what he was talking about. He said, “This is the day that 
Rupert Murdoch left Adelaide and moved out, and he’s just bought a newspaper in 
Sydney,” which was a big distant city, “and we’ll remember this forever, and it’ll be 
the first of many newspapers he buys.” Not even Rivett, and certainly not Rupert, 
could even have imagined how understated that remark was, because from the 
Adelaide news, it became the news of the entire empire as it expanded around the 
world. And that’s what happened. It was interesting, because Rohan Rivett, I loved 
him, he gave me my break really, but he also, within two months of that 
conversation, became the first editor that Rupert Murdoch ever fired. 
 
And how many of them have been since?  
I haven’t counted! I don’t have enough fingers for that, Paul.  
 
Talk us through some of the highlights. What have been the fond memories?  
Well, I suppose the idea of becoming a journalist, of becoming a reporter, was a 
pretty far-fetched idea. My mum thought I was nuts. She wanted to me to take a job 
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in the accounts department when it was offered to me, and I wouldn’t do it. First of 
all, I can’t add! 
 
It’s in your blood.  
Yes. I had always liked newspapers from when I was a kid, I didn’t grow up on the 
posh side of newspapers, I grew up with the Daily Mirror and the Daily Mail, and so I 
always like the power of those newspapers. And so that’s what I wanted to do. If I 
could travel and write, that was the pinnacle of my ambition. And so I went from 
Adelaide and came to Fleet Street in the mid ‘60s. I was 21 years old, 22, and finally 
got a job on… it was this sick puppy of Fleet Street. It was a broadsheet called the 
Sun before Rupert bought it.  
 
Never heard of it.  
It got to be more famous than it was then, believe me, because it was not a great 
success. It was a newspaper that had been created to appeal to some idea of the 
British middle class and to separate itself from other newspapers, which it 
succeeded in doing but it also separated itself from its readers. And so by the time 
Rupert bought it, and I eventually ended up working for him again on the 
newspapers, and then in doing that… I mean, I went to Northern Ireland during the 
very worst of the Troubles. I covered all kinds of stories around Europe and in 
Britain. Then I got what was, for any fleet street journalist in those days, the plum 
assignment; I was to be in the New York office. I got sent in New York initially to 
cover the presidential election between Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford. And I did 
that, and I was told I would be there for two years. That was the regular posting, 
because they liked to move people around. And 20 years later I was still there, 
because as I arrived, Rupert began to expand his empire. So I was one of the people 
that he knew from long ago. I’d gotten to know him a bit and I slowly started doing 
more. He bought a newspaper in Boston, I went to work there. He started expanding 
and television, I went to help him to manage his television stations and television 
outlets. I ran his magazine division. I slowly, without really wanting to, and kind of 
reluctantly, went from being a really content, happy correspondent, travelling the 
country – I went on a great national tour once with the Sex Pistols –  
 
We’ve all done that.  
Of course, yes. With all these great memories, and then I was suddenly wrenched 
out of that and put into management, and I hated it.  
 
So your ambitions were in journalism. Did you want to be editor? 
No. It sounds crazy now, but I remember when I got a job to go from London to the 
New York. Big, big move. And the editor, a guy called Larry Lamb, was a fierce 
breed. If you ever saw the play Ink, he was the star of that, Rupert’s character was a 
sort of second star. And he said, “What do you want to be doing 10 years from now?” 
which is a hackneyed question, but I just said, “Well, I’d like to be doing what I’m 
doing now, just better.” And it was a terribly unambitious thing to say, but it was true. 
I didn’t even want my own office. I wanted to be able to write a lot and travel a lot 
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and meet people a lot. That was for me, as a kid out of secondary modern school 
and the tough streets of Bootle, that for me was like… my family couldn’t believe that 
I was the New York correspondent. And it was for all Rupert’s newspapers, so my 
mum in Adelaide in a little suburb would pick up the paper and read my byline, and 
she was showing the next door neighbours. I was like a hero in the family. 
 
So you were an accidental global media executive. 
It really was an accidental career. I didn’t plan it, but of course, once I made the 
move, I remember I was in charge of about 12 or 13 magazines, and one of them 
sold 18 million copies a week, and I’m suddenly getting a pretty good salary. And the 
neighbours who thought I was just a random guy from the London Sun were 
suddenly inviting me to their dinner parties because my name was in the New York 
Times and the Wall Street Journal.  
 
You were someone to know. You still are. 
I loved ignoring the invitations.  
 
I would accept every one, if it was me.  
Yes, well I didn’t. But then, when I got to that point, I thought, “Ah, this is pretty cool.” 
I mean, we owned magazines from Elle magazine, one of the great high fashion 
magazines in the day and still is to some extent, and Soap Opera Digest. And I 
would find myself one week in Paris at the haute couture exhibition, watching all 
these Chanel types going around, and then two weeks later I’d be at the live telecast 
of the Soap Opera Digest Awards in Los Angeles.  
 
That sounds awesome.  
This is like a hell of a range. So I began to suddenly enjoy it. And I think I probably 
had more of an ability to manage people than I thought, so I quite liked… because 
you get to a point when you’re in a company and when you’re doing really well, or 
you don’t actually do anything except get other people to do things, that’s the key.  
 
I love those moments.  
But unless you can get in your head the ability to delegate, and to have people… the 
key, if you’re an executive, is to have a meeting where everyone in the room is 
cleverer in some way or other than you are, but still to have the confidence to 
manage them, and I had that skill, I think. And so I enjoyed managing people. I 
enjoyed the crises of conflicting egos, and resolving things. I like that. So I began to 
feel, “Actually, I’m quite good at this.” 
 
Better to be the conductor of the orchestra than playing second cello.  
Although first violin always appealed to me.  
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So were they the good years, then? How many of the years where enjoyable 
like that? Because you then took on increasingly bigger responsibility. 
Yes. I mean, for 25 years, going on, I was managing huge companies that had 
billions of dollars in revenue, thousands of employees, and it’s really great fun but it’s 
also incredibly exhausting and it’s very hard to do. And with companies that are 
really big, as I was to find out, sometimes things are happening you don’t know 
anything about. And in the end, when I left – which will talk about later, I’m sure – I’d 
got to the point where I had done it long enough. I wanted to stop and I wanted to do 
something different. I wanted to maybe have a little portfolio of company things to do, 
and do some writing, but I went through the whole of it… I mean, my favourite 
years… it’s hard to say. I was at Fox, running the television stations mainly for Fox, 
and I didn’t really enjoy that – or succeed at it, frankly – and I was going to quit. And 
Rupert, first of all, was going to put me in charge of a publishing company, 
HarperCollins, which is one of the biggest in the world, and it was a wonderful 
moment. I thought, “Well, he must actually like me quite a bit because I’m really 
failing in the job at Fox,” to put it bluntly, and I was ready to go off and do something 
else, and he said, “No, I want you stay and go to Harper Collins.” And then I said, 
“Well, okay, fine.” That gave me some confidence, because I didn’t have it, because 
you always get these setbacks in life, and that was one of mine, and it’s how you 
bounce back, the old cliché, not how much you suffer. And I thought, “Okay,” and I 
went back to New York with that in mind from Los Angeles. And then he suddenly 
called me and said – and I remember the words really well – he said, “Don’t faint, 
and please don’t turn me down. I want you to go to London to run the big 
newspapers in London.” Because he had problems there. That was the best moment 
of my management career because it was the job I wanted to do and never dreamed 
of having the chance to do, and there was nothing I enjoyed more. But I probably 
enjoyed equally the three or four years I spent at the Wall Street Journal after that. 
 
We’ll get to that in a second, but at that point, when you went back to London, 
you were the boss of bosses, weren’t you? Capo di tutti capi. 
The capo! Yes, the hit man, the concierge, the representative on earth, all these 
things. And it was wild, because I remember when Rupert took me over to show me 
Wapping, which I’d never seen, took me to dinner, and said, “Look, you’re going to 
be in charge of a third of all the newspapers in the country, and you’re going to have 
everyone trying to ingratiate themselves with you, or getting stuck into you if they 
don’t like what the newspapers have done. At some point or other they’ll offer you a 
knighthood. Be careful about accepting this.” He sort of set me up for this. But when 
you are in that kind of job you are subject to a massive amount of seduction, and it’s 
really important not to believe that the people are being nice to you because you’re a 
good guy.  
 
How do you resist the seduction?  
Because what they want from the seduction is a close friendship, and from the close 
friendship they want the ability to lean on you when the newspapers are doing things 
that you don’t want – and you have to be an outsider. If you become an insider and 
you’re running newspapers, or an editor and it happens to them, then you are really 
weakened because you’ve got to stay apart and you’ve got to resist all the crawling 
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that goes on around you. I mean, of course, if you resist it too efficiently then you 
end up being really attacked when things go wrong, which of course happened. 
 
So you had to strike a middle ground between indulging in some temptation 
but resisting the sycophants. 
I remember when John Major was the was the prime minister. Bill Clinton, when he 
was president, made a state visit or something, and I’m invited to – and this is a boy 
from Bootle, right? – and I was invited to the party at Downing Street. And it was a 
big bustling party, everyone was running around looking all happy-eyed, and the 
waiters were there, handing out the drinks. And suddenly, my arm’s grabbed, and I 
turned around and it’s John Major. He says, “Come on over and meet the President! 
So I was in Downing Street and the prime minister of Britain grabbed me by the arm 
and led me across the drawing room and introduced me to the President of the 
United States. I was like, “Oh, this isn’t bad!” The kind of things like that you 
remember, you know? 
 
I met Bill Clinton very briefly in Blackpool at party conference many years ago. 
Tony was still prime minister. And that was amazing. There was about 10 of us 
in a meet and greet, and I was introduced first and then everyone else 
introduced themselves. I asked a question, but it had been about 20 minutes 
since I said my name before he then started talking to me. And he said, “How’s 
it going, Paul?” Absolutely brilliant.  
I remember we were standing next to each other, and he was talking, because he’d 
been a Rhode Scholar at Oxford in the ‘60s, we were talking about all the days then 
and all the great IRA and Republican people like Bernadette Devlin, and we were 
chatting away, but all the time he was talking to me he was leaning on me. It wasn’t 
just leaning – if I’d moved, he’d have actually lost his balance! And I read later in a 
book by Joe Klein about the misunderstood president, and he made the point that 
when he first met him before he was president… he never wanted to go to bed, 
Clinton, and Klein was at a bowling alley with him at two in the morning, and every 
time there were waiting for their balls to come back he was leaning on him, almost 
like a cat-like need for contact, and I was like, “This is really unusual, having the 
world’s most powerful man leaning on you in the very he was.” 
 
So how did you manage those relationships then? 
Well, that wasn’t really a relationship, it was an engagement, and I met him on a 
couple of other occasions.  
 
It doesn’t get bigger than the Prime Minister!  
Well, I arrived in 1995 and John Major left office in 1997. But I got to know Blair 
closely, I got to know that whole New Labour crew quite well, actually. Alastair 
Campbell and Peter Mandelson. Because it was interesting that, although the 
company ended up being in a terrible, bitter battle with News International, in those 
days they were doing everything they could to ingratiate themselves with us. And I 
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remember once, Alastair Campbell and Peter Mandelson came to the office to see 
me when I first arrived and Peter Mandelson was a very smooth, slick kind of guy.  
 
He still is.  
And he never quite looks you in the eye when he’s talking to you. And when he 
smiles at you, you’re not sure it’s too dangerous to smile back and stuff. But he very 
helpfully pointed out that Rupert’s image could do with improvement in Britain, which 
of course was fairly evident to me, but then amazingly, the image master, or one of 
them, of New Labour offered to help me improve the image of Rupert Murdoch – 
that’s the lengths that they were going to in those days to please him. It’s 
extraordinary when you think about how things fell apart later. 
 
And that fascinates me, because if you go on Twitter and you believe the 
conspiracy theorists, you know, the Murdoch press and blah, blah, blah. To be 
honest it’s a cliché, but did they have anything like the power that the 
conspiracy theorists say? I say “they”, it was you at the time!  
Yes.  
 
In terms of your ability to influence the prime minister, the outcome of 
elections, was it the Sun wot won it?  
Well, it was the Sun wot claimed they won it! And it was a very close election so I 
suppose you can make some argument that, on the margin, they persuaded a 
certain number of people to vote – but I think it was a fairly reckless claim that the 
paper made in those days. Politicians give more credit to newspapers to swing 
elections than they deserve, and I always thought that, but of course you never going 
to disabuse of it. So they try, but it obviously is important because it drives the 
conversation in newspaper with the power, like the Mail has, like the Sun has, that 
they can actually change the conversation. But people are not stupid, you know? 
They make their own minds up. And for all the years that the Sun was a Tory paper 
then a Labour paper then a Tory paper, most of its readers voted Labour, because 
when you think about it, it’s that kind of paper. They weren’t buying the Sun because 
they enjoyed the political debate, were they? The Sun had a lot more going for it, just 
as the Daily Mail. People are reading that paper who are not Brexiteers, they’re 
reading it because it’s a paper that they like – and they don’t pay as much attention 
to the political hue of a newspaper that the politicians think they do. 
 
Given all your extensive dealings with politicians, do you have most sympathy 
for them at the end of your career, having dealt with them, or are you more 
cynical now, that they were using you in the same way that you might have 
used them? 
That’s a great question, and my view of politicians is kind of altruistic; I do think that 
overwhelmingly, though there are exceptions obviously, but all politicians go into the 
game to do the right thing. Because when you meet the best of them, they’ve got 
great degrees, they’re brilliant people. Not all of them – very much, not all of them, 
but a lot of them are. I remember the first time I met Gordon Brown, and he was an 
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odd character in lots of ways, but he was very, very smart. He could have gone into 
the city, like I think his brother had some big job, he could have done anything he 
wanted and earned any amount of money he wanted, but the truth is he did that job 
because he believed in the politics and the change and the people. I think, as many 
of them do when they get into the thick of it, because it’s such a brutal business, I 
mean, the way they are completely beaten about by their rivals, by the media… 
 
The opposition in front of you, the enemy behind you.  
I can’t imagine why they would do it. And it’s possible that now that very clever 
people are less inclined to do it, because it is such a savage environment. But I do 
think there are many exceptions, and some of them become warped and weird as a 
consequence of doing it, and they become more attached to the power than they are 
to what good the power can do. And you can see that in them. But by and large, I 
think politicians deserve rather more appreciation – because if you don’t have people 
that are willing to get into this game and to really fight and to really try for change, if 
you don’t have them, then we’re all in a bit of bother, you know?  
 
There seem to be some prime ministers that were at ease with themselves and 
with the job – I’m thinking of Tony Blair and David Cameron – they seem to 
enjoy it and wanted to do some good. And then there’s other prime ministers – 
like, for example, Gordon Brown and Theresa May – that you can see the sheer 
uncomfortableness that they feel under the spotlight.  
Yes. Yes.  
 
And with Gordon it seemed that he was almost brutalised by the media, the 
way that it was. It seems to have relaxed a bit more now, but back then, in a 
sense you couldn’t blame him, because any politician that thought aloud or 
said anything off script was immediately attacked for making a gaffe or 
whatever.  
Yes.  
 
Do you do you feel any sense of responsibility for that? That at least you were 
a small piece in the jigsaw to contribute to what seems, in retrospect, it was 
quite a toxic media environment. 
It’s very hard to… because obviously if newspapers are unduly cruel and dismissive 
of people, then that’s difficult for them. But the truth is that, put that aside, when 
you’re having to decide whether to bomb countries and put the lives of your citizens 
in danger, there’s a lot more to worry about than being knocked about a bit by 
newspapers. And it really is a question of nature. I mean, there are examples going 
way back. You can see some prime ministers who seem to be able to cope with that 
pressure – you know, Macmillan for instance, and lots of others since – but others 
couldn’t. Harold Wilson couldn’t. It was a different world. He would literally get 
physically sick before Prime Minister’s Questions. I think that Tony Blair was 
extremely good, but you could see that, as time progressed, you could see him age. 
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I saw him recently, and he looked a lot older than the last time I saw him, and that 
was only a few years ago.  
 
He looks like he’s been digitally aged. 
He looks like his granddad, you know? But the thing is that really what did that to him 
was Iraq. And he took an enormous amount of massive criticism, then and ever 
since, for being a war criminal, all kinds of things. Now, I don’t happen to share that 
view. 
 
Neither do I.  
But that is massive pressure, and people are entitled, based on the fact that the Iraq 
adventure didn’t exactly go according to plan, people are entitled to be angry about 
it. And you’ve either got the strength… he had it, but I think in the end it began to 
break him a little bit. And in the case of George Bush Junior, he now – and you can 
have whatever view you like of him – but he believed what he was doing was right, 
and I really think that he is psychologically, psychically, undamaged by what he went 
through – and that’s a question of personality. And when you think of what Bill 
Clinton went through, a massive amount of stuff, and he never… he pulled through it 
all. And when you think about all these scandals that he was involved in, even before 
he became president in the first place, that you have to have a mighty… and it’s that 
toughness that made me appreciate Clinton; if he can get cope with all that, and 
clearly guilty of what he’s being charged of, then that guy can stand up to things. 
 
You’re right about Clinton though. We’ve got a client in Little Rock, Arkansas 
and I had a spare afternoon a couple of months ago, so I went to the Bill 
Clinton Presidential Library.  
Oh, yes.  
 
And I spent three or four hours immersed in his presidency, and forgot what 
an amazing, inspirational leader he was. I watched his first inauguration; he 
opens up with, “There’s nothing wrong with America that can’t be fixed with 
what’s right with America.” And he had me at, “Hello.” That was amazing. 
Yes. Yes. I remember once I was asked to speak at a book publishers conference 
and I’d done this speech about the importance of digital, and the changing world, 
and the digital onslaught, all that stuff. And they called me up at the last minute and 
said, “Would you mind talking a half an hour later, we’ve got a sudden speaker in 
front of you.” So I’m sitting by the stage, and of course in comes Bill Clinton, who 
gets up for his 20 minutes and speaks for an hour fluently about the books he’d 
written, and read, about this, about that – he was just a completely brilliant guy. I 
mean, this is the thing about him. He could speak without a flaw in his syntax for 
hours and remember everything. And he walked off stage and just winked at me and 
said, “Your turn now.” I thought, “Uh-oh!”  
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I remember that fateful conference actually, I was stood there when he made 
his speech, he was the international speaker.  
Right.  
 
And he came on the stage and he had a piece of paper with four bullet points 
on that he’d just hastily knocked up, and he spoke for an hour effortlessly. 
And I don’t go to conference now because the Labour Party is obviously crazy 
and I don’t want anything to do with it, even though I’m still a member.  
If you give up, everyone’s in trouble!  
 
Exactly! That’s probably the only reason I haven’t. But anyway, I remember, at 
conference everyone stands up and says their name – John Smith, Bob 
Taswell, City of York CLP, which means Constituency Labour Party –  
Sure. 
 
And he opened it up and he said, “Bill Clinton, Little Rock CLP.” And everyone 
just melted immediately, because he just had us straight away! We thought, 
“Ooh, that’s our word! He’s one of us!” He’s just absolutely brilliant.  
I know. He was an amazing connector. But Tony Blair was the same actually.  
 
I’m one of the few remaining fans of Tony, and always will be.  
Yes, but I remember years ago, I met, when she was just a junior minister, Margaret 
Thatcher. She’d done something controversial like cancel school milk or something, 
and she was being known then as Thatcher the Milk Snatcher. And I had to go and 
do a meeting with her. And I went in, she opened the door, and I was, to say the 
least, not a Conservative in those days – I’m not now really but I was definitely not a 
Thatcher fan – and I spent like a whole half a day with her, her husband and her two 
kids – who were then little, well, not little, 21, 21 –  
 
So Mark hadn’t gone on his crime spree at this point.  
No, no – this was in the days when he, you know.. 
 
Before he was a wrong ‘un.  
But I was completely… and I wrote a piece, and the guys on the news desk just 
laughed at me, saying, “Oh, she’s totally swanned you.” I said, “No, she hasn’t 
swanned me, she’s a really, really smart and interesting woman.” My point is, the 
politicians that have got that ability to connect with individuals, which Tony has, and 
Clinton unquestionably has, but most of them do. George Bush does. That is what 
good politicians do, they can connect. I don’t think Gordon had it. Theresa May 
doesn’t seem to. But I don’t really know her. 
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Well, we got slightly side-tracked there, self indulgently on my part, talking 
about politics, but let’s pull it back to media if we can. Tell us about your 
relationship with Rupert and how it evolved over the years. 
Just a word about Rupert himself. I mean, try to explain him, because he’s a very 
complex guy in a lot of ways. He has not a lot of friends from his youth, if he has a 
best friend it’s the business, and he was driven, and you can never really understand 
what the rosebud thing is that drives people in any life, but he was like a serial 
immigrant. He was in Adelaide and he did quite well, and then he arrived in Sydney 
and everybody thought, “Oh, who’s this kid?” And, “He got this paper for nothing,” 
turned it into a huge success. And then, having made himself… and he launched in 
Australia a national newspaper called The Australian – big success, and hard to do. 
And then, having made his mark in Australia, he went to London and bought the 
News of the World and then other things, and then really took the Sun, when it was 
on its last legs, and turned it into the biggest selling newspaper in the country, 
biggest selling daily newspaper eventually in the entire world, and bought the Times, 
Sunday Times, and then went to America, to New York, and started buying 
magazines and buying newspapers. And then he went to Los Angeles and bought a 
movie studio, set up a third network, which no one thought he could do, and in every 
one of those places he was the underdog. And I think what really gets his juices – it’s 
impossible for him these days – was he loved to be the underdog. He loved to be 
underestimated. He loved to get there, and he knew exactly what to do. And even in 
all the years I was working with him, he never revealed to me any great secrets of 
his business strategy. He just said he worked harder than anybody else. And the 
truth is, in the end, he is very bright, but there’s loads of very bright people, but he’s 
got a huge energy, he works very hard, and he’s very, very brave – and that’s really 
the secret of his success. But when he could no longer… and there’s that great line 
about Alexander the Great, who wept because he had no more worlds to conquer. 
And I think a lot of us who worked closely with him over the years looked longingly, 
hopefully for that tear in his eye – but it never really appeared. And I think it changed 
him when suddenly he was the great big beast in the jungle. He was the colossus 
that became more colossal than any other colossus. And in a way that changed him, 
because he loved the mischief and the drama and he was addicted to the excitement 
and the risk. 
 
Do you think he likes being mischievously painted by his enemies as this 
behemoth on the global stage, pulling the strings, head of the Illuminati, or 
whatever else people say he is?  
I mean, the truth is I don’t think he does enjoy it. I don’t think it keeps him awake 
much, I have to say, either. And this is what I was talking about earlier, about the 
ability to write about him. Because he could be very fierce with people, he could be 
very forgiving. He could be very kind, and he could be cruel. But anyone that worked 
with him, he imbued us all with this sense of possibility. We did things because we’d 
seen him do things, so there was this massive amount of energy. So his leadership, 
it wasn’t like standing on a hill and making a great Agincourt speech. He just was 
determined, he was pushing, he wanted to try things, he would never take no for an 
answer. He had that energy. And in the end – you know, I sound like a groupie or a 
moonie or some member of a personality cult, I don't know, but I never thought of 
that until I left, that maybe his company was a personality cult – but he got people 
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going. He has the mind, I think, always did have, for a long time, of a small 
businessman. So he wanted to know everything that was going on, and had his 
fingers in every pie – but it got to the point where it was impossible for him to do that, 
and that’s when he got like me and a few others to really run things and he stood 
back a bit. But he would still, honestly, Paul, every week, he would get this thick 
book with the P&L’s of every single one of his companies. Now, he couldn’t possibly 
have read them all. Every Wednesday he would get it. But sure enough, every 
Thursday you had to be ready because what he would do, and you’d never know 
who he was going to do it to, he would call up and say, “Well, what about these 
advertising rates on the Times?” or, “How can you arrange so many pages?” “How 
come you were late three nights last week?” He would suddenly decide to hone in on 
something – and that was terrifying but exhilarating. 
 
Kept you on your toes.  
Kept you on your toes. And you were always ready for his… and that was the way he 
worked. I mean, he made me tense, but I was never afraid of him, you know? He 
could be pretty savage with people. I mean, when I was really at the top of the tree 
with him and he would get some executive in and berate him or her over something 
or other, and they’d walk like broken beasts from the office, he’d look at me and say, 
“Do you think I went too far?” And the answer was usually yes, you know, but he was 
very kind as well. When I went to work for News International, I found loads of 
people that were being paid a few thousand pounds a month as consultants, I’d 
never heard of them, and I said to the finance people, “We have to clean this up,” 
and they said, “You’d better speak to Mr Murdoch.” And I did, and he said, “Look, 
that guy worked for me for years and years, he was brilliant at what he did, he 
worked incredibly hard, and you know what? You never know when you’ve got a 
problem somewhere in production or with the unions or whatever it was, he could be 
really helpful. So keep him on.” But really what he was doing was taken care of 
them.  
 
And was there a moment then in yours and his journey where you lost that 
underdog status and you realised that you were part of the establishment in a 
sense? Even when you’ve been to all these Hollywood parties and the 
receptions at Downing Street, even then you can still feel like underdog 
mentality, or there’s a novelty to that kind of thing, but was there a moment 
when you thought, “Wow, we actually are the establishment here.”  
Yes. There was, but most of the time when I think about the jobs that I did when I 
was, for instance, we bought a paper in Boston called the Boston Herald and I was 
the number two editor, we had a huge rival, it was… 
 
I read it all the time when I am in Boston. I placed a story in there a couple of 
weeks ago.  
Yes, but we were we were underdogs there. When the networks started, and when I 
was working for Fox in the early days, in the early ‘90s, we were the underdogs – but 
by the time I came back to London in ‘95 to run these five newspapers – because we 
had five daily newspapers then, massive behemoth – then I thought, “We ain’t 
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underdogs any more.” So I guess that was the point where I realised, and he 
realised it too, that we had a huge, huge company and we had to manage it with 
great care because of the power that we had. 
 
Because also, and the flip side to that coin, is there was a lot more to lose. You 
could have ballsed it up.  
Yes. In fact, when I came, there had been the great whopping Wapping siege of 10 
years before… 
 
This could literally be an eight-hour podcast, couldn’t it?  
There had been the Wapping thing. 
 
I remember that.  
Do you?  
 
Yes. I am that old, unfortunately.  
But I took over 10 years after that, and things had gone a bit wrong at the company. 
So there was a lot of difficulty. There were no unions but there was a lot of stirring 
going on, because the place had been managed in a way that caused problems. I 
mean, without criticising individuals because these things happen, it wasn’t going 
very well – and that’s when I got put in there to try and sort it out. And I knew. I was, I 
think, the fourth TV executive in five years, because they were always getting fired, 
the chief executives of News International, and my wife then, we came up with two of 
our five kids, three of them stayed in America because they were grown up, and I 
thought, “I’m never going to last in this job. This is the worst situation this company’s 
been in since the Wapping siege. We’d better plan.” So what we did was put our kids 
into an American school here – they had been born in New York – so at least we 
wouldn’t interrupt their curriculum. Twelve years later, I was still there! So it was like 
extraordinary really, to be in the situation where it succeeded in the way it did, and I 
survived the way I did, because I wasn’t sure I would. 
 
You obviously weren’t trained as a manager, as an executive, and a lot of time 
they make the best managers and executives and leaders in my view. How do 
you manage, how do you lead? So you’re installed as the fifth CEO in a 
conveyor belt of four previous failures. What was top of your To Do list then, 
and do you manage by gut instinct? How rational are you? Is it spreadsheet 
driven, data driven, or is it people driven?  
It’s all of those things of course, but in the end the principal assets of any business 
go home in the lift every night. It’s the people that matter, it’s the talent that matter. 
It’s how you handle them, it’s how well you look after them, how strict you become 
with them if necessary. It’s only ever people. And especially if it’s a business like 
journalism or content, there’s a lot of talent, there are a lot of prima donnas, so you 
have to handle those people. And when I went in, the whole place was in a lot of 
difficulty, and we were afraid of the unions coming in, which would have been a 
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disaster, because by getting rid of unions and increasing the profits of the company 
we were feeding a lot of money for growth elsewhere in the world. So it was very 
important not to do that. I mean, instead of having a union we had a staff 
consultation council. All those things. I would just get up in front of a few hundred 
workers all around the country and just let them attack me over things that were 
wrong. 
 
They call that a town hall now.  
Oh, yes, they do, that’s right. And in those days, they were relatively new. And I 
brought it over from America. And they would simply tell me the air conditioning 
doesn’t work, and this and that and the other, and I would just listen to them and let 
them get it off their chest. And I think there’s a massive amount of… if you’ve got a 
difficult workforce, or an unhappy workforce, the first step is to let them tell you how 
unhappy they are. 
 
Let them feel heard. 
And I remember, it’s kind of corny really, but I had this big meeting and the first 
woman to stand up complained very loudly about the fact that the air conditioning in 
her little office didn’t work, and she’d been trying for two months to get it fixed and 
everything was going, “Yeah, yeah!” and they were clapping. And I said after to the 
chief… I said, “Can do me a favour? Could you get that air conditioning fixed by 
tomorrow night latest? And of course she called me up and said, “I can’t believe it!” 
And of course everybody knew that we had fixed her air conditioning.  
 
Les was a guy who got things done.  
Yes! Because he got the air conditioning fixed. But it’s little things like that that can 
compound… but I think basically listening to people, being around, and not being 
remote, and keeping in touch with what’s going on. There’s a very famous guy called 
Hermann Rickover who ran America’s nuclear submarine programme, and he had a 
saying which was that if you want to get things done, you must use the chain of 
command. But if you want to find out what’s going on, and you use the chain of 
command, you’re dead. And you’ve got to go around, sit with people, have lunches 
with lower level people.  
 
Walk the factory floor.  
Exactly that. It’s the old management by walking around. But you have to listen to 
people. And it’s amazing. You’d see a dozen direct reports but they wouldn’t want to 
tell you things. 
 
Because they’re protecting their own position. It’s human nature.  
And so finding out, without being treacherous – and Rupert does this as well, of 
course, when he came over to Wapping for instance, wherever I worked, I had to just 
take my hands off the steering wheel. I knew that if we both tried to steer this ship at 
the same time it was definitely going to crash, or I was going to crash. 



 
 

 16 

 
So we’ve done a lot of the adventure and the derring-do, and we’ve had some 
managerial insights. But tell us how you came to move on, because obviously 
there was the phone hacking scandal, the closure of the News of the World… 
many people have said that you had every right to complain, frankly, about 
being treated quite unfairly. 
So the hacking thing began in 2006, when I was there, and a reporter, Clive 
Goodman, was arrested and eventually sent briefly to prison for having hacked 
phones.  
 
The one rogue reporter, as they say.  
The one rogue reporter. And I left soon after that, around mid-end 2007 I went to 
New York when Rupert bought Dow Jones. So I sort of left and got buried in this 
incredible… because it was a huge company with a lot of issues. So I was buried in 
that. And so, as things brewed up and got out of control, and as Milly Dowler 
happened, all those things, I was remote from it. I knew what was going on, but I 
wasn’t involved in what was going on, how it was being handled. But as things blew 
up and it turned into this massive mega storm, because it became very political as 
well, the Brownite faction of the Labour Party turned on Rupert – they had previously 
been friends, their wives had been to pyjama parties together, and suddenly BOOM. 
Brown was alleged to have said, “I am going to destroy your company because 
you’re trying to destroy my government.” It all went crazy. And the hacking thing was 
caused by that. That’s not to diminish the wrongdoing of what happened at the News 
of the World, but when that happened, and it blew up, there was a wider context. 
Andy Coulson was working for the Conservative Party. The Sun, in a brutal and 
unfair way I think, attacked Gordon Brown and dissociated themselves from him. 
That wasn’t wrong, the way they did it was, and he was furious, and so all his people 
came up, and this massive, massive battle… the police were accused of being too 
close to us, News International was accused of covering up, and it all went way off 
the rails. And then, in the middle of all this, and what really was the catalyst more 
than anything else of the problem itself beyond the fighting that was going on 
politically and everything else, was the Milly Dowler case of the young girl whose 
phone had been hacked after she’d been kidnapped. 
 
I remember when the Guardian splashed on that and I thought something big 
was going to happen. Something has to be done But I never thought for one 
second that you’d close the News of the World. 
No. Well, what happened was, things really got out of control. I think News Corp 
probably had something of a clinical breakdown. The cops were arresting everyone 
left right and centre, the news was giving all kinds of details about the reporters and 
about their informants, and it all was terribly ugly. And Rupert called me and said, 
“We’re closing the News of the World.” And he was in some fancy media conference 
in Utah. And I was like, speechless. 
 
We all were.  



 
 

 17 

Yes. And that was the point when I said, “Look, if you want me to…” and I hadn’t 
even finished speaking, and he said, “No, I don’t want you to do anything.” He said, 
“I was talking to Tony Blair yesterday, and he said every time he threw anyone under 
a bus he regretted it. And so, no.” But then it kept going, it kept going, it kept going, 
and eventually, and it had happened on my watch, but there was a lot of… from 
within the company there was quite a lot of briefing against me. It was clearly… it 
became like a bit of a fight for life in an overcrowded lifeboat, I think, and I was being 
briefed against. And at that point I was like, “I don’t want to know about this any 
more.” So I left. 
 
And if it’s not too stupid a question, what were your emotions at the time? I 
imagine a mixture. Did you think it was just you’d had a good run and it was 
time for the chop, or were you quite upset at the way you’d been treated, at 
just the general unfairness of it all?  
The thing is, in a way I don’t think you could say it was unfair, because it’s fairly 
traditional. Other people were ducking and diving, of course, and we won’t get into 
too much detail about that, and trying to protect their positions, but it’s fairly common 
when something really bad happens on the watch of a CEO, and it blows into such a 
massive mega storm, it’s fairly standard for the chief executive who was there at the 
time to leave. Now, you could argue that I shouldn’t have been. But I didn’t think it 
was a terrible injustice for me that I did. I think that there was some rough treatment 
in the company when people knew I was willing to go, so there was a fight going on, 
and that upset me because I’d worked there for so long, and I’d always made my 
own personal contract with the fact that I worked for a big beast and that one day 
something was going to go wrong. I mean, that’s the way life is. I did it for a long, 
long, long, long time. So I suddenly felt myself being one minute running this 
massive company, to sitting by the lake in some little Connecticut wood spa hotel 
that my wife had sped me off to in colourful communication, and I’m sitting there 
thinking, “I’ve got no editors to worry about, I’ve got no rouse to settle.” I was just 
suddenly in this limbo, and it was… she said to me, although she didn’t say it at the 
time, “You actually went through a period of grief.” And I suppose I did. But in the 
end, Paul, you have a career, and bad things happen, and if bad things don’t happen 
then you don’t have much of a career. But you have to, in perspective, let the good 
memories crowd out the bad ones – and that’s my nature really. I am not bitter. I 
don’t feel bitter.  
 
We’ve given quite a lot of air time to the good stuff, actually, and to be honest 
with you it’s the bit that’s most interesting for me. Because a lot of people in a 
lot of the other interviews have focused on the negative stuff, and I think 
there’s a lot of excitement there. Did you feel a tiny bit of relief while you’re sat 
in that luxury spa? Yes, your BlackBerry, as it probably was then, wasn’t 
going, and the phone wasn’t ringing, but whenever I’ve had tough times in my 
life there’s also a bit where you think, “Wow, there’s a chance to reflect it and 
chill out.” 
But I didn’t have much chance to reflect. Because of the aftermath of that, I spent 
hours being interviewed by the Metropolitan Police, the FBI, the Justice Department, 
lawyers… 
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Nothing of which came to anything. 
No. And the Culture Select Committee. Loads of them. But it never came to 
anything. I knew it was never going to come to anything, but it was such a firestorm 
you had to do it all – and it was exhausting, to be honest. So that preoccupied me for 
a good year or so after that ended, intensely, and then years later for other reasons, 
but nothing serious. But I had planned, I had agreed to do that job for five years, and 
when I left I had 18 months to go. And I’d already said to Kath, my wife, “I don’t want 
to do this any more.” I’d done it for so long. And in the end, as glamorous and 
rewarding these jobs are, in the end they become a bit similar. And I thought, “I want 
to do some writing, do some consulting, do some travelling, when I’m not being 
called from one meeting to the next.” You know what that’s like, Paul!  
 
I’m nowhere near as successful as you, I can assure you!  
Well, I don’t know about that! But I remember when I said, “I’m going to take you to 
China.” I had been there so many times and spent so many suffocating hours with 
these boring commissars of the Communist Party talking about business, which they 
had no idea about in those days. But I went with Kath, and we just wandered the 
streets of Beijing, got lost, drank beer in little old caffs, and I thought, “This is the 
Beijing I’ve never seen.” And I’d been there about six or seven times. 
 
What are you doing now? I mean, you’re not an old differ. You’ve still got a lot 
of life in you!  
Well, I did this book, which I really, really enjoyed – it was much harder to do than I 
thought, and I’m working hard now, making people aware of it, because that’s what 
you’ve got to do when you write a book.  
 
You should appear on media podcasts. 
I should! Thanks for inviting me. And I’m going to go to New Zealand and Australia in 
the next week or so, because the book is being released there, then it’s being 
released in America. But meanwhile I’ve got the bug again, I’ve got the bug back of 
writing, and I’m about half way through a novel, which is a black comedy involving 
the media in New York and London, which are the two places I know best. And it’s a 
bit of a thriller, but it’s also got a bit of humour and it, and I’ve probably borrowed 
from real people to give texture to the characters in it. 
 
What’s been the best day of your career so far then, looking back?  
Oh! When I was 16, I got what was called a cadetship, and that was the way you get 
to be formally trained as a journalist in Australia. It’s a formula where you do four 
years of training before you get “graded”, as they call it. So that was an exhilarating 
moment, being sent from London to New York to be a correspondent was a massive 
thing, as I had to work really hard to get that job. Getting that job was incredibly 
exciting, because I suddenly didn’t have a news desk leaning on me, I was my own 
boss, had two continents to cover, and it was fantastic. And then I suppose arriving 
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in News International, terrified at this gigantic thing with all its political problems and 
all that. I was suddenly, having been a small fish in a big pond, however big the 
companies I was responsible for were in America, suddenly BOOM, and there are 
things being written about me, and everything I say or did, I could see became much 
more important. I loved that. It was terrifying, but it was exhilarating too. So that’s 
about the immediate highlights to come to mind. 
 
And what feedback has the book been getting? 
Actually, surprisingly good. I’ve had good reviews, and people who have read it think 
it’s good. There are good reviews on Amazon, so it’s doing well. According to the 
Amazon charts, it’s selling quite well but it’s too soon to have real numbers. But I 
think that when you’re a writer, or you think you are, the worst thing you worry about 
is being told that you’re a rubbish writer, and so far it hasn’t happened. That’s the 
best I could hope for! 
 
I’m about a third of the way through it myself, and I’m hugely enjoying it. And 
I’ve hugely enjoyed this conversation, Les. Thank you ever so much for your 
time.  
It’s a pleasure. Thank you. 


