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For Louise and Jack




“Let’s face it, Tom, with all due respect, the Don, may he rest in peace, was slipping.”

Sollozzo, who has ordered the Godfather’s death, to Tom Hagen

“Let me wipe it first; it smells of mortality.”

King Lear to Gloucester, who has asked to kiss his hand
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Introduction

Yes, yes, here is quite a bit of the raw inspiration for Succession, that roman à clef soap opera about you-know-who and his family and their empire. But this could be, too, the stuff of a TV newsroom sitcom. Breathing new life into an old genre, here is a conservative station and its upstairs-downstairs shenanigans and broadside characters. The aged patriarch lost in conversations with himself; the get-me-out-of-here son; the know-it-all brother; the smarter-than-the-rest of-them daughter; the paranoid anchor running for president; the dumb-as-brick anchor loved by all; the mocked-and-traduced woman anchor; and the dead evil-genius founder whose ghost continues to haunt the place.

To appear to take the real Fox News and, in the mind of the left, its almost-war-criminal-stature owners, less than seriously, to treat the Fox phenomenon and the Murdoch family as a cultural confection ripe for comedy, may be dangerously close to liberal sacrilege.

The sentinels of liberal propriety and right thinking aren’t wrong. Fox News is agitprop (among the most successful ever employed) in the service of ever more extreme views, responsible as much as any agent for the election of Donald Trump and for animating right-wing certainties, very often utterly fake ones. Fox has helped bring the forces of reaction and racism pushed to the margins during the decades of liberal dominance out of the shadows and given new pride to the illiberal impulse. It is understandably difficult to see Fox News beyond its political heart and mission.

On the other hand, its foremost mission is not, by any practical measure, politics. It is television. More than conservative politics, Fox is ruled by all of the unique considerations that keep something on the air, and, behind that, the internecine battles of power, personality, money, not necessarily in that order, that go with fighting for airtime. Were a reconstituted age of liberal ambition, aspiration, and fashion to sweep a new generation, it would be an ultimate television test to see how Fox would try to hold an audience (or drift into irrelevance). The opposite television point is also true: having found its surefire formula, one still working at the highest ratings levels seemingly possible, why would it give it up? Has television, no matter how low, ever been ambivalent about success?

Many books, of greater and lesser rage and recrimination, have been written by crusaders against Fox News, its founding executive, Roger Ailes, and its insidious owners, the Murdochs. These books, not unfairly, take Fox at face value. They are the product of literally watching Fox and judging it for what it says and reacting with appropriate and reflexive umbrage. “It is not enough that conservatives like us,” Roger Ailes often pronounced as part of his winning formula, “but that liberals hate us.” The liberal commentary about Fox is part of that counterintuitive ecosystem—attack it and it grows. In all of these treatments, Fox is not just a subject, it is the enemy. Journalists have spent decades ably writing behind-the-scenes stories about the snake pit of traditional network and cable television, exposing the Faustian bargain that has been made to be on the air and the merciless backstabbing that gleefully goes with it. This makes sense; the majority of journalists exist in a professional community with the mainstream media—they understand its pain and comedy.

They have not covered conservative media with a similar professional understanding. These worlds, mainstream media and conservative media, really don’t cross. Conservative media has remained “the other.” The journalist, Gabriel Sherman, in his 2014 biography of Roger Ailes, The Loudest Voice in the Room, intimated that Ailes’s refusal to speak to him for his book was both a sign of the Fox chief’s contempt for real journalism and a de facto indication that he was hiding something (this seemed supported when, several years after the book’s publication, Ailes’s long history of his mistreatment of women was revealed). As it happened, Ailes was a willing and useful source during the years when I was covering the media business for New York magazine and Vanity Fair. I knew that Ailes would talk to almost anyone—you really couldn’t shut him up—and offered to arrange an introduction to Ailes for Sherman, who I also knew. Sherman, in the interest of his own virtue, I suppose, failed to take me up on my offer.

As I was completing this book, I happened to attend a dinner with various heads of mainstream news channels and several notables from the New York Times. One of the Times people, stressing the dinner party’s collective virtue, interrupted the rather sonorous discussion about the various crises in the journalism world (as well as its important, or self-important, personalities) to ask whether anyone at the table could even imagine a similar discussion taking place among people on “the other side.” Well, yes, in fact. The discussion would be different only in quality, not kind. Everybody in the news business, right or left, is in a crisis in which they are at the center.

For myself, I have always found the people at Fox, including Ailes and its various stars, easy to engage beyond politics and willing to share their stories of working there—they, too, are conscious of the fickleness of media fate, including their own. This has allowed me to write a different kind of book about Fox, less about what is on the air, than what is in its heart, or churning in its stomach. Here is a television story of ego, money, power, and the unnatural obsession to be on the air. That it happens to be far-right air, rather than television’s more familiar middle of the road, changes the story less, I believe, than you might think.

All television news operations, with zero-sum airtime (if I get it, you don’t), are riven by envy and bitter rivalries, some more murderous than others. Fox under Ailes, a micromanager paying outsize salaries and turning nobodies into stars, was in fact less fraught than most, with a large portion of its employees—at least the men among them—grateful for their positions there. But then, after Ailes’s defenestration from Fox in 2016, and with a sudden leadership vacuum, Fox began to revert to the power struggles and standard acrimony of other television news operations. But, of course, Fox isn’t just television, or mere backstage story. Its prime-time anchors have become among the most dominant political figures of our time. Trump is a Fox manifestation. Arguably, the nation’s bitter divide is a Fox divide. What happens to Fox happens to . . . the nation.

I got here, with an interest in, tolerance for, and access to the “other side,” out of a set of mostly happenstance factors going back to the network’s early years.

In 2001, I went to town on Ailes in the weekly column I was then writing about the media business for New York magazine. Shortly thereafter, he called me up, both to violently disagree with everything I had said about him, but also to invite me to lunch. Such, I suppose, is how devil’s bargains are made. But beyond his evilness as Fox chief and as a key political operative in the Nixon, Reagan, and Bush campaigns, evil with which I now willingly dined, he was also incredibly incisive about the business of media and politics and a raconteur with wellsprings of gossip. This was the beginning of our regular lunches over the next fifteen years.

In 2008, Fox’s owner and Ailes’s boss, Rupert Murdoch, in his excitement about taking over the Wall Street Journal, one of his career dreams, agreed to cooperate in a biography I proposed to write about him. Over the course of a year, Murdoch sat for countless hours of interviews with me. That may make me the journalist not in his employ who knows him best. What’s more, I had carte blanche to interview every member of his family, including his mother (a visit memorable for the hot-rod golf-cart tour of her rose garden at Cruden Farm outside of Melbourne, Australia, with ninety-nine-year-old Dame Elisabeth Murdoch at the wheel) and all his executives, past and present. The only stipulation was that I not speak to Ailes. Murdoch was jealous of the Fox chief, and Murdoch’s lieutenants were trying to block off another venue in which Ailes might hog the credit (fairly hog the credit, I’d say) for what was fast becoming the most profitable and influential piece of the Murdoch empire, Fox News. I accepted this singular ground rule and ignored Ailes, a wound, albeit temporary, to our relationship. But Murdoch hated my book about him, which pleased Ailes, and as Ailes’s troubles with the Murdoch family intensified, I was welcomed back to lunch.

As a further step into this story, my relationship with Ailes, and the friendly things he said about me to Trump and his people, helped grease my way into an observer status in the first year of the Trump White House, resulting in my book Fire and Fury and my books Siege and Landslide thereafter. Trump and his relationship with Fox is of course central to this tale. I have been a silent witness to various of its highs and lows.

What I have tried to do here is to bring to life the contradictory forces that now tear at the network. Based on conversations specifically for this book, and other conversations that have taken place over many years, and on scenes and events that I have personally witnessed or that I have re-created with the help of participants in them, my effort is to write something much closer to the private life than the public position of Fox News. As a writer, perhaps more so than as strictly a journalist, I see this as a story of human flaws and folly—ever magnified by the power and poison of being on the air—and of the doubts and fears keeping everyone at Fox up at night.




Prologue 1

Keith Rupert Murdoch

1931–202_

In newsrooms around the world—and Rupert Murdoch controlled more of them than anyone else ever has—the common practice is to write advance obituaries for the great and good and the notably mendacious and vile. The obit is put in the “can,” all but finished save for a last-minute update and the final details. While this one would likely not be among those under lock and key and special passwords at Murdoch’s own newspapers, here is a summation of one of the most consequential lives, for better or worse, of our time—with its end presaging one more of the kind of dramatic business and political developments that he caused throughout his long career.

Keith Rupert Murdoch, who revolutionized the media industry in his seventy-year career, has died at the age of __ after a brief illness, a spokesperson for his family confirmed.

It was a life of stark contradictions, an example of will and denial, purpose over nature, for this heir to generations of Calvinist clergymen. The sharpest negation of self might be that the mogul’s paramount legacy was a business, Fox News, he had little to do with and often contempt for, and a president, Donald J. Trump, who he regarded as a “fucking idiot,” who his news network had been instrumental in electing.

He was an Australian princeling, a child of one of the most vaunted and privileged families in his country, who became a publisher of working-class, down-market newspapers. He was a personal prude, an upright Presbyterian, who blew up the British publishing world with his pictures of bare-breasted girls on Page 3 of the Sun newspaper, transforming it into Britain’s largest-selling paper. He was a dedicated newspaperman, perhaps the last on earth, in love with his newsrooms and his presses, whose real fortune would be made from television that he didn’t watch and movies that he didn’t see, in a Hollywood that he disdained (and that disdained him). He was the consummate tabloid newspaper publisher—the rougher, tougher, crueler, more sneering his papers were, the better—who believed there was no reason he could not also run the world’s most respected newspapers, acquiring the London Times in 1981, and the Wall Street Journal in 2007. He was among the men who defined the model of modern business ruthlessness and unsentimental bottom-line sensibility, but his biggest dream was to pass his company to his children, no matter how unprepared or unworthy or fractious they might be.

He was born in 1931 into a near-Victorian world. His parents, Sir Keith Murdoch and Dame Elisabeth Murdoch, both children of upper-class nineteenth-century Scottish immigrants, were of an elite circle more attached to high British culture than egalitarian Australia. His father, by temperament cold and withholding, and Rupert, resentful and rebellious, remained at continuous odds. Keith Murdoch sent a series of emissaries to his son at Oxford, where he was in school after the end of the Second World War, to reprimand him for his spending, idleness, and flirtation with left-wing ideas. Nor was his relationship with his mother, who lived to 103, all that much more congenial. He faulted her for poorly handling the estate when his father died in 1952 and hobbling his inheritance.

Perhaps it was the disdain he harbored toward his own father’s business acumen that explained the ferocity and single-mindedness that would make him among the most transformative global business minds of the era. Keith Murdoch was the chairman of the Herald and Weekly Times, one of Australia’s largest media concerns, but not its owner and was ultimately kicked out of the company he built by men with greater ownership stakes. Lesson learned: control is everything. (The son would later buy the company that had fired his father.) Another lesson he learned growing up in Australia’s small circle of power that often gathered at his parents’ table: power is an insider’s game. To gain it, he learned from his own days as an interloper publisher, beginning with the single paper his father left him in Adelaide, an outsider must replace the insiders.

His goal was clear: global power. His method, without much capital, hardly any organization, nor significant connections beyond Australia, he had to invent. Newspapers he understood were a sure route to influence and power—many newspapers meant more influence and power. Here began his historic arc of often predatory acquisitions. He expanded his business from Australia to the UK by astutely playing, if not tricking, the family that owned the down-on-its-heels British tabloid the News of the World, followed shortly by using similar backdoor tactics to acquire the beleaguered Sun. With a down-market plunge to new levels of tabloid scandal and outrage, he turned both papers into industry phenomena. He was promptly nicknamed by the British satirical publication Private Eye, with arch disparagement, “the Dirty Digger,” for his Australian roots, his Page 3 girls, and the scandals his papers unearthed. The name stuck for quite some decades. After his move into London, there followed his acquisition in the US of a paper in San Antonio, Texas (for no clear reason, other than that he could afford it), then the New York Post, the bottom-rung paper in New York, and simply because they were available, New York magazine and the Village Voice, and then the down-market papers in Boston and Chicago.

He sought always to turn his business power into political power. He was responsible for a succession of Australian prime ministers. In Britain, he was a pivotal supporter of Margaret Thatcher; the Sun’s switch to supporting Labour was among the significant factors in the election of Tony Blair. Within months of his takeover of the New York Post, he made it the paper’s mission to elect Ed Koch the mayor of New York in 1978, and succeeded, a precursor to his dream of electing an American president.

But the real transformation for him and for the media world, and ultimately for American politics, came in 1985 with his agreement to buy the movie studio, Twentieth Century Fox. Up until this moment, the media business was firmly compartmentalized: publishing, television, movies, radio, books, and the nascent home video and cable business, all finely—vertically—segmented by different corporate owners. But, suddenly, Murdoch was a publisher with a movie studio. Then, vastly overextending himself, Murdoch became not just the only publisher with a movie studio but, in a further deal, his movie studio became the only one that owned television stations. Following Murdoch’s example, Time Inc. shortly merged with Warner Communications; Viacom bought Paramount, adding on CBS a few years later; and Disney snapped up ABC. Hundreds of independent media companies were soon reduced to a handful.

Next, Murdoch decided to try to break through another media wall: he would launch a fourth US television network. Using his television stations, and with Barry Diller, an upstart television and movie executive running the company—and with the hit show Married . . . with Children, a breakthrough sitcom on the biliousness, rather than television’s usual idealization, of American family life—the Fox Network was soon a ratings competitor against ABC, NBC, and CBS. Murdoch was now the most important figure in the American media business, and, aggressive in his conservative views, a political power in the land.

His personal center of gravity stayed in the newspaper business. He was at home in a newsroom in a way that he could never settle into on a movie lot, where executives strove to keep him out of meetings with directors and stars whose costs and conceits he had little patience for. As he created the modern, cross-platform, media megalith, he remained, for the ever-cooler media kids, the scowling old guy, his singlet visible under his white shirt, only truly happy studying a front page.

In the late 1980s, like much of the business community Murdoch, too, was in a state of financial delirium. Making acquisitions in Australia, Britain, and the US, he was in an almost constant state of flight and jet lag. By the end of the decade, he had added to his publishing-movie-and-television empire, two book publishers, Harper in the US, and Collins in the UK, creating one of the world’s largest publishing houses, assembled a major magazine publishing group, acquired a controlling interest in Britain’s vast and money-losing satellite television company, BSkyB, and for no clear purposes, an airline in Australia.

But then the financial crisis in the media business of the early 1990s all but bankrupted him. At any point in a six-month period of negotiating with his creditors, he was days or hours away from losing his business. It is certainly among his greatest achievements—one of stamina, and humility—that he did not.

He regrouped in California. These were unhappy, wilderness years. He was ill-suited to a daily dose of the entertainment business. He had promised his wife—his second wife, Anna, the mother of three of his children, who he had married in 1967—that, if his company survived his financial undoing, he would turn it over to others to run and, as he approached sixty-five, start to wind down for their retirement together. But he chafed under this pledge, as his wife sourly tried to hold him to it. Evenings found him buttonholing his executives as he sought company for lonely dinners in the Fox commissary.

He wanted to get back to news and away from entertainment. He wanted a 24/7 cable news network. He wanted CNN. But his move was rebuffed—he was still looked down on as “the Dirty Digger”—and CNN was sold to Time Warner, the five-year-old conglomerate that was now the biggest power in media. His response was simple: he’d start his own around-the-clock cable news station.

Roger Ailes, a television executive, and former Republican political operative, unhappily employed at NBC, to whom Murdoch offered the job of starting a cable news station from the ground up, was firm in his conviction that he could create an upstart news channel and do it within the bounds of the money Murdoch was willing to spend.

Fox News launched in 1996. Staying within budget, and then beating early projections, meant Ailes encountered little oversight from his boss.

Murdoch had more pressing concerns: he was in love. At the age of sixty-five, this most cold and impersonal of men, married for three decades, with four adult children, met a junior staffer—an intern on a work break from business school—at his company’s outpost in Hong Kong. Wendi Deng, daughter of a provincial couple in post–Cultural Revolution China, was twenty-nine when she met Murdoch.

Murdoch’s natural and careful outward countenance was formal and puritanical. He took great pains to publicly end his marriage with his wife Anna before revealing any hint that his affair with Wendi had begun. The announcement of the split startled the Murdoch world. But not even his closest circle suspected that he might have a girlfriend. Two months after the split, he called his daughter Prudence in Australia and said he had met “a nice Chinese lady.” Making a whooping sound of astonishment, she ran upstairs in her family’s home in Sydney, shouting to her husband, “You won’t believe it!”

The Murdochs were residents of California, a community property state. A division of his assets might easily have sundered his company, or at least his control over it. But Anna hobbled him in a different way. Instead of the billions she might have extracted, she agreed to a settlement of $100 million, conditioned on freezing his assets in a trust for his four children, with each receiving one vote, and precluding any “issue” that might follow from any new relationship from participating in the trust. Such was the structure that would dog him until his death—and after.

The early years of his marriage to Wendi, with, in quick succession, the birth of two daughters, Grace and Chloe, were something of a constant negotiation between his new life and old. With his daughter Elisabeth furious about his divorce, not speaking to him, he bound his sons to him with outsize authority in his company. His older son, Lachlan, was installed in the office next to him in New York. His younger son, James, became the company’s de facto transformation agent, overseeing News Corp’s manic pace of digital investments.

Murdoch was negotiating between old family and new, but also negotiating between his executives and his children.

Fox News had quite unexpectedly, and on the cheap, with its big blondes, and emphasis on talk radio–type broadcasters, become the number one and most profitable cable news station in America. By 2005, Fox was a brand name greater than Murdoch’s own. Ailes had achieved a success in the company great enough and specific enough to make him one of the few executives in Murdoch’s long history that would cost Murdoch too much to replace. A schemer and plotter, Ailes focused much of his ever-boiling resentments on Murdoch’s children and the power Murdoch was extending to them. Elisabeth (Vassar), Lachlan (Princeton), and James (Harvard), he correctly saw as East Coast Ivy yuppies. He claimed (without any obvious basis) that Lachlan and James were gay, and Elisabeth, a drug addict who hosted sex parties. In 2005, in a showdown with Lachlan over the son’s push for more authority, Ailes rushed to Murdoch and issued an ultimatum: him or me. Murdoch chose Ailes. Lachlan, in a huff, packed up and moved his family back to Australia.

This left James as the heir. He had been sent to run the struggling UK satellite television company BSkyB—now known as Sky—and then was elevated to running all Murdoch operations in Europe.

In 2007, in what now appears to be the last moment of belief in a credible future for newspapers, Murdoch realized a near lifelong dream of acquiring one of the world’s two most authoritative papers: the Wall Street Journal (the New York Times remained out of his grasp). Here was, in Murdoch’s mind, the capstone of his career. But in many ways the most tempestuous part of it had just begun. Within months the global financial crisis descended, dooming the newspaper business. The election of Barack Obama, supported by all the Murdoch children, and, indeed, a reluctant Rupert, had suddenly turned Fox News from what could yet be regarded as a gadfly, tabloid, right-leaning voice, into something more evidently virulent, truthless, and racist—ever more popular and profitable for it—earning the enmity of his cosmopolitan and elitist children.

Then, just as Murdoch was closing in on his goal of acquiring the 61 percent of Sky that was owned by public shareholders, which would firmly establish both his company’s global reach and its status as the world’s largest media enterprise, scandal struck.

Reporters at one of Murdoch’s London papers, the News of the World, had been systematically hacking into the voice mail of celebrities, sports stars, and royals. Compelled to acknowledge this as the lowest public moment of his career, a befuddled-seeming Murdoch testified in a televised hearing before a Parliamentary Select Committee. Murdoch was forced to close the News of the World. The Sky deal was scuttled by regulators and Murdoch was formally deemed “not a fit person” to own a major British company. And shareholders would soon push Murdoch to sequester his beloved but tainted newspapers into their own entity, divorced from Twenty-First Century Fox. Murdoch still controlled both companies, but the larger statement was clear: nobody wanted the newspapers that Murdoch cherished.

And then, finally, Murdoch’s marriage to Wendi Deng, long unwinding, came undone with company sources leaking rumors of his wife’s affair with former UK prime minister Tony Blair (something he has categorically denied).

Nevertheless, the eighty-three-year-old Murdoch, battered by events of his own making, set out with absolute determination not to change direction.

Having sidelined the two executives, Peter Chernin and Chase Carey, most responsible for turning his company into a well-managed, modern enterprise favored by Wall Street, he then issued an ultimatum to his son Lachlan after his nearly ten years of idleness in Australia: if he had any hope of a leadership role in the company, it was now or never, or else James, however recently tainted, would be appointed CEO. In 2014, Lachlan and his family returned from Australia and he and his brother became co-CEOs in a primal bake-off.

But, if Chernin and Carey had been taken out of the game, Ailes had not. Ailes’s toxicity and enmity toward his new nominal bosses was one of the few things the brothers—James largely in New York, Lachlan in LA, hardly talking to each other—could agree on: it was either them or him.

In July 2016, Murdoch was on an extended honeymoon with his new wife, the 1970s top model, longtime former partner of Mick Jagger, and rock-and-roll society fixture Jerry Hall. At that moment, a sexual harassment suit was launched against Ailes by a former anchor, Gretchen Carlson. Ailes believed it was instigated by the brothers, exactly timed for their father’s absence. They acted immediately and in concert, mobilizing the company and its lawyers against Ailes and largely leaving their father in the dark. Two weeks later, the first major take-down in the yet unnamed #MeToo movement was a fait accompli, and Ailes, after twenty years as the Fox heart and soul, was ignominiously cast out.

This precipitated a ferocious battle between Lachlan and James for control of Fox News. Fox’s unresolved future, combined with the wholly unexpected election of Donald Trump and recent notice that the final effort to buy Sky would not receive the necessary approval in the UK, left the company in perhaps the greatest existential state it had ever known.

In 2017, in a deal shepherded by James, and hotly resisted by Lachlan, Twenty-First Century Fox accepted a $71 billion offer from Disney for the lion’s share of its assets, leaving behind only properties Disney could not take for regulatory reasons and Fox News, which it did not want. Each of the six Murdoch children received a $2 billion disbursement. James walked away from further responsibility for the company’s remaining assets—most notably Fox News. Lachlan’s consolation prize was the reins of the diminished enterprise.

Fox had become, since Trump’s election, even more successful. It had not only survived the loss of Ailes—who died in his Palm Beach exile in the spring of 2017—but the loss of its ratings leader Bill O’Reilly in a further sexual harassment scandal and of Megyn Kelly, the anchor who the Murdochs had hoped might lead the network to a not-so-right-wing future. Instead, Trump was now its star. Sean Hannity, the longtime prime-time ratings laggard revived his career with an unquestioning devotion to Trump—making himself, to boot, one of Trump’s leading inner circle advisers. Tucker Carlson, given an anchor slot because the Murdochs believed he was a more moderate Republican, overnight became a firebrand of the new Trump order and cable television’s ratings winner.

Despite the Murdochs’ tentative efforts to moderate their news network’s worst excesses, Fox morphed into something close to an arm of the Trump administration. The irony cut deep: Murdoch had long used his media power to make and break politicians, now he was helpless to control the supplication by the most powerful news outlet he had ever owned to the belligerent president. The money was just too great.

This left father and son, Rupert and Lachlan, in their own estimation, as nearly martyrs, bearing the pain of Fox in order to preserve its value. Lachlan found himself all but ostracized in liberal Los Angeles. Rupert found his happy life with his new wife, Jerry Hall, increasingly strained amid her entertainment, art, and fashion social set, and their open antipathy, and often anger, toward Fox and Trump—and him. In 2022, the marriage, his fourth, ended.

Murdoch was more and more encouraged by his daughter Elisabeth to think about his historic legacy and to consider the ways to free himself from Fox, especially as it once again, following the north star of its massive profits, might be the instrument of reelecting Donald Trump. Fox’s fate was yet unresolved at the time of his death.

[FINAL GRAPH TK—DEATH CIRCUMSTANCES. ENDIT.]
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