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Seven Shillings – Australian Communications Since the Sixties
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As the International Institute of Communications (IIC) was 
establishing itself in 1969, Australia was shutting down the 

shortwave wireless transmitters that had revolutionised its 
communication with the world in the 1920s and '30s; Melbourne 
newspaper The Age was moving to a ‘Brutalist brown brick building’ at 
the bottom end of the city;1 and Rupert Murdoch was buying the London 
newspaper The Sun. Fifty years later, more communications 
infrastructure is being shut down, The Age has just moved to smaller, 
shared, accommodation, and Murdoch has been selling. 

1 Nicole Lindsay, 13 April 2019, ‘The Age breaks 50-years of Spencer Street history’, The Age
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These incidents capture some of the enduring themes in Australian 
and global communications – the ebb and flow of wired and wireless 
networks amid continuous technological change; the roles of public 
and private enterprise and the state; the impact of individuals and 
families; and the continuing importance of physical place and distance 
– and hence communication.

Australia is a long way from the northern-hemisphere capitals that 
anchored its politics, economy and cultural perspectives for two 
centuries after European settlement began at Botany Bay in 1788. 
Networks of exchange among the indigenous people were already well 
established within the country. Communication with those overseas 
centres was a new obsession, first for the convicts and gaolers who knew 
only “the sense of exile and excommunication,”2 then for the separate 
colonies established around the continent’s coastline, and eventually 
for the federated nation created in 1901. 

A submarine telegraph cable reached northern Australia from Java, 
India and England in 1872, just a few years after the first successful 
Atlantic cable was established. The east coast was linked directly to 
Fiji and Canada via a state-owned cable thirty years later, a year before 
the first US Pacific Cable opened. Australia’s Prime Minister lobbied 
for a direct wireless telegraph link between Australia and Britain after 
World War I, one of the first of many wireless services that finally 
offered aggressive competition to cable incumbents from the late-
1920s. During and after the next war, Australia and other ‘dominions’ 
drove changes to Britain’s imperial communications scheme, remaking 
it as an emblem and instrument of Commonwealth cooperation, and 
partly reorienting its London-centricity.

Two new technologies again transformed overseas communication in 
the 1960s. Submarine telephone cables linked Sydney to Vancouver via 
Auckland (COMPAC), and to Hong Kong and Singapore via Madang 
(SEACOM). These reduced the cost, and raised the quality, of overseas 

2  Ann Moyal, 1984, Clear Across Australia: a history of telecommunications, Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, p. 1
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telephone calls for customers reliant, until then, on shortwave wireless 
services. The telephone finally overtook the telegraph as a tool of 
overseas communications, as it had done much earlier in domestic 
communications.

Rejecting the ‘All Red’ imperial logic of the Victorian era, these cables 
interconnected with the US Pacific cables at Hawaii and Guam. (Australia 
changed its currency from pounds, shillings & pence to dollars & cents 
in 1966.) At the same time, Australia and other Commonwealth partners 
were founding shareholders in the Washington-based enterprise, 
INTELSAT (initially the International Telecommunications Satellite 
Organization [ITSO]), that established commercial services using the 
other great new technology of the era, geostationary satellites. While 
shutting down the 40-year-old shortwave transmitters in 1969, the 
state-owned Overseas Telecommunications Commission (OTC) was 
opening a third earth station to work INTELSAT III’s new Indian Ocean 
spacecraft.3

Acquiring the The Sun was not Rupert Murdoch’s first overseas foray. 
He had taken a large stake in the Wellington Dominion in 1964. In 1968, 
he acquired Britain’s News of the World, “stepping into a media world 
for which he quickly became an event. [A] star was born,” wrote George 
Munster, in his 1985 biography. “It did not seem to matter where the star 
came from as long as he shone bright.”4 Promising a ‘straightforward, 
honest newspaper’, Murdoch turned the 12-page broadsheet Sun of 15 
November 1969 into a 48-page tabloid two-days later. His first issue 
carried an interview with Harold Wilson, a serialisation of Jacqueline 
Susann’s novel The Love Machine, and a front-page Sun exclusive: 
‘Horse Dope Sensation’.5 

3  Edgar Harcourt, 1987, Taming the Tyrant: the first hundred years of Australia’s international telecommunications services, 
North Sydney: Allen and Unwin, p. 371

4  George Munster, 1985, A Paper Prince, Ringwood, Victoria: Viking/Penguin, p. 1

5  Ibid. p. 134
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Border crossings continued. The News of the World Organisation was 
soon the largest shareholder in London Weekend Television (LWT) 
(selling out in 1980) and the acquisition of the Express and News in 
San Antonio, Texas in 1973 took Murdoch into North America. The 
following year he launched the weekly National Star from New York.6

Before the 1960s, Australia imported a lot of its media. The books 
Australians read were mainly released by British publishers, and most 
of the movies they liked came – and still come – from Hollywood. 
Occasionally an export success stood out – Fergus Hume’s international 
best-selling crime novel from 1880s Melbourne;7 Nellie Melba’s voice; 
the Oscar-winning documentary film Kokoda Front Line!; Sidney 
Nolan’s paintings; and Patrick White’s novel The Tree of Man. The 
newspapers were homegrown – a Sydney Morning Herald, a Ballarat 
Courier, a Hobart Mercury – chock full of local news, but thick also with 
stories and pictures received from across oceans, via those cables and 
wireless links. 

Rupert Murdoch embodied both perspectives. Australian-born, 
internationally ambitious, he launched a national daily newspaper, The 
Australian, in 1964, as he was beginning to acquire overseas ones. “The 
late 1960s were years of high confidence in Australia,” wrote George 
Munster, and “odd as it may seem with hindsight, Rupert Murdoch was 
then a representative Australian.” “His critics overwhelmingly belonged 
to his parents’ generation.”8

Like other entrepreneurs in sensitive, regulated industries, Murdoch 
learned to work with governments, manoeuvring in “the undefined 
area between politics and commerce” as his father had done.9 The state 
played a big role right across the Australian economy. Of the largest 

6  Munster, pp. 263–4

7  The Mystery of a Hansom Cab, see Simon Caterson, 2012, ‘Fergus Hume’s startling story’, Inside Story, 8 May, http://
insidestory.org.au/fergus-humes-startling-story/

8  Munster, p. 1

9  Ibid. p. 2
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six businesses in the country in 1964 (by asset size), half were state-
owned (the national post & telecoms monopoly, and the railways in 
the two largest states). The other three were in resources and food – 
Broken Hill Proprietary (BHP), Shell, and the Colonial Sugar Refining 
Company.10 

The finance, resources, sea transport, pastoral, brewing, tobacco and 
food businesses that had dominated Australia’s private sector were 
being joined by media companies, as well as chemical and petroleum 
enterprises. Two were well-established: the Melbourne-based newspaper 
publisher and radio & TV broadcaster, Herald and Weekly Times, that 
Rupert Murdoch’s father Keith had managed but not owned; and the 
Sydney-based wireless telecoms, broadcasting and manufacturing 
company, Amalgamated Wireless (Australasia) (AWA). By the mid-
1960s, Murdoch’s own company was in the list of the country’s largest 
100 non-financial businesses, along with his great rivals, the Packer 
and Fairfax organisations, and two newsprint manufacturers.11

One of Murdoch’s major competitors in the news business, then and 
now, was the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), a national, 
publicly controlled and funded TV & radio broadcaster and online 
provider, created in the 1930s by nationalising radio stations in the 
major cities. It also had an international arm, a shortwave service taken 
over by government when war broke out and the facilities from AWA’s 
pioneering 'The Voice of Australia' were turned to strategic purposes.12

It took until the 1990s for the state’s dominance of the Australian 
economy to be diluted. Communications and media organisations 
played a big part in that. News Corporation was one of the private 

10  Grant Fleming, David Merrett & Simon Ville, 2004, The Big End of Town: big business and corporate leadership in twentieth-
century Australia, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 15

11  Ibid. pp. 47–50

12  Jock Given, 2009, ‘Another Kind of Empire: the Voice of Australia, 1931–1939’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, 
29(1), pp. 41–56
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corporations that grew into global giants, along with BHP and what is 
now Rio Tinto.13 Many state-owned enterprises were privatised. The 
domestic satellite company AUSSAT was sold to the first fixed-line 
competitor, Optus, and the domestic and international 
telecommunications operators, Telecoms Australia and OTC, were 
merged into ‘Telstra’ and then privatised in three tranches from 1997 to 
2006. 

No sooner had a series of Conservative Coalition governments removed 
the state from a large shareholding in a telecommunications enterprise 
than a Labor Government created a new one. Having never supported 
the privatisation, returning to government in 2007, and frustrated 
by what it perceived as Telstra’s intransigent refusal to substantially 
upgrade fixed-line broadband services, Labor created a state-owned 
enterprise to build and operate a wholesale-only National Broadband 
Network (NBN). Costing tens of billions of dollars, it would deliver fibre 
to more than 90% of homes and businesses within eight years. It became 
a hugely contentious political issue, and a decisive factor in the decision 
of country independents to support a minority Labor Government after 
the 2010 election. Then the government changed again in 2013, and the 
network was re-engineered using a ‘multi-technology mix’, promised to 
deliver ‘good enough’ broadband sooner and more cheaply.

It is not especially good or cheap but, as of 2019, the state-owned, 
fixed-line NBN is almost finished. Australia is near the top of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
rankings for mobile-broadband subscribers per 100 inhabitants, but still 
in the middle of equivalent OECD rankings for fixed-line broadband 
subscribers – the metric that underpinned criticism of Australia as a 
‘broadband backwater’ in the 2000s. Average fixed-line speeds have 
increased considerably and continue to improve but are slower than 

13  Fleming, Merrett & Ville, 2004, pp. 14, 106. With three-quarters of its revenues coming from the US by the early 2000s, 
News Corporation moved its main listing there. This had a significant impact on Australia’s foreign investment statistics, as 
the company’s massive outward FDI from Australia to the rest of the world became a still large, but much smaller, inward FDI: 
Claire Wright, Simon Ville, Pierre van der Eng, 2018, ‘Magnitudes, Origins and Directions: foreign direct investment in Australia 
since the 1940s’, presentation to World Economic History Congress, Boston, 2 August 2018; Owen Gibson, 6 April 2004, ‘News 
Corporation moves primary listing to US’, The Guardian
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average mobile speeds.14 Comedian Tom Ballard jokes that the NBN 
is like a pill taken in about 2012: “we’re still waiting for it to kick in.” 
The next step might be “to get New Zealand’s WiFi password.”15 The 
shift from an overwhelming preponderance of fibre-to-the-premises 
(FTTP), to a mix of FTTP, fibre-to-the-neighbourhood (FTTN) and 
upgraded hybrid fibre-coaxial (HFC) cable, means the copper network 
that Labor’s NBN would have wholly replaced, lives on; its shutdown 
deferred, perhaps indefinitely, as technology, economics, network 
design, user behaviour and politics collaborate to shape the design of 
Australia’s communications future.

An enthusiastic backer of the early NBN, the competition regulator the 
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) now has a 
new task on its hands. As this chapter is being finalised, communications, 
media & IT professionals are waiting for the final report of its inquiry 
into the other great information disruptors of the age, ‘digital platforms’. 
The inquiry was commissioned by the government as a quid pro quo for 
a senator’s vote in support of changes to media ownership rules. The 
draft report published in late-2018 concluded:

[W]e are at a critical point in considering the impact of digital platforms on 
society. While the ACCC recognises their significant benefits to consumers 
and businesses, there are important questions to be asked about the role 
the global digital platforms play in the supply of news and journalism in 
Australia, what responsibility they should hold as gateways to information 
and business, and the extent to which they should be accountable for their 
influence.16

It identified many issues of concern, including “lack of transparency in 
the operation of Google and Facebook’s key algorithms, and the other 
factors influencing the display of results on Google’s search engine 

14  OECD Broadband Portal, figures at June 2018, https://www.oecd.org/sti/broadband/broadband-statistics/; ACCC, 7 May 
2019, ‘NBN speeds improving but more work to do’, https://www.accc.gov.au/media-release/nbn-speeds-improving-but-more-
work-to-do; Jock Given, 2008, ‘Australia’s broadband: how big is the problem?’, Media International Australia, 127, pp. 6–10

15  Tom Ballard, 2019, ‘Enough’, Easey Street Theatre, Collingwood, 29 June 2019

16  ACCC, 2018, Digital Platforms Inquiry – Preliminary Report, Canberra: ACCC, p. 1
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results page, and the surfacing of content on Facebook’s News feed,” 
the risk of favouring businesses related to the major digital platforms, 
and advertisers’ “inability … to verify the delivery and performance of 
their advertisements.” 

The News Corporation press, waging a steady campaign against the 
tech giants that have so transformed the news business, welcomed 
the inquiry, but they and other mainstream media organisations 
are not so enthusiastic about one of the ACCC’s main preliminary 
recommendations – for a new regulatory authority, “to be tasked with 
monitoring, investigating and reporting on the criteria, commercial 
arrangements or other factors used by relevant digital platforms.”

Central to the analysis is an understanding, and an argument, about 
what digital platforms are, especially if they are ‘media’. Established 
media companies and digital platforms shift ground about this, 
depending on the issue. Broadcasters have always wanted to be treated 
as media, and hence special, for spectrum allocation, but as businesses 
like any other for ownership and competition laws. Digital platforms 
want ‘safe harbours’ and US First Amendment-like freedom to host 
whatever content their users post, but now undertake increasingly 
pervasive, resource-intensive and geographically based content-
moderation processes for commercial reasons. As Flew, Martin & 
Suzor have highlighted, these processes “[mirror] the editorial and 
governance processes undertaken by legacy media companies” in some 
ways, but not in others: “the user-led nature of content generation, 
the scale of creation, the inclusion of community reporting and the 
decentralisation of decision-making across time zones and cultural 
contexts” makes them “more diverse, complex and demanding to 
negotiate.”17

Sometimes, ‘media’ and digital platforms are finding themselves 
fighting on the same side. Both have benefitted from uncertainty about 

17  Terry Flew, Fiona Martin, Nicholas Suzor, 2019, ‘Internet regulation as media policy: rethinking the question of digital 
communication platform governance’, Journal of Digital Media & Policy, 10(1), pp. 33–50
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market definitions for the purposes of competition law. The less bright 
the lines separating different markets, the easier it is to argue that 
all markets are competitive. Both are struggling with court decisions 
and laws imposing liability for publications they imagined were the 
responsibility of others. An Australian court recently found media 
organisations potentially liable for defamatory comments posted on 
their public Facebook pages. Those media defendants were “not merely 
a conduit.” Each provided “the forum for … publication and encouraged, 
for its own commercial purposes, the publication of comments.” The 
court saw “no public policy reason why liability should not be sheeted 
home to the media company … A defendant cannot escape the likely 
consequences of its action by turning a blind eye to it.”18

“It would be hard to argue that there is a more powerful media family 
on earth” than the Murdochs, declared Jonathan Mahler and Jim 
Rutenberg in the New York Times in April 2019.19 “Few private citizens 
have ever been more central to the state of world affairs” than Rupert. 
His global operations suggested a particular ‘dynastic orientation’: “one 
centered on empire building in the original sense of the term: territorial 
conquest.”

Yet the Murdochs, in 2019, have been downsizing. Not everything 
has been for sale, and the price has included a large shareholding in 
Disney that will preserve a seat at one of the top tables, but large and 
previously crucial parts of the overall empire have been offloaded. To 
Disney has gone the Hollywood studio 20th Century Fox, its archive 
and TV production studio, as well as Fox Searchlight, cable channels 
FX and National Geographic, most of Hulu and the Indian pay-TV 
outfit Star India. UK pay-TV operator BSkyB was on-sold to Comcast. 

18  Voller v Nationwide News, Fairfax Media Publications, Australian News Channel [2019] NSWSC 766 (24 June 2019). The court 
stressed that its decision was about material published on the media organisations’ public Facebook pages, not the individual 
Facebook pages of commentators

19  Jonathan Mahler & Jim Rutenberg, 3 April 2019, ‘How Rupert Murdoch’s empire of influence remade the world’, New York 
Times



132

IIC – The Last 50, and the Next

A much smaller, rebranded, Fox Corporation has kept Fox News, Fox 
Business, Fox Sports and the Fox broadcast network. News Corporation 
retains the newspapers – the Wall Street Journal and New York Post, The 
Times and Sunday Times, The Australian and the Sydney and Melbourne 
tabloids among them – as well as publisher HarperCollins, digital real 
estate services in Australia and the US, and Australian pay TV operator 
Foxtel and Sky News.20

Several related reasons have been suggested to explain this sell-off and 
restructure. Regulatory pressure after the phone-hacking scandal in 
the UK forced Murdoch to find a buyer for his TV interests there. Even a 
company as large as News Corporation was going to struggle to compete 
with the emerging and anticipated giants of online video: Netflix, 
YouTube/Google/Alphabet, Amazon, Disney and perhaps Facebook 
and AT&T. And Murdoch was old, probably mortal, and the patriarch 
of a large, complicated family. “Even as his empire grew – traversing 
oceans, countries and media – Murdoch saw to it that it would always 
remain a family business,” say Mahler and Rutenberg. He “has always 
had a feudal view of his giant corporation,” writes Rodney Tiffen, “many 
times preferring genes over genius in his personnel decisions.”21

Rupert Murdoch now chairs both Fox and News. Older son Lachlan is 
Executive Chairman and CEO of Fox and co-chair at News; his brother 
James is a director at News. James is also a director at Tesla, where 
he serves on a board chaired by an economics graduate from Sydney 
University, ex-Telstra, Juniper Networks, Sun Microsystems and 
Toyota Australia executive, Robyn Denholm. James Murdoch’s Tesla 
CV says he and his wife Kathryn “are founders of a family foundation, 
Quadrivium, which supports initiatives involving natural resources, 
science, civic life, childhood health, and equal opportunity.”22

20  David Sims, 21 March 2019, ‘Hollywood Makes Way for the Disney-Fox Behemoth’, The Atlantic, Matthew Garrahan, 17 
October 2018, ‘Murdoch children in line for $2 billion each on media empire break-up’, Financial Times, Fox Corporation, 8 May 
2019, Earnings Release for the Quarter Ended 31 March 2019

21  Rodney Tiffen, 9 April 2019, ‘Fraying empire’, Inside Story, https://insidestory.org.au/fraying-empire/

22  Tesla, 2019, ‘Investors – Biography – James Murdoch’, https://ir.tesla.com/board-directors/james-murdoch
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The New York Times interpreted the new Fox/News as a loss for James. 
He had imagined a very different future for his father’s legacy: “a 
globalized, multiplatform news-and-entertainment brand that would 
seem sensible to any attendee of Davos or reader of The Economist.” 
It’s a victory for Lachlan and his kind of future: “something that was at 
once out of the past and increasingly of the moment – an unabashedly 
nationalist, far-right and hugely profitable political propaganda 
machine.” The Murdoch empire did not cause the “right-wing populist 
wave” that has “disrupt[ed] the world order of the last half-century” 
and become “the defining political movement of the times,” according 
to the paper. “But more than any single media company, it enabled it, 
promoted it and profited from it. … It may not have been the family’s 
mission to destabilize democracies around the world, but that has been 
its most consequential legacy.”23

Between the Brutalist brown 1960s block in Spencer Street, and the new 
accommodation the Melbourne Age’s owner Fairfax Media moved to in 
June 2019, The Age had another home in the Victorian capital. Media 
House, where it moved in 2007, was purpose-built for the 21st Century 
media company that owned the Sydney Morning Herald and Australian 
Financial Review, as well as The Age, community newspapers, talk radio 
stations and the online real-estate platform Domain. But as newspaper 
readership and print-media advertising declined, staff numbers fell and 
new tenants, including Google, moved in. The recent arrivals expanded 
as the anchor tenant shrank, then changes to media ownership laws in 
2017 galvanised a new owner.

Without the cross-media restrictions that prevented proprietors 
acquiring newspapers and commercial TV & radio stations in the 
same markets from 1987, the owners of the country’s most consistently 
successful TV network, Nine Entertainment Corporation, moved 
quickly to execute a long-anticipated transaction: a merger with Fairfax. 

23  Mahler & Rutenberg, 2019
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The newspaper staffs moved into Nine’s Melbourne headquarters and 
the Fairfax name was retired from the business.

The Sydney-based Fairfaxes had already departed their personal 
properties on Sydney Harbour. Running down to Seven Shillings 
Beach, facing north across the water, ‘Fairwater’ and ‘Elaine’ stood “as 
monuments to the world’s longest-running media dynasty for more 
than a century,” since they were bought by two grandsons of The Sydney 
Morning Herald co-founder John Fairfax.24

Around A$100m and A$70m respectively – the highest prices ever 
paid for residential properties in Australia – were reported to have 
been spent acquiring the neighbouring mansions by the co-founders of 
collaborative software company Atlassian, Mike Cannon-Brookes and 
Scott Farquhar, and their partners. Atlassian was founded in 2002 and 
listed on the NASDAQ in 2015; Cannon-Brookes and Farquhar joined 
the top ten on the AFR’s Rich List in 2019, worth nearly A$10bn each. 

Cannon-Brookes is a new kind of technology entrepreneur. He is putting 
his money not just towards harbour views but into ‘lighthouse projects’ 
that drag Australia towards ‘200% renewable energy’ – as an exporter 
of wind and solar power over transnational grids, of ‘clean hydrogen 
fuel’ and ‘controlled environment agriculture’, in short, a ‘global energy 
superpower’ of an emerging era of energy sustainability. Derided in 
2017 by the then resources minister as “the Kim Kardashian of the 
energy world,” Cannon-Brookes issued a Twitter challenge to Tesla’s 
Elon Musk: Get a 100-megawatt battery plant installed and operating in 
South Australia within 100 days of signing a contract, or do it for free. 
It happened in 60 days. Joining Al Gore on stage in Brisbane in June, 
Cannon-Brookes declared the science and economics of renewables 
were ‘essentially resolved’. But without government will or vision, 
corporations and people would have to make the transition happen.25

24  Lucy Macken, 2018, ‘Australia’s most expensive house, Point Piper estate Fairwater, sold to techie Mike Cannon-Brookes’, 
Domain, 27 September

25  Mike Seccombe, 2019, ‘Cannon-Brookes and the new climate guard’, The Saturday Paper, 15–21 June, pp. 1, 10
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Observers and scholars of media and communications have argued 
that Rupert Murdoch’s generation, and perhaps Murdoch himself, are 
the last of the moguls of media; those press barons, Hollywood studio 
honchos, record company- and TV-network bosses that controlled 
information and culture as well as businesses. Michael Wolff wrote a 
book about it in 2004: Autumn of the Moguls. When Barry Diller stepped 
down as chairman of Vivendi Universal the previous year, Wolff 
described the thing he was walking away from as “the fundamental 
idea that we would entertain and inform and call attention to ourselves 
and make a buck doing it.”26

I am not sure we have seen the end of ‘media’ moguls or dynasties. 
Moguls are created by the populations who want to believe they exist, 
as much as by their own actions, and ‘media’ and ‘communications’ 
have proved malleable ideas. What was ‘communications’ in 1969, 
when the IIC started looking for ‘institutional members’? State-owned 
telecommunications and public-service broadcasting? Was this the 
game Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak were in when they met two years 
later? Bill Gates? Is Mark Zuckerberg a mogul of ‘media’? Susan 
Wojcicki? Ginni Rometty?

Isn’t ‘collaborative software’ media? Doesn’t tweeting and speaking and 
goading equal publishing? Wasn’t the half-century from the 1960s an 
Energy Age – like every other – as much as it was an Information Age?

Perhaps those who best grasp this: who understand the full extent of this 
precipitous planetary moment, and have the resources, connections 
and skills to imagine, communicate and drive a different kind of 
politics, might be the moguls we need and create now?

A mogul, concluded Wolff, was “an adventurer, a soldier, a conqueror, 

26  Michael Wolff, 2004, Autumn of the Moguls: my misadventures with the titans, poseurs, and money guys who mastered and 
messed up big media, London: Harper Perennial, p. 359–60



136

IIC – The Last 50, and the Next

even a crusader, and, yes, a savior, willing to march off and take 
territory and subdue populations and embrace the unknown and do 
whatever was necessary to do to make the future possible – no matter 
what the future was. The idea was certainly not to preserve the past.”27

In a statement released after buying ‘Fairwater’, Mike Cannon-Brookes 
and his wife Annie said they looked forward to “continuing the legacy 
of this beautiful Sydney home … We love the idea of raising our four 
young children in this historic property.”28

27  Wolff, p. 368

28  Macken, 2018
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