Perkin, the right
man for his Age

BIOGRAPHY

BREAKING NEWS: The Golden Age of Graham
Perkin. [Ty Hen Hills, Scribe. 336pp.
B50.0:5,

fevierver: JACK WATERFORD

» . mham Perkin s, nghtly. a

- legend in Australian
t_ | P journalism, but of a differem

.""- - age, inevery sense of the
word, He transformed a
utu::l and h’:nnng paper. living in the 1950s,
into an exciting. gutsy and modem
newspaper [orthe 19708, That newspaper
has had trouble surviving him, a pan ol'its
problem being. in effect, that it sill lives in
the 19705 of Perkin.

Whether he would be Aght fora
newspaper these days is a moo! question,
though there can be no doubt that he was
bom for jonmalisin and was capable of
infinite adaptation. The question is mone.
perhaps. whether he would., today, have
ol his eet in the door.

Crispin Hull. a former editor of this
newspaper, and 1 both began our caneers in
jourmalism at about the same time, in the
early days of revolutions started by a new
generation (one up on us) of journalises
sibch as Perkin, Perkin knew imlimately. in
wirys wie never guite did. ol the literal
joumalistic oot in the door,

L rl-.;'un and | often joke with each ather
that it is unlikely that, in the modem age,
either of s would have selected either of
us into our profession, Nor, | suspect, the
young Perkin against the modemn gradiate.
More 100l s,

Perkin and co had post-war
philosophies. were ambitious. brainy and
stroet-smar, generally not groduates bt
penerlly (as todoy) of the smartest
quintile of the population in an era whene
going o university. even for this quintile.
wis nol ol the nonmn.

Newspapers were very much the
community's primary source of
mformation about what was happening
locally. regionally. nationally and
mtemationally - and. generally. had a
sense of mission about informing and
educating the community. Perkin died
young in October 1973 at the height of his
powers and a a panticulardy dramatic
moment - the day after atter completing a
shrill. splenetic and rather pompots

Cromwellian leader which begon “*We
will say it straight and clear and a1 once.
The Whitlam government has mun its
cotrses it must go now, and prelerably by
the honourable course of resignation. ™’

Perkin had by then camed his reputation
and his hean attack. whether by stress,
lifestyle or the frenetic pace ol the news of
the day. But the enduring pan of his legend
is based not only on whait he was but what
he might have been. He was only 45 when
b diend.

A shilt was being planned for him o of

the hurley-burley of daily editorship mto
what would bave been rmther more staid
newspaper management. Ina further
carcer he might well have resembled
another grem Australizn newspaperman,
Keith Murdoch. a man who. like Perkin,
except 40 years before, travelled abroad 1o
see what newspapers were doing
elsewhere and who adapted the lessons
successiully to Australian conditions,

Ben Hills, the author of this biography.
wis a fine reporter put by Perkin on The
Age v Insight ream. focused on
investigative jourmnalism. a form of
enisading diselosure reportage

It was an Australian first, but a stright
copy of something Perkin had seen in
Britain on a scholarship visit there, It was
one of a host of Innovations from
elsewhere that Perkin studied and laer
implemented in Melhourne once he
became editor amd began clearing oul an
unconmmonly cobwebbed and rusty
organisation, cocentrically owned,
managed. and. until then at least. edited.

Although Perkin rnslormed The Age.
he can claim litle reputation as the
originator of anything, even in Australia,
Indeed, ot obout the sane time, there were
editors of equal calibre doing things as
interesting. sometimes more so, elsewhere
without the self-conscions self-regard of
The Age lot, Yet The Age team was good.
anxd its influence and the Perkin legacy
endures in a way that other adaptations and
individials do not.

Adrian Deamer and Maxwell Newton al

The Australian, John Prngle, at The
Coanberra Times and the Svdmey Morning
Flerald, and John Allen. here, were also
leading change in papers, and with similar
eflect. Broadcast media, particularly
television, had been undemining the
primacy of the newspaper as a source ol
news. Newspapers were sdapting by
expanding the range of their coverage, in
giving more analysis and opimion. and in
covering more and more of what came 1o
be called litestyle. The tone beciune more
personal and more chatty. generally less
sovlemin,

Perkin described the change os going
behind the old Four Ws -who, whene, what
and when - 1o Why and How and What
MNext?

That the shift was occurring just when,
o= 1t were, the baby boomers were
“‘coming ol age™". at a time when the
Menzies generation was dipping out of
politics, and at a time when a host of old
verities - political. secial and even sexual

were under attack. was no accident,
Perkin recognised change and the need for
change by newspapers, even il he wias
much of and more formed by the older
generation than the new. and thus. at times,
a linthe Mustered by many of the changes
happemng.

The cohort of joumalists who worked
with, and were recruited by, Perkin ane
formidable, and reverent about the Late,
great leader who not only spurred their
careers bul established the **lact™” of The
Age becoming. under Perkin, one ol the 10
greatest newspapers of the world, It thus
seemns impertiment 10 remark that The Age
is, perhaps properly, very parochial. very
Melbonme and very up itself, It was belore
Perkin: it was. in a different way, with
Perkin: and has been, in different ways,
after Perkin,

Ediors, mcluding colleagues and
admirers of Perkin. and owners have smce
wrestled with what modem managements
describe as a *“culmre problem™. Yet if the
culture ought 10 be different becanse of
time and serious change in newspaper
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economics, a good deal o modem Age
cutliure comes out of the Perkin days.

Perkin would be appalled 1o think
himsell responsible for what e dge
critics think a tendency 1o luvviness, solt
ke ftism and pandering o the cale scene. He
was very unluvvy, essential Tory and
“manly"" rather than politically comest.
He is closer 1o some of the better and
tougher disclosure pieces by joumalists
such os Andrew Rule.

The real genius of Perkin was more in
his personality and qualities of leadership
than directly in his ideas. his writings
{ though be was an able wordsmith) or in
his view of what newspapers were all
about,

He was, as Ben Hills puis it *"a big.
Blult, eyclone of aman®”. He could inspire,
and he could chide. He could roar and rant,
but also sing and make people want 1o
please him. He could also be un [air, and
ungracious, but he was neither a wormier
nor a grudge-holder.

His view of the limitations of editorship,
e luding of the subordination of the
editor’s views to those ol the owner, now
seem somewhal quaint and delerential, but
this. perhaps, might illustrate how much
things hiwve changed since hus time.

Another way ol regarding that change is
1o remember that The Age of Groham
Perkin was published in * “hot metal.” with
technology that could have been readily
undersiood by John Caxion. There was not
a compuier (o be seen. Google had not
even been imagined.

Many jourmalists have lived through the
transition. even il they are by now ot least
i their 50s, Perkin, who would now be 81,
conld have survived it ton, charscler and
disposition intact, but nod o few ol his ideas
and approaches wonld now be
Tmdamentally dilferent, addressed o our
J.II:I'L'-

Perhaps his legend is starting 1o dim, as
the genemtion of joumalists of his own
vintage, or those of the one atter whom he
recriited. dominated and beguiled. go into
refirement, amnd as his old newspaper seems
increasingly becalmed,

The industry lor which he worked
honours his reputation with an annual
award of the Graham Perkin Australian
Jowrnalist of the Year, but the very history
of the sponsorship of that sward. of grem
prestige. perhaps underlines how much the
modern newspaper busmess, and 11s
custodians, has become detached from the
business or the mission of newspapers 35
years ago, The owners of e Age no
Ionger have either financial or moral
ownership ol the award, and would not. n
seems, give access 1o The Age records for
this fine biography. I suspect the reason is
not 50 much antipathy to the avthor or the
task. but hecause no one knows where the
reconds are. They don’t seem 1o care much.

Jack Waterford, editor-at-large of The
Canberra Times, was the Graham Perkin
Journalist of the Year ln 1985,
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