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Chapter One – From strength to vulnerability

The last thirty years of the 20th Century have been some of the most difficult in South Africa’s press history, which extends over the past 170 years. This book deals with some of those problems, using The Natal Mercury (later The Mercury) as a case study, while seeking to put it in context with what else was happening in the country’s newspaper world at the time.

To celebrate The Natal Mercury’s 125th anniversary in 1977, a history of the Mercury, written by former staff member Terry Wilks, was published under the title For the Love of Natal. It recounts the many successes and travails of the newspaper as Natal lived through being a Crown colony, maturing to responsible government, and eventually marrying into the Union of South Africa, which later became the Republic of South Africa.

In all those years, the newspaper was owned and controlled by members of the Robinson family, which was still in control in the 1970s when I take up the story.  Wilks divided the Mercury’s first 125 years into four periods. The first he identified as from 1852 to 1890, a period of slow development when the newspaper pleaded for greater self-rule in Natal. The second, 1890 to 1910, was distinguished by the achievement of responsible government, realising the dreams of former premier and Mercury proprietor Sir John Robinson. The third period, 1910 to 1960, found the Mercury directing its attention to strengthening the province’s rights in the face of centralist influences in the Union government, and in combating Afrikaner nationalist efforts to weaken or break the country’s links with Britain. The fourth, Wilks identified as from 1960 to 1977, when he said Natal blended more harmoniously into the political life of the nation. “Gone are the Home Rulers, Devolutionists, Federalists, along with talk of Natal Stands and Secession.” He claimed that at no other time had there been such economic growth in Natal as over those 17 years, with the Mercury promoting that development and keeping abreast of technological advances.

Wilks’s picture of the Mercury at its 125th anniversary in 1977 reflected a newspaper harmoniously part of the larger Natal community, and in a rosy state of contentment. Perhaps he felt it necessary to project such a state of affairs in a book celebrating a notable anniversary, but it was a picture which obscured the darker side to South African life and the storm clouds building for a storm, both in the political affairs of the country and in the internal affairs of the newspaper itself. It was an illusion based on whites’ view of themselves as in charge of their fate, in a country which they felt desperately needed their business drive and organisational skills. There were, however, other forces at work.

While the book was written at a time when South Africa, as an apartheid state, seemed able to sustain itself and grow in spite of international opposition, there were by the 1970s already clear signs that apartheid was struggling to survive, and that white South Africa would have to adapt to change at an ever-quickening pace.

While Dr Verwoerd as prime minister had forecast that the tide of black work-seekers flowing into “white South Africa” would be reversed from 1978 onwards, it was already obvious from a decade earlier that market forces bringing the races together were stronger than ideologically-driven social engineering plans to force them apart.

Two examples help to make the point. In the first, I refer to the days the Nationalist government in the early 1970s attempted to introduce legislation into Parliament to prevent people from different racial groups working behind the same shop counters. It was a law that was overtaken by market forces entirely. There simply were not enough white people alone to serve at shop counters, even in businesses in “white South Africa”. The economy had grown too big for whites to run it by themselves.

A second example focuses on Mr Marais Viljoen, later State President, when he was Minister of Labour in the early 1970s. At that time he was a hard-case apartheid man, convinced of the need for separation of races in the workplace and that whites must hold all the top jobs in “white South Africa”. Very soon after this, when he became Minister of Posts, he was confronted with the problem that there were simply not enough white work-seekers to take up all the available postmen jobs in the Post Office, not even for delivery of post in the white suburbs. He it was who had to make provision for postmen of other races to be employed for the job, thus helping to break down apartheid in practice.

The apartheid state was developing an economy which needed the resources of all the country’s population groups, no longer in the master-servant relationship of whites to blacks, but in the co-operative relationship of fellow-citizens working for the country’s economic good. Politics was still way behind market forces, and it was to be several years before it caught up.

But the Soweto Uprising of 1976 – the year before Wilks’s book was published – was the most obvious wake-up call, that change was urgently necessary. Not only was the internal black population of the country rebelling, but the outside world was beginning to flex its muscles and demand change from South Africa much more determinedly.

The white population of South Africa was slow and reluctant to give up its privileges, and the Mercury showed the same characteristics. Not surprisingly, because it was the embodiment of white Natal thinking in many respects.

The whites of Natal were conservative by nature and, though forming the only province with an English-speaking white majority traditionally opposed to Afrikaner nationalism, they were swinging towards the National Party in sentiment the more pressure was applied to them from blacks inside and from the world outside. As South Africa was moving into a siege economy, they were beginning to stand with the apartheid government even though they did not agree with apartheid’s rigorous attempts to regulate every aspect of life affecting race relations.

While the Mercury itself was always opposed to apartheid as such, its owners and editors were extremely cautious of upsetting the commercial welfare of the company by tackling white domination head-on. Though the Mercury had an appreciable percentage of Indian readers and a few black readers, the paper lived on its white wealthy and middle-class readers, and on the advertisements of white companies who did not take kindly to liberal, socialist or radical and revolutionary black nationalist views.

The newspaper’s curious position of being upmarket-conservative reinforced its linkage with the white community, whereas its press rival, the Argus company’s afternoon-publishing Daily News, had a larger Indian readership, had a larger daily circulation, relied more on small-ads for revenue, and was part of a liberal newspaper chain that was used to putting heavier pressure on the Nationalist government.

Wilks refers to a strange incident which occurred in 1973, which says much for the position of the Mercury in Natal society at the time. One of its former employees, Lawrence Morgan, who had been the paper’s agricultural editor but was by then working for the Nationalist-owned Financial Gazette, visited the paper one day to make a take-over offer to the chairman, John Robinson.

The Rand Daily Mail reported that “a mysterious group of English-speakers, using a journalist from a government-owned newspaper as an intermediary, was interested in purchasing the Mercury.” When Morgan told Robinson he wanted to buy the Mercury, Robinson with a straight face told him: “You can buy it for 10c at the street corner.” But when Morgan insisted he was serious, Robinson reiterated the long-stated policy that the Mercury “is not for sale”. He did, however, say he would put an offer to his board if Morgan gave it to him in writing within one week. The verbal offer was purported to be for R7-million.

Morgan was reported to have said that, if the Mercury was taken over by his as-yet unnamed group, it would follow a policy of “dynamic forward-looking conservatism”. There was considerable alarm in liberal and anti-Nationalist press circles at this news, because the paper (in spite of its conservatism, still regarded as an opposition newspaper) seemed in dire danger of falling into the hands of Nationalist sympathisers. It was already known that the Nationalists were seeking an English-language vehicle to use as their mouthpiece to counter the strong anti-apartheid tone of the mainstream English-language papers.

Once word was out that some unknown group was bidding for the Mercury, there was considerable scurrying behind the scenes. Before the week was up, South African Associated Newspapers managing director Leycester Walton had made the next move, by announcing that Saan was interested in buying any shares that might be available in the Mercury. When the deadline day arrived, there was no sign of Morgan, but the following afternoon Morgan issued a statement saying the bid had been withdrawn, because the “climate which had been produced during the past week was not conducive to fair, objective negotiation”.

Wilks took the incident no further, but there is more to reveal of this mystery. I interviewed a number of key individuals inside and outside the company concerning this bid.

Mercury editor at the time, Jimmy McMillan, said Morgan asked to see him and said the editorial staff must not worry at all. The staff would remain if the take-over succeeded. He told McMillan: “I will be editorial director.” McMillan responded sharply: “Why editorial director instead of just a member of the board? You want to have control of the editorial side.” Morgan told him he had nothing to worry about with him as editorial director. McMillan’s response was firm and immediate: “I told him he could go and get stuffed. If he was in authority, I would not be there as editor.”

Alf Rowley, general manager and a director of the company at the time, brushed the incident aside, saying: “We didn’t even consider the offer. They wouldn’t put it in writing.” But he had no idea where the offer came from. He even speculated that it might have come from the Nationalist press group Perskor, because Perskor boss Marius Jooste had once said to him almost confidentially at a Newspaper Press Union meeting: “If ever you want to sell your paper, don’t forget to get in touch with me.”

Besides the political implications of the offer, the financial circumstances of the Mercury at the time were also pertinent. McMillan, said: “The Mercury was going through some pretty rough times financially. Profitability was important, because the Mercury had a number of members of the Robinson family who relied entirely on dividends. As a consequence, the dominant thought in the mind of the board was: ‘You’ve got to maintain profits as far as possible for the benefit of the family members who relied on them’.”

A consequence of the tightness of the times was that the Mercury was struggling to keep up with the development it needed if it was to hold its place in the market. One of its key needs was a new printing press to enable it to print the Sunday Times efficiently in Natal for South African Associated Newspapers (Saan), a very lucrative contract. While it had provided a di-litho extension to its existing press – a system of saddles on the press and di-litho plates - it was not regarded as ideal.

The company actually had its eyes on a Goss metroliner press that would have done the job properly, with all the necessary colour-page configurations, but the board had concluded it did not have the money for such an expensive investment. For the Robinsons, who had long prided themselves on their printing expertise, this was a harsh reality. Eventually the board swallowed some of its pride and decided to approach Saan for ways to share the costs of buying the needed press. Rival company Argus was also interested. Before any deal was finalised, word was out that the Mercury was in financial trouble. 

McMillan says that Morgan suddenly appeared at the paper to make his take-over offer, ostensibly representing a group of north coast sugar farmers. Among them, the Rattray family was identified as spearheading the venture. Mike Rattray, a leading entrepreneur from the family, was supposed to be the man behind the plan, and he was reputed to be a strong supporter of the National Party at the time, financially and in other ways. David Robinson, proprietor of the Mercury in the 1980s, also linked Rattray with the plan. “I think he was involved, because he had the money. I think the Nationalists were behind it. They were going for a newspaper.”

I approached Mike Rattray, who is also involved in the ownership of upmarket private game reserves such as Mala Mala, about his rumoured link with the take-over bid for the Mercury. But he was very firm. “No. I have never heard of an attempt by my family to take over the Mercury, and I would have known, because I was involved in the business. This is the first I have ever heard of this rumour.”

With that trail leading to a dead-end, I tried another tack. McMillan said he had been involved with Nationalist Minister Dr Piet Koornhof when establishing the journalism course at the Natal Technikon, and succeeded in persuading him to allow blacks to take the course. “Koornhof showed particular interest in the Mercury, wanting to know how it was getting on, what the finances in the industry were at the time, and asking far too many questions as far as I was concerned about the paper itself.” On top of this, McMillan said: “Lawrie Morgan and Piet Koornhof were as thick as thieves. The reason I feel this was all part of the whole idea of getting a foothold in the media was that Koornhof was so close to Morgan. Koornhof was asking far too many questions.”

Deputy Editor at the time, Miles Mattson, said the concern felt in press circles at the possibility of the Mercury falling into Nationalist hands can be illustrated through the fact that he received a call from a former assistant editor at the Mercury, Ramsay Milne, who was then working at The Star. Milne told him: “If you feel you can’t continue working at the Mercury, you can work at The Star. Layton Slater (chairman of the Argus Company) asked me to give you that assurance.”

Mattson says Morgan told him he (Morgan) was promised the editorship of the Mercury if he could pull the deal off. He told Mattson: “Miles, you don’t have to worry about your position after the take-over.” Mattson replied: “What makes you think I will still be around?”

Mattson says Morgan did much good work in trying to act as a bridge between racial communities, and he “paralleled” a lot with Koornhof on these things.

So, if Rattray was not involved in the take-over bid, was Koornhof? I phoned him out of the blue, and he immediately remembered me from my political correspondent days. Asked about Nationalist plans to take over the Mercury, he spoke without hesitation and with apparent absolute recall:

“The facts are that T.C.Robertson, who was a very well-known journalist and a brilliant man and a

world-renowned conservationist, a right-hand man to General Smuts . . . he and I became friends. I 

bought a house across the road from Robertson in Scottburgh, because we were close to TC. He was a 

wonderful man.

“One day he came to me and said the editor of the Mercury had telephoned him to say that if the 

National Party was interested, it could buy the Mercury. I was very thrilled and I told John Vorster. 

When TC heard I was very interested, the next thing he did was bring the editor.”

The editor had not come specially to see him, but had been visiting TC Robertson, who had brought 

him over so they could discuss the idea between them. Koornhof could not recall the name of the editor 

he said he met, but the man was unknown to him up to that moment. I suggested the names McMillan 

and Morgan to him, but he was unsure.

Koornhof continued: “We had tea. The editor told me it was confidential and he did not want it bandied 

about. The National Party could buy the Mercury, because it would bring very good understanding and 

reconciliation. That is what we talked about.”

The first thing Koornhof did when he got back to office, he said, was to go to the Prime Minister and 

tell him what the editor had said. Vorster showed great interest and told Koornhof he should leave him 

to take the matter further.

Later, General van den Bergh (South Africa’s security chief at the time) telephoned Koornhof and said 

Vorster had told him about the Mercury opportunity, but Vorster had asked him to “tell Koornhof 

the National Party is NOT interested in buying the Mercury”. This was a considerable shock to 

Koornhof.

He said: “Van den Bergh and I were close, because my father was a minister and had baptised 

him. Hendrik van den Bergh phoned me, and to my amazement I learnt the reason why Vorster had 

asked van den Bergh to go back to the Mercury. The reason was that the day I went to speak to Vorster 

about buying the Mercury, he and Connie Mulder were already advanced in plans to start The Citizen. 

They had advanced so far in establishing The Citizen, and that is why they were not interested in 

buying the Mercury.

“I was furious about it. I thought it came as a smack in my face. He gave me to believe they were 

interested, and the next thing van den Bergh said he must speak to the Mercury and they were not 

going to buy it. My perception of it is that I had a very good relationship with John Vorster, better than 

with PW Botha, yet he smacked me in the face and then, without even coming back to me, went to van 

den Bergh. In other words, he did not take me into his confidence.

“Afterwards Vorster told me he knew that Hendrik Schoeman, Schalk van der Merwe and myself 

would never be in favour of starting such a newspaper as The Citizen, because we would argue: ‘How 

can you take Nat Party supporters’ and taxpayers’ money to start a newspaper and then attack them in 

your newspaper?’ The newspaper would not be acting in its own interests. You cannot defend it. That 

is why he did not bring it to the Cabinet. He knew he would run into problems.”

Koornhof said he was not aware that the Rattrays were involved in the plan in any way, thus confirming Mike Rattray’s denial that his family was involved. Koornhof had met Mike Rattray, and in fact was his guest on the only occasion he attended the Rothman’s July horse race in Durban, but did not connect him in any way with the take-over bid on the Mercury. As to van den Bergh’s involvement, Koornhof said van den Bergh strongly disapproved of the Citizen project and was not a prime decision-maker in turning down the apparent opportunity to buy the Mercury. He had simply been carrying out Vorster’s orders.

Van den Bergh knew also that he (Koornhof) would have disapproved of the Citizen project, so van den Bergh had actually done something behind Vorster’s back by telling Koornhof that the Citizen project was the reason for turning down the Mercury opportunity.

I even attempted to get van den Bergh’s version of these events, but van den Bergh – whose wife had died shortly before and was himself extremely old and frail - said he was quite unable to help, because he could no longer remember the incident at all. He died a few weeks after this interview.

The one man who might still give the full answer to the puzzle, Lawrie Morgan, has left South Africa to return to Wales, and my efforts to trace him came to nought.

Mattson strongly believes, however, that McMillan could not have been the “editor” Koornhof said he dealt with. He said the Mercury under McMillan was operating as an independent newspaper, enjoying English and Afrikaans reader support. “It was consistently anti-government, but it was reasonable. It is extremely unlikely that Koornhof was introduced to Jimmy McMillan to discuss this deal. Jimmy’s whole attitude was against a take-over. He even resented Saan buying a share in the Mercury.” But Mattson admits John Robinson had a “flirtation” with John Vorster, and was always very cordial to him. “It was probably Morgan that Koonrhof negotiated with. Morgan had delusions of grandeur, but I don’t understand how Koornhof could say he did not know Morgan. Morgan was always talking about what he did with Koornhof . . . unless Morgan was spinning a line about how close he was to Koornhof.”

I went back to Jimmy McMillan, telling him Koornhof’s version of what had happened, in which he said he had spoken to the editor at TC Robertson’s house at Scottburgh. McMillan was totally dismissive of that account. Although he knew TC Robertson, he had never visited him at his house at Scottburgh. Besides which, he claimed to be well-known to Koornhof at that stage, so Koornhof would have recognised him if he had been involved. He had dealt with Koornhof over blacks being allowed into the journalism school at the Natal Technikon, and Koornhof had also called editors to be briefed by him on allowing blacks into church schools.

In any case, McMillan said “there was not a snowball’s chance” that he would have been talking to Koornhof about selling the Mercury to the Nationalists. McMillan also believes Koornhof must have been dealing with Morgan posing as the editor.

He remembers one more significant thing. John Robinson told him the Prime Minister, John Vorster, had phoned him, saying he had heard the Mercury was for sale. Robinson had told Vorster there was no question of selling the paper to the National Party, and that any problems the Mercury was having would be ironed out. While Vorster had not pressed the case for the National Party to take over the paper, he had particularly asked Robinson that the Mercury should not sell any stake in itself to Saan or to Argus – the two newspaper groups which were consistently anti-government in tone.

The most likely answer to the mystery of how the take-over bid came about is that Lawrence Morgan, latching on to stories that the Mercury was in trouble, took it on himself, without authority from the Mercury, to claim in front of  TC Robertson (and through him to Koornhof) that the Mercury was for sale if the National Party wanted to buy it. It was almost certainly Morgan – not the real editor, Jimmy McMillan – who met Koornhof in the company of TC Roberston to discuss the sale of the Mercury to the National Party.

The fact that Koornhof did not know him was probably because Morgan had been pretending to his colleagues that he knew Koornhof, when in fact he did not. Colleagues claim he liked to give the impression he operated in the big league. In the bid process, he had claimed he would be editor or editorial director, and colleagues remember that in a previous job, at the Farmer’s Weekly, he had also tried to oust the editor in an attempt to get the editorship for himself. So he was a man of ambition, seemingly willing to try stratagems to achieve a top position for himself.

The take-over bid, though unsuccessful, helped to throw into sharper outline the position of the Mercury financially and how it was perceived politically. It was a self-standing newspaper with all the problems of a smaller company in raising capital for expansion. It was anti-Nationalist in political leaning, but conservative in expression, staying in line with the public sentiment of its main body of readers and advertisers.

Chapter two – Efforts to stay competitive

With the Morgan take-over bid out of the way, the company still had the problem of how to finance the purchase of the Goss metroliner press, needed for the Sunday Times printing contract.

In spite of Vorster’s direct political appeal to Robinson for the Mercury not to tie itself up either with Saan or Argus, Mercury management had the circumstances of the situation to deal with as practically as it could. Its other options soon faded.

It admitted to itself that it did not have the money to buy the Goss metroliner press without assistance, or at least back-up, and was not tempted by Morgan’s mysterious take-over bid. Marius Jooste’s suggestion to Rowley, that it look to Perskor, would also have meant loss of ownership, and was not seriously considered.

The Mercury made verbal approaches to both Saan and Argus as major players in the print industry, both having printing expertise and financial strength. The downside was the problem of cross-holdings in an industry already compromised by such arrangements into presenting a monopoly tendency.

Saan reacted very quickly when it heard of Morgan’s take-over bid. It actively offered financial backing. Saan managing director Leycester Walton also reacted with indignation on hearing that the Mercury had also approached Argus, because Saan already had a news-sharing arrangement with the Mercury and was also mainly in the morning market, unlike Argus. It had ready funds if needed for the printing press project, which was needed for publication of one of its products.

McMillan said: “Anyway, it was decided we would go with the Goss metroliner. It was a financial exercise. I was on the board then, and the way the figures came out, we simply couldn’t afford it on our own, so we started negotiations with Saan.”

Previous to this, however, the Mercury’s general manager, Alf Rowley, had seriously suggested coming to a joint-printing arrangement with Argus, which had the advantage over Saan of already having presses in Durban. “I personally tried from the early 1970s to get the Mercury interested in a join production set-up with Argus. I think I can rightly say I was the instigator, in Durban at any rate, of having a joint printing set-up. In fact, I went to the United States, not sent by my company. I went on holiday, sponsored by my company, to have a look at some joint printing set-ups.” 

Rowley’s relations with Argus top management were extremely cordial at all times. “I had many good business friends at Argus. It started with Layton Slater, Lif Hewitt, Hal Miller, Peter McLean and all the branch managers whom I knew quite well. Whenever we had meetings, I used to find myself in the Argus camp. I would say we were the only newspaper set-up, competitive set-up, on a civil footing. In Johannesburg it was cut-throat, but we never had a fight. Competition, sure.” Over a period of some ten years, he kept pressing for a joint printing deal, but without success at that time. Competitive feelings were too high. “There were too many people involved who had positions of power that could possibly lose it in a joint set-up. You had to pin down your staff and your operators, and those people were not keen to get together, because they had too much to lose.”

Rowley is adamant that a joint printing arrangement would have made an appreciable difference to costs for both the Mercury and Argus, and certainly in the case of the Mercury, business considerations were more important than influence in the community. “I would say in all its years it was a business enterprise first and foremost, but with a public spirit in mind, the good of Natal was foremost, but I don’t think at any time it sacrificed profit for some vague political ambition, never, certainly not in my day.”

In spite of Rowley’s attempts to interest Argus in a joint-printing venture, which might have avoided the need for a new press, the Mercury proceeded with negotiations with Saan on the purchase of the Goss metroliner. Rowley says Saan agreed to guarantee payment for the press. “But we never had to call on them to cough up. Goss felt much more comfortable having Saan as the guarantor for the $5-million the press cost.”

Besides concerns over the costs of a new press, the Mercury’s main other worry was maintaining its competitive position in the market by being seen to grow and take up new opportunities. 

One of these new opportunities arose out of an idea the editor, Jimmy McMillan, had in the mid-1970s to introduce a black columnist into the paper, in the person of Dr Mangosuthu Buthelezi, KwaZulu’s chief minister. The column was also shared with the rest of the Morning Group of papers around the country. Buthelezi at that time was a big thorn in the side of the Nationalist government, because he had refused to accept homeland independence, and it was not long before the Prime Minister, John Vorster, took umbrage at his column. He called Buthelezi to Pretoria and told him he had had enough of his column and he must stop writing it.

McMillan then had the idea that, if he could not have the column written by the black person he had selected, then why not launch a black newspaper?  The thought was that the Mercury could establish with surplus equipment a printing works at Isithebe, where it could train black operators and technicians on the equipment, and at the same time produce a black newspaper orientated towards the Inkatha political movement. McMillan selected Tim Muile to edit the paper. The whole scheme was virtually thrashed out and ready to go when Walter Felgate, for years a close adviser to Buthelezi (until he crossed the floor to the ANC in 1997) said Buthelezi insisted that he, Felgate, be executive director.

McMillan said: “You mean you will have control of editorial policy.” Felgate said: “Yes, in regard to anything of a political nature.” McMillan told him that, in that case, the whole plan would fail, because Tim Muile would not accept that.

Felgate’s intervention upset a plan which looked like this: for the first five years, Robinson and Company would have had a majority shareholding, and therefore manage the whole operation, for the obvious reason that Inkatha had no experience in the field. At the end of five years, control would switch, with Robinson and Company becoming a minority shareholder, and Inkatha taking control. Felgate’s insistence on immediate political control scuppered the deal.

Within two years of that failed initiative, McMillan heard that the regional bi-weekly newspaper, the Zululand Observer, published in Empangeni, was in financial difficulties. He went and saw the proprietor/editor, Mrs Reg Anthony, who had taken over the paper when her husband became mortally ill. He discussed with her and her adviser, Fred Scales, what could be done. The Mercury managed to buy 75% control of the paper for a mere R12 000. McMillan admitted he intimidated Mrs Anthony by threatening to start a paper in competition. 

Rowley viewed the acquisition as a success, giving the Mercury an interest in a growing part of the province. “We made quite a good profit from it in those days. It turned into quite a nice little newspaper.”

McMillan, seeing the success of having a regional paper in the group, then pressed the board to acquire other titles and so make the whole province more strongly Mercury territory. He suggested the company buy the Highway Mail in Pinetown, the Newcastle Advertiser in Newcastle, and the South Coast Herald in Port Shepstone. “The thinking was that they could strengthen the Mercury economically while, on the editorial side, we would have pretty well saturation coverage in all those areas. We would also have a joint subscription rate, and saddle pack the one on the other.” It would give useful extra printing work to the Mercury.

McMillan was dissatisfied with the outcome. “The board made a strange decision to move its commercial printing works to Pinetown to a much bigger operation, Robinson and Hewitt. Unfortunately, they had a preoccupation with throughput and not enough consideration for profits. As a consequence, the whole thing got jammed up financially and otherwise, so any hopes of acquiring another newspaper just went down the tube.”

A financial crunch resulted, impacting back to the Mercury itself. Deputy Editor at the time Miles Mattson recalls a “dreadful ‘month of the long knives’ when they fired eight journalists in one go.” One of the journalists axed, Aubrey Smith, happened to be on leave at the time, and came back to find a letter on his desk saying he had been dismissed. It was a very impersonal execution of the board’s order to McMillan to “get rid of eight people”.

Mattson says the formation of the commercial printing wing of the company, Robprint, relied heavily on the new press the Mercury had bought. People were put in charge who, he thought, did not understand cash flow and management. One of his neighbours, Tim Gibson, who happened to work for a rival commercial printing concern, said to him one day: “I don’t know how Robprint undercuts our prices to the extent they do. We are pretty experienced at this game, but in several orders, Robprint has undercut us, and I don’t know how they are doing it.” But Mattson says the answer became all too apparent a few months later when Robprint found itself in desperate trouble. “They had been quite happy to fill their order books, but they weren’t looking at what it cost them to fulfil the orders”.

As to the failure of the Mercury to buy the country publications suggested, Rowley put this down to the publications asking too much money, because word had got out after the Zululand Observer deal that the Mercury was on the take-over trail, making such deals prohibitively expensive. He also took the attitude that “you must not dissipate your business energies on too many small businesses, and neglect the things on your doorstep.” McMillan, however, disagreed with this evaluation, feeling that although the publications wanted a reasonably high price, “my thinking was that, even if we paid a premium, the benefits long-term would have been worthwhile”.

David Robinson, who later succeeded John Robinson as chairman, was an ally of McMillan on this issue. He thought the Mercury had been far too conservative in its thinking. “It is quite laughable actually when you think back on it. We offered the South Coast Herald the princely sum of R30 000 to purchase the business.  A litte later, Terry Moolman (joint chairman of Caxton) came along and bought it for R300 000. That’s how far out we were. He had a grand vision, which was right. He was going to have a chain of small independent newspapers right around the country.”

Robinson believed the purchase of the papers would have benefited the Mercury considerably. “Maybe we should have gone out and borrowed the money to do it. We were so conservative we didn’t do things like that. We wanted to operate within our own financial capacity. But if we wanted to acquire something, we should have gone out and borrowed some money and paid it back out of the greater profits from the bigger venture. We should have bitten the bullet and created a chain of country newspapers in Natal.”

So he believes a chance was missed.

The combined effect of the expansion plans McMillan cherished was only the purchase of the Zululand Observer. The black paper idea was stillborn, because of Buthelezi or Felgate’s instinct to maintain political domination, and the country chain idea was lost because of excessively cautious budgeting as well as because of a badly-managed printing company expansion.

The gaps the Mercury did not fill through these ideas being abandoned were quickly filled by competitors. Argus, which was struggling in a difficult political climate to keep its black paper Ilanga alive, did a deal with Inkatha whereby Inkatha had political control of the paper, but the business management and publishing of the paper remained with Argus, which made handsome profits from the management and distribution contract. The problems Argus had experienced trying to circulate Ilanga into black areas – deliveries were blocked and vans set alight – disappeared once Inkatha owned the paper.

Caxton picked up most of the country titles around Natal to add to its national empire of small newspapers it established, most of them free publications making revenue out of advertising, but some sold under a cover-price.

The Mercury was being hemmed in, and this was limiting its prospects for maintaining acceptable profits.

Chapter Three – Mounting political trouble

While the Mercury was wrestling internally to establish a secure market for itself, the political situation was deteriorating markedly.

Though Prime Minister John Vorster had tried to swing some black states of Africa into a bloc with South Africa in opposition to communist expansionism in Africa, the degree of success he had with this strategy was countered by the virtually unanimous opposition of the rest of Africa to apartheid.

To keep the liberation movements as far away from South Africa as possible, Vorster also allowed police and army detachments to assist Ian Smith’s government in Rhodesia in countering liberation movement terror incursions into that country. Rhodesia was thus also able to lessen the effects of international sanctions against it, in that South Africa allowed it an escape hatch through which sanctions could be evaded.

The security situation was, however, worsening by the day in Rhodesia, and whites - worn down by the burden of repeated military call-ups – were themselves beginning to “take the gap”. Vorster, too, was not willing to stand behind Smith in everything, and expected Smith to solve his own internal political problems. Coerced by Henry Kissinger, United States forceful secretary of state at the time, Vorster eventually closed the escape hatch for Smith, forcing him into a settlement.

The Mercury’s position through these political developments was affected by John Robinson’s connections from the time he had served in the forces during the Second World War.

McMillan recalls at the time of the Rhodesia UDI (unilateral declaration of independence) that assistant editor Ramsay Milne wanted to take a line opposing UDI. “But Robinson was a gentleman’s gentleman, and was extremely loyal to the people he had fought with in the Second World War and that whole culture of people who had come out of the war . . . Ian Smith was one of them . . . He was committed to the idea of the fight to the finish. It was a little bit schoolboyish, but nevertheless they were genuine convictions.

“John Robinson supported UDI and consequently the policy got that way. He, and I throughout my tenure, opposed majority rule, simple majority rule. I was quite intrigued to see that Alan Paton towards the end of his life also confessed to me that he also did not think the time was right for majority rule. And I think that was one of the underlying things with John Robinson as far as Rhodesia was concerned. He did not believe that majority rule was in the best interests of Rhodesia.”

While John Robinson’s views as chairman were influential, he did not dictate policy to the editor. And in this case Jimmy McMillan’s views approximated those of Robinson’s, so there was never a clash.  McMillan says simply: “I ran my own route when I was editor. There was never any compulsion to comply with the proprietor’s view. Before me, Mervyn Ellis was totally a law unto himself. The managing director had to make an appointment to see him. It was never as bad as that in my case. There was a free movement into one another’s offices. We talked, but never ever did Robinson say: ‘I think you should take this line.’ I think we just grew in tune with one another.”

Because of the huge political struggle developing in South Africa at that time, the political stance of a newspaper was all-important in the eyes of local political parties, banned organisations and the governments of the outside world. There was good reason for this, because the press was one of the few remaining institutions of influence capable having a peaceful effect for change in South Africa. The courts and the universities were the others.

But McMillan did not regard his newspaper as merely a political instrument. In fact, he played down its value as a political instrument in favour of its value as a conveyor of information, which was itself an important way of influencing public opinion.

He thought, for instance, that Joel Mervis was a fine editor of the Sunday Times, “but at one time his paper was so saturated with politics that it drew the criticism that it was a political rag, a thing I didn’t want the Mercury to be. I believe a newspaper is primarily a source of information, and the public should be kept as well informed as possible. Politics had to be kept in some balance, and it shouldn’t be all over the newspaper. If the newspaper had any influence at all, it had to retain that through the service it provided in sport, finance and general news. Once it could be sure it had satisfied its readers in that consideration, then it must also inform in politics, but it must not be done in a way that any one section of the newspaper is dominant.”

There were practical restraints, too, on simply taking a political line based on the personal views of the editor. McMillan said: “Being an independent newspaper, we had to rely entirely on our own financial resources. So our success in the advertising field and the business side of the newspaper was entirely dependent on what efforts we could make to keep the paper viable.

“It is a fact that business had fallen off tremendously – so much so that a year before the merger with Argus took place, we had to take a 5% salary cut, not receive an increase. With that constantly in mind . . . with a fair number of people dependent on your thinking . . . with the fear that if you went overboard in a liberal direction, you could very well end up where the Rand Daily Mail ended up, with 79% of its readership black, having abandoned its advertising base, which was primarily white. Very little disposable income (among blacks) was available for buying lounge suites, and bulk items, so advertising the newspaper would want to push went to hell (in the Rand Daily Mail).”

McMillan said he felt for successive Rand Daily Mail editors Allister Sparks and Ray Louw – “where their heart and convictions lay was just not where the advertiser wanted it”.

He said: “Now I had that on the one hand – what happened to the RDM. As editor, I didn’t have behind me the resources of a company like Saan, or Argus. When you’re on your own, you’ve got to paddle your own canoe financially. So, with that constantly in mind, it was a case almost of two steps forward and one step back, because if you ran too far ahead, the danger was that you would start down the slippery slope the Mail had gone down.”

Those are the very solid and professional sentiments of a thorough journalist, but newspapers over the whole last quarter of the 20th Century in South Africa have been judged finally on their political stance. In that respect, the Mercury’s opposition to simple majority rule was the factor that placed the Mercury in the public perception as right wing. Most of the rest of the English press in South Africa (and of opposition political parties) was moving steadily towards accepting the inevitability of majority rule, and even supporting it as a concept, though still opposing revolutionary methods of terror that the liberation movements were increasingly adopting in their struggle to achieve a full democracy..

Behind the perception that the Mercury was right-wing was also the fact that McMillan, and his political correspondent Ormande Pollok, had very close contacts with the Nationalist government, in particular some of its ministers. McMillan had by chance found himself, in the early 1970s when he first became editor, included in a party of young Nationalist politicians invited to Britain by the British Central Office of Information. The politicians all, as it turned out, came to hold extremely influential positions in government as time went on. They were F.W.de Klerk (later State President), Dawie de Villiers (later Cape leader of the National Party) and Kobie Coetsee (later Minister of Justice and a prime mover in settlement initiatives to end South Africa’s political strife). McMillan got to know them as friends, and kept regular contact with them throughout his remaining tenure in office.

The line he always took with them was that, sooner or later, white political parties would have to sit down around a table with black politicians to work out a peaceful future.

He regarded F.W.de Klerk as a realist and a pragmatist, and did not feel he was motivated by any deep philosophy in the way Dr Verwoerd was.

McMillan saw Vorster as no more than a man of the moment, and Vorster’s line was: “If you give up power, you will never get it back”. McMillan remembers lambasting Vorster in an editorial as no liberal, because Die Burger at the time was trying to project Vorster as a liberal. “Alan Paton phoned me and said: ‘You are finally coming to your senses’.”

So, while viewed as being on the right wing of the English press in South Africa, the Mercury under McMillan did not have any compunction in attacking the Nationalist government when it thought fit. He remembers, after the Nationalists failed to buy the Mercury and the scandal had come out about how they had used taxpayers’ money through a secret fund to finance the launch of The Citizen, the Mercury had a run-in with Senator Owen Horwood, the Minister of Finance, for saying he had put his hand over the figures when signing approval for the scheme, and had thus not known about it.

“Ormande Pollok filed the story, and Brian Parkes, the chief sub, put up the headline ‘Horwood a rubber stamp’. Horwood phoned me to say he took the strongest exception to the headline, so I said: ‘Do you concede you put your hand over the figures?’ He said: ‘Yes’. I then said: ‘And you signed it? So you were rubber-stamping. You couldn’t have seen anything, because you said you had your hand over the figures. If you’ve got any problems with our headline, take them to the Press Commission.’ That was the last I heard of it.” 

The political influence on the Mercury of its political correspondent, Ormande Pollok, was also an important factor at the time. Pollok was a colourful personality and a good social mixer who spent many years in the parliamentary press gallery, eventually with the status of assistant editor at the Mercury as well as being chairman of the Press Gallery Association on more than one occasion. In his years covering Parliament and politics, he developed extremely valuable news contacts with government spokesmen. To some extent, these contacts also seemed to affect his political independence, with the result that he had a reputation of being too close to the government, and thus not entirely independent.  He knew the government’s sensitivity to adverse press reports, and did not seem to want to damage his inside track on government news by writing the more critical anti-government reports. He was a man who insisted on living at the Cape, so was only occasionally to be seen in the Mercury office itself – so much so that one staffer took him for a stranger and asked if he could help him. Pollok said: “I’m one of your assistant editors.”

McMillan regarded Pollok as having “some exceptional contacts”. Though admitting he knew that some people felt Pollok was too close to a portion of the government, he felt it had paid off  “in the sense that in some respects he had the ability almost to anticipate certain directions from government”. “I would say Pollok was a well-informed and level-headed political correspondent. I suppose it is right that he did influence me, but not that I was conscious of.”

The political image and attitudes of the Mercury need to be put in context with what was happening in the day-to-day lives of South Africans. 

In 1977, for instance, pressures were mounting on the government to abandon its beach apartheid rules, which had been in force since the 1960s, and under which all the best beaches had been set aside for the exclusive use of whites, while other races had the more distant or less pleasant beaches to frequent. An editorial on January 4 1977 made it clear that the Mercury accepted the moral basis that nobody should be barred from a public beach solely on grounds of race or colour, but said time was needed to adjust from the status quo and to look at the need for new amenities. “Meanwhile the suggestion that one of the city’s beaches should be open to all races sounds like a sensible way to begin an orderly retreat from apartheid.”

Another editorial about that time attacked a court judgment in which a man was found not guilty under the sex-across-the-colour-line clauses of the Immorality Act while the woman involved in the same alleged offence was found guilty and sentenced to six months in jail. The Mercury said: “This iniquitous law, unknown anywhere outside South Africa, has over the years brought misery and ruin to countless people, given the police a bad image, and done the country much harm abroad. Justice would best be served if it were abolished.”

It is interesting to note, in light of McMillan’s acknowledgement that Koornhof called editors to a meeting to brief them on the question of the admittance of black pupils to church schools, that the Mercury urged a conciliatory approach, suggesting the Catholic Church mark time until Koornhof could find a way to do it legally. “Exercise patience” was the Mercury’s advice to the Catholic Church.

In May 1977, a Mercury editorial expressed the view McMillan said he had been voicing privately in his meetings with de Klerk, de Villiers and Coetsee: “Sooner or later Mr Vorster – and White South Africa as a whole – will have to accept that, unless they wish to risk all on one final throw of the dice, Black, Brown and White will have to meet around the conference table to find one another.”

The increasingly perilous situation for South Africa internationally was highlighted in October 1977 by a United Nations Security Council resolution urging states not only to impose a mandatory arms

embargo on South Africa but also to block loans, investments and economic support. A week or so later two big American banks, Chase Manhattan and Citibank, gave warning (a warning that eventually led to implementation, with drastic results) that they would use their loan regulations to prod South Africa into changing its policies. The Mercury immediately challenged this, saying “attempts to put economic pressure on SA often seem more concerned with salving consciences than with improving the lot of the oppressed.”

In a sense, this was the time that the long debate that had raged through South African society on the question of sanctions against the country became central to internal political debate. For the next 15 years and more, it was a major point of political friction, and to this day there is discussion on whether South African society has been permanently damaged by what happened. While those looking for a quick change in political control in South Africa were prepared to accept the damage sanctions would do in exchange for the benefits of removing apartheid, those opposing sanctions ranged from liberals, concerned that sanctions would damage the economy and hurt oppressed blacks most, to apartheid supporters who were angrily determined to push on with their policies confident they could overcome efforts to overthrow them.

Negotiations regarding the future of Namibia (then South West Africa) were another point of political contention between South Africa and the international community. The Mercury took a challenging stance to the Western negotiating group, asking in March 1978: “Will the West continue to stand flat-footed – irresolute, with its policies dictated by fear of Moscow, or will it find courage to assert itself – perhaps to the extent of giving its personal blessing to internal settlements in Rhodesia and SWA? There is not much time left for it to make up its mind.”

The Mercury reacted with particular anger to the shooting down by Patriotic Front cadres of a civilian airliner shortly after take-off from Kariba in September 1978, and the subsequent mowing down of survivors of the crash. “The slaughter of helpless survivors of the Rhodesian airliner crash near Kariba may well rank as the most bestial deed in the annals of Rhodesia’s terrorist warfare –surpassing even the barbaric massacre at Elim. If there is any conclusion to be drawn from it, it must be that the bands of de-humanised brutes that roam the Rhodesian bush under the banner of the Patriotic Front now live only by the instincts of the wild beasts in whose domain they operate . . . The West now has every reason to reflect on its folly in not giving its backing to the present transitional government at the outset . . . it is being seen to pander to and parly with people whose diabolical actions have sickened civilised people everywhere.”

The change in National Party leadership in September 1978 was greeted almost optimistically by the Mercury. While admitting that Mr P.W.Botha “hardly seems the man for so critical an hour”, it pointed out that none of his predecessors had seemed so either. “Experience has shown, however, that high responsibility tends to round off the rough edges, while the mantle of office may call forth unsuspected reserves of wisdom and awaken latent qualities of statesmanship.”

On the resignation of Vorster in June 1979 - after the findings of the Erasmus Commission relating to the Information Scandal around the launching of The Citizen newspaper secretly funded with taxpayers’ money - the Mercury commented: “What an ignominious end to the public life of a man who was held in such high regard.” It called on P.W.Botha to seek a new mandate from the electorate.

The election of Robert Mugabe to power in the March 1980 elections in Zimbabwe drew the response from the Mercury that the result must be respected “as the wish of the war-weary majority”, but said the “despondency and anxiety that have settled over the white community will not easily be dispelled.” The message the Mercury saw for South Africa from the Zimbabwe election result was: “accommodate your moderates before they turn to militants”.

A significant policy stance on political violence was taken by the Mercury in February 1981 following a South African Defence Force commando raid on an ANC base in Mozambique, with considerable loss of life in the ranks of the liberation movement. Pointing out that the tone of white reaction – including the two main opposition parties - was congratulatory, it said the reaction of KwaZulu leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi was that the raid was a “tragedy which will remain with the black community of South Africa for many months”. The editorial said that, behind the elation of a successful and very necessary military strike, “there are many people of all shades of opinion who share Chief Buthelezi’s sense of a developing tragedy that has about it an air of Grecian inevitability – unless we all act to stop it running its predictable course.” It pointed out that “it requires wisdom and a special kind of courage to reject violence and continue to seek peaceful solution while lesser men are losing their patience, sorely tried though it may be.

The worsening security situation for South Africa became linked also with the scandals of the treatment of imprisoned anti-apartheid activists. The shock of Steve Biko’s death in 1977 was made worse by the apparent callous inhumanity of the government’s reaction to his death. Similarly the case of Neil Aggett, who was found hanged in his cell while being held in detention, focused attention on the authorities’ handling of rebellious activists. The Mercury commented: “The death of Dr Neil Aggett has brought the whole question of detention without trial into sharp and tragic focus as few other events could have done. . . . In its handling of these sensitive and volatile matters, the government would do well to bear in mind the growing power of worker solidarity and to reflect on some parallels, particularly concerning the potential force of world opinion. In saying that, we are not discounting the grim reality of subversion and terrorism against South Africa, nor the need for special measures to combat it.”  

This comment showed some of the worry being felt in society at the increasingly extreme steps being taken on either side of the conflict for power, and at the effects of this struggle on world opinion.

Crucial to the continuing role of newspapers in South African society in this fraught political climate was the sudden swoop the government made on the more black-leaning and the more politically radical publications. On October 19 1977, several publications were banned and closed, and in some cases their senior staff detained. The Argus Company’s black readership newspaper, The World, was the most prominent to fall under the axe.

The crackdown, ordered by Minister of Justice and Police Jimmy Kruger, was loudly condemned around the world, and by newspapers in South Africa. But those newspapers that survived, the mainstream press, knew also that the game had changed from then on for them also. Newspapers too outspoken in their criticism of the government, or too supportive of dissident or liberation groups, faced closure. How to keep alive, while also doing a newspaper’s job of trying to tell the public what was actually happening, became a major challenge in the coming few years.

There was, nevertheless, a distinct difference in tone between the mainstream publications and some of the publications that were banned. The Mercury for its part was openly hostile to a body such as the World Council of Churches, which it accused on September 1 1980 of being “the guardian angel of violent revolution in southern Africa”. The editorial said: “Just how much blood of murdered innocents – including missionaries – has dripped from its hands during the past decade through grants it has made to terrorist movements is anybody’s guess, but that has certainly not deterred it from continuing the process.” The organisation could not evade the fact that its money was used to wage war – “and it knows it”.

While this was the Mercury’s tone towards supporters of revolutionary change in South Africa, it was equally outspoken against the government’s continuing efforts to curb newspapers still criticising it. The Steyn Commission in 1982 proposed legislation which was interpreted in opposition circles as giving the government the ability to control the media covertly. The Mercury warned that any hopes of maintaining a distinguished association with the free world would certainly be dashed with a press reporting under licence.

Meanwhile the new government under P.W.Botha, though hard on media critics, was showing interesting signs of wishing to be more accommodating of the political aspirations of groups without the franchise. “Adapt or die” was his message, which raised hopes for a time that change was on its way. The ownership limitation on blacks to a maximum of 13% of the land area of South Africa was scrapped, and the petty apartheid measures that had caused so much hurt were on their way out. Botha’s boldness in preparing for change very soon caused a further rift in the Nationalist ranks, leading to the birth of the Conservative Party under the leadership of Dr Andries Treurnicht. 

While plans were being made for a big step forward in political rights for coloureds and Indians within the same political system as whites, P.W.Botha seemed to draw the line at allowing blacks the same right. He could see that whites could remain dominant, even with the inclusion of coloureds and Indians in the system, but that they would undoubtedly lose political control if blacks were allowed the same right. Botha stuck by his dream of a loose confederation of states in southern Africa, the black homelands moving to independence and to their place in the confederal system. It was a plan which, though it may have had certain merits, was strongly opposed by the liberation movements. This made it difficult for any blacks within the country to be seen to embrace it publicly.

P.W.Botha’s decision in that climate was to proceed with the plan for coloured and Indian rights while seeking to investigate further a solution for black political rights. He called the country to a referendum on a proposed tricameral system incorporating coloureds and Indians in a system with white voters, but the debate was heightened by intensifying efforts of the liberation movements to oppose any deal leaving blacks out of the equation.

The low-level civil war beginning to be waged against the government was heightened appreciably when a car bomb placed by Umkhonto we Sizwe cadres exploded in Church Street, Pretoria, on May 20 1983. This act of terrorism prompted the Mercury to claim that “a deep sense of shock and outrage broods over South Africa this morning after the devastating terrorist bomb blast in Pretoria.” It described it as an “appalling atrocity” and said that, like all acts of terrorism “it was ruthless and cowardly”. Nevertheless, it remarked that while terrorism could be defeated, what South Africa needed most of all “is credible progress towards a more just society”.

The Pretoria bomb was followed within days by a reprisal raid by South African forces on an ANC base outside Maputo in Mozambique, another move that influenced the political situation towards growing violence on both sides. Parliamentary opposition parties supported the retaliatory raid on ANC bases outside Maputo.

While Defence Minister Magnus Malan said South Africa would seek revenge for every drop of blood spilt by white, coloured or black South Africans, Catholic Archbishop of Durban and president of the  Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference appealed to the government to face the question: “Why the violence?” He said no one could feel happy about the escalation of the war against the ANC. “The agony we experience about Namibia we will experience, too, in an escalating war against the ANC, because the ANC is fighting apartheid and we find apartheid indefensible.” The Catholic bishops abhorred violence, but they could not abhor ANC violence without also abhorring the violence built into apartheid.

These views of the bishops’ conference tried to bridge a growing gulf in sentiment between blacks and whites in South Africa. Because the vast majority of white South Africans, felt the ANC was making war, not just on the Nationalist government, but on them – as evidenced by the Pretoria bomb which killed many civilians though ostensibly aimed at a military target – even the idea of abhorring developments on both sides of the conflict seemed too friendly a response to the ANC’s terror war.

The Mercury definitely came down on the side of white anger against the terror attack and self-righteousness over the retaliatory attack on ANC bases in Mozambique, reminding President Samora Machel that Jordan had found it prudent to rid itself of Palestine Liberation Organisation bases because they placed it in the Israeli firing line. “It is not impossible that Mozambique could be faced with a similar moment of truth.”

The referendum on the tricameral system, in October 1983, raised emotions also, forcing the electorate to weigh its heart against its mind over an equivocal constitutional plan which no one saw as a final solution to the country’s problems. Some wanted to boycott the poll altogether, because it did not address black political rights. Others felt a “No” vote would better show opposition to the plan’s patent faults. Others, again, felt the granting of the franchise to coloureds and Indians was at least a step forward from the subjugation of all non-white groups under apartheid.

The Mercury first opposed the boycotters in an editorial on September 28, saying such action would be “senseless”. A week later, on October 6 it made it clear it favoured a “Yes” vote, saying: “if voting ‘Yes’ seems to some a strange way of getting from A to B, it should at least be acknowledged that the dynamics of political change do not always move in a straight line.

“But to impugn the motives and good faith of all who vote ‘Yes’, and to contemplate a shift towards unrest and violence on that basis, is in our view a grievously mistaken reading of the situation. It would be a great tragedy if the patience of black moderates, sorely tried though it has been, ran out just as there is some new light at the end of the tunnel.”

On October 13, the Mercury clarified its stance still further by saying: “The ‘Yes’ vote we urge is not an acceptance of this constitution as the last word . . . we believe events will prove it to have been nothing more than the crutch white South Africa needed to move forward.”

On October 19, the Mercury used the decision of a leading Natal business magnate, Chris Saunders, to vote “Yes” as added fuel for its own case in supporting the “Yes” vote. “Always fearless and outspoken in his criticism of Government shortcomings, he has nevertheless decided that ‘changing one thing for the better is worth more than proving a thousand things wrong’ . . . Mr Saunders has been quite blunt, too, in telling the Prime Minister that his endorsement is not a signature on a blank cheque – just as ours is not.”

On October 31, just days before the referendum, the Mercury published a further editorial under the headline: “It’s still ‘Yes’ ”. In that editorial, it argued that “discriminatory legislation is not going to disappear overnight, and the Prime Minister will still have the dictatorial power he has right now. That reality will stick in the throat of a lot of people, ourselves included. However, we recognise that if a white majority . . . does not feel it can control the pace of change, there will be no change at all . . .

“The choice is an agonising one. But it has to be made. Our ‘Yes’ does not constitute the abandonment of our position as an Opposition newspaper. We will continue to fight for the inclusion of all South Africans in an equitable political dispensation. Lest we be misunderstood, we should emphasise that our determination has in fact been sharpened by being made more conscious than ever of the injustices to blacks while having to make such a decision.”

By supporting a “Yes” vote, the Mercury was the only mainstream English language paper (discounting the Citizen) to do so, though the matter was debated heatedly and dividedly within editorial offices of all papers opposing the government.

Most opposition papers chose to support a “No” vote, but The Star  - after suspense built up to the last moment on which way it would go - called on voters not to vote. The decision was heavily mocked, though not understood in the way the editor Harvey Tyson would have liked, and led to the saying being coined about him: “The editor’s indecision is final”.

Asked about the decision he took to support a “Yes” vote at the Mercury, McMillan said: “There were those who wanted to say ‘No’, and make the Nats go back to the drawing board. Miles Mattson argued for the ‘No’. But I felt there was no likelihood of their going back to the drawing board and coming back with something more progressive.

“It was a crutch to get them over decision-making, incorporating a voice other than whites in the decision-making process. The more they got used to taking notice of people of colour, the easier it would be for those who wanted further changes. If it failed to work, that was also a plus factor. It was not that I was impressed into believing the tricameral system was a solution. It was a half-way house . Simply to say ‘No’ was negative, because the best you could hope for was the status quo.”

McMillan said that after publication of the leader supporting a ‘Yes’ vote, he received a call from Chris Saunders confirming he was for voting ‘Yes’. “I cannot recall a negative reaction from the readership. I think, just as Afrikaner Nationalism needed a half-way stop, so did the bulk of the conservative electorate and readership of the Mercury.” Reaction from political parties was predictable: “The Nats were pleased, which didn’t over-please me,” McMillan said. “The Progressives seemed to think I was taking a middle of the road position. From the readership, the majority supported my attitude.”

Chapter Four – Robinson control and merger moves

From the foundation of the Mercury in 1852 till the 1970s, there had never been any question of the newspaper being controlled by anyone other than Robinson family members (and the Collinses, associated by marriage), with the Campbells having a passive minor stake. But the 1970s began to see that control threatened and, in the 1980s, control was changed radically.

Alf Rowley, managing director in the 1970s, became convinced from the early 1970s that “unless you have some sort of joint set-up – the degree of the set-up is another matter – but unless you have it, there is no future. And there hasn’t been a future since 1970-71.”

 Rowley recognised the Robinsons as a dynasty, and he knew his proposals for a joint printing arrangement could compromise that. But he was concerned for the Mercury’s actual long-term survival in deciding to press continuously for a joint printing deal.

The chairman of the Mercury at that time was John Robinson, who had been political correspondent and then assistant editor of the paper before ascending to the chairmanship. Rowley admired him greatly, but said Robinson “had no management skills”.

Another Robinson in the business was Rodney, cousin to John, who became works manager and managing director. Rodney’s uncle, Frere Robinson, was also in the business. Rowley described him as “a dear old chap . . . I nearly said simple. That’s really unkind. A quiet, modest man, shy in the extreme. A bachelor living with an unmarried sister. He was our paymaster, though he had no accounting knowledge. If the wages were over, he would put them in a packet and stick them in a cupboard. And if they were short, he would balance them by taking money out of the packet.”

Yet another was Jolyon, nephew to John, who got his ticket of competency and became assistant engineer in the Mercury’s works department.

Then there was David, John’s son and the one who succeeded John Robinson to the chairmanship in the 1980s. He matriculated at Michaelhouse, went to university for a year and then started as a cub reporter at the Mercury. But later John asked him where his interest actually lay, and David chose management. From then on he worked as Rowley’s understudy while getting general experience by looking after circulation and advertising.

Though John was happy his son wished to go into the business, Rowley says John did not particularly wish to force his family in. Rowley had become senior enough in the company to be able to speak his mind with confidence to John, and one day said to him: “You have experienced it yourself. There are too many members of the family in the business, all expecting top jobs. We can’t have that. It doesn’t work.”

So it was then agreed that David would be trained up to succeed John, but there would be no further accommodation of aspirant Robinson family members. Nevertheless control of the company remained firmly with the Robinson family.

The problem which began to show itself in the 1970s of needing to upgrade the presses, and the need to purchase an expensive Goss press, however, led to this control being substantially threatened. South African Associated Newspapers (Saan), which stood surety for the metroliner press, took a 49% share in the business (in exchange for a 5% stake in Saan, and a seat on their board), which left the family’s control very shaky. It could just take one family member to sell out to Saan, and the family would have lost control.

The position of Argus was also interesting. It had no shareholding in the Mercury, but could greatly influence the welfare of the Mercury through its role as the Mercury’s main newspaper rival in Natal. Rowley recalls that talks were held with Argus every year on the question of what advertising rates were going to be charged in the coming year. Because of Argus’s strength in the market throughout the country, Rowley said he had no wish to get on the wrong side of Argus. “The Mercury’s policy at my instigation was: ‘Do not make enemies of your competitors’. Fight them, sure, but on a proper businesslike footing, no smart tactics, no chiselling, nothing. And I think I can boastfully say that Argus top management, and its managers in Durban, knew they could trust me. The result is we never had any unhappy friction at all. We were able to fix advertising rates . . . collusion is a bit of a harsh word . . . but we had co-operation in arriving at tariffs.”

In lighter vein, Rowley recalled a time at one of these meetings when the Daily News manager, John Gittins, received from him a counter-proposal to what Gittins was recommending. Rowley told him: “No John, we can’t do that. It is the only rate out of the whole lot we disagree on.” Gittins said he would have to report to Argus managing director Lif Hewitt. And the next thing, Rowley’s phone rang and Lif Hewitt was on the line. When Rowley again insisted he could not accept Argus’s proposal, Hewitt said: “Bullshit. Of course you can do it.” Rowley asked what made him so sure he could, and Hewitt replied: “If you don’t do it, I will tell Gittins to kill the Mercury.”

If this sounded like a threat, Rowley did not take it as such, but laughed uproariously. “That was typical of Lif Hewitt. If it is recorded and taken up by someone who doesn’t know Lif Hewitt or me or Gittins, they could easily misinterpret it as an open war threat. It wasn’t meant to be that. I knew Lif Hewitt, and he was absolutely bloody ruthless, but basically not quite such a bastard as he was painted.”

Rowley was adamant that Argus made no attempt to sabotage the Mercury’s welfare, nor any attempt to take it over in the time he was managing director, a position he retired from in 1982. So, in his time at the top, and in spite of his unsuccessful efforts to achieve a joint printing agreement, the Mercury continued under the control of the Robinsons, even though Saan not only had a 49% shareholding, but also a desire to obtain control. 

David said Saan openly professed its intention to take control of the Mercury, but admitted Saan was also concerned about the monopoly situation. “I think that is why they held back. And they were very fond of my father, and my father certainly didn’t want to relinquish control of the Mercury. They were happy with the relationship. They knew they were almost in the driving seat and they simply had to press the button at any stage and they could take control. I don’t think they pushed it terribly hard at that time . . . and then Saan got into hot water.”

From this, it can be seen the family’s grip on the company was becoming unstable, but it was Argus – not Saan - that eventually had the strongest cards to play. The printing presses it had in Durban made a deal possible, whereas Saan had no presses in Durban. On top of that, Saan was running into serious financial trouble that was soon to cause the closure of the Rand Daily Mail. On top of that, personal relationships with Saan management deteriorated markedly with the appointment of Stephen Mulholland as Saan MD to try to rectify the mess there. David said: “The Saan management was focused in the wrong direction in my opinion. I personally went cold on Saan, because I didn’t think they were the right player.”

He recalls his difficulties with Steve Mulholland, which added to his unwillingness to consider Saan as a merge partner. “With all due respect to Mulholland, I never got on with that chap. He was a fractious bugger. I was sitting in my office one day and he phoned me. And he just started shouting at me. He said: ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?’ I said: ‘Just hang on, what are you talking about?’

“We - myself and Athol Campbell - had taken some decision which we regarded as necessary, and Steve felt he should have been consulted. We actually disagreed with him. He was a Robinson board member, representing Saan’s interests in the company. But it was a management decision, not a board decision. He went off pop at me.

“I said: ‘Look, Steve, when you’ve calmed down and can talk like a reasonable person, phone me back. And I slammed the phone down. He never forgave me.”

By comparison, David found Argus’s John Featherstone much better to deal with. “John is very good on management. He’s very tough, but he’s got a clear vision of what should be done and how it should be done.”

David, who took over management at the Mercury after Rowley, sketched the scene he stepped into on taking office, and the atmosphere that led to merger talks. “The whole newspaper world was pretty grim. It was a tight financial situation. The economy was going down. Newspaper profits were going to hell. While the Mercury at that time was doing all right, it wasn’t making a great return. We weren’t satisfying our family shareholders.

“It was a difficult situation, because there were family shareholders who were relying on the company. There were probably 40 or 50 other family shareholders. These relations of ours were becoming very critical of the performance and the return they were getting. One or two of them were beginning to make noises to the big groups, like: ‘Wouldn’t you like to buy our shares?’ And sitting there at the top, I could see the benefits of a merger in Durban with the Daily News, Sunday Tribune and ourselves. And I just phoned up John Featherstone, by then manager of the Daily News, and said: ‘I am interested in talking’.” Featherstone’s reaction was: “It’s about bloody time.”

David said he looked at the possibility of a merger simply from the long-term financial position of the Mercury’s owners, Robinson and Company, which had to improve so that family members who needed some form of regular income, or a lump sum, could get it. “I felt the time had come for the Mercury to forfeit its independence and become part of a bigger set-up, whatever that might be.”

Considering the Robinsons had become a newspaper dynasty, David said: “I felt terrible about being the man in the seat and being responsible for that particular move. But there weren’t any alternatives in my opinion.”

I asked David whether the cost of the Goss press had been the deciding factor, the last straw on the camel’s back. He answered: “This is a delicate one, because the presentation we gave to the Competition Board was exactly the scenario you have just put to me. We had to suggest to the board that the Mercury was definitely on the skids and on the way out in order to achieve the merger. They wouldn’t have accepted it otherwise. In reality, we could have continued for a number of years in a profitable situation, although I’m not suggesting it would have been a situation acceptable to myself or to the shareholders, but we certainly weren’t going down the tubes to the extent we told the Competition Board we were. We laid it on thick.”

But David said the financial state of the Mercury was only part of the reason why he was interested in the merger. “I could see the formation of a highly successful and profitable company, which would enable the Mercury to continue down the track secure with a group that understood newspapers.”

The downside of the decision was that the Mercury was giving up its independence. It had always been a happy ship. It could make quick decisions, because there was not a long chain of command, and it was competitive in thinking up marketing ploys that worried the Daily News and the Sunday Tribune. Nevertheless, David admitted, “if you looked at the hard facts, we were not generating enough profits. And the figures John Featherstone and I put together on the sorts of profits we could be making were very exciting in terms of money for both Robinson and Company, and profits for the Argus Company.”

David admitted he was worried by the attitude of some family shareholders threatening to dispose of their shares, and he didn’t know to whom they would sell. He was worried the Afrikaans newspaper groups might see a way of capturing control. “I felt we should stick to the old enemy that we knew, like the Argus Company, who would ensure the continued existence of the Mercury along the lines we approved of.

“We could have stayed independent and slowly slipped down the hill in terms of our financial situation. We would have landed up in such a weak position that we couldn’t negotiate or bargain with anybody. I just felt we were still pretty strong at that stage. We were still making reasonably good profits.”

Why did Robinson and Company turn to Argus instead of to Saan, which was already a 49% shareholder of the company?

David said he went to Argus because “Saan was a shambles at that stage. We just didn’t want to get involved. Although we often fought with Argus as competitors, we respected the management. They were certainly more professional and ran newspapers more along the lines that we did. With hindsight, this is the way we should have gone years before.”

At the time, however, neither Argus nor Saan were the first company to be approached about a possible merger. That honour went to the Natal Witness in Pietermaritzburg. David said: “My brother-in-law is married into the Craib family that owns the Witness, so there was a connection between the Mercury and the Witness. Before the merger with Argus, I actually came and held discussions with Desmond Craib and Stewart Craib about a possible merger, which I thought was a very viable option. Stewart wasn’t keen. I think he thought he had a secure market there and didn’t want to dilute his personal business situation in any way. He wanted to continue by himself. So that put paid to that option.”

At that stage David turned to Argus. Although the Mercury and the Daily News were rivals, he admitted he had a very good relationship with John Featherstone, then general manager of the Daily News, Sunday Tribune, Ilanga and Post. “We often used to meet and talk about the possibility of a merger. For years there was a situation where we were ribbing each other. It had always ended in their saying: “Forget about it, we are going to compete and stay independent.” That is why Featherstone was moved, when David eventually indicated he was ready to negotiate, to say: “It’s about bloody time.” 

While the talks were still in progress between them, an event happened that was to put added pressure on David Robinson to transform his company to make fuller use of opportunities developing in a very fluid media situation. A new member came onto the board of Robinson and Company, in the person of Athol Campbell, whose greatgrandfather, Sir Marshall Campbell – after whom the Durban suburb of KwaMashu was named - had been one of the original shareholders when the company was registered in 1901. He had been a fellow-MP with Sir John Robinson, and a close friend.

Athol’s father, who inherited the shares in Robinson and Company, did not sit on the board, because he was happy to leave the running of the company to his friend John Robinson. But Athol was more aggressive and decided to take a seat on the board. On inheriting the shares, he found himself to be the biggest single shareholder in the company, mainly because the Robinson shares had been dispersed over generations among the various children, whereas Sir Marshall Campbell had stipulated that the eldest son in his line would inherit the shares.

Folklore within the company was that the Campbells disliked the Collinses, because one of the Collinses on the editorial side had written something critical of the Campbells. Because of this family friction, and because Campbell’s father had not wished to sit on the board, Athol came to the company from an emotional distance, and without any sentimental attachment to it. 

He was a tough businessman, and what he found he had inherited did not satisfy him. He quickly sussed out that control of the company hung by a thread, through the spread of shares over the generations and because of a lack of acceptable profitability. He had no hang-ups in trying to deal with it. For one thing, he was not happy that Saan had managed to obtain a 49% shareholding in the company.

As he put it, “I never understood why Saan got their feet in the door. I didn’t know why there was a need to protect the Mercury, because if the family shareholders didn’t want to sell, that was it. The only thing I can think of was that there were probably, like all families, divisions. John Robinson’s family didn’t have a big stake, because it had been watered down by aunts and cousins. And the same with the Collinses.

Athol Campbell went to David Robinson, after inheriting the shares, and said: “I’ve got to make a decision on these shares. There are no profits in the Mercury and in Robinsons. There are quite a few assets. And really, unless we are going to do something about the business and shake it up, make it profitable, I’ll probably have to sell out.” He saw his shareholding as no more than an investment, not a matter of family pride, and he had more shares than John Robinson had. David and he, in their discussions, came to the conclusion that there were things that could be done.

Campbell, before inheriting the shares, had his own business, Rand Natal Trust, having previously been in Johannesburg working for Union Corporation. He had just sold his trust company to Sage, and he was the chairman of Sage in Natal and a member of Sage’s main board.  Having just sold his own business, Campbell was looking around for another venture. “Robinsons caught my fancy, because it was an opportunity to turn a very dull investment round. There was a lot of shareholder chaos.”

This was something of the background atmosphere in the Robinson camp at the time the merger talks took place. They had their influence on David’s decision to proceed with a merger with Argus – even to the point of embellishing the apparent crisis situation at the Mercury to convince the Competition Board to allow the deal to go through.

The anti-trust consideration in the deal was a very real worry. The English press was unpopular with government, because of its consistent opposition to apartheid, and Argus and Saan together had a stranglehold on the English press. Anything that would strengthen that dominant position still further would be frowned on.

McMillan said both Saan and Argus were worried by these considerations in terms of trying to get control of the Mercury. “When finally push came to shove, and the choice had to be Argus or Saan, just prior to the formation of Natal Newspapers, the Competition Board entered into the picture. They wanted to be satisfied that an action like this – whether with Saan or Argus – would still allow the Mercury to stand as an independent newspaper. So a whole financial exercise was produced, and management saw the Competition Board. Then quite strangely, and I think it was politically motivated, I was asked to see the Competition Board and was asked my opinion on which company I thought would involve itself less and would ensure the independence of the Mercury, an opinion which was given not exclusively on the basis of independence but also on consideration of staff. I had become pretty sensitive towards the end about the future of staff and whether they in fact had a future. So, summing up the two of them, I favoured Argus from my previous experience with Argus. I only had two and a half years with them. I just felt really it was the best bet, and that’s how it turned out.”

McMillan felt his opinion had played a decisive role in the Competition Board’s deliberations, citing his connections with Nationalist cabinet ministers as one of the reasons why the board had approached him. 

David Robinson agrees that McMillan’s voice could have been decisive in the circumstances.

When it came to the negotiations, David Robinson denied firmly that he had been forced into a deal. He had approached Argus because business conditions were difficult and profits were under pressure. He preferred to negotiate before matters deteriorated further. 

“I am a great believer in talking from a position of strength. The fact that we got a 30% shareholding in Natal Newspapers underlines what I am saying. We were still strong at that stage and the Argus Company perceived us to have numerous strengths, and could see the potential benefits of a merger. And that is why they agreed to giving us as much as 30%.”

David admitted there was some discussion at the merger talks about what percentage Robinson and Company should get in Natal Newspapers. “John Featherstone wanted to give us 20% at one stage, while we started by suggesting 35%. Eventually we settled at 30%, which I think was a very fair deal. You know the history of Natal Newspapers. It has gone from strength to strength.”

In the detail of how the merger would be implemented, there was the inevitable jockeying for positions, with a general feeling that the Mercury staff lost out to Argus. David said he felt this to be one of the problems of a merger from the point of view of the party holding the minority shareholding. “Although you can push for positions from your side, at the end of the day it is the majority shareholder that makes the final decisions. I think our staff were well looked after, largely, but a lot of really good people did lose out there. That is one of the problems of a merger. It didn’t affect editorial staff, because they were left alone. Jim Collins, the Mercury’s production manager, ended up down the chain of command, but on the technical side Nils Reinertsen and Peter Farrington did very well out of it.”

David was appointed deputy managing director under John Featherstone, and he recalls that the Daily News’s Ed Booth was much put out by the fact that he (David) had got that job ahead of him.

While the Robinson reason for seeking the merger can be summed up as being that the Mercury, while still being profitable, was not profitable enough and would slowly decline towards collapse, an Argus view was given to me by Tony Hiles, then sales manager of the Daily News. “Our criticism of the Mercury, from talking among ourselves, was that we believed the Mercury was management top-heavy. Their remunerations were vastly huger than ours, and that should answer the question. If you were going to run costs at the level they were running costs at, then you are not managing the most important part of your business. Even their marketing and selling strategy was poor. They heavily discounted the ad rates to two really major players in the SA advertising world. You can’t work like this. We believe they were putting themselves out of business.”

Chapter Five – Argus moves: the master plan

As Robinson and Company were coming to the realisation that their best way forward was through seeking some joint operation, Argus was already at work reinforcing its dominance of the market in Natal, and making it more difficult for Robinson to choose any other way than a full merger.

It was in the early 1980s that John Featherstone was appointed manager of the Natal branch of Argus, with the Daily News (dominant in the daily market), the Sunday Tribune (dominant in the Natal Sunday market), Post Natal (dominant in the Indian readership weekly market) and Ilanga (dominant in the Zulu-language weekly market) under its wing.

Featherstone immediately set about adopting strategies to increase the existing dominance. In turn, the Mercury fought back with its own counter-strategies, which caused ripples between the two companies, but there is little doubt that Featherstone’s strategies were working and Argus dominance in Natal was increasing, to the detriment of the Mercury’s trading position.

Featherstone, the son of a Shell executive in Durban, had originally intended becoming an actuary, always showing an amazing facility with numbers, but at a certain stage in his studies, changed focus entirely and joined the Daily News as a junior reporter. He remained in journalism some years, but eventually his interest in business led him first into the specialist area of financial journalism, where he ran the Daily News financial pages and himself wrote a well-read personal finance column.

From there it was an easy step to management. In his spare time, he became an active member of Jaycees, rising eventually to become its world president. His management style reminded some of Lif Hewitt, a previous Argus managing director, a man of few words, steely-blue eyes that terrified his employees (earning him the nickname “snake-eyes”), and a ruthless eye for the jugular in business and staff dealings. Hewitt nevertheless also had a reputation as a fair, but tough, boss. Featherstone could be regarded likewise. During Saan’s management and financial crisis in the 1980s. he was seconded from Argus to Saan for some months at the request of  Saan’s new managing director, Steve Mulholland, to be his hatchet-man in restructuring Saan. Featherstone then returned to senior positions in Argus.

As a manager, Featherstone was inscrutable, but the strategies he put together were aggressive. He relied heavily on measuring every aspect of what was going on in the business, to help show him where improvements were needed or were possible.

David Mead, an executive colleague of Featherstone’s, brought by him to Natal, said of him: “John doesn’t make enemies. He is very good at keeping calm and having an agenda to work to, which he will scrupulously stick to, even through setbacks. It doesn’t affect him . . . And he doesn’t share. There will be an element of sharing, but as an executive, we never quite knew. And I was, most likely, closer to John than anybody. We were mates.”

Mead recalls the Featherstone takeover of the Natal branch of Argus: “We went there almost as mavericks. John had a style all his own. He has a style of management which is basically not supportive of managers. He wants them to do their own thing. And he doesn’t really mind how you do it, as long as it works . . . as long as you win.”

Others in Featherstone’s team were Tony Hiles, also brought from Johannesburg, and Ed Booth, who had been an accountant at The Star in Johannesburg.

Mead said this team’s view of the Mercury’s management was that David Robinson was a weak link, and that management of the Mercury was not good.  “We could carve out market share from them.” 

Mead was brought in as marketing manager. He was a man of ideas and imagination, rather bohemian in dress and lifestyle, cocky and confident. Hiles came in as sales manager. He was short and later stout, with an apparently placid temperament, but employees under him feared him for his sharp tongue (including language blunt and blue) if they let anything go wrong. He very quickly got the measure of the Natal market and had a closer feel than anyone else for this aspect of the business. He developed a reputation as a wheeler dealer. In later years, he and a circle of lieutenants in middle management operated as the power behind the throne at Natal Newspapers, calling many of the shots, and blocking initiatives they did not like.

Hiles said there was an awareness in the Argus management team in Durban that the Mercury was not trading well. It was common knowledge that, prior to the merger, the entire Mercury staff had had to take a salary cut. “We believed that although they were carrying volumes for elite advertising, they were not making sufficient money to cover their costs. And only after the merger, we found out exactly why. The business was too low-yielding.” 

Seeing the Mercury as weak, Argus strategy was focused on making the Daily News even more dominant in Natal. A huge subscription drive was launched, and was extremely effective in building circulation. In the advertising field, Featherstone’s team had a share-of-market system whereby they signed up major advertisers by offering them incentives to ensure that the Daily News got the major share of their business. “We think that was highly successful. It virtually shut the Mercury out,” Hiles said.

Though David Robinson said he initiated the merger talks by approaching Featherstone, Hiles’s impression was that Featherstone had manoeuvred Robinson into that position. Though the Mercury staff believed the deal was supposed to be a 50-50 merger, Hiles said: “We had no illusions about who were going to be the dominant players. It was going to be the Argus Durban branch. We were looking at positions and rationalisation of positions. There were only a handful of Mercury executives that had to be looked after. The majority of positions were certainly going to go to the Argus executives.”

If Argus executives felt they were operating to some unrevealed aggressive strategy against the Mercury, it was a feeling that spread also to the Mercury. David Robinson said Argus’s strategies seemed to be to try to manipulate him into seeking a merger, but because he was aware of that, he and his team at the Mercury developed their own marketing strategies to counter Argus’s game.

The essence of the counter-strategy was a game of advertising-stealing through discounts, especially in the high cash-flow area of property advertising.  It cost the Mercury a fair amount in reduced revenue through discounting, but it had a devastatingly detrimental effect on the Daily News’s property advertising.

It took time for the Daily News to come up with an answer to this attack on their advertising base, but the Mercury’s strategy was neutralised in the end. Argus and Robinson had reached a tacit agreement, but not a formally signed agreement, on sharing property advertising. While Argus adhered to the agreement, the Mercury’s strategy deliberately deviated from it, with the result that the Mercury scored handsome advertising gains in share of market. While Argus felt the Mercury had been sneaky, Argus also admitted to themselves that they had been guilty of a misjudgement.

The Mercury’s property advertising “betrayal” occurred in the immediate run-up to the merger, while the companies were already informally discussing the merits of a prospective merger. For Argus, this was a nasty hiccup in its long-determined goals, but it could not let this setback upset its endeavours.

David Mead said that, while the Mercury undoubtedly caused Argus’s property advertising share of market to dwindle alarmingly, he believed it was an ill-conceived strategy in the longer run. “They didn’t have the money to embark on a discounting scheme that had no end. You can’t bring advertisers in and then put the price back up.”

Realising the Mercury could not sustain its campaign, Argus then decided on a policy of constructive engagement with the property advertisers. It developed a plan for advantageous pricing of property advertising that was placed in several of its newspapers. The theory was that the property-seeker buying a newspaper to help him find a property did not care which newspaper (s)he bought so long as it provided the information. Therefore, if the advertisements went into more papers, the chance of attracting the maximum number of property seekers to the papers was good.

This plan to overcome the Mercury’s property advertising discounting eventually neutralised its advantage, leaving it probably weaker than when it started, because Argus meanwhile was making inroads into other advertising bases through its larger campaign to make the Daily News the preferred paper of choice for advertisers.

Tony Hiles said the campaign against the Mercury was at no stage designed to destroy it. “We were all well aware that we were trying to take it over. The whole strategy was never to wipe them out of the market, but to get them into a situation where we could get them into some sort of joint operation with us, because we saw that as being beneficial not only to them but certainly to the Argus Company. The cost savings would be simply enormous.”

To get the merger deal off the ground, Argus knew very well that it had to get past the Competition Board hurdle, which would be difficult, because of Argus’s already dominant position in the newspapers of Natal, as well as in the rest of the country. The merger with the Mercury would only increase that monopoly tendency.

The Competition Board thus had to be convinced that the merger was either approvable in its own right, or unavoidable in business terms. With that perspective in mind, it was important that Argus should not be seen approaching the Mercury to take it over or to make the first move in merger proposals. It was far better that the Mercury should come to Argus, asking to be rescued.

David Robinson therefore played the right card by being the one who first said: “OK, I’m now ready to talk” and by making it known that he felt he had to talk to save the Mercury. From there, it was possible to go to the Competition Board with a merger deal, claiming the Mercury was failing.

Hiles pointed out that if the Mercury had been taken over by Saan, competition in the newspaper field in the main hub of Natal, Durban, would have remained. But if the Mercury were taken over by Argus, the Competition Board would have to worry whether the competitive edge had been removed. That was why part of the eventual deal was that Robinson would appoint the editor of the Mercury for up to five years after the merger, to ensure the Mercury kept its editorial independence.

Besides Mead and Hiles, another influential team player in the Argus plan to soften the Mercury up for eventual take-over was Ed Booth, a man with accounting skills and a formidable money-manager. Booth admitted he was convinced the Mercury was heading for eventual bankruptcy, because the Daily News was “squeezing it on every side”, but he knew the strategy was to push the Mercury into a merger rather than into a forced closure. Once they could achieve the Mercury’s co-operation with the merger idea, all that was necessary was to convince the Competition Board of the Mercury’s continuing editorial independence and to ensure that certain key staff from the Mercury were accommodated.

When the deal was eventually done, it was presented as a merger, but Argus executives unanimously claimed “it was called a merger, but it was actually a take-over”.

And who was the hero of the negotiations? Even Athol Campbell, from the Robinson side, concedes: “It was John Featherstone. Very astute. Natal Newspapers was really his creation.”

It will be apparent from what has already been written in this chapter that all the Argus executives were aware that their goal was to achieve total market dominance for the Daily News and eventually to force the Mercury into being taken over by Argus. They were privy to some of the planning that went into this exercise, with each knowing different aspects of the master plan, for a master plan there certainly was.

In fact, from its birth and throughout its execution, the existence of the master plan was kept secret, and for very good reasons. The situation lent itself to the need for keeping cards close to the chest. It was kept secret on the sound consideration: “How could you run a programme like that with everyone knowing what you were doing?” If the master plan were fully known and grasped by key players on both sides, or even by a few in situations where leaks could occur, it could have led to ructions inside the company and possibly to outside pressures to prevent its progress and success.

Those who knew aspects of the plan and were responsible for executing their bits of it were Hiles, Mead, Ed Booth and Featherstone himself. But the only man who knew the whole plan was Featherstone, the man who had devised it in the first place. He did not share it fully with his colleagues, and he did not tell Argus head office what he was planning.

As has been mentioned, Featherstone returned to Durban in 1981 as manager, having served there more than once in his career in less responsible positions. Coming back as general manager, he very quickly assessed what were the problems of the region for newspapers. It did not take him long to conclude that, in the existing circumstances of fierce head-to-head competition in all spheres between the Mercury and the Daily News, there were few profits to be made. Eventually it would have to be accepted that the Durban area (even with its hinterland of other Natal communities up and down the coast and inland) could not adequately support two profitable competing daily newspapers.

He decided to look for other options, and made a trip to the United States to see what Americans had done in similar circumstances. They had adopted a system known as joint operating agencies, and he wanted to see whether the system could be applied in Natal. He wanted to compare newspapers involved in joint operating agencies with others that did not apply that system. He went to several sites, including Dallas in Texas and Denver in Colorado, where there were rival daily newspapers. He also visited Pittsburgh where there was a joint operating agency established, but considered not much of a success. Featherstone also visited a media broker named John Morton to discuss the possible application of a joint operating agency in Durban.

His trip can be likened to the trip made a decade earlier by Alf Rowley of the Mercury, who had also concluded a joint operation of some kind was essential, but who had not been able to persuade Robinson and Company to proceed with it at the time.

At the end of his American trip, however, Featherstone concluded that in the case of Durban, a joint operating agency was not the best option. Later in his career he was to oversee the introduction of a joint operating agency in Cape Town for the Cape Argus and the Cape Times, but he rejected the idea for Durban in favour of a merger or take-over, if this could be engineered.

How to achieve this was the problem. Argus was too dominant nationally, so that the prospect of extending that dominance was an obstacle, while the Mercury had a proud record of independence from the newspaper chains and also had an enviably long record of control by the Robinson family, which owned, in the Mercury, the second oldest daily paper in the country.

Featherstone thought through the problems and possible solutions before deciding on a bold, but dangerous, strategy. It involved encouraging aggressive competition between the Mercury and the Daily News, with the idea of demonstrating that both papers were unprofitable (or, at best, marginally profitable) in those circumstances. If this could be shown, the case for a merger would be greatly strengthened.

But the strategy was dangerous, because he had been appointed as general manager of Argus’s Natal operation with the responsibility of delivering good profits to the company as a whole and to its shareholders, not demonstrating unprofitability. If it backfired, his job was on the line. If it did not pan out exactly as he intended, it could mean one of the papers going to the wall. That, in turn, would mean the loss of a press voice at a time when the press generally felt very threatened and where preservation of functioning media titles was important for the cause of free speech in a siege society.

On the other hand, the plan’s actual purpose was to save one of Durban’s papers from going under by finding a business environment in which both could survive – maybe even flourish. So its goal was admirable, and the means of getting there seemed to Featherstone to be of transitory importance (though extremely sensitive while the process was working itself through). Featherstone did not feel he could reveal his strategy to his superiors in the company, because he was sure they would not approve of it. Yet he himself had become convinced it was the only way to go.

Besides his executive colleagues he had gathered around him at the Natal branch, Featherstone also involved in his plan two outsiders - Tony Hiles’s brother, Colin Hiles, an excellent attorney with the Daily News’s legal firm Shepstone and Wylie, and a very sharp accountant, Gary Fowler, who worked for Ernst and Young.

Featherstone did not give any direct clue to the Mercury of what his intentions were. The Mercury had to try to guess Argus’s strategies in a situation of increasingly aggressive competition.

To be able to proceed with the plan, it was essential that the profits of the Natal branch of Argus should be maintained, and Featherstone had to devise a further strategy to ensure this. First step, therefore, was to find accelerated profit growth in two other papers in the Durban stable, the Zulu-language bi-weekly, Ilanga, and the Sunday Tribune.

Ilanga had made a profit of just R50 000 in the year before Featherstone’s appointment back to Durban. The task team decided to push the cover price up, and also to increase advertising rates in Ilanga. The decision proved so successsful that, in a couple of years, Ilanga was making a profit of R1-million a year.

Besides being risky when measured against conventional approaches in the industry, Featherstone’s plan could also have been challenged in the socio-political context. To push up the cover price and advertising rates of a struggling newspaper aimed at the poorest section of the community could easily be construed as unreasonably exploitative. But black activism was on the move in politics and there was a heightened awareness among blacks of what was going on about them. This was providing a natural stimulus to newspaper sales in their own press. Raised newspaper sales had the knock-on effect of making advertisers more willing to accept higher advertising rates so they could be in the newspaper serving those people. There was undoubtedly sound commercial logic behind the strategy, tough though it was.

The strategy applied to the Sunday Tribune was less objectionable in political terms, but simply tried to achieve maximum potential from growing weekend readerships. The Sunday Tribune, though being considerably smaller than the Sunday Times, was the strongest regional newspaper in Natal, and was a better vehicle for regional advertising. The Sunday Tribune was marketed hard by the company, and began producing very good returns.

Once the basis had been established for growing profitability to satisfy the company’s masters, Featherstone felt free to proceed with the more risky competitive strategy in the daily newspaper field, to try to force the Mercury into merger talks. As has been mentioned, it was decided that the Daily News would launch an aggressive campaign to increase its subscriptions. The campaign was hugely expensive, but was effective in two respects – it significantly raised the percentage of guaranteed sales of the Daily News (from 9 000 to almost 60 000 a day), and it drew the Mercury into an equally expensive bid to counter the Daily News initiative.

While a circulation gain of the sort taking place as a result of the subscription drive could normally justify a corresponding increase in advertising rates, to pay for the campaign and increase profits, Featherstone deliberately avoided pushing advertising rates up. By holding its ad rates back, the Daily News forced the Mercury to hold its ad rates in check also, for fear of pricing itself out of the market. The virtual cartel that had existed between the Mercury and the Daily News on advertising rates had lapsed in the late 1970s with the introduction of the Competition Act, but market forces meant the Mercury could not afford to ignore what the market leader, the Daily News, was doing.

Taking the fight still further to the Mercury, the Daily News also decided to hold back on cover price increases, again forcing the Mercury to follow suit.

What very quickly began to happen in consequence of the Featherstone master plan was that both papers ran into a cash shortage. The way to relieving this was being deliberately choked off while costs were running wild. The cash squeeze was on.

In spite of the Daily News’s finances suffering, the Durban branch was actually going from strength to strength through the parallel strategy of pushing profits from Ilanga and the Sunday Tribune. When Featherstone was posted to Durban as general manager, the branch had been making about R1-million a year in profits. Over a couple of years of Featherstone’s master plan, profits rose handsomely to more than R5-million. Argus head office could hardly complain, and remained blissfully unaware of the master plan.

To take the plan further, Featherstone now began fretting in conversation with David Robinson of the Mercury about the lack of profitability of the daily papers in Durban, and hinting that shared costs might be the way out of the dilemma. Robinson was led into the discussion of the merits of a possible merger without any formal merger proposal coming from Argus’s side. It would have been inappropriate to have taken talk as far as a formal proposal, because Argus could not be seen to be aggressively on the take-over trail.

First reaction from Robinson was negative. Then later this attitude softened, with David Robinson saying the Mercury was willing to look at the situation of the rival Saturday papers. Featherstone readily agreed. It was the foot in the door.

 Saturday newspapering had run into difficulties over the years, especially with Argus Saturday afternoon publications losing circulation badly as fewer and fewer workers worked on Saturdays and as television stole readers’ interest away from newspapers with live coverage of sporting events.

Because of these difficulties, Argus abandoned a long-standing understanding that it would not put its Saturday editions on the streets before noon. This arrangement had allowed the Saturday morning newspapers to sell their editions in the mornings without competition. Argus afternoon Saturday papers started coming out on Saturday mornings, at first from mid-morning, but later from early morning. This meant direct competition between the Saturday News and the Weekend Mercury. Circulations were threatened, and the weak advertising pool on Saturdays was put under further strain.

So, an examination of the implications of Saturday competition made good sense. A big meeting was held, which did not go entirely smoothly, and while the negotiations were continuing over a period of time, the row over competition for property advertising flared so strongly that the Mercury negotiators broke off negotiations entirely.  Argus had too much to lose if its strategy fell through, so it went on bended knee and apologised to the Mercury for the row. It even admitted among its task team that it was genuinely sorry it had rocked the boat. But underlying the whole attempt at finding a way toward a joint operation was the pressure of strained cash flow, and therefore the need to be reasonable in negotiation. The Mercury agreed to resume talks.

It was not long after that that David Robinson and Athol Campbell began to decide for themselves that a merger was really central to their plans too. That is when David phoned Featherstone and told him the Mercury was ready to talk.

The nature of the deal on which both companies began negotiations was the establishment of a separate company to be set up between them, into which the assets of the Mercury and the Argus Durban branch would be put. Those assets were mainly the machinery and titles. The extent of the shareholding of each was not discussed at that stage.

For Robinson and Company, the prospective deal affected the Mercury, but not the Mercury building. And it affected its controlling share in the Zululand Observer, but did not involve Robprint. For Argus, all its assets in Natal were included. 

The next step was the valuation of the assets. Robinson and Argus agreed that the basis of the valuation would be on the assets depreciated, and valued in American dollars. Because inflation was running quite high at the time, and the financial rand was sliding badly, it seemed to both parties that the true value was more likely to be a dollar value. Both companies therefore revalued their assets in dollars at current rate. The original amount in rands, depreciated, was then converted into dollars at the equivalent exchange rate. The effect was to give them a very substantial increase in their net asset value. Since the Mercury did not own its press, but leased it, that came in as leased value.

When the final calculation was done, the assets of the Mercury (the business of the Mercury) came in at no more than R500 000, that was all. Half a million rand was worth more than it is today, but even so, it seemed very low, but then the titles of both stables were bought separately after they had been independently valued. The Mercury’s title was valued at R8-million. The great advantage, in terms of tax law, was that those titles could be written off over a 10-year period, giving a huge cash flow benefit to the company.

Then, when both sides had reached agreement on all matters other than the percentage each would get in the new company, they had a meeting with Argus chairman Hal Miller. He came down from Johannesburg almost as an arbitrator, but officially and more correctly as a mediator.

At this meeting, the tricky question of what percentage of the new company should go to Robinson and Company had to be thrashed out at an across-the-table meeting. Featherstone offered 25% (though Robinson seems to remember Featherstone starting at 20%). Robinson wanted 35%. Featherstone reluctantly went to 27,5%. Robinson held out for higher, although dropping down to 32,5%. Featherstone then made a decisive move to bring the haggling to an end. His offer was: "OK, provided you accept and we settle, I will agree to 30%. If you don’t, then we revert to 27,5%.” They settled. And that is how Robinson and Company got 30% of Natal Newspapers.

On such a thorny issue of what percentage ownership of the new company each would get, you might have expected a long negotiation, perhaps with pauses, separate lobbying or in-committee discussions by each side, and possibly re-thinks. In fact, it took perhaps half an hour, at one uninterrupted sitting. There was only one issue to resolve. Everything else had been agreed on already. The process of negotiation had taken some time, but the final meeting brought quick and fairly satisfied settlement, each side having made a concession.

For Featherstone, it was a crowning moment. He had been laying the ground for more than three years, since 1982. The merger took effect in November 1985.

Once the agreement had been reached, exact calculations were made on actual figures from the merging partners. The fact that the Mercury had got into trouble over its payments for the printing press, when the exchange rate slipped from $1,30 to the rand eventually down to 36c (American) to the rand, had now become irrelevant. Natal Newspapers took over the repayments in a situation where cost savings in other areas would obliterate this previously intolerable burden.

So profitable was the merger in terms of saved costs and improved efficiencies that, within a very short time, about a year after the arrangement, the new company was making R9-million a year in profit - as against the Argus Durban branch’s R5-million, and a nominal profit from the Mercury. The merger formula was so successful, in fact, that a decade later the company surpassed the R50-million-a-year profit mark. From being the least profitable branch of the company, it became the most profitable. For some years, it actually made more profits than the rest of the Argus company put together.

It must be said of Robinson and Company that, whatever doubts they may have had about the deal, the doubts were not in the financial area. They had been convinced of the financial benefits, and saw them realised.

But they did have worries about staff, even at the level of David Robinson himself. He willingly accepted the deputy managing director position, ignoring the ripples it caused with Ed Booth on the Argus side. Each side worked out a projected list of executive appointments, and these were put to the other side at a formal meeting, where problems were encountered. The Mercury staff had believed it was going to be a 50-50 deal, but they discovered that most of their executives were not going to get top jobs. Hiles says this caused some animosity, with certain of the Mercury staff resigning and refusing to come into the combined team.

The problem between David Robinson and the Argus aspirant, Ed Booth, was nominally “resolved” by Booth’s previous job in the Argus Durban branch being split between David and himself, Robinson taking production while Booth held onto finance. Argus believed this arrangement had enabled it to rescue both David Robinson and Booth.

There had been another complication for Booth in that the Mercury proposed another rival for his job. Early in the reconstruction preliminaries, Booth had come to Featherstone to point out that there was not enough room for two financial people at the top, and that he was probably doing himself out of a job. But he knew Featherstone was sympathetic to his position and respected his abilities. Little did he know, however, that at head office up the line, there was serious consideration given to taking the Mercury’s financial man, McKenzie, instead of Booth, which would have left no place for him. He would have had to take a transfer back to Johannesburg. But Featherstone’s adamant view, which prevailed in the end, was that he wanted Booth, because Booth was “a hell of a good man”.

McKenzie, the Mercury’s alternative, was disliked by the Argus negotiators, but Robinson was demanding that he be appointed. He wanted McKenzie as financial director. Featherstone stood his ground, saying: "In no circumstances will I accept McKenzie. Booth is going to be financial director.” Nevertheless the issue had to be taken to head office, where there was some talk, in fact, that: “Well, if Booth’s got to go, he’s got to go.” (“Go”, in that sense, would have meant a transfer to another branch, not retrenchment).

One of those at head office who was willing, if necessary, to see Booth lose out and move out of the Natal Newspapers executive team in favour of McKenzie was Peter McLean, a man who had himself managed the Durban branch and went on to be chief executive of Argus. McLean actually admitted later, in a speech at Booth’s 25th anniversary with the company, that he had under-estimated Booth, who had done far better than he imagined he would. 

So Booth got the position, because of Featherstone’s bloody-mindedness, and McKenzie was moved to Robprint, so staying out of the Argus empire, but remaining in the Robinson camp.

A Mercury man who eventually did rise to a particularly influential position was Stuart Newell, who succeeded Ray Walker as financial director after Walker’s untimely death. Andy Stanton, in the advertising department, was given a quite lowly post but eventually rose to become advertising manager (after serving some time as manager of Ilanga), and his previous boss at the Mercury, George Crawford, was also accommodated in an advertising portfolio.

Though there appear to be sound grounds for saying Argus staff did far better than Mercury staff in the merger deal, Argus’s retort is blunt: “Staff were bloody well looked after. The 30% shareholding also  brought in a hell of a lot more money for Robinson and Company than their own efforts in the past.”

Chapter Six: Political crisis

 The political and economic climate within South Africa ahead of the Mercury/Argus merger was becoming increasingly troubled. From the time that the tricameral parliamentary system was put to the electorate for approval, leaving blacks out of the system while taking in coloureds and Indians in a captive minority role, black anger was unleashed in a stepped up campaign of hit-and-run attacks on the white establishment, not excluding entirely innocent civilians of all races from the list of victims. Inside the country, the informal multi-organisation Mass Democratic Movement made its presence felt, followed by the more organised activist opposition of the United Democratic Front. Military incursions by ANC cadres from neighbouring territories continued. There was also a tightening squeeze on South Africa by the international community.

Incursions from neighbouring states, leading to the planting of mines on country roads and sudden violent raids by cadres who also set off car bombs and parcel bombs that killed, maimed and terrorised the general public, led to aggressive retaliation by the South African security forces. Cross-border military raids were resorted to, as well as dirty-tricks sabotage activities, while numerous arrests were made of political activists.

The mainstream press was in a difficult situation in the midst of these developments. Virtually the entire English-language press, independent of the government, wanted to see a negotiated end to apartheid, though they were not clear on what would replace it. While being anti-apartheid in political conviction, they were largely opposed to revolution and violence as a method to overthrow white domination, and most were highly critical of liberation struggle tactics, to the point of supporting military and police efforts to keep control while change took place on an orderly basis.  The Mercury was typical of a newspaper in this middle ground, a position which enabled it to remain publishing. The more radical publications supporting activism in opposition to apartheid were closed down from 1977 onwards, and publications which still wanted to show that the moral case of the liberation struggle was sound were in danger. The Mercury was not noted for treading much in this territory, and it was left to the Rand Daily Mail in particular, and to a certain extent to The Star, to provide the sharpest possible edge to criticism of the government as support for moves towards real change.

With a terror war building up, however, the situation was getting more complicated for these newspapers. The Mercury, however, was prepared to come out fighting against terror violence, and to support security forces’ action to keep it in check and even to pre-empt it.

On the question of cross-border tensions, the Mercury showed its thinking in an editorial entitled “Who’s the culprit?” on February 4, 1983. It claimed the cry of neighbouring states – that South Africa was destabilising them – was being turned into a major propaganda weapon against the apartheid regime.

“If it is seen as a clandestine means for overthrowing unacceptable neighbouring regimes, then one might well ask whether the most destabilising factor on the sub-continent today is not the hosting of ANC terrorist squads to carry out attacks on this country. But in the language of much of black Africa, that is promoting the cause of ‘liberation’. When South Africa retaliates by a military strike or by assisting forces that are opposed to its adversary, then that is ‘destabilisation’. In our view, to imply South Africa is into promoting violence and economic turmoil in southern Africa is unmitigated nonsense . . .”

If it was true that South Africa was providing support to the Mozambique Resistance Movement, then the Mercury asked: “Is it not fair to say that it is acting to protect its national interests?”

A year later, and several incidents of cross-border raids later, the historic Nkomati Accord was signed between President P W Botha and President Samora Machel, aimed at halting the use of Mozambique territory as a launching pad for terror attacks into South Africa. Terror incidents, however, did not cease in spite of the agreement, nor did unofficial South African involvement in destabilising Mozambique.

While all the elements of a low-level civil war were falling into place, there was nevertheless a relaxation taking place in the previously-tight racial segregation rules of the country. A tour by a full West Indies cricket team in the summer of 1982-83 drew large public interest and ended with the South African Cricket Union president Joe Pamensky saying the tour had sparked a spontaneous breaking down of racial barriers and could be a “catalyst for positive change”.

Rebel tours of this nature, however, were to gain increasing controversiality, and were viewed as sanctions-busting efforts in political circles. In sporting circles, however, they were seen as merely attempting to see that the country’s sportsmen and women gained their rightful place of prominence in the sporting world while giving entertainment to the public.

As the country moved into 1984, there were signs once again of South Africa wishing to disengage from the stalemate war in Angola. Victory could not be accomplished without United States intervention (which was not forthcoming), but it was still felt necessary to hold the line against communist expansionism into South West Africa.

The Mercury gave voice to the increasing anxiety among South Africans that the armed forces were getting locked into a conventional war in Angola and felt these anxieties were being eased by the government’s announcement that it had begun a process of disengagement. But it still showed support for a demonstration of military strength by saying: “If there is one essential truth in Africa more than elsewhere, it is that only a fool negotiates from any position other than strength.”

In February 1984, a challenge to press freedom came to a head when the editor of The Star, Harvey Tyson, was charged under the Internal Security Act for publishing comments by ANC president Oliver Tambo. While Tyson was acquitted, his newspaper was fined R100. Tyson said this showed how difficult it was to edit a newspaper in South Africa without falling foul of one or other of the many draconian press laws.

The Mercury came out on the side of press freedom, claiming the law under which Tyson had been charged was “among the worst of those restricting a newspaper’s ability to publish balanced and accurate reports, because it prevents publication of the entire truth”. It objected to “a system which allows a minister to give approval for a banned person to be quoted only when he sees fit”, saying this “amounts, intentionally or otherwise, to news management”. The editorial suggested the pistol be removed from the heads of editors, allowing them to exercise their own judgement, subject to a “no propaganda” proviso, which was what applied to publication when banned people appeared in court.

The strange mix of hardening attitudes caused by politically-driven violence on the one hand, and the relaxation of apartheid measures on the other continued when the government announced that central business districts of cities would be desegregated, including desegregation of cinemas, restaurants and hotels.

A sign of troubled times for the press came in August 1984 when Saan reported that demand for advertising was falling off in response to a deep decline in the economy. Saan’s report explained that loss of property advertising in the Sunday Express saw profit turn to loss, but a vigorous campaign to recover advertising had led to a resurgence. Response to the new format of the Sunday Express resulted in an increase in circulation. The Rand Daily Mail had a poor performance financially, in spite of increasing its market share of most types of advertising. Its Business Day supplement was very successful.

Ahead of the first coloured elections held under the tricameral constitutional system, the Mercury continued its support for the process, but admitted after the extremely poor turn-out at the polls that the government’s new dispensation had taken “a severe knock” and the 80 new members were left “with little authority to speak for the community as a whole”. The vast majority of coloureds had no interest in participating.

The Indian elections a few days later were marked by tension, and the Mercury concluded that the Indian community had felt it had more to fear from those calling for a boycott than from the white regime. It said that, because of all the intimidation, it did not accept that the Indian community necessarily rejected participation. They had reacted by “simply keeping their heads down”.

The unsuccessful elections for coloureds and Indians got the tricameral system off to a bad start, made worse by the fact that agitation in the black community kept simmering. The Mercury urged the government to start talking to blacks. “We find it strange that the Government can thrash out problems with neighbouring black leaders such as President Machel, who not long ago was a host and avid supporter of the ANC, yet turn its back on ‘troublesome’ black leaders in South Africa itself.”

In November 1984, student riots broke out in Pretoria’s Atteridgeville township and spread to other centres. At the same time, business organisations complained that detention of trade union leaders was exacerbating a delicate labour situation. The Mercury urged that incommunicado detention “had better give way to trial in court fairly promptly or the inescapable conclusion will be that the state, with the power to lock up and silence at will, is no longer particularly concerned with the rule of law, having become a law unto itself”.

A day later, it said a bull in a china shop could hardly have done more damage than the police swoop on trade union leaders. The crude strategy of locking up the leaders would paralyse the more responsible elements, leaving the field open to extremists. The government was refusing to accept that, by excluding blacks from the new constitution, black unions were increasingly turning to industrial action “as a weapon of protest against state policies”.

Political tensions from riots and detentions were heightened further when the government subpoenaed the editors of Cape Town’s three daily papers to provide the authorities with pictures of the student unrest at the University of the Western Cape.

The Mercury commented that “by using Section 205 to compel editors to produce photographs of a student unrest, and other journalists to testify to what they saw, the police are putting journalists in a position where they will be regarded not as the independent, objective and non-partisan observers which they should be, but as an extension of the arm of ‘authority’, which they are not.” It warned the government that it “could find itself lost in a police state without being able to recognise it. There are some who say it has happened already.”

By 1985, the United States Congress was beginning to move against South Africa by considering a punitive bill against apartheid in both its houses. The Mercury’s view of this was that the legislation still punted “the muddle-headed policy of disinvestment, and is thus potentially damaging for the South African economy in general and blacks in particular”. It suggested that an approach far more likely to bring positive results was the conference held at Leeds Castle in Kent, England, where US congressman Leon Sullivan, author of the code of conduct for US businessmen in South Africa, met South African, British and American business leaders opposed to disinvestment.

A new blow to the press came in March 1985 when Saan announced the closure of the Rand Daily Mail from April 30 and the Sunday Express from March 24, after sustaining losses of R45-million. Mercury editor James McMillan used a front page editorial to comment that the decision was “the most grievous wounding of a free press in South Africa”. Rand Daily Mail editor Rex Gibson said: “A recession, induced in part by Nationalsit politicians, has achieved what Nationalist politicians with all their Information abuses could not: the closure of the Rand Daily Mail.” A bridge between the races was being swept away.

Saan directors explained their decision, saying “a sober assessment of the publication’s (RDM’s) future indicates that, in its present form, it will not achieve profitability in a grossly overtraded market.” Saan managing director Clive Kinsley said the decision to close the RDM “was taken with extreme reluctance following long and arduous deliberations during which every possible alternative was investigated.” The Sunday Express merged with the Sunday Star, each company taking a 50% stake, but the merger effectively caused the disappearance of the Sunday Express from the market.

The failure of two newspapers in the Saan stable was a sobering blow to the press throughout the country, underlining the financial difficulties the industry was experiencing, and also indicating very clearly that any newspaper taking a political line too sympathetic to the liberation forces that were clashing so destructively with the authorities faced not only the threat of closure from government, but also the fear of closure through commercial failure. Advertisers had not taken kindly to the RDM’s strident political line, even though the paper had been much feted in the international community for its brave fight against apartheid and in spite of  its readership having continuously grown. Part of the problem, in fact, was that much of the growth had been among the black readership, which had a low response rate to the advertising.

The mounting atmosphere of conflict between South Africans over their future, with similar upheavals in neighbouring states, was beginning to cause a breach in the previous white solidarity against the liberation struggle’s violent methods. This reached the stage where a campaign against military conscription began to gain numerous recruits, especially as the war in Angola was taking its human toll of conscripts. The reason seemed weak for risking life and limb to fight a foreign war and to oppose fellow-countrymen who had a justified grievance.

The opposition Progressive Federal Party considered proposals at the end of 1984 to throw its weight behind the End Conscription Campaign, but the Mercury was not ready to follow that line of thinking. It said the PFP had “as good as shot itself in the foot” with its proposal on conscription. It claimed the decision increased the politicising of the Defence Force and would divide the country on the issue of defence. In the end, the PFP caucus refused to back the proposal on conscription, but the issue was from then on a major point of friction in public affairs.

The political situation continued to worsen with the disastrous confrontation between police and demonstrators outside Uitenhage on March 21 1985, the anniversary of the 1960 Sharpeville shootings, resulting in a further massacre of demonstrators.

In this climate of worsening race relations and increasing activist pressure on the government, state of emergency regulations were soon applied. It was not long before the international community also stepped up its pressure a further stage. At the beginning of August 1985, the rand currency suddenly fell sharply against the US dollar as rumours spread that the Chase Manhattan Bank was about to withdraw from South Africa and that the financial rand was going to be reintroduced (a move that would effectively reinstate exchange control). Though Chase Manhattan denied it would pull out of South Africa, it did announce that it was barring new loans to companies and banks operating in the country. On the same day the US House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed a bill to impose economic sanctions on South Africa as a protest against apartheid.

Meanwhile further mob violence was occurring at different places in South Africa, and the situation was beginning to get out of control. 

To counter the build-up of negative indicators, the South African government marketed an impending speech of P.W.Botha to the Natal congress of the National Party as providing the key to a brighter future. The Mercury urged: “Thursday would offer enough, for that day at any rate, if Mr Botha were to stop talking in riddles; stop hinting at possibilities so vague as to fuel expectations, and provide limited advances. When he speaks on Thursday, let him spell out quite clearly not only what he means but what he intends.” On the day of the speech, the Mercury said: “Tonight we will see whether the man is equal to the hour.”

Before Botha had even spoken, economic confidence received another blow when Barclays Bank announced it was cutting its holding in South Africa, thereby effectively disinvesting while trying to deny it was doing so.

In the event, Botha’s speech – which became known as the Rubicon speech, because of his reference to crossing the Rubicon to a new future - was a huge disappointment domestically and internationally, with hints at concessions obscured by bad-tempered rhetoric against the country’s critics. Though he indicated the government was ready to negotiate a new constitutional dispensation to include blacks and to open the way for direct negotiation between leaders of all groups, while also hinting at abolishing the hated influx control laws, he warned those he termed the country’s enemies they would be opposed, and he ruled out universal franchise as well as a fourth chamber of Parliament, while dismissing completely the idea of releasing Nelson Mandela unconditionally.

The speech had disastrous consequences immediately. The rand currency fell like a stone against the dollar. The Mercury commented that, if the bridge over the Rubicon was to be built on what bold promise of change there was in Botha’s declarations, “we’d all better become stronger swimmers and hope that more will emerge on the congress rounds to keep us afloat.” The most promising development in the speech, it said, was the “irrevocable commitment” to accepting blacks in ‘white’ South Africa as citizens and to negotiating with their elected leaders. It ended by saying that, “while we too were disappointed at Mr Botha’s somewhat damp squib, we are still optimistic.”

Within days, matters worsened further when Mandela – interviewed in jail by two American journalists – said there was no alternative in South Africa to violent revolution. The Mercury commented that if Western countries had any concern for democracy, as they professed, “they can hardly continue to champion the release of a man who is committed to violent revolution”.

The next day, 17 UDF activist leaders were detained by the police. And, in a growing climate of crisis, the Johannesburg Stock Exchange was closed for several days from August 28 in an effort to halt the currency crisis which had seen the rand fall from more than 45c to the US dollar to 34,5c to the dollar. Business leaders warned the government against a siege economy. With more violence and deaths in a Cape township further muddying the waters, the situation was grim. On September 2, Finance Minister Barend du Plessis announced the government was freezing capital repayments on foreign loans until the end of the year and was reintroducing the financial rand, because overseas banks had refused to postpone settlement of short-term debts. The standstill would enable a rescheduling of debt repayments. The effect of this announcement was to identify South Africa in the eyes of the world as a country unable to pay its debts.

The Mercury said the value of the rand “will be tied to the temperature of the black townships”. Its first reaction to the Rubicon speech had been disappointment, but with a touch of optimism. However, after the freeze in capital repayments, it sharpened its comments to outright condemnation by saying: “What has happened is even more reason to condemn the president’s lamentable speech to the Natal congress, which was the clearly identifiable trigger that finally pitched us into such financial catastrophe”.

It was in this severely fraught political and economic climate that the announcement was made, on October 4, 1985, that Durban’s two daily newspapers and three weekly newspapers were to join forces in a new company to be known as Natal Newspapers.

Chapter Seven: Natal Newspapers is formed

The announcement on October 4, 1985 of the merger, and the formation of Natal Newspapers, came as something of a surprise to the general public and even to staff members unconnected with the negotiations, though the deal had been worked on quietly by the top players for months.

It could be read as a sign of the times – on the one side, the tough economic conditions prevailing as the political situation worsened, which were driving companies to the wall; and on the other side, the need to preserve newspaper titles to perpetuate a culture of free speech, especially in an unfree society.

Besides the Mercury’s owners, Robinson and Company, getting a 30% shareholding in Natal Newspapers (Argus taking the rest), they also won 50% representation on the Natal Newspapers board (with Argus having the chairmanship and the chairman’s casting vote). The right to appoint an editor for the Mercury would rest with the Robinson board (not Argus or even Natal Newspapers) for the following five years, to reinforce the concept of editorial independence. Other editors in the Natal Newspapers stable would be appointed by Argus. Robinson and Company would continue with its own printing company, Robprint. It was planned to sell the Robinson and Company building in Devonshire Place.

The new company would be housed in the Daily News building in Field Street, central Durban, to be renamed Newspaper House, and would come into operation on November 1.

On November 19, Argus published an interim report giving further details. It stated that the effect of the rationalisation was that Argus acquired 70% of Robinson’s merged assets for R7,42-million and Robinson acquired 30% of the Argus Durban branch for R13,29-million, both figures subject to audit. It stated that, after the initial costs had been absorbed, profitability was expected to improve. “The merger will ensure the future viability of newspapers in Durban.” Though the Minister of Trade and Industry had instructed the Competition Board to examine the merger, the Argus Company did not anticipate it would alter its opinion.

While the company went through the formalities of public statements and awaited the outcome of the Competition Board’s fresh examination of the deal, it proceeded internally with the work of rationalising activities in the new company. There were about 1 430 people employed by the two companies, and a necessary first step after the merger would be for the new management to discuss retrenchment arrangements for some of the staff made redundant in the process. 

Right from the first announcement, Mercury editor James McMillan made it clear that it was unlikely the Mercury’s editorial staff would be reduced. Mercury staff and printing equipment would move to Newspaper House over the following 18 months. 

The Mercury ran a front page editorial to mark the impending end to its status as a family business, emphasising its strong ideals: “When George Robinson sat down to write the first Mercury editorial in the tiny wattle and daub house at the intersection of Aliwal and Smith Streets that first housed this newspaper in Durban almost 133 years ago, he said . . . ‘the safety of the people, the supreme law, will be its governing maxim in political discussions and a thorough and absolute independence will characterise it’.”

What was also part of the Mercury’s heartbeat was the Latin dictum audi alteram partem – hear the other side. It vowed to remain true to both in the new company. Each newspaper in the new group would remain editorially independent, but strengthened immeasurably by a programme of rationalisation, combined facilities and pooled expertise for a sound financial foundation, “without which any newspaper must fail”.

“And fail we will not – either in service to our readers or in the maintenance of a policy which commits us unequivocally to maintaining those same high standards of journalism – always incorruptible, always independent, always outspoken, always regardful of high purpose and tone: with truth, justice and freedom as prime elements of our journalistic life, as applied to this day.”

The Daily News ran an editorial saying: “The co-ordination of the business and printing operations of The Daily News and The Natal Mercury is not a threat to Press freedom. On the contrary, the purpose of this move is to protect two distinct editorial voices that have been part of the life of Natal for more than a century.” It added that, had the agreement not been reached, Natal might well have lost one of its daily papers, as had happened in Johannesburg and Bloemfontein.

On the more pragmatic business side, David Robinson expressed himself happy with the deal, saying the pattern of editorial independence within a joint operating arrangement was a common and successful one in the United States. It had been becoming increasingly difficult to find the resources to keep the newspaper viable. “The cost of capital equipment is becoming exorbitant and we are at a stage where we need to upgrade in several important areas, areas in which the Daily News has just spent millions of rand and has spare capacity.”

The announcement of the Robinson-Argus merger set off a string of other speculation relating to the press, and the managing director of Argus newspaper division, Peter McLean, stepped in quickly to scotch them. He said stories about a continuous daily newspaper in Natal were “pure speculation”. The same applied to rumours that Argus was thinking of acquiring the Cape Times in Cape Town and Business Day in Johannesburg. Assertions about a possible deal concerning the Sunday Star and the Sunday Times were equally unfounded. “the market is sick with rumours and the sooner they stop, the better,” he said. The only clue he gave to other negotiations was to reveal that discussions under way with Saan centred on possible joint printing arrangements in both Johannesburg and Cape Town.

For all the confidence of the Daily News in the arrangement, and the resolve from within the Mercury to retain its independence, there were prescient doubters. PFP spokesman on the media David Dalling said there was no doubt Argus muscle would soon dictate events on the Mercury. Though the saving of a morning newspaper was a positive step, the move would mean that diversity of presentation would diminish. Robin McGregor, author of Who Owns Whom, said the event was “the beginning of the end” and the newspaper industry was becoming a total monopoly.

The Minister of Trade and Industries, Dr Dawie de Villiers, ordered a full Competition Board investigation into the formation of Natal Newspapers, even though the Competition Board had already given its opinion that, subject to certain conditions, the merger was justified in the public interest and that the Mercury could not survive financially under prevailing conditions. Dr de Villiers said: “There is concern over the degree of concentration in the newspaper industry.”

David Robinson then spoke up, saying Robinson and Company was not entirely surprised the matter had been referred back to the Competition Board, because a merger was a highly sensitive issue and was bound to be looked at with suspicion in some quarters. It was for that very reason the Competition Board had been approached in the first place. “I believe their positive response was based on the clear understanding that if we did not merge with Argus in Durban, there was every likelihood of the Mercury closing down for financial reasons.”

While putting the convenient view thus, Robinson did admit privately later that his company had laid it on thick to the Competition Board about their financial difficulties and their failing viability. His private view was that the Mercury could have survived for some time, but with profits at unsatisfactory levels, the company would ultimately have been in danger. Therefore it had been better to negotiate a merger while the company was still strong, rather than negotiate later without any trump cards.

With the merger a fait accompli, the new company had several challenges to overcome, the first being the integration of the two staffs and the establishment of a new hierarchy of authority. Featherstone became managing director, with David Robinson his deputy, to the chagrin of other Argus contenders David Mead, Tony Hiles and Ed Booth. Argus staffers gained most of the middle-management “head of department” positions, which made Mercury staff despondent.

Andy Stanton, who had been deputy advertising manager at the Mercury, but lost rank in the merger, said: “It was actually catastrophic. Everybody from the Mercury came off second best. It was not a merger. It was a take-over. No Daily News people were retrenched, only Mercury people. The people were generally unhappy.”

Ed Booth, however, had a more positive view from the Argus side of the merger: “Once their key staff had been looked at, and after the rest had been looked after, we ended up with their normal staff coming up very well. Some of their production staff actually increased their pay. Some of them went from getting salary cuts to an increase in salary and a bonus they hadn’t had for a long time. So I believe the staff came out of it very well. Some of the staff came out of it very well indeed.”

The situation of unhappiness, however, was a fact, and even extended right up to David Robinson’s position as deputy managing director. He was in a unique position, being part proprietor and part-employee. His company’s 30% shareholding and 50% board representation gave him clout at board level, but in the everyday work situation he was the outsider placed in a foreign environment, resented by his Argus rivals, not as a person (because they liked him very much) but as a block to their promotion aspirations.

David Mead said: “David came in as deputy MD, but quite frankly it was a travesty, because I don’t believe he was ever given power. Tony and I were John’s men. So we dealt directly with John. We didn’t use David as an intermediary. I think he felt very out of it. David left the rather illustrious position of being a publisher and came into the ethos we had. He was never comfortable.”

Nevertheless one Argus source said that, though David Robinson’s arrival on the scene was not popular with his Argus rivals, “he was very well liked by advertising agencies and was very good in that area.” He also had portfolio responsibilities for production and circulation.

The man most put out by David Robinson’s appointment was Ed Booth. He said: “I had been Number Two to John and all of a sudden I found out I was not Number Two. I had to work under David. I really ran the place, as I had always done. He had a completely different management style from the Argus way of doing things.”

Booth said the merger worked out very favourably financially for Robinson, but David Robinson could see he was filling a position that was not vital. “He was there because of an agreement. He wasn’t there because of the specific skills for what was needed to be done.”

David Robinson’s role as deputy MD was not vital, and it was less than a year before he decided to abandon the position and look after his own interests. 

He admitted that when he went into the position, he had not intended pulling out so soon. He had visualised the remainder of Robinson and Company developing into something bigger, that would make it worth his while to pull out of Natal Newspapers later. He had always thought his role at Natal Newspapers would be restricted, because of non-Argus background, and he did not see himself going beyond the Natal Newspapers situation at Argus.

Booth said that after the merger, the company was able to use Argus’s departments to do the job for both newspapers, only slightly beefed up with Mercury staff. It worked very well, but “the biggest problem was that many of the Mercury people took a long time to feel part of the new family. They didn’t feel accepted.” Booth even admitted that “editorially, Daily News staff probably worked very hard at making that so.”

Booth recalled an incident that happened five years later than the merger, when I first assumed the position of editor of the Mercury after McMillan: “Do you remember when you knocked on the door upstairs, because you were part of the same group, and the stir you caused because you walked across the Daily News floor? That was how strong it was. It was a kind of culture. I just feel the Daily News editorial staff tried very hard to ingrain that feeling of insecurity in Mercury staff.”

He was right. The courtesy call I paid on the editor of the Daily News caused something of a sensation among Daily News staff, who had maintained a deliberately hostile and competitive attitude towards the Mercury, as if the Mercury and its staff were not welcome in the company. That culture persisted for a long time, and broke down slowly only after some years. The Daily News editor, Michael Green, told me I was the first Mercury editor ever to cross the threshold of the Daily News editor’s office.

The carried-over rivalries were, sadly, not restricted to editorial staff alone, but were felt within other departments between individual members of staff, and also showed itself in continuing loyalties of these staffs either to the Mercury or to the Daily News. Advertising business, time on the presses, deadline-setting, even commitment to getting best possible circulation, were affected by these rivalries, so there was an undercurrent of dissatisfaction among staff that took a long time to die.

 The element of estrangement was there from the start.

What made it even more difficult to gain integration and unity was the fact that, initially, Mercury staff continued to work in the old Mercury building, separate from the rest of the staff in Field Street. 

The company initially made some effort to achieve team-building, by holding social functions where former rivals could meet and get to know each other as colleagues. This did help, especially for staff who were transferred to Field Street from Devonshire Place.

An editorial view from the Mercury side was given by Anne Stevens, later the features editor, who said contact was awkward. There was constant running between the two buildings. “We also used to have little meetings so we could integrate and get to know each other at lunch time. Everybody went along for a free drink.” But the editorial staffs remained distant rivals.

The way of doing business also changed with the merger of departments other than editorial. Andy Stanton remembers trying to merge the sales group. He felt an element of competition was removed when jointly canvassing for advertising, because previously “if you were trying to get advertising for the Daily News, you would try to get every penny, and if you were trying to get advertising for the Mercury, you would try to get every penny.” The merger changed that, but to keep some semblance of competition, advertising targets for each paper were set for the staff. On cost-cutting, Stanton felt a great deal was achieved through the merger.

Mercury editorial staff felt one difference under the new management almost immediately. They had come through Spartan times of salary cuts and applied austerity immediately previous to the merger. Greg Dardagan said the culture for claiming expenses at the Mercury had been completely different from that at the Daily News. “It was a sort of unwritten law that no matter what money you spent, whether it was on the job or partly on the job or whatever, whether you had dinner or drinks or used taxis, you just didn’t claim. Claims were frowned upon. You were seen as a mercenary if you claimed, because it was all for the good of the company. You were expected not to claim. It was the Gestapo. You didn’t upset the generals. You played their way or else you got fired.”

Dardagan said he was not joking altogether by saying that. “When they had a purge shortly before I joined, there was just a letter on the fired employees’ typewriters, even  for very long-serving employees, when they arrived at work: ‘You’re out. Thanks very much. Twenty-four hours. Clear your desk please and collect your cheque.”

Apropos this sacking, Miles Mattson, deputy editor at the time recalls: “There was one dreadful ‘month of the long knives’ when they fired eight people in one go. The worst was Aubrey Smith. He got back from a holiday, and when he got off at the airport, somebody was there to tell him he didn’t have a job any more. When he came in to work, there was just some stuff on his desk. That was what made him so bitter.”

Mattson said McMillan had gone through a nightmarish time after receiving orders to “get rid of eight people”.

By contrast with this tight and uncomfortable situation for down-the-line employees at the Mercury, some of these employees remember with bitterness that Mercury executives had at that time gone out and bought flashy new company cars to drive.

The splurge on new cars did in fact take place, but was intended by management to demonstrate economising by executives. Instead of driving top-of-the range large executive cars, they moved down a notch to smaller executive cars, but this economising was not perceived as such by other members of staff. It was seen as gross, in-your-face arrogance. Of course, the executives cheated a little in downgrading to smaller cars. They saw to it that, under the bonnet, they had lost nothing in power and performance. They had more powerful than standard engines put in the cars, and top-range gadgetry fitted.

Editor James McMillan says he was told to take his car and change it for a three-series BMW. “It was a weakness in thinking in management, because it would have been even cheaper for us just to keep our Mercedes cars a bit longer.”

Nor was it only in the area of top executives’ cars that different standards were practised as between chiefs and Indians, for while employees were actively discouraged from claiming even the most legitimate expenses, Argus was aware that certain Mercury middle management executives, “the glamour boys”, were spending company money left, right and centre. Argus’s Tony Hiles says it was well known in the industry that Mercury advertising executives were given credit cards and were allowed to use them for their own entertainment. “They were given so much a month on the Barclaycard. They were given an annual clothing allowance, so a guy could buy himself two or three suits a year. They were free and easy with things like that . . . like free telephones, all that sort of thing.”

All these privileges and grievances had to change to the Argus culture from the time of the merger – a culture of tight budgeting, but where expenses claims extended from top to bottom. Though the test of expenses claims was the legitimacy of the expenditure, it was remembered by editorial employees that Daily News editor Michael Green, confronted once by staff about poor salaries, had argued that – while this was so – staff members were allowed to claim expenses, and the company was willing to be generous about them. Generosity with expenses, however, depended very much on the personal whims of the executives authorising them. Generally speaking, Argus paid legitimate expenses, but was not free and easy with expenses.

Chapter Eight: Robinson restructures

With the merger of the Mercury into Natal Newspapers, it became necessary also for Robinson and Company to re-examine its own structures and reassess its best interests.

The 30% interest in Natal Newspapers was secured by the merger deal, and promised a lucrative income stream, but control of the whole Robinson and Company operation was balanced on too fine an edge, because of Saan’s (later TML) holding a 49% share of the company, and because some of the family shareholders were dissatisfied with the performance of the company and were openly talking of selling their shares.

Athol Campbell, newly arrived as a player on the board of Robinson and Company, was the moving force behind the restructuring. Campbell recounted what happened: “I said to David (Robinson): ‘Come on, let’s put a bid together and buy out the family members. They want to go, so let’s get rid of them. There’s no point in keeping shareholders in who want to go. Let’s buy them out and buy Saan out of the non-newspaper interests’ – Robprint, the Robprint building, the Mercury building.

“David and I went to see a chap called Guy Krige at Standard Merchant Bank, and we put together a complicated scheme of arrangement.”

Campbell wanted the restructuring done as soon as possible, because he said “if any family member sold, Saan (already holding 49% of the company) would have taken up a portion of the shares. Control would have changed. It was a knife-edge thing. It took only one family member to sell and Saan would have had control. And Saan was losing R30-million a year.”

He said he and David went to Gordon Waddell of JCI, the largest stakeholder in Saan and said: “We cannot allow it (a Saan take-over) to happen. We want to form a holding company and we want agreement from you that Saan will not try to gain control by stealth. He said Saan wanted the cash. Saan’s interest was only in the Natal Mercury and in Robinson and Company’s 5% shareholding in Saan, not in the property and Robprint. David and I said the family wanted to get out.

“We made an offer for the family’s shares. We said the family could take cash or new shares in Robinson Group Holdings. A lot of them took cash. There must have been 120 family shareholders, Robinsons and Collinses, at that time. Some even lived outside the country as far away as the Middle East, the shares had got spread so widely over the generations. We said we would underpin in cash any shareholders who wanted to get out.”

The deal worked out with Standard Merchant Bank provided for the formation of two companies. One was called Robinson Group Holdings, and would take control of Robinson and Company through holding 51% of the shares. This secured control for the family. The second company was a pyramid formed to control Robinson Group Holdings itself by holding 100% of the shares in Robinson Group Holdings, and was called Robinson Group Investments. Athol held 75% of Robinson Group Investments, and David Robinson the remaining 25%.

They succeeded in buying out most of the family from their entitlement in Robinson Group Holdings, securing actual control for David Robinson and Athol Campbell. Robinson Group Holdings then bid for the assets of Robinson and Company other than the shares in Natal Newspapers. Robinson and Company was thus left holding only its 30% share in Natal Newspapers. The Mercury building was sold and the cash proceeds from the sale were distributed upwards. The 5% shareholding in Saan was sold to Robinson Group Holdings.

While this was going on, Saan was itself being shaken up, because of the collapse of the Rand Daily Mail. Gordon Waddell, then boss at JCI, was controlling the changes being made, which saw Clive Kinsley ousted and David Kovarsky and Stephen Mulholland brought in to run the company. On the board of Robinson and Company were Stephen Mulholland, Lawrence Clark and Michael Noyce.

While Campbell stressed the importance of the restructuring for the sake of gaining secure control, Argus executives felt the real motive was personal profit for Campbell and David Robinson. They claimed Campbell and David Robinson bought out the other family members on a very low rating of their shares’ worth and benefited from a rapid re-rating of the share value, because very shortly after acquiring the shares from the rest of the family, an Argus source said, a windfall in tax benefits from the valuation of the Mercury title rights within Natal Newspapers came through, to be shared only by Campbell and David Robinson, but not by the family members who had just sold their shares.

The Argus source said: “What they did was they valued the title rights in their accounts, I emphasise their accounts. They had the value of their 30% of Natal Newspapers, but they wrote to zero the title rights, which in the case of the Mercury was R8-million, claiming it was not certain they would ever get payment for them. They got the auditors to agree to that. They then bought out the minority shareholders, the Robinson family, valuing their share of that zero at zero. So they got it for a song. Then, immediately after that, Argus started paying out that money to them. We paid it in very rapid time, so they got R8-million, or their share of the R8-million that would otherwise have gone to the family.”

While not an illegal way of doing things, and other accountants have agreed it would not have been illegal to have done a deal that way with the family’s shareholders, there would be something very brutal about organising to buy your own family out that way. Athol Campbell has denied flatly any such practice. Being in business for profit, he made it clear he was trying to put the company back on a viable basis and to secure control from the danger of any take-over, but is adamant that he and David Robinson were not out to deprive family members of their due.

If Argus’s version is to be believed, then the mistake made by family members who wanted to sell their shares was that they accepted the low valuation of the company unchallenged, when a closer examination of what was going on would have shown there was every probability that Argus would pay over the title rights value and that it was therefore wrong to write it down to zero.

Family members have admitted they did not keep close tabs on the way the company was run, nor did they have the expertise to check things like this. John Borckenhagen, a husband of one of the family shareholders, said he had often complained, when reading the financial statements, that the company had vast amounts of cash sitting around unused in its coffers. When he had suggested to the company that it put the money out on call, the response had been: “What’s call?” So he had the feeling there was not a lot of financial expertise around in Robinson and Company.

But Borckenhagen said: “As far as I am aware, and the others all agreed, it was not an unfair price they were offered. But if unusual practices were followed, nobody in the family was there to know, because none of the family shareholders was involved in the Mercury.”

But it is important to note that the rumours of cut-throat dealing with the Robinson family shareholders come from Argus sources, and these are not substantiated by members of the family or from any source within the Mercury or Robinson and Company. All my enquiries produced a rejection of the Argus version of events at Robinson and Company. This would suggest that at the time of the merger, there was something of a disinformation campaign going on within Argus about Robinson and Company, and this type of propaganda cannot be believed without substantial proof.

Asked about this controversial valuation aspect, Athol Campbell said: “As to the value of the company, it was not as simple as all that. We owned the press, but there was a lease agreement on it. There was a value put on the press. What had happened was that Robinson did not take forward cover on the press. The reason for the R8-million title rights valuation on the Mercury was a tax deal to give Natal Newspapers a huge write-off. The other Natal Newspapers titles were valued on the same basis. It meant we got an income stream out of Natal Newspapers that was tax-free. They also got the benefit.

“The whole Robinson group was valued at about R12,5-million, and the family shareholders would have got their portion of this. Everything was valued independently. In Robinson and Company’s books, there was a loan of R8-million. It was represented as cash in Natal Newspapers’ books. But the value was there. The family members got fairly treated. The Natal Newspapers deal was complicated. It was a ‘Featherstone special’. I am sure you know what I mean. The whole thing was incredibly complex, but it worked extremely well.

“The family got full value for their interests. Robprint was valued by Standard Merchant Bank. There was no hassle.”

Another area in which Argus looked with suspicion on the way Robinson and Company arranged matters for itself and its members concerned the Robinson Pension Fund. Athol Campbell took an adamant stand that the Mercury’s pensioners must not simply be transferred into the Argus Pension Fund, which was Argus’s proposal.

Further enquiries with other Natal Newspapers executives who were to some extent involved in arrangements at the time of the merger seem to suggest they actually had considerable sympathy for the way Campbell went about deciding the pension fund issue. Both Ed Booth and Stuart Newell said they would have done exactly what Campbell did, because it was in the best interests of the Mercury’s staff members.

Mercury staff members I have spoken to have often expressed the view that Campbell was their hero for insisting on allowing them the choice to stay out of the Argus Pension Fund, so they would get the benefit. They claimed the pay-out to surviving Mercury staff had been very good indeed. Mercury editor Jimmy McMillan was one Mercury staffer who went on record in showing appreciation for what Campbell had won for him by not allowing forced transfer to the Argus Pension Fund.                                                                                     

“When the take-over came, it was decided they would have to wind up the Mercury pension fund. Staffers had either to go into the Argus Pension Fund or take a cash pay-out. When it came to a final decision on the wrapping up the pension fund, Athol Campbell – by then chairman of Robinson and Company – put his foot down. The first suggestion was that staffers should get paid out their contribution and whatever interest there was, and Athol Campbell said no, no, no. It should be done on a proportional basis from the entire fund, the consequence being that there were pretty big pay-outs, so much so that I actually doubled my salary when I retired.”

Some in Argus, however, still believe the staff would have gained far greater benefits by transferring to the Argus Pension Fund, which had proved itself a remarkable performer over the years.

Athol Campbell explained his stance on the pension fund issue: “What happened with the pension fund was that, when the Natal Newspapers merger took place, there was an issue of how to merge the pension fund. The Robinson Pension Fund was better than Argus’s in terms of liability and assets. It was not to the advantage of the people actively employed to move into the Argus Pension Fund. They would get only three-quarters of a year’s benefit from each year’s work.

“If the pension funds had been merged, Argus would have got the benefit. We said we were not going to merge the pension funds. Argus was angry about this. They wanted to have their hands in the cookie jar. We said any new members must join the Argus Pension Fund, but old members going across to Natal Newspapers could remain in the Robinson Pension Fund. It didn’t sit well with Argus that people were getting a better benefit than their own people. The Mercury editor was better off than an Argus editor. By getting rid of Mercury people, the Robinson Pension Fund was made wealthier. When we sold out, we said there was a problem and we could not continue to have people like Jimmy McMillan and Nils Reinersten, and others who had gone into Natal Newspapers and were working in an Argus company, on our pension fund. That didn’t make sense, but we could not advise them to go into the Argus Pension Fund.

“We got our actuaries in, and the Mercury people were given the option of staying in the fund or taking their surplus portion and assets and buying an annuity. They were advised by Liberty Life, and they did extremely well. – people like Jimmy McMillan got out of the pension fund with tremendous benefit.

“When Mercury employees left the Robinson Pension Fund, we decided to give them their share of the actuarial reserve. The assets were fairly distributed. The assets were fairly valued by our auditors and by Standard Merchant Bank.”

Campbell’s explanation seems full and intelligible, and does not suggest any deliberate attempt on his part to enrich himself and David Robinson at the expense of Mercury employees. Decisions seem to have been made in the best interests of the employees.

Chapter Nine – Robinson-Argus dissension and breakdown

The way the merger had panned out, with only the Robinson newspaper interests going into Natal Newspapers, a two-stream business had been created for Robinson shareholders – one connected to Argus, the other not.

It left David Robinson, particularly, in a somewhat compromised position of having to work for the newly merged company while also having to look after his own company’s interests. As it turned out, this involved some instances of quite severe friction with Argus colleagues, and eventually to a decision by the Robinson shareholders to cut their ties with Argus altogether.

Two issues that caused friction were: the way Argus was accounting the Mercury within Natal Newspapers, which caused grave suspicions with Robinson shareholders about Argus’s intentions to keep the Mercury; and the way Argus was treating its Robinson partners in the Natal Newspapers enterprise. On top of that, personality clashes between top dogs in Argus, Robinson and TML (Saan) – all having a financial interest in Natal Newspapers – helped to create a climate which deteriorated to a point of irreconcilability.

David Robinson gave an impression of the difficulties. “In about 1987, there was a lot of conflict mainly with Argus head office. Because of our 30% stake in Natal Newspapers, we were relying on a cash flow from Argus. They were really just manipulating the situation to suit themselves in terms of cash flow to themselves and to us. They didn’t need the cash flow. We needed it. It became very unfortunate.”

David Robinson said Peter McLean at Argus head office was a strong individual, “a hell of a tough guy” who liked to be the kingpin. “One of the ways he set out to achieve this was by telling Natal Newspapers: ‘Don’t pay Robinson any money this month. Just tell them we need it for something else.’ So Athol Campbell and I felt: ‘Bugger this, this was enough,’ and went right to the top at JCI. We spoke to them about the situation. It turned into a hell of a row.”

McLean, approached about this disagreement, said he could remember the row vaguely. He acknowledged that there probably was an irregular flow of money to Robinson, “but then newspapers produce money irregularly, in an erratic fashion”.

Athol Campbell was even more outspoken than David Robinson on trouble behind the scenes between Robinson and Argus. “There was never good feeling between them. It was a marriage of profit really. It was a marriage of convenience, you could call it. Both sides were making an awful lot of money out of Natal Newspapers.”

He said Argus’s business style was totally different from Robinson’s. “McLean was anathema to me and I was anathema to him.”

On his relationship with TML bosses, Campbell said: “I was one of the few people who got on with Steve Mulholland. He and I got on very well. And Lawrence Clark was an accountant. I can remember when we were selling the Mercury building, he kept me for hours, we had to go round and count all the bloody air conditioners, wall units. He wanted know how many air conditioners there were. He asked a question at a board meeting. I said: ‘I haven’t a clue, Lawrence.’ He said: ‘Well, they’re not fittings. You have got to sell them separately.’ I said: ‘All right. There must be a hundred of them’, because virtually every window had one sticking out. We went, after the board meeting, counting everything -that was Lawrence.”

On his relationship to McLean of Argus, Campbell said they differed on style. “McLean is a bully. An absolute bully. I stood up to him. So did Steve. That’s probably why Steve and I got on well. For example, the sort of thing that drove us mad, and that was probably the first major row Peter and I had was because he used to talk about ‘head office’. We said there is no head office for Natal Newspapers but here. We are not actually interested in Argus’s interests. The interests of Natal Newspapers is what we are talking about.”

Another row occurred when Ed Booth was appointed managing director at Natal Newspapers when John Featherstone left. Campbell admitted he did not specially like Ed Booth, but a sort of armed truce had developed between them and they respected each other in the end. But what got Campbell angry was that David Robinson one day got a faxed letter from McLean informing him that John Featherstone had been replaced by Ed Booth as managing director. “That was the first the board of Natal Newspapers, or the Robinson directors, ever heard that Feathers was either leaving or that Ed Booth was being appointed managing director.”

The Natal Newspapers board was not consulted at all. “So you can imagine, we then precipitated a crisis with McLean, and said we would not accept Ed, and that McLean’s behaviour was unacceptable etc. That was it.”

Campbell admitted the row was really with McLean, not with Ed Booth. “We might have chosen Ed Booth as MD, but we were never consulted. We were just told. Which brought McLean flying down to Durban. I can still remember the day. My office was down the corridor. He came into my office in a rage. ‘How dare’ I question what Argus as doing? I let him scream and shout and bang the table for a while, then I got up and said: ‘Peter, I’ve got just a few words to say to you.” And he looked at me, and I said: ‘Go and fuck yourself.’ He said: ‘What!’ I said: ‘Go and try. You’re not even capable of doing that. Now get out!’ ”

Campbell said McLean’s relationship with Mulholland was just as bad. There had been a TML-Argus dispute over the joint printing company in Johannesburg, and it had got to the stage where Mulholland and McLean would not talk to each other. Campbell had had to act as the conduit between the two of them. McLean would phone and say: “Won’t you tell Mulholland X, Y and Z?” and Mulholland would also phone him and say: “Won’t you tell McLean X, Y and Z?” 

Campbell said he had become the conduit, because, by standing up to McLean, he had eventually got to a point where they understood each other. “If you stood up to McLean, he respected you. If you let him trample on you, like all bullies, he discarded you, you were useless to him.”

After Ed Booth was appointed to succeed John Featherstone as managing director at Natal Newspapers, Campbell said the Robinson relationship with Argus went from bad to worse. He did not like working with Argus chairman Hal Miller, besides his problems with McLean. “Hal was a patroniser, which irritated me and David. It’s just an attitude of his. You know: ‘Run along, little boy.’ When you had some problem with one of the editors, for instance, he would say to McLean: ‘Take Wyllie aside. Flatter him a little.’ In other words, sort him out. But he was a sneak. A clever man, but a sneak. McLean was just an outrageous bully. And our relationships were actually not good.”

David Robinson was withdrawn from Natal Newspapers because, as Campbell put it, he was being isolated by the Argus culture. While David got on well with John Featherstone, he did not get on particularly well with Ed Booth or Ray Walker or any of the others in the Natal Newspapers executive. “We actually felt we had to devote our time to Robinson business. We were developing Robprint and doing all sorts of different things. The relationships with Argus were uncomfortable. So then we withdrew David from Natal Newspapers. We said: ‘There’s actually warfare’.”

McLean’s view of David Robinson’s position in Natal Newspapers after the merger was this: “We took him on board at Natal Newspapers to give him something to do - a slot. We made him deputy managing director. It was sort of part of the deal. But he never fitted in. He wasn’t Argus trained. He didn’t do things the Argus way, and I think everyone realised he wasn’t up to it. He wasn’t up to a very senior management position. So I don’t know how we got rid of him, but get rid of him we did.”

It says something to compare this harsh assessment with David Robinson’s own words on why he left Natal Newspapers after less than a year as deputy managing director: “I couldn’t work in a regimented situation like that, in a head office situation, after working as an independent. It was very restricting . . . very! Most people were just numbers on the wall. The personal side just disappeared for me. After being your own boss, it is not easy to adapt.”

By withdrawing David Robinson from Natal Newspapers, the Robinson group did not alter its investment in the company or its involvement in the board. Battles continued in the boardroom over cost allocations, print costs etc. Campbell said his group felt Natal Newspapers was making a deliberate effort to kill the Mercury and to have just one daily newspaper in Durban. They felt Jimmy McMillan as editor of the Mercury was being far more co-operative about cost savings than the Argus editors, who were still fighting a war against the Mercury.

The Robinson board members at Natal Newspapers argued particularly about cost allocations relating to the Mercury, which had come into the merger as a profitable entity, but from the moment the merger was accomplished, it was accounted by Natal Newspapers as a loss-maker, because of the cost allocations imposed on it. “In our opinion, McLean had a concerted campaign to kill the Mercury, and so did Ray Walker and Ed Booth. They were acting as His Master’s Voices.”

On the row over the sale of Ilanga without even informing the Natal Newspapers board, Campbell said McLean justified it by saying: “How can we have a newspaper where we can’t even understand what the editor is writing?” Campbell said the Robinson group believed that the orders for the sale of Ilanga came from 44 Main Street (Anglo American). “I’m bloody sure of that. If you want my opinion, a deal was done between Buthelezi and Gavin Relly. That was always my assumption.”

This was the beginning of the Robinson group’s disillusion with newspapers as an investment. They began to feel South Africa was moving towards black control and that newspapers aimed at white readerships were dying. Besides all the fighting over cost allocations for the Mercury, they felt the Mercury was stuck at a circulation of about 65 000 and was not going to improve. In the end that would kill the Mercury, they felt.

The aura of conflict in the boardroom just added to their disillusion. Campbell remembers the constant conflict between McLean and Mulholland, which was fuelled by things going on outside the Natal Newspapers boardroom. There were disputes over the joint printing company in Johannesburg and “things going on beyond our ken there and in Cape Town.”

Campbell recalls: “I can remember once in the TML boardroom, McLean was there. Mulholland, with his ever-present cigar, turned to him and said: ‘You’re a fucking arsehole.’ That sort of conversation. Choice English words. There was just an aura of conflict.

“We had said to ourselves that we could see ourselves being crushed in the whole thing. We didn’t like the way it was being run, even though the company was being run very profitably. We also felt it was being run by accountants. The soul was going out of the newspaper business. Probably the final chapter is now - Tony O’Reilly.” 

 Well, that was the Robinson view of things within the company, but Argus people also had differing views on aspects of these matters. One of them was the sudden appointment of Ed Booth to succeed John Featherstone as managing director of Natal Newspapers in 1987, after Featherstone had been seconded to TML to assist in straightening out that company, after which he was transferred to Caxton in Johannesburg.

David Mead’s feeling on Ed Booth was this: “He wasn’t a thinking man. I don’t think anybody ever saw Eddie, even in later times, as a newspaperman, not in the classical mould anyway. There were the strangest appointments made. John Featherstone had his own criteria when it came to picking people. He had to have a feeling for you as a person for him to work with him. He obviously had that with Eddie. He had a strong confidence in his financial ability. He knew he would never be compromised while Eddie was there. When Eddie was put in charge, Tony Hiles and I went into such shock. It was just the most amazing appointment. I remember, John took us with our wives to dinner to break the news. In our wildest nightmares, we had not thought that Eddie would be put in charge.”

Ed Booth says of his appointment as MD: “In the usual Argus way, it wasn’t discussed with me at all. I just heard I’d got the job. Peter McLean admitted at my 25th anniversary party that he did not expect me to be successful.”

Booth said the Argus style was to turn the bosses into gurus, but that was not his style. “As far back as when I joined The Star, I walked into an absolute shambles. They hadn’t sent out debtors’ statements after three months, their financial reporting was generally lax and people were totally demoralised. As a young guy, I walked into that and I had to fix it. The only way to do it was to divide the problem into little packages. I called in the staff, broke down the problem into little tasks for each person to do, gave them a task and a deadline. That was my first exposure to how successful you can be if you involve staff in getting the party together. That became something of a belief with me. I had tremendous difficulty fitting that philosophy into the Argus company when people had been taught from the day they entered the company that they had to carry out instructions well and quickly, and they weren’t given the opportunity to think for themselves.”

An attempt Booth made to apply this philosophy landed him in serious trouble with head office. “I had been trying to instil in the staff that they must excel. I told them we needed to beat everyone and we needed to see every newspaper in the business as a competitor and we needed to beat them in service, quality and everything. The result of that was that some editorial member mentioned to head office that I was trying to declare UDI. I was summoned immediately to Joh’burg. I expected them to dispose of my services. Peter McLean gave me such a dressing down. He just took it as a fact that I was trying to do something unacceptable with the company in Durban and that the Argus company would put a stop to that, when all I was trying to do was say: ‘See everybody as your competitor and beat them, beat them, not because we didn’t want to co-operate with anyone, but beat them because we needed to excel.’ Anyway, I ignored that. And I didn’t get fired.”

Not only did Booth have trouble within Argus, but his appointment without the Natal Newspapers board even being consulted resulted in his having trouble with the Robinson board members. Booth said: “They actually made my life very difficult.”

He believed they were using attacks on him as a way to get at McLean, whom they did not like.  “McLean was so strong in the Argus Company that they couldn’t attack him. They therefore used an attack on me as a way of creating problems. They nearly succeeded in getting me fired. I was glad to see them go. To me that indicated the weak support I had. The poor judgement that Argus had. Actually John Featherstone was fired once, and I have almost been fired twice. McLean was always involved.

“They just said I was running the company poorly. Of course, I played into McLean’s hands. I wasn’t a yes man. I believed in doing things the right way, even if it didn’t agree with what Head Office said. And John Featherstone was the same. He stepped out of line with what they wanted. He was running Allied Publishers and he was passionate about running it in a certain way, and that was contrary to what Lif Hewitt wanted. John refused to change his way of running the business, so Lif Hewitt just fired him, not from the company, but he gave him a significant demotion to assistant manager of The Star. It was unbelievable. They never conferred with anyone other than themselves. Anyway they didn’t manage to fire me.”

The cause of the Robinson directors’ pique was the fact that the Mercury was accounted as a loss-maker under Booth, though it had come into the company as a profit-maker. Booth, however, maintained the cost allocations were very fair. “Our objective all the time was to show the real position to enable us to make the right strategic decision. So often people mix everything together, and do not highlight the problem.”

Booth admitted he started this system of accounting, and that later successive accountants added their input into the formula. Though Booth claimed it was fair, Ray Walker, who applied the formula after him, said to me once that the allocation of costs was actually quite arbitrary, and the Mercury could just as well have been shown as a profit-maker by allocating some of the costs to the other papers in the stable. This would have meant the Daily News or the Sunday Tribune showing less profit.

As to the Robinson directors’ belief that Argus was trying to find a reason for closing the Mercury, Booth denies this strongly, saying: “That was purely their perception. It never entered my head, and I was involved in all the discussions. The proof of what I have been saying is what has happened since you have been here. I think the Mercury people have been scared, naturally, because you don’t know what is in the minds of the proprietors.” 

I approached Peter McLean on his recollection of the battle over cost allocations, and Argus’s intentions with the Mercury. He admitted immediately that the Robinson shareholders had caused trouble. “They really caused a lot of trouble at board meetings, in challenging figures, in challenging accounting methodology, in demanding explanations of figures and results post board meeting - in other words there would have to be a getting together over a day or two with Campbell and his accountant and with our people to vet figures and to prove figures. It was very uneasy. It was actually an unpleasant relationship. Very unpleasant.”

It must be apparent from all that has been written here that Peter McLean was a controversial personality both within Argus and in dealings across the company lines with Robinson and with TML. It would be untrue to say McLean was always an abrasive man – certainly not in the sense that Steve Mulholland of TML could turn abrasive, or in the sense of Athol Campbell being deliberately controversial in pursuance of his own interests. 

McLean is a giant of a man, standing head and shoulders above many of his colleagues in physical presence. His manner was actually mild, and he was often affable, provided his dominant position was not challenged. He became stubborn and angry if crossed. He was a leader who expected to be followed, and he did not like questions asked or his judgement queried.

He was a keen golfer and also was known as a man who enjoyed gambling, playing regularly in a private school where the stakes were high.

McLean was at the top of the tree (almost – the chairmanship eluded him) of the biggest media company in the country at the time, and he expected to be recognised as that.

In negotiation, he was regarded as difficult, because he was not flexible. He believed in his own views. He was dogged and determined, and he had rank to pull over any challengers, which he would pull if necessary. If crossed, he was known to have a temper, a temper which Athol Campbell felt (but was  not cowed by).

Besides a poor relationship with Robinson, McLean also admitted to having a poor relationship with TML, which eventually took over the Robinson shareholding in the company. “I think TML had the view that they were better managers than Argus and they did things better than we did. We didn’t agree. They wanted us to change various accounting systems to their format, which might or might not have been better, I don’t know, but I know we had a look at it - Tony Hiles had a look at it - and we didn’t change. And they didn’t like that.”

Before TML took over the Robinson shareholding, however, McLean had to contend with Campbell, whom he regarded as a “smart guy” and a “quite shrewd” businessman. He said Campbell was in the game “purely as an investor. He wasn’t there because he had any fine feelings about newspapers. He wanted to be in a business that was going to give him the best return.”

As to Campbell’s gripe that he didn’t recognise Argus head office, because Natal Newspapers was a self-standing business, McLean simply said the Robinson board members should have foreseen that, in coming into the Argus Company, decisions would come down from head office. “That is the way Argus runs. Obviously there is a head office of the company which entrusts the daily management to the general manager of that branch. But obviously there is close surveillance and checks, controls of his custodianship of that management role. If you’re not doing something the way that the head office perceives it is best to be done, in fact they are going to step in and say: ‘Don’t do that, do that. You don’t put up the rates, you wait six months. You don’t put up the cover price, you wait three months. Or whatever. And also, in fact, the head office had and still has a co-ordinating role to play with all these papers.”

Another difficulty Robinson board members had with Argus head office was over the allocation of expenses passed on to Natal Newspapers for group services within Argus. These expenses arose from the running of the Argus overseas news services from London and New York and also from the Argus Africa News Service as well as syndicated services generally – for instance, the lifting rights from overseas publications. Up to 30% of these costs was assigned to Natal Newspapers, and Robinson board members were not willing to accept them. 

McLean also admitted that it was true that the Mercury, which had been profitable under Robinson control, consistently showed a loss inside Natal Newspapers. He attributed this mostly to Natal Newspapers’ accounting allocations in the area of depreciation on the presses and press costs. But he denied this meant Natal Newspapers were looking for an excuse to close the Mercury, as Campbell alleged.

The Mercury’s presence in the stable of newspapers in Natal contributed to payment of the company’s overheads in a meaningful way, so it was a valuable member of the stable.  In any case, as McLean saw it, Robinson was not investing just in the Mercury after the merger, even though it was the paper they contributed to the partnership. They were getting the benefit of the whole stable of newspapers.

Because of the Robinson objections, McLean admitted: “We looked at this, and my God we looked at this three or four times a year in great detail, and we talked to all sorts of cost accounting experts. That’s the old story with the allocation of costs. You get a roomful of cost accountants, and they don’t agree with each other. They won’t. But this was our methodology. I am sure it rankled with them.”

With these kinds of arguments causing chronic friction, it was not long after the formation of the new Robinson companies, which secured control to prevent a Saan (TML) take-over, when Campbell and David Robinson decided to cut their ties with newspapers altogether. Campbell says: “We were getting strong-arm treatment from Argus, although we had 50% of the votes on the board and even though their casting vote could not be exercised except in special circumstances, according to our lawyer Doug Shaw’s opinion. Ultimately their loan accounts were bigger than Robinson and Company’s, which gave them a big stick to bully us with. We had many arguments.”

One of the arguments occurred when the editor of the Sunday Tribune at the time, Ian Wyllie, wanted to launch a magazine supplement to add reader value to the paper. The estimate was that it would cost R800 000 a year over four years – a total of R3,2-million. “We didn’t have a problem with the magazine as such,” Campbell said, “but we were not happy until the editor told us what revenue and what return we would get on the money spent.”

McLean from Argus head office got very angry with them, accusing Stephen Mulholland (from TML, but on the Natal Newspapers board in his capacity as a Robinson and Company board member) of trying to protect the Sunday Times magazine from competition. Campbell agreed privately that this was indeed what Mulholland was trying to do. “I was taken aside by McLean in the Natal Newspapers box at a rugby match at Kings Park and told I really didn’t understand newspapers. They were about editorial independence, and that I was interfering with that independence. I said: ‘Rubbish.’ He said he was going ahead with the magazine – ‘It is done, I have approved it’.”

So Argus rode roughshod over the Robinson and Company objections. This, together with the way Ilanga had been sold without the board of Natal Newspapers even being asked for permission, eventually decided the Robinson board.

Campbell commented to David Robinson: “We won’t survive in this.” So they decided to sell out to TML.

Chapter Ten: The government, the press – restrictions and emergency

 With South Africa in a state of technical bankruptcy, unable to pay its international debts, and with an intensified campaign of land mine planting on South Africa’s country roads by liberation fighters infiltrating across the borders, the domestic situation for the country’s citizens was worsening by the day.

Early in 1986, P.W.Botha made an unprecedented appeal on television to blacks to help implement far-reaching reform steps in the coming months. This soon set off further speculation about the imminent release of Nelson Mandela, but that was not to be. What Botha did instead was to announce that the pass laws would be abolished from July 1 that year.

If that was meant as encouragement that South Africa was making necessary changes to end the conflict, it was not enough to prevent opposition leader Frederik van Zyl Slabbert from suddenly resigning at the end of a frustrating no-confidence debate in Parliament. After listening to the debate, Slabbert said his gut feeling was “here is the 1983 referendum all over again”.

The Mercury commented that Slabbert’s resignation “must rank as the most stunning and emphatic endorsement of a motion of no confidence ever to come from the Opposition benches. Many will see it as a vote of no confidence not only in the government, but also by implication in the present constitutional structure of Parliament and in his own continued role in it.” A day or two later, after Slabbert had expanded on his reasons for resigning, a Mercury editorial stated that, having heard his reasons for “copping out” of the leadership of white opposition politics, and having measured them against the consequences for those opposing the government, “one cannot help but question why he ever went into politics at all”.

Meanwhile Foreign Minister Pik Botha, less despairing than Slabbert, was so encouraged by the mood of change within the government that he went beyond what P.W.Botha would allow, and was very smartly smacked down for his troubles. He publicly voiced the opinion that South Africa could in future have a black president. P.W.Botha reacted by saying: “No member of the Cabinet has any right to compromise the party in such a way.” The chastised Pik Botha left Parliament that day without saying a further word, confiding later that he nearly resigned. But, after further thought, he remained a minister in the government..

In June 1986, the Indian House of Delegates refused to pass the government security bills, so provoking a new constitutional crisis. The climate of crisis was exacerbated by major disturbances in the townships. In Cape Town, a government dirty tricks plan to disrupt liberation activists resulted in a group known as the “Witdoeke” from Crossroads and Khayelitsha invading the neighbouring KTC squatter camp, setting it alight. Some 1 500 shacks were destroyed and 17 people killed. Four journalists reporting the incident were wounded.

The climate worsened still further when the Commonwealth Eminent Persons Group, which had come to study the situation in South Africa, said significant dismantling of apartheid had not materialised. It backed international sanctions being applied.

The next day, though not a direct consequence – but in keeping with the increasingly chaotic domestic situation – hundreds of activists from around the country were arrested under the Public Safety Act. All non-residents were barred from Soweto. The United States slammed South Africa for re-imposing the state of emergency.

The Mercury commented on the countrywide emergency regulations by saying: “The powers given to the security forces are so sweeping, the immunity conferred on them so wide, and the clamp on news media so tight that almost any degree of repressive action seems possible without public accountability.” It lamented that the country seemed to be drifting “helplessly into a psychosis of violence and the expectation of greater violence, with very little that is positive being done to counteract it.”

A further clamp on the press then occurred, with copies of the Weekly Mail and Sowetan being removed from the news stands in Johannesburg and Germiston. Dave Stewart, the head of the Bureau of Information, said the papers had not been banned, but were guilty of disseminating “subversive statements” as defined by the regulations.

On June 16, the notorious Magoo’s Bar bomb blast occurred on Durban’s beachfront, causing the death of three people, injury to many others and extensive damage to property. Robert McBride was later apprehended and sentenced to death for the murders, but his sentence was later commuted to life imprisonment, and he was eventually granted amnesty for the deed in terms of South Africa’s political settlement in the 1990s. He briefly became an ANC MP, but later worked as an official in the Department of Foreign Affairs. He continued to be controversial, following gun-running allegations against him that caused him to be detained in a jail in Mozambique for six months before being released without being charged.

Greg Pearce, a news all-rounder on the Mercury, recalls how the Mercury responded to the blast. “My story with regard to Magoo’s Bar ends rather abruptly with a policeman at a cordon saying to me: ‘If you cross this line, I’m going to put my dog onto you.’ Pressmen had to have an accredited press card to go beyond the cordon, but there were only five such press cards for the Mercury – one for the editor, one for the news editor, and three for reporters (one of whom was the crime reporter) – so the chances of an ordinary reporter having a press card on him were very limited.”

Pearce said he was at home in Durban North when the bomb went off. “I was sitting having a beer or something and I heard this ‘boom’. The next thing the phone rang and it was Joe Mulraney, the news editor, asking: ‘What was that?’ I said I would find out. I had barely put down the phone when he phoned back and said it had been a bomb at an hotel. He said: ‘I’ll see you there in 10 minutes.’ And that is how I got down there, but they wouldn’t let me through. It was quite a scene, with special floodlighting. There were people screaming, and of course the car that the bomb was in was just a wreck.”

The Mercury commented in strong language on the Magoo’s Bar incident, saying the blast would have revolted and angered decent people of all races. The terrorist forces “must be put down, hounded and brought to justice like the cowardly mad-dog bombers whose gutlessness has them prey on unsuspecting innocents and whose latest iniquity brands them for what they are.” It suggested a bond formed in a hands-across-the-nation commitment by all races seeking a fair compromise was the surest way to peace.

Further tightening of the emergency regulations then occurred, with journalists being banned from townships and other areas of unrest unless given official permission. The Mercury said the police had “all but achieved total media censorship”. That meant readers would know only what the Bureau of Information wanted them to know.

The Mercury undertook, however, that “in spite of censorship, this newspaper will continue to bring readers what news of events it can, using every resource to do so. For the rest, they will have to rely on the government’s Charlie McCarthy Department and its 11am bulletins. Comforting isn’t it?”

As things worked out in practice, however, the Mercury was not specially notable for its efforts to publish the real news in spite of the emergency regulations. The Star in Johannesburg, for instance, immediately resorted to publishing blank spaces where information had to be censored out to comply with the regulations – thereby indicating directly to the public how much news selected for publication they were being deprived of. Later, when blank spaces were also banned, it used circumlocution and carefully worded hints to indicate what was happening where it was not legal to publish the facts straight. The law was closely examined by media lawyers to seek loopholes, and then the loopholes were actively exploited by senior editorial staff without further reference to lawyers (unless specially needed) to convey as much news as possible to the public about an ongoing glut of worrying events in a deteriorating situation. In this way, for example, it was possible to publish the names of detained people, though the regulations forbade it. A major effort was made at The Star to circumvent the emergency regulations, whereas on many other papers, including the Mercury, emergency regulations were accepted at face value, and the flow of real news suffered far more.

Greg Dardagan, who was night news editor at that time, says: “The Mercury, like most other newspapers, played the game in terms of the emergency regulations. We had all the regulations stuck up on the windows of the office. We had our lawyers on call all the time. The lawyers often came into the office, and basically subbed the copy. Michael Hands used to do it. The lawyers used to come in quite often and just read through a whole batch of stories. Michael Hands did it as a sort of practice for quite a long time. He would come in and just go through the stories, and make changes. We were forever referring to him.”

Although Dardagan admits he was not in the inner circle at the top of the Mercury at the time, he can recall no effort at any level to find loopholes in the law that would enable the Mercury to publish material the government was trying to stop the press from publishing. The Mercury’s attitude, he felt, was basically “to keep ourselves out of trouble. That is all it was. We weren’t always sure of the interpretations of the law and there was still the effort to cover the news, and we weren’t sure how far we could go. If there was a doubt, the lawyer was called in. He would be shown the story and he would make the changes. We never produced papers with white spaces or anything like that. We weren’t that sort of paper. The Mercury wasn’t confrontational. The Mercury was very much supportive of the government of the day. But it was critical of the emergency regulations.

“I don’t think anybody liked working with them, but we had a few connections. And we were given a bit of leeway here and there, I think, because – and this is my own opinion, it could be totally out – we were seen to be government-friendly rather than supporting. We were friendly and sympathetic in a way. And Jimmy McMillan had very good connections.”

While it was true that McMillan had close connections with certain government ministers and was not confrontational in his opposition to the government even in the severe circumstances of the state of emergency in the second half of the 1980s, he shared the press’s strong dislike of being pushed around by the government and was a staunch defender of the principle of a free press.

During the Information Scandal in the 1970s, for instance, the Justice Minister Jimmy Kruger applied for an interdict againist the morning newspapers to prevent them publishing a statement that involved him. He cited the Rand Daily Mail, the Eastern Province Herald, the Cape Times “and any other newspaper operated by Saan”. McMillan incurred Kruger’s wrath by allowing the statement to be used in the Mercury, because the Mercury was not operated by Saan and was thus not covered by the interdict. Kruger felt this was a breach of faith, because he had meant to cover all the morning newspapers. The interdict had not been correctly worded. McMillan and Kruger had an acrimonious discussion on the matter, but there was nothing Kruger could do about it.

Miles Mattson recalls another incident when he was acting editor one day, an incident which says much about the difficult times the press was undergoing with the apartheid government. The incident showed both the brave face of pressmen, but also the fear generated by official intimidation.

The incident arose out of the Agliotti scandal, involving the shady purchase of a large tract of land near Jan Smuts Airport outside Johannesburg. Mattson said: “It was supposed to be a cover-up. The Sunday Times broke the story. Months afterwards, when the police investigation never seemed to get anywhere, two police officers came in to the Mercury and wanted to take Gehri Strauss, the crime reporter, away for questioning. Gehri was terrified. He went absolutely white. The news editor, Godfrey King, asked me: ‘What do we do?’

“I said: ‘Bring Strauss in here.’ Jimmy was away and I was using his office, so I said to Strauss: ‘Just get through to my office.’ The police officers came in. Technically I was obstructing the course of justice by hiding the man they wanted to take away.

“What it was all about came out later. It all had to do with the then Commissioner of Police, Danie Bester, who was a great friend of Gehri’s. Bester had told Gehri in confidence at a dinner that he was being frustrated in the investigation of the Agliotti affair at a very high level. Gehri had injudiciously blabbed this around a bit, although nothing had been published, but it had got back . . . The minister at the time was Louwrens Muller, and he got to hear about the story going around that the government was obstructing the investigation. So they flew these two policemen on Danie Bester’s headquarters staff in Pretoria to Durban to interrogate Strauss. Of course, Gehri, knowing what they wanted was terrified. He had said to me: ‘They can take you away and lock you up and you won’t ever appear again.’ That’s why I told him: ‘Just stay in my office.’ 

“The police officers came in and I said: ‘May I see your police card?’, which didn’t amuse the senior man at all. But he produced his police identity card. It was Prinsloo, J Prinsloo. But it didn’t have a rank on it.  When I asked Prinsloo’s sidekick for his identity card, he said: ‘I am with my superior officer.’ Meanwhile Prinsloo was looking daggers at me. I said: ‘I believe you want to take one of my staff away for questioning? Naturally, as editor, I am concerned about this and I want to know what this is all about.’

“We discussed this for a while and then I said: ‘Couldn’t you interrogate him here?’ and they said: ‘Well, yes.’

“Then after it was all over, and they had interrogated Gehri, what they wanted from him was an affidavit that the story that Danie Bester had told him – that the Agliotti investigation was being frustrated at a high level – was not true. Gehri technically perjured himself by signing the affidavit. And we all knew that. But it was the only way.

“Gehri phoned Bester on an open line and said: ‘Danie, I’m being questioned about you.’ Bester asked: ‘Who’s questioning you?’ and he said: ‘The guy’s name is Prinsloo.’ Bester sounded incredulous and said: ‘Prinsloo? He is a brigadier on my staff.’ Gehri said: ‘Where is he now?’ Bester said: ‘He flew to Durban this morning.’ Gehri said: ‘Well, he’s the guy who wants to take me away and question me. Now Danie, wat moet ek se^?’

“Bester said: ‘You must say what you must say.’ He wasn’t going to tell Gehri to perjure himself. Then Bester said: ‘My God, I’m being investigated by my own staff’.”

Mattson admitted that he felt a compulsion to write what had happened as a news story for publication, but could only write it from a personal point of view. Before he could do that, however, Strauss had to do a lot of tracking and checking on facts, and legal aspects had to be weighed very carefully.

He told John Robinson, who was then editor-in-chief and chairman, what he intended to do, and Robinson went white with fright. He told Mattson: “There are certain things that newspapers can’t touch.” But Mattson insisted that it was going to come out anyway and that he would have to write it. Robinson then said: “Well, write it carefully.” The draft was shown to Doug Shaw the advocate, who thought the whole episode hilarious. He allowed the story, changing only one minor detail. He said: “It’s fine. But you realise they may come and close your newspaper down if they know you are going to publish it.”

As a precaution, therefore, Mattson decided on the night that they were going to publish it in the Mercury to prepare a standby front page, which could be used if there was any police interference. The result of publication was that the Mercury was inundated with calls from other newspapers, which picked up the story and ran with it also. The report quoted Danie Bester and pointedly suggested that there was strong evidence that the investigations of the Agliotti affair were being deliberately frustrated.

The Sunday Times, which had first published details of the Agliotti scandal, ran hard with the story, tackling the minister, Louwrens Muller. The situation was highly embarrassing for the government.

While pleased with the sensation the Mercury had caused by running the story, Mattson admits they did not foresee how easy was the government’s escape route. “They said: ‘We weren’t really concerned about it. There was just this nasty rumour going around that the government was frustrating the investigation, rumours purporting to come from the police commissioner himself, and we didn’t want to embarrass him by going and asking him. So we felt we would just go and see Gehri Strauss. Now we’ve got this affidavit from Strauss, saying he never heard anything from the police commissioner, the whole thing is over’.”

So Strauss, by perjuring himself to protect Bester, had given the government the easy way out. The only thing was that the Mercury knew the story was true, even though it could do nothing further. And it knew the government knew that the Mercury knew the story was true.

Mattson said: “It would have embarrassed the government so much more if we could have nailed them on this. We don’t know who it would have pushed out. We still don’t know who was behind the investigation, or who was behind the Agliotti scandal. There was a R7-million property deal there. That was a lot of money in those days.”

Though the story caused a sensation around the country, the Cape Times for some reason was the one paper that chose not to use the story on the Friday when it broke. Parliament was in session, and word got around among the MPs that the Mercury had published something sensational about the government. The telex room had to put the story through to Parliament over and over again, so MPs would have copies to hand around.

Prinsloo, who had been sent by some unknown person in government to investigate Bester, eventually himself became police commissioner. And whenever a reporter from the Mercury phoned him for any information, Bester always said: “Show me your press card first, then I will talk to you,” thus revealing a bitter sense of humour while getting his revenge on Mattson for being asked to identify himself.

Another news report from the mid-eighties most revealing of the atmosphere at the time and of the tension felt in the press was one written by Greg Pearce. He said: “A little girl ended up in the holding cells below the magistrate’s court. What had happened was that, in the mornings, her parents used to go to work early at a transport company. The driver of one of these big vehicles would go past the house and pick up the daughter and take her to creche, and then he would come to work. But he got a traffic fine, R50 or something, and on the day he was due to appear in court, he was in Joh’burg. He phoned the magistrate’s court and said he was in Joh’burg and could not get back before the court closed for the day. They said: ‘Don’t worry. Come tomorrow.’

“The next day, instead of taking the girl to creche, he took her to court with him. In court, the magistrate’s name was Kotze. He is in hell today. He did things you just don’t do to people! The truck driver’s case was called, and the magistrate said: “Why weren’t you in court yesterday?’ the driver told him. The magistrate said: ‘That’s no excuse. You’ll have to pay the R50 and I’m going to fine you R50 for contempt of court.’ The driver said: ‘But I haven’t got the extra R50.’ So the magistrate said he would have to stay downstairs and make some phone calls to get the money. The driver then took the little girl by the hand and walked right in front of the magistrate down the stairs. The girl was down there with rapists and murderers. The chief magistrate heard about this and ordered the girl into his office. When the girl’s father heard about what had happened he phoned me at the Mercury.”

Pearce said he wrote the story, but the editor was worried about it and wanted to speak to the chief magistrate. Pearce phoned the magistrate, Kotze, who said simply: “I have passed judgment. It is out of my hands. It is a police matter.”

Pearce said he wrote his report and was off duty the following day when the report was used on the front page with his by-line. But at 9am the phone rang and the editor said: “You’d better get your arse here, boy.” At the office he was made to sign a sworn affidavit on his version of what happened, all because he had quoted the magistrate as claiming the matter was out of his hands and was a police matter. “It was a scary day,” Pearce said. Pressmen felt intimidated by the police.

Another incident worth recalling involved a Post reporter-turned-activist Rafik Rohan, who placed explosives outside the C.R.Swart police single quarters in Stanger Street and set off the explosion, blowing a few bricks off the side of the building while doing no other harm, but causing a major commotion. Rohan ran away after the blast, but put his foot in a rabbit hole and broke his leg, and lay there all night.

The Mercury regarded itself as being in the pound seats with breaking crime reports, because their former crime reporter Leon Mellet had become police spokesman and used to give them titbits he did not give to other papers, but he got it all wrong in the case of Rohan.

The police were red-faced over the Rohan blast, because he had got in past all their security. Mellet phoned Greg Dardagan at the Mercury and said: “This is for you.” Mellet told Dardagan there was actually a second person involved in causing the blast, someone who had helped Rohan, and that the police had apprehended him in a flat in Durban. The Mercury used the report front page. But the story Mellet had passed to Dardagan was entirely inaccurate. Rohan had operated on his own. There was no accomplice. So the Mercury had to publish an apology the next day. Dardagan says: “That was the day our faces were a bit red. We thought we had a scoop.”

Meanwhile, on the larger political scene, South Africa’s position worsened significantly when, in October 1986, the United States imposed the toughest sanctions against South Africa ever adopted by an industrial nation. President Reagan had tried to veto the move, but his efforts were defeated by a vote of 78-21 in the Senate. This marked the end of the policy of “constructive engagement” which the Reagan administration had followed till then. South African aircraft landing rights were terminated and South Africa’s sugar quota in the US was assigned to the Philippines. South Africa moved into the era of sanctions-busting, a further stage of brutalisation and deception.

The Mercury quoted the Minister of Police, Louis le Grange, to embarrass the government into positive action. Le Grange had said: “If you do not give him (the black man) his place in the sun, you are sitting on a revolution. You cannot control the situation through security forces alone.” The Mercury added: “The rejection of Reagan’s veto carries a similar message – and strikes midnight for any further Botha prevarication.”

In Britain, Labour politician Denis Healey told his party’s congress delegates there would be a black majority government in South Africa in 15 years, a prediction many thought vain, but which turned out true in little more than half that time. The Mercury said of his prediction: “He could be right. But what else will we have in 15 years’ time? A thriving economy that is capable of meeting the needs and filling the bellies of a fast-growing population? Or an economic, agricultural and ecological wasteland stretching from the Cape to far beyond the Limpopo and the Zambezi, condemning tens of millions to a future of misery and starvation . . . On all the available evidence, effective sanctions against South Africa would practically guarantee the second – more violent – alternative. But these are the questions that the arrogant, self-righteous and irresponsible prescribers of sanctions cannot be bothered to think through to their inevitable conclusion, if indeed they ever ask them.”

 That was the measure of depression the sanctions message left with many South Africans and also the anger which sanctions generated. The Mercury articulated a very prevalent white response to international sanctions at that time. The doom which it foresaw from sanctions has not come about, mainly thanks to the wisdom of Mandela and de Klerk in deciding a few years later to seek a settlement that would bring war and attrition to a swift end. Some claim sanctions forced de Klerk to settle rather than face the wasteland the Mercury spoke of. Others believe sanctions proved only a small part of the reason why both sides decided a settlement was better than a fight to the finish. The ANC could never win a military war against the strength and sophistication of the apartheid government’s armed forces, but that government could not suppress unrest or re-establish peace. The country was breaking down and sanctions only helped to bring home the ongoing damage that was being done, damage that could not be undone. Though that damage was not the doom scenario the Mercury had warned against, it has been severe enough to cause on-going problems for democratic South Africa to deal with. 

Though sanctions were not the final nails in the coffin of apartheid, they added yet another burden to an economy that was already technically bankrupt because of the refusal of international banks to roll over South African debt. Euromoney, the world’s top financing guide at the time, said South Africa’s risk rating had plummeted after the application of these sanctions from 31st in the world to 60th, putting the country on a par with states such as Israel. Mauritius, Romania and Panama. South Africa’s economic performance rating in the mid-1980s had slumped to 90th out of 118 states.

The death of Mozambique’s President Samora Machel in an air crash in October 1986 just in South African territory added to tension in the sub-continent, especially as the ANC blamed South African dirty tricks for the accident. The dirty tricks have so far not been proved, with official findings suggesting pilot error in the mistaken identity of beacons being the cause of the accident, but suspicions are still held by some concerning how the accident happened.

It was in this tense atmosphere of declining economic fortunes, mounting internal unrest and vociferous world opprobrium that the Nationalist government held its May 6 1987 elections, ostensibly seeking the electorate’s permission for further change away from apartheid. The Mercury urged voters to “remember that the unenfranchised black majority is hoping you are going to be prepared to share something with them.” It suggested voters should shake the Nats by voting instead for the PFP-NRP Alliance, but was clearly not hopeful of very much change, for it said that, short of the totally unexpected, “the most we will see after tomorrow’s vote is the rearrangement of a few seats”. The reforms it expected from the Nationalists were extremely limited – only reforms which did not endanger white group areas, schools and hospitals, and did not deprive them of a final say over whatever they regarded as their business or didn’t like. Everything else was negotiable.

The outcome of the election was an increased majority for the government in the Assembly, with the Nationalists winning 123 seats to the 22 from the Conservative Party and the 19 for the PFP and a single seat for the NRP. There was one independent.

The Mercury commented on this result by saying the masses had “opted for the Botha barricades, or if one puts the best face on it, the creeping reform he promises . . .” Blacks, other than those resigned to violence. Had nothing to rejoice about.

The former US ambassador to Pretoria, Herman Nickel, noting his country’s influence in South Africa was at an all-time low, said the outcome of the elections confirmed “the worst fears of those of us who have argued that the imposition of sanctions would strengthen the right wing”.

The Mercury’s impatience with Botha manifested itself again in September 1987 when it published an editorial telling him it was time he went. He had banished Westminster-style government from parliament and provincial councils and set up an extensive “appointee” system. He sat “Nero-like at the top of the pile with a power that is all but absolute”. It would be better for Botha to bow out of Tuynhuys gracefully and take his constitutional minister Chris Heunis with him. “He should forget the desire for political longevity and remove himself from the scene to allow his logical replacement, Mr F.W.de Klerk, the Transvaal leader, to take over with time to effect repairs”.

Botha, of course, did not follow the Mercury’s advice, and when he fell from power a couple of years later after suffering a stroke that gave the party the opportunity to replace him, he left in very bad grace.

Botha, in fact, continued to put pressure on the press that harried him. In November 1988, as the emergency dragged on in a public climate of continuing crisis, he still wished to increase the clamps. He threatened new legislation that would force journalists to reveal their sources where they gained confidential information. The law could force journalists to reveal their sources only in criminal cases, but Botha thought the time had come to take that further. He would have talks with the Media Council and the Newspaper Press Union. “I think we can correct this, and if they cannot, we will help them,” he said ominously.

When he used a congress platform to challenge the press’s right to report that there was dissension in his cabinet, the Mercury responded in an editorial that the press had “every right to speculate on what goes on in and out of Mr Botha’s cabinet, government and party.” If a newspaper got carried away with unfounded speculation, it soon lost credibility – and its readers.

Chapter Eleven: Robinson sells out

 The tense and often friction-filled relationships between the board members of Natal Newspapers did not alter the fact that the merged company met the hopes of both Argus and Robinson in terms of profit. It had been described as a “marriage of profit”, and it had the desired effect of turning around the failing situation for Robinson shareholders. It also boosted Argus’s Durban branch from being third in the profit rankings of the company branches to a prominent first. 

In spite of these profits, Robinson’s remaining shareholders decided to sell out of Natal Newspapers and put their money elsewhere. It was to bring down the final curtain on Robinson’s newspaper interests that had dated back more than 130 years. The prime mover in this decision was, again Athol Campbell, but his partner, David Robinson, at the time agreed with him and the decision did not cause animosity between them.

Ed Booth, by then installed as managing director of Natal Newspapers, put this view of why Robinson sold out. “I think it was a fantastic investment for them. The return they were getting was extremely good indeed. In getting out, they saw themselves – I think – as no longer being newspaper people. Athol Campbell seemed to influence the group tremendously. And it was very clear that he had no interest in newspapers other than as an investment.

“Quite honestly, I don’t think David had a great love for newspapers either. He didn’t show the same love as his father had. He was more interested in whatever financial returns he could make from his investment. Clearly, they thought they could do better if they put their money into something else. I don’t think they saw a great future for newspapers.”

Ed Booth’s assessment was, in fact, very close to the mark, as discussions with David Robinson and Campbell showed.

When I spoke to David Robinson about the decision, it was clear to me that the big personal wrench came for him earlier, when he lost control of the Mercury through the formation of Natal Newspapers. Later he was to question the wisdom of the decision he and Campbell took in selling out of newspapers, but that was a hard-headed business view, not the emotional factor of family ties speaking to him. “I think we took the wrong long-term view of Natal Newspapers. It was actually a very successful company,” he said.

“I think one period when our future vision went haywire was when Athol and I actually sat down in 1987 or 1988 and said to each other: ‘Do we really believe newspapers in the new scenario are going to be highly profitable businesses down the track?’ And maybe incorrectly we said: ‘No, we don’t think so.’ So we made a tactical decision to find a suitable buyer to buy our 30% interest in Natal Newspapers. And we indicated to JCI and Anglo that we would be interested in getting out if we could find a buyer for our shares. That is when they came up with the idea of selling out our share to TML at that stage.”

Athol Campbell seems more sure of himself in cutting ties with newspapers. He said: “There was this whole aura of conflict (inside Natal Newspapers). We had said to ourselves we could see ourselves being crushed in the whole thing. We didn’t like the way it was run. And we took a decision that we wanted out of Natal Newspapers.”

He put the date of the actual decision of theirs to get out of Natal Newspapers as January 1990, just a couple of months before the company was to move into new premises at Greyville. “We liquidated the old Robinson and Company. TML paid us cash for our shares. The shares were distributed out to TML.

But, behind the logistics of selling out, Campbell revealed they also had shrewd tactics. “The way we got there was, we said: ‘The only way we as little guys can get out is actually to stick our fingers right into the hornets’ nest and cause as much trouble as possible, which will maximise our price.’ So we went on a confrontational route with Argus in particular. At the back of all this was 44 Main Street (Anglo American). When you went through all the powers, it was really 44 Main Street. It was over the accounts that we argued. The Robinson directors refused to approve Natal Newspapers’ accounts over some provisions that Argus were trying to put through, which related to the Sunday Tribune and one or two other things. We just became obstructive on the board.”

They also went to the Competition Board, saying the actions of Argus were contrary to the agreement, and that press freedom was being threatened. Campbell recalls meeting Doug Band (chairman of Argus Newspapers from soon after Robinson sold out of Natal Newspapers) for the first time in 1996 – years after the sell-out, and Band said to him: “Campbell. You’re the one.” Campbell asked, surprised: “What have I done?” And Band said: “I remember your name all over the Competition Board files.” And Campbell admitted: “That’s right.”

The message Campbell and David Robinson took to the Competition Board was that there was a deliberate attempt to subvert the Mercury and close it. This was because Natal Newspapers had, through its accounting methods, shown the Mercury as a continuous loss-maker from the moment Natal Newspapers was formed, even though the Mercury had come into the merger as a profit-maker.

Campbell explained the tack taken: “We said to ourselves that the only way we were going to get out of this thing was to go for Argus’s underbelly, which was the Competition Board, which was in fact also 44 Main Street’s underbelly on the press also.”

“Argus retaliated by pulling the freesheets from us, getting Terry Moolman of Caxton to take the freesheets. So we retaliated in our turn by forming the MLS Homefinder property paper, to take property advertising out of Argus’s papers. We took the property advertising out of the Weekend Mercury and formed the Homefinder with the estate agents, which we printed at Robprint.” Some years later, Natal Newspapers bought Robprint out of Homefinder, thus getting the property advertising back, but Robinson’s move hurt Natal Newspapers – and in particular the Mercury – very badly for the time the spiteful rivalry continued.

Campbell said: “We actually went on a campaign to cause as much hassle as possible, which brought Vaughan Bray (a JCI member on the Argus board) out of his box. All this was because we were fed up with the way we were being treated by Argus. Some of the correspondence . . . I think I have thrown it away . . . that I had from Peter McLean was mind-blowing. The sort of discussions we were having. When I read it again the other day, I thought: ‘I can’t be bothered with it. It is too toxic in my life.’ So I threw it away.”

Campbell says Bray came to him one day and said: “How can we settle this thing?” And Campbell replied: “Buy us out. We don’t care who we sell to, whether it is Argus or TML. Once you’ve determined the price, everybody knows what sort of a lady you are. A whore is interested only in the price. When you want to sell, you become a whore. So JCI, you decide where you want the shares to go.”

Bray took this message back, and in due course, Robinson was told JCI wanted Robinson’s Natal Newspapers shares to go to TML. They then started negotiations with TML’s Lawrence Clark and Steve Mulholland in late 1989 and sold Robinson’s interests in Natal Newspapers to TML early in 1990.

Previous to this, Campbell and David Robinson had bought out the remains of the Robinson and Collins families from their shareholdings in Robinson, Campbell having bought more than David Robinson. The result was that, when TML bought Robinson’s shares in Natal Newspapers, control of Robinson had passed firmly into Campbell’s hands. He held two-thirds of the company, and David Robinson one-third.

Campbell was unemotional about the sell-out. He said: “You can’t afford to be emotional. We were leaving a bad business. Though Natal Newspapers was very profitable, our positioning was bad. Apart from the shareholding structure, Argus had far more in terms of loans. The loans were not matched with shareholding, so Argus was getting a lot more profit out of Natal Newspapers than we were, because they had more money in. Now we were under threat there, because Argus could up the interest rates, and we would have got no money out of Natal Newspapers at all. We were in a very weak position. So there were a lot of strategically good reasons to get the hell out of it.”

Campbell, confronted with David Robinson’s view that Robinson had possibly made a wrong decision by deciding to sell out of newspapers at that time, said: “I think that is right. But I would counter that, and say that while it was right, we were in such a weak position in terms of what we were able to do that we would have been trampled by Argus, or later by O’Reilly. I mean I wouldn’t like to be in bed with O’Reilly. I was very happy to sell to whom we did, and to manipulate and do whatever we did to get the maximum price. You could do that with Peter McLean and Anglo. If I had tried to do that with O’Reilly, I’d have been killed by him. He’d take me out. Absolutely. No doubt about it. He’s as ruthless as they come. He’s not interested in anything except the bottom line. As a businessman, that is the eternal conflict in newspapers, isn’t it? Between the editors and the owners.”

Campbell admits he was a businessman and was not steeped in newspapers. He recalls Peter McLean turning to him once and saying: “You haven’t got ink in your veins.” He had replied: “Thank God.”

He said that because he recalled how Hal Miller, during a board meeting, had been going on about editorial traditions and had told him: “You don’t know what you are saying. The editor has freedom.” Campbell had replied: “That’s bullshit, because if you don’t have profits on the bottom line, you can forget editorial independence. You will be in liquidation.”

But Campbell did admit that this traditional editorial-management conflict had to be handled constructively. It was actually a good conflict, because if there was a strong editor and a strong owner, they flew apart “as you see with Murdoch or O’Reilly”, but somehow the newspaper was bigger than everybody, and it survived. If it didn't survive, it was because it wasn't meant to survive. In the case of the Mercury, Campbell and David Robinson felt there was something going very wrong. The Mercury had not lost its way in the market place. It was a newspaper with a very loyal white readership. It had its niche in the market, yet Natal Newspapers was turning it into a problem paper where it was accounted as a continual loss-maker.

From this account, it is clear there were several reasons behind the Robinson decision to sell out of Natal Newspapers, of which clashes with Peter McLean were only the most emotionally pressurising. Yet the McLean factor was very real, and David Robinson believes the Robinson management revenged themselves on McLean, and that they were responsible for seeing that McLean did not get the executive chairmanship of Argus Newspapers after the retirement of Hal Miller. The job went instead to Doug Band, a director on the Argus board from the company’s interests in CNA and Gallo, a man with absolutely no newspaper experience at all, but with many business skills, a diplomatic manner and a cool head. The decision to appoint Band instead of McLean in Miller’s place was something that made McLean more than extremely angry, the company grapevine let Argus employees know.

David Robinson identified the episode where McLean withheld the money flow to Robinson and Company from Natal Newspapers as the nail in McLean’s coffin in respect of  the top job at Argus. That was what caused the Robinson shareholders to decide to take the matter past the Natal Newspapers and Argus boards, and go straight to JCI, the controlling shareholders in Argus.

David Robinson says: “We spoke to them about the situation. It turned into a hell of a row. That’s what led to Peter McLean eventually leaving the Argus Company. And one of the reasons was because of his attitude towards us. He left because JCI were alerted by us to the way Peter McLean operated. That is what we believe.

“The chaps at Anglo play the game according to the book. They’re very straight, upright guys. They are honourable sort of people. And when they heard some of the things that were going on, Peter’s attitude towards us, I think they took a different view of Peter’s future. And that is when they decided a bloke like Band was probably more suitable to the top job.”

David Robinson admits this is all his own speculation from the actions he and Campbell took, and what happened at Argus after that. But there was nothing confirmed in writing. “We saw things unfold from the moment we approached the top brass of Anglo about the situation we were finding ourselves in. Then things moved pretty quickly for us. All of a sudden our cash flow was reinstated. Things started to run.”

The trouble that the Robinson team caused with the Competition Board and with JCI, because of the grievance they felt over the way they were treated by Argus, was something Argus was unaware of at the time. This became clear from the interview I had with Peter McLean.

McLean said:  “I was not aware of their running to the Competition Board at all. Once the merger with Robinson was done, as far as I was concerned, the Competition Board just disappeared. I was also not aware that they had run to JCI.” He said also that he had been unaware that the tactics of the Robinson proprietors was to cause as much trouble as possible to help push up the price at which they could be bought out. “All the trouble I knew about, that I thought was occurring, was visible to me. I didn’t know these things were going on behind the scenes. I didn’t know that at all. I’m very surprised about it.”

Athol Campbell, however, while admitting to a deliberate policy of causing trouble to get out of the company at a good price – a strategy partly caused by poor personal relations with McLean – does not entirely agree with David Robinson that it was the Robinson intervention at JCI that alone led to McLean being passed over for the executive chairmanship of Argus Newspapers and the chief executive post in Argus Holdings which Doug Band was to fill.

Campbell agreed that it was probably not Hal Miller, but Anglo American (controlling shareholders in JCI) who were responsible for deciding that McLean would not be chosen to succeed Miller. But he thought it was probably McLean’s extremely poor relations with Steve Mulholland of TML, rather than his disputes with Robinson, that were more the cause of McLean’s failing to clinch the top job at Argus.

Campbell also believed it was Anglo American (through JCI) which was responsible, again not Hal Miller, for the choice of Richard Steyn (editor of the Natal Witness, outside the Argus Group) as editor of The Star to succeed Harvey Tyson in 1990. That was an appointment that caused as much consternation as the passing over of McLean in favour of Band on the management side. Steyn was a man who had never worked a day for the Argus Company before being given the company’s top editorial job.

Campbell believed Anglo-American operated silently, assessing performance, and choosing a man who represented their outlook and ideas, so that they would at no time have to intervene when he articulated policy. This gave the impression of full editorial independence, and was so in fact, while at the same time serving Anglo’s interests superbly.

Campbell gave Anglo American credit for being particularly sophisticated in the way it manipulated the press in this way to serve its interests. It was, in a way, confirmation of a remark John Featherstone had made to him the first time they had met. Featherstone had said to him after the Natal Newspapers merger: “You are actually invested in the most successful PR company the country has ever seen. We’re invested in gold mining. Don’t you understand what it is all about?”

Though Campbell believed McLean’s failure to get the top jobs at Argus Newspapers and Argus Holdings was to due to factors beyond the approach of Robinson to JCI, there is no question that Campbell’s dislike of McLean knew few bounds. He relishes telling the story of a meeting he attended in Johannesburg, where he and McLean were to discuss some business.

Campbell said he had been called to Argus head office for a meeting with McLean and Terry Moolman of Caxton. McLean and he were supposed to be representing the same interests while Moolman spoke for Caxton. But when Campbell arrived at The Star building, he found that no arrangements had been made to receive him, and the transport department wouldn’t let him into the parking basement.

Campbell said he had stuck to his guns and insisted that he was meeting McLean and should be allowed in. The security guards eventually relented and let him in. But when he got down to the parking basement, he found there were no empty parking bays except one in front of the lift, in which he parked his Bentley. He said he had always bought Bentleys, because he found they were the only cars he knew that always appreciated in value over the years. The fact he drove a Bentley had always annoyed McLean. Campbell put this down to McLean’s jealousy.

He parked his car and proceeded up to the head office floor for the meeting, only to find that McLean had not arrived back from lunch yet. He sat chatting to Terry Moolman until, suddenly, McLean burst into the room in an absolute fury. “Some arsehole has parked his bloody Rolls Royce in my parking bay,” he fumed. 

Campbell said: “Peter, that’s me. Your office were so disorganised that they didn’t provide me with any parking.”

So Moolman found himself with an unexpected psychological advantage at the meeting – his two opponents divided against themselves because of McLean’s outburst.

Another occasion Campbell recalls, referring to McLean’s temper, was when three of them in the Argus camp – himself, McLean and Featherstone – had a confrontation with Terry Moolman. 

That day McLean fought a bitter duel with Moolman over disputed territory between Argus’s mainstream newspapers and Caxton’s freesheets. The meeting was totally dominated by this eruption of rage between McLean and Moolman, leaving Campbell and Featherstone, as it were, umpires in a ping-pong match, their heads turning from side to side hardly saying a word.

At a certain point, they took a break, and Campbell and Featherstone found themselves standing next to each other when going to the toilet.  Featherstone remarked that the meeting appeared to be going nowhere, and said he didn’t see what could be done. Campbell at this point mentioned that he had actually consulted an advocate and obtained a legal opinion from him on the issue, the advocate coming down on Argus’s side.

Featherstone immediately saw an opportunity in this. He suggested that Campbell intervene, after the discussions had resumed, to suggest that there was a deadlock that could not easily be resolved. He would then make a suggestion to resolve the deadlock, saying the matter should be referred to an advocate - who had given the opinion already in favour of Argus, but not mentioning that the advocate had already been consulted – and that both parties should be bound by the advocate’s verdict.

When the discussions resumed, Campbell waited his moment and then did just as had been planned. Moolman, who by then was extremely tired of arguing with McLean, was impressed with the suggestion of allowing an independent advocate to give an expert opinion binding on both parties. So without more ado, said: “Done!” and got up to leave. McLean, still unaware of the plot hatched by Campbell and Featherstone, tried to block it, saying: “Hang on, I don’t agree to that.”

Campbell said he was tempted to kick McLean on the shins under the table. Featherstone, more calmly lulled McLean while Moolman took his departure. 

After Moolman had left, Campbell and Featherstone whisperingly discussed whether they should tell McLean how they had tricked Moolman, but decided against it for fear that McLean – being the kind of man he was – could possibly run after Moolman to crow over him about the way he had fallen into an Argus trap.

Featherstone and Campbell waited an appropriate period – a fortnight or so – and then sent a copy of the advocate’s opinion to Moolman, saying the advocate had come out on their side, and therefore Moolman would have to accept it. 

Unfortunately for them, they forgot to remove the date on which the advocate had given his opinion from the text of the opinion sent to Moolman. Moolman noticed immediately that the opinion had been given earlier than the meeting he had held with the Argus team, where the agreement had been made to accept the advocate’s opinion. He was furious at being tricked, but later grudgingly conceded it had been cleverly done.

While Campbell told this story at the expense of Moolman and McLean, his victory in this case served only to even the score of a previous victory Moolman had scored over David Robinson.

David Robinson put it this way: “Terry is a clever operator. I can remember, this goes way back, 30 years, when I was involved in marketing. He was then involved with Republican  Press. He walked into my office and said: ‘I will tell you about this new suite of computer programs that the advertising agency is developing – the suite of programs which selects what media should be used for an advertising campaign.’ He sold it to me. It sounded brilliant.

“Most of us fell hook, line and sinker for this presentation of Terry’s, and we thought he would punt it with the agencies as well. Six months down the line, we discovered that, while the newspaper did reasonably well out of these advertising allocations, the magazines were coining it. The advertising just poured into the magazines. Terry was smiling. He got marketing guys like myself to go round to the agencies to sell the concept to them . . . to his benefit. Good luck to him.”

Chapter Twelve: What became of the Robinson interests

Athol Campbell and David Robinson did well financially by selling out of newspapers, though they would also have done well if they had stayed in – because both Argus (later Independent Newspapers) and TML profits zoomed.

But they had made their decision, and acted on it. Now they had to decide what to do with the profits they had made. Campbell said the profits were distributed to the Robinson company. “We decided that the route for Robinson was actually to asset-strip it. And once we had sold out of Natal Newspapers, the Robinsons – David and John – sold out to me, so that Robinson was wholly-owned by me, which by then was just Robprint.”

At first an attempt was made to make a go of Robprint, building up the Homefinder also as a vehicle for property advertisements. But Campbell eventually felt that the capital investment required did not work out favourably for him. He explained: “The problem with the sheet-fed business is that your capital investment required does not warrant it. You can’t get your returns on your assets, basically. At Robprint we had four big Heidelberg four-colours across the front of the factory. The first cost us about R350 000, but the last cost us R3,6-million. And they did the same job. It was Deutschmark to Rand. We were looking at putting in a five-colour, which they now have done. And that was going to cost R6-million. So how can a R6-million machine or a R5-million machine (which was the new price of a four-colour) compete with a 10- or 15-year-old machine that had cost them, when written off, only R350 000?”

The problem was the same in newspapers. A Goss metroliner would possibly cost R70- or R80-million, possibly more, depending on currency fluctuations. “Now how can you make money out of that? You can’t. You kill your business. And sheet-fed is the same.”

So Campbell decided to sell Robprint to Hurt and Carter in 1993. Hurt and Carter, being a repro house, had a different customer base, but wanted to diversify down into print, because they had a contract with Pick ’n Pay, Spar and Beares.

Campbell, thus out of Robprint, went back to a remnant of Sage where he had worked before – Pangbourne Properties, a “loan-stock” business – of which he had been a board member. He became executive chairman, travelling from Durban to Johannesburg for two days a week (sometimes more) to fulfil his obligations there.

In addition, he is in partnership with Tony Richards, also an executive with Pangbourne, in a Midlands cattle-farming venture. Richards was previously on the Daily News and had become a marketing director of Argus, having worked earlier in Rhodesia and later as assistant manager to Peter McLean in Durban. Richards eventually left Argus to join Hunt Leuchars, and had come onto the board of Robinson, because of his newspaper experience.

Campbell and Richards then both chose to live in the KwaZulu Natal Midlands, but kept an office in Durban to attend to Pangbourne and other business matters of theirs, including their investments. They bought two farms jointly, running about 1 300 head of cattle. “Basically, we are enjoying life,” Campbell says. “Living in the Midlands and having the intellectual stimulation of a business and the pleasures of farming, works well for us. Tony and I have realised there is more to life than making money.”

As for David Robinson, he decided to move to a farm outside Nottingham Road, also in the Midlands, after selling out of Natal Newspapers and selling his share of Robinson to Campbell.

A particular wrench for him was to see the Mercury building go into other hands. He decided that Campbell’s visions for Robinson were not his, and decided to go his own ways. “Campbell made me an offer I couldn’t really refuse.”

David Robinson admits he misses the life in newspapers. “It was a very exciting period. Once you have got it in your blood, it is very difficult to put it aside. But I don’t regret in any way the merger. The fact we sold the Mercury was a wise thing to do at that time. In my personal situation, I miss that sort of lifestyle, especially the lifestyle we had during the Mercury era, when we were independent. It was very rewarding. It was a happy team. It really was.”

But David Robinson says that, by selling out of Natal Newspapers and Robinson, he actually did better than he would have done if he had kept those investments. He now regards himself as a “farmer with business interests”.

Unlike Campbell, whose family had been in sugar farming, David Robinson was going into farming for the first time. “I have got a small beef farm, and I do some sheep and also asparagus. But asparagus is a three-month wonder each year, a short spurt.” He thought, however, that the most successful venture since moving to the Midlands had been one run by his wife – a decorating-cum-gift shop, which turned into a very good business. He puts his involvement this way: “I help out on the admin side. I do all the accounts and the running around.”

And altogether he finds a “very happy life”.

At first it was a shock finding himself out of the mainstream. For two years he had felt almost guilty about what he was doing, but the family had settled into a new lifestyle that was very pleasant. They retained a flat in Durban, which they used often for visiting friends there.

“I very nearly stayed in Durban. I was looking at a printing business at the time. Then I sat back and took a 10-year long-term view of South Africa, and just felt it wasn’t time to invest in another business at that stage. The idea – one of the ideas – of going to the Midlands was simply to sit on things for a couple of years before making a final decision as to which way I wanted to go.”

The result of that period of reflection was that the family was now into a new lifestyle. “I can’t see us changing it, quite frankly. We have a nice environment, a nice community to be involved in. We have friends up here. Not only that, but our Durban friends like coming up here.” The other reason they chose the Nottingham Road area was because of the good schools in the neighbourhood. It as also very convenient to both Pietermaritzburg and Durban, taking little more than an hour to drive down to Durban’s Berea. He had one son at Clifton, in Nottingham Road, who would go on to Michaelhouse later.

From this interview, it was clear that leaving newspapers was only temporarily difficult for David Robinson, and that he adjusted well to his new life. His family had been in newspapers for five generations in Natal. The Mercury was very much part of Natal society, and the name Robinson was entrenched. The Robinsons surely qualified as an ODF (old Durban family), which to many in the city is the inside track to power and influence. In five years of crucial decision-making, David Robinson gave up that place in Durban society and took himself and his family away from it all. He did so in the end with few lasting regrets, and a strong feeling that sensible investment of the proceeds of the sale of his business interests in the newspaper and printing industry have set him and this family up for a different and rewarding life that suits his personality and his needs, and those of his wife and family, as well as anything they might have had if he had kept control of the Mercury – perhaps even better.

It makes one question the value of dynasties. Though the reason why dynasties develop is readily apparent, they put pressure on descendants to perform to criteria set before they even came on the scene. It takes rigid discipline and even the restriction of certain personal development to conform to the tradition of a dynasty.

While some may think of David Robinson as possibly a victim of circumstances, or maybe even as someone not strong enough to overcome the adverse conditions he had to meet in the 1980s, others will agree with him that he took the wisest road that could be taken out of a difficult situation, and that he has been strong enough to throw aside the shackles of family tradition to make his own way in the world. 

The Mercury, the product of Robinson endeavour over more than 130 years, still lives on. By the end of the 20th century it was close to 150 years old, the second oldest daily paper (after the Natal Witness) in the country. Its financial predicament is as difficult as ever, but it is in a company which acts as a buffer against some of that insecurity.

Even with ownership changing from Robinson to Argus to Independent Newspapers, it has survived. And the Robinson connection is engraved in its history, a tribute to a family that is well remembered and respected in the province of Natal they served so long. That respect is felt as much for David Robinson as his predecessors, a respect undented by the upheavals brought on by apartheid’s death throes, which in the end caused the Robinsons to leave newspapers for another life.

And David’s father, John Robinson, who was loved as the last family member to edit the Mercury as well as controlling it financially, watched in retirement as the empire he inherited became subsumed in the endeavours of other newspaper and printing interests.

He died early in the 1990s at the age of 84 when the paper was soon to be taken over by Irishman Tony O’Reilly’s Independent Newspapers. John Robinson’s funeral was a touching and memorable event in Durban, underlining the significance of his own and his family’s contribution to Natal society. A huge crowd of sympathisers attended the funeral on the Berea in Durban, and warm and sincere tributes were paid at this last farewell.

Chapter Thirteen: The move to Greyville

Returning now to Argus interests in Durban, it is time to focus on a problem that had bothered Argus for years. Its premises at 85 Field Street in the central city had long been a prominent and convenient position for doing business at the city’s hub . . . except for the growing problem of the delivery vans needed for distribution of the Daily News every afternoon.

As Durban grew, its traffic problems in the central city grew commensurately, and the build-up of newspaper vans on weekdays for loading the Daily News became a major concern and irritant for the city’s traffic authorities. Traffic congestion also slowed up delivery times, to the inconvenience of Argus.

For some years, the problem had been raised at high level, but had remained unresolved. It was something that urgently needed to be settled, even before the merger brought the Mercury into the equation also. The Mercury’s premises as 74 Devonshire Place were even more central and convenient for business, with the gathering of newspaper vans causing no problem, because distribution hours were at night. Devonshire Place was, however, no alternative printing and distribution point for Argus, first because the building was not included in the merger deal, and also because Devonshire Place’s central city position made distribution just as difficult as from Field Street for afternoon deliveries.

After the merger, the presses of the Daily News were used for printing both the Daily News and the Mercury (with the Mercury’s new Goss press being sent to Argus’s Johannesburg site at The Star), so the build-up of newspaper vans outside Field Street extended over an even longer period of the day.

When I interviewed Peter McLean, who had headed the Natal branch long before the merger, before going on to head office, I raised the question of what Argus had thought it could do about the problem. He remembered the Mercury’s Alf Rowley urging a printing merger between Argus and Robinson in the early 1970s, but said: “I think there were good reasons why the printing merger didn’t come about at that time. And I think they were mainly to do with the fact that the Daily News was still in the old building. And we were just about in the process of moving out to Greyville. So there was going to be a press in limbo for about a year.”

He confirmed that Argus’s decision to move to Greyville had not been taken as a result of the merger with the Mercury, although the move was executed after the merger. The merger also affected the kind of premises the company needed for its Durban base.

Ed Booth, who became managing director of Natal Newspapers, was directly involved in decision-making at the time. From the 1970s, when John Gittins had been in charge of the branch, and with all subsequent managers, there had been pressure to move. Booth remembers that a move from Field Street had been turned down by head office more than once, even though the traffic police were constantly harrying the company’s van drivers and telling them to move on in the peak hour traffic conditions in the afternoons.

The need to move premises was obvious for the traffic problems being experienced, but there were other reasons also why a move would be beneficial. The company was eventually operating out of four different sites – the Field Street newspaper premises, a warehouse, Allied Publishing premises in a separate building and then the Mercury - so centralisation into one site would certainly help business efficiency.

Booth said: “To communicate with people, like the works people at the Mercury building, was a nightmare. There was staff duplication as a result, and time delays in doing anything. We were continually moving stuff from our building to the Mercury building and vice versa.”

Even previous to John Gittins’s efforts, Peter McLean had tried to motivate a move, but he had not succeeded. He had told Booth of this when Booth was trying to persuade him at head office to agree to a move. Booth says that, in his time in Durban, he also pushed very strongly for the move, but was also turned down more than once. “I remained motivated for the move and continually built up a stronger and stronger case. Eventually my driving it got us through.”

While motivating for a move, the management had been examining alternative sites for suitability and ease of distribution. “We drew up our needs, which were: good access to freeways, ability to get into the centre of town fairly quickly, and with the priority being on the northern side of Durban, because there were so many of our subscriptions in that area. We did look at areas south of Durban also, but in our deficiency analysis, this Greyville site came up best.”

The Greyville site was a section of vacant land known as Block AK, on the opposite side of the Greyville racecourse from the central city, and only a block from the railway station. The land was owned by the Department of Coloured Administration, which had taken control of it after the apartheid government had used the Group Areas Act to expropriate the land from poor Indian families who had previously lived there. The city council had to grant Natal Newspapers a special zoning to allow it to erect business premises there. The rest of Block AK remained zoned as “single residential” while the hiatus over its use continued in a climate of political tension. The government was keen to sell to Natal Newspapers, because it wanted the area to develop rapidly as a business area overflowing from the central city.

Though there was active development of business premises in the blocks on the railway side of Block AK, Block AK itself remained vacant. With the political transformation of the 1990s, there was a clash of interests between, on the one hand, politicians wanting to return the land for residential settlement, and on the other, business interests who felt low-income residential housing would be detrimental to business. It was also felt by business that this area had become the natural extension of the central business district.

Wrangling over the future of Block AK continued for many years, but in the meantime, Natal Newspapers was granted permission to build there before political transformation began, and was up and running on the Greyville site from shortly after the ANC was unbanned and Nelson Mandela released from jail.

The decision by Argus to proceed with developing the Greyville site was certainly not taken as an act of support for the apartheid government, but entirely to relieve its own critical problems of newspaper distribution and office efficiency in whatever way was permitted by the authorities.

The merger with the Mercury, according Tony Hiles, sales and marketing director of Natal Newspapers, was the final spur which forced the company to make a move. He says the move was “an absolute direct result of the merger”. Other sites which had been considered when, for a time they thought they couldn’t get the Greyville site, were in Pinetown, and on the Springfield flats. There was even consideration given to building over the railway station.

Once the Greyville site was agreed on, Natal Newspapers management got its chief engineer, Hilton Hoffenberg, to draw up on paper the ideal way in which a newspaper would operate in terms of flow of materials, flow of information and work flow. Booth said he did a “fantastic job” and must have saved the company a fortune.

“We decided that a building on one level would be so long that the communication time from the extremities would be too great. So we decided it needed to be stacked, with a ground floor and two other floors being ideal. When we finished that, we went to an architect, John Apsey, and asked him to ‘put an envelope around that’, saying: “Here’s the work flow. That’s how we’ve got to operate. Now you build the building around it.” Booth said Apsey did that, and did it extremely well.

When Apsey had finished his draft, he, Booth and Hoffenberg went overseas to look at other modern newspaper buildings in Britain, Europe and America. “We came back and slightly modified our plans, but basically Apsey had done such a good job, we didn’t need anything else.” Subsequently people had come from overseas to see the building, and had raved over the design.

Hiles remembers that the Durban town planning department insisted that the whole design be turned round to face Block AK instead of, as originally planned, facing away from Block AK onto Kolling Street. “They said the long-term planning was that this was to be a residential area and they didn’t want the back of the factory to face the residential area. We agreed to that only after we got assurances from them that the original idea of linking this overpass over the station with Kolling Street was not going to go ahead. We said it would create huge problems getting vehicles onto the road if that overpass was built.

One of the features of the Natal Newspapers building in Greyville is the high-ceilinged atrium, an idea Hiles said was obtained from America. Booth said the idea was decided on because of his insistence that most of the staff should use stairs to get to the upper floors instead of waiting for lifts. One lift was included “for geriatrics and crocks”. The rest of the staff used stairs to the upper two floors. Booth said he felt so strongly about getting away from reliance on lifts, because in the Field Street building, all the staff seemed to wait for lifts, even if they only had to go up one floor. “No one ever walked up floors. I timed it, and it was a total waste of time. The time taken to move between floors was ridiculous. So this building designed those things out. It designed easy access.”

Another feature was the open-plan design, which at first bothered the rival editorial departments of different newspapers, who felt their confidential information might not be safe. In practice this did not turn out to be a big problem.

The decision not to have a basement in the building was because of the very high water table in the ground in that area of town. Buildings with basements were always having problems with pumping water out. “We decided this was not the way to go. The preferred way would be to go from the ground up.”

Looking back after several years, Booth feels the planning of the building was “very close to being right”. “I would have loved to have more space. We actually wanted rest areas for staff. One thing I regret is that head office cut our building budget.”

The new premises were owned 52,5% by Argus Holdings, 35% by the Argus Pension Fund and 12,5% by the TML Pension Fund (administered by Old Mutual). Independent Newspapers took over Argus Holdings share, and the Independent Pension Fund took over Argus Pension Fund’s share after Independent’s purchase of the company. TML Pension Fund retained its share in ownership of the premises even though it sold out of Natal Newspapers altogether.

A shortage of parking space is one of the problems the company has wrestled with, almost from the time the building was first occupied. Staff members who resorted to parking in the adjacent roads have suffered thefts. The company was eventually forced to rent a section of Block AK for a guarded parking area.

If the new premises seemed to offer the company a care-free new beginning, the fate of Block AK became a worrying problem for it by the late 1990s. While business (and Natal Newspapers) would like to see Block AK developed under commercial zoning, political sensitivities over the expropriation of the land from Indians at inadequate compensation rates in the 1960s has left a conscience-stricken overhang that has forced residential zoning in one form or another to remain on the agenda for the area. The company has remained uncomfortable with the idea that its premises may end up adjacent to a low-income residential area, where the crime rate is high and security risks for staff and property are greatly increased.

The taxi rank down Osborne Street in the direction of the station has already been a major problem for the company, because of periodic outbreaks of warfare between rival taxi groups. Bullets have struck the building, actually entering the office of the editor of the Mercury, and in another incident some years later, glancing off the window of the editor’s secretary. An ambush assassination of a taxi driver and his passengers occurred outside the office of the managing director, though on a Sunday when he was not at work. A company delivery van was hijacked in the road a block or so from the premises.

Besides the decisions relating to the choice of the site, the company had logistical problems in moving from the central city to Greyville without disrupting production.

The Harris presses had to be moved in stages so there was always a press available to keep the newspapers running.  Hiles said the move of the presses went “unbelievably well” and once the company had two presses up and running at Greyville, the rest of the move went more quickly than anticipated. “Our disruption was over three to five days, maximum. Classified Advertising closed down at lunch time on a Saturday and were operating here in Greyville on the following Monday morning.”

Hiles remembers that the biggest problems were with the third Harris press, which the company bought to replace the Goss that went to Johannesburg. It gave them lots of problems on quality. It didn’t have the same register mechanisms as the two other Harris presses and never functioned as well as the two others. The Natal Newspapers management had been very unhappy not to keep the Goss press which went to Johannesburg, but were simply told by head office that the decision had been made. There were hard feelings in the works about this decision. But Hiles admitted it made sense to take the Goss to be with The Star’s other Goss presses, and said the company was given a good deal on it.

Editorially, the Mercury staff were the first to have to face the move to Greyville, and actually had to work in a building that was still in the last stages of construction. In May 1990, they moved in. Anne Stevens recalls the atmosphere: “It was very strange. We had to get used to walking into the building over planks, a different way to get into the building almost every day, depending on where they were working. We were just plonked down, no air conditioning or anything. We went to work with fans. We bought our own fans.” Stevens admitted that the Mercury staff bore the brunt of the move to Greyville. “The building wasn’t furnished when we moved in.”

Greg Dardagan, by then news editor of the Mercury, said: “The move from the old building was quite a heart-wrenching thing. There were a lot of memories and a lot of history wrapped up there.” On top of that, the staff were not very happy at having to move out of the central city area, which had many advantages for individuals.” We couldn’t walk down to the bank very easily. We couldn’t pop out to the shops in the lunch hour.

“Just after we got here, there were never-ending moves. The paper was forever moving and changing. Desks were being moved, offices being built and knocked down again. The open plan office was a big shock to me. It has a lot of advantages, but there are a lot of disadvantages as well.” 

Dardagan was one member of staff who did not think the open plan worked well. “One sees offices being created all the time, and little turfs (personal demesnes) are created throughout the floor. It has been turbulent most of the time. And very little time for feeling settled.”

The relative isolation of the new Greyville site was an inconvenience for staff who commuted to work. To overcome this problem, the company had to introduce a shuttle bus from the central city to Greyville, travelling back and forth several times a day. Even with the shuttle bus, staff found the new headquarters of Natal Newspapers inconvenient to reach, and many resorted to taking their own private vehicles to work, to improve the convenience. This caused traffic and theft problems round the outskirts of the building.

From this, it is apparent that the planners of the new building thought the move went particularly smoothly, but the workers were not convinced. In fact, they felt particularly inconvenienced in several ways. A move of this sort, however, could not reasonably be expected to take place without disruption to old lifestyles, but matters were made worse by the fact that the building was not completed before the first part of the move was made.

The building had been designed with the idea that the editor of the Mercury and his team would be at one side of the building (facing the station) while the editor of the Daily News and his team would be at the other (facing the racecourse). The editors’ offices were designed to have their own private toilet facilities. But Mercury editor Jimmy McMillan threw a spanner in the works of this plan by choosing an office for himself at the First Avenue/Osborne Street corner, leaving the private toilet for the use of his female staff.

Jimmy McMillan’s view of the move was this: “It was a change. All associations and memories were tied to the old building. To go into a new building was not traumatic, I don’t think. People were looking forward to the experience of a freshly designed new home.”

Chapter Fourteen: Ripples from the death knell for apartheid

Just as Athol Campbell and David Robinson were reassessing the longer-term future of newspapers as an investment in the late 1980s, so were the politicians reflecting seriously on the future of apartheid policies as a way forward for South Africa.

Campbell and David Robinson concluded there was no long-term future for newspapers in the expected difficult days forward, and chose to get out. They appear to have been wrong in that assessment, although they have both done well by investing elsewhere. The media appear to have a great future in a world where information technology has become the key to communications of the future, but at the end of the 1980s, the political storm clouds obscured much of that view, and it was not an unreasonable assessment the owners of Robinson made. Many would have agreed with them.

Politicians, on the other hand, were right to see no future in continuing apartheid policies. For much of the 1980s, they had been trying to find ways of backing away from apartheid by removing its most cruel and unfair provisions aimed at protecting white privilege. But what they did not have in their minds was a clear picture of what could replace it.

White politicians were still obsessed by the need to protect white interests from being overrun by a black majority if full democracy were introduced, knowing white privilege would not survive. They were also fearful of communist expansionism in Africa, and the prospect that the Soviet Union would seek to use a black majority for its own ideological purposes in southern Africa. Such a development would have been particularly harmful to white interests.

Black liberation movements were more concerned with mounting campaigns of various sorts to overthrow the apartheid regime – by violence, by disorder, by boycotts and international pressure – than with the final form of government to be adopted if they managed to sweep apartheid away.

Therefore, as 1989 dawned, the confrontation between white and black continued. But signs of the logjam beginning to break up were not long in coming, most especially through the stroke P.W.Botha suffered in January, which immediately put his continued leadership of the National Party in question.

He strove to retain his presidency as he recovered from the stroke, but played into the hands of the mounting throng of doubters in his caucus when he suggested the state presidency be divorced from the leadership of the NP. That opened the door for F.W.de Klerk to win a tight contest against Barend du Plessis and to begin a process of radical change within the ruling party.

De Klerk has admitted that he had been convinced of the need to abandon apartheid from at least three years before he became party leader. His somewhat conservative, centrist image, which had secured him the leadership had obscured from the public the sea change that had taken place in his thinking.

But first he had to battle with P.W.Botha, who though relinquishing the party leadership, certainly had no intention of relinquishing the seat of power. It was only much later in the year that Botha was eventually persuaded to stand down.

On de Klerk becoming party leader, the Mercury’s editorial observed that “what will be worth watching for – and closely – is whether the new party leader starts asserting himself or whether he has simply been voted chief puppet of Tuynhuys.” De Klerk, in his maiden speech as leader, showed the direction he was moving in when he asked whether the time had not come “for us to negotiate a new, realistic model for the non-discriminatory maintenance of community rights in the social sphere”.

While the struggle for power and policy was going on inside the National Party, atrocities were still being committed on civilian citizens, none worse than the drive-by shooting of Wits lecturer David Webster, an ANC sympathiser but not a revolutionary, by unknown gunmen. Years later it was to emerge that the murder was the work of men within the apartheid security establishment, operating a dirty tricks game without authority.

Adding to the political uncertainties of the times was the decision of P.W.Botha to call (as early as May) an election on September 6 for all three chambers of the tricameral parliament. It was not long before it became clear that the faces of the future in South African politics would be different from the past. P.W.Botha’s right hand man, Chris Heunis, decided not to stand for re-election. And Helen Suzman, long the leading parliamentary figure of the opposition, also threw in the towel after 35 years.

In the event, the election returned the National Party comfortably to power, but with a drastically reduced majority as the government’s opponents on both right and left grew. One of the first signs of a new approach from the government came only a week after polling, when de Klerk allowed a protest march to take place in Cape Town. The march of thousands, one of the biggest mass demonstrations ever seen in South Africa, proved a triumph of peaceful protest. 

A few days later, de Klerk produced a five-point plan for peace in South Africa, saying time was of the essence. The government would seek to bridge the gulf of mistrust between South Africans, the negotiation process would receive incisive attention, economic prosperity would be a goal, a new constitutional dispensation would be created in which everyone would participate without domination, and unrest violence and terrorism would be dealt with. The Mercury greeted this five-point plan by saying de Klerk had “opened the door to participation in the search for peace”.

Quite apart from developments within South Africa, the major international event of the year – the breaking down of the Berlin Wall signalling the collapse of communism – had a direct impact on the southern African situation. It ended the communist push in Africa, leading to the recall of Cuban troops from Angola and a settlement of the decades-old dispute over the future of Namibia. It also meant that, with communism no longer a threat to South Africa, a settlement between the races was at last possible.

De Klerk’s February 2 speech in 1990 caused a sensation, earning for the Nationalist government the first international accolades in 40 years of rule. The unbanning of the ANC and PAC, and the unconditional release of Nelson Mandela, particularly opened up the way for negotiating a new future. The lifting of the state of emergency was soon to follow. The Mercury joined in praising de Klerk for crossing South Africa’s Rubicon in “one bold leap”. Looking ahead, it warned that “the real work of compromise, reconciliation and the shaping of a new society must be done. And it is not going to be easy.”

It showed some pique at the “yes, but . . .” attitude of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, whose first reaction was euphoric, saying de Klerk’s statement “takes my breath away”, but three days later suggested in Cambridge Massachusetts that sanctions against South Africa should not only be kept in place, but should be intensified. The Mercury commented: “So much, one could say, for Christian charity, and at the same time ask just how long these sanctioneers – and others who cling to this madness – are going to keep up their campaign to bring down South Africa and turn the country into an economic wasteland . . .”

Mandela, on his release, made a good impression by picking up on de Klerk’s theme of  “reconciliation, not recrimination”, but received a bad press for committing himself to a policy of nationalisation. It was, fortunately, an error which he came to realise quite soon, so over time the threat of nationalisation actually disappeared from the agenda. Nationalisation was a slogan of the left in South Africa in the 1960s before the ANC was banned. Because of the collapse of communism, it was an idea completely out of date by 1990 when Mandela was released. It took the ANC time to adjust to the change, now that it was active as an accepted political movement again.

If hopes were high that de Klerk’s moves would quickly bring a new peaceful, fully democratic dispensation, then they were partially dashed by the emergence of tactical play by the various parties all striving for maximum benefit for themselves. It was to take four years, and some of the worst acts of violence and terror atrocities of the political transition, before that goal could be reached.

The mood of optimism in South African society, however, survived these several setbacks, and a continuous process of searching and finding a new democratic order became the dominant theme of the ensuing years.

The process was one in which the press played its part as a vehicle for public debate and as an agenda-setter for negotiations, but politicians took the lead. Political threats against the press from the government and other parties largely evaporated, leading to public debate becoming much freer and less structured by party attitudes, which were themselves in a state of rapid adjustment to the new times that had arrived.

It took a little time for new groupings to emerge and new pressures to be felt, such as the pressure of right-wing white vigilantism, the dirty tricks train killings, and the no-go zones in Natal for ANC and IFP supporters.

In 1990 there were rumblings of trouble in the Middle East over Iraq’s Saddam Hussein unilaterally annexing Kuwait, an act that led first to warnings from the Western world, and finally the following year to warfare and the forcible wresting of Kuwait from Iraqi hands, and the imposition of long-running international sanctions against Iraq while Saddam Hussein maintained his rein of terror. The effect of this new crisis was to move international attention away from South Africa to other hot-spots in the world.

In this atmosphere of freeing up from old positions, Jimmy McMillan announced in September 1990 his intention of retiring from the Mercury early the next year. By then he was the longest-serving editor of a daily newspaper in South Africa, having been continuously in the editorial chair for 19 years.

Chapter Fifteen: An Argus editor at the Mercury

Though much of the control of the Mercury moved out of Robinson hands with the Natal Newspapers merger in 1986, the reign of the Robinsons finally ended in a blur – theoretically either with the sale of Robinson shares to TML in 1990 or with the expiry of the five-year period for editorial control to remain with Robinson, which had been agreed with Argus in the Natal Newspapers merger. But it was a moment of little consequence to Robinson.

Robinson technically had been given the right to appoint the editor for five years after the merger – part of the plan devised to soothe Competition Board concerns over an Argus monopoly, but Jimmy McMillan had remained unchanged as editor through almost the entire five-year period, Robinson not choosing to interfere with an editor in whom it had confidence.

When McMillan decided in September 1990 to step down the following year, Robinson made no attempt to appoint the next editor, but TML – who had bought Robinson’s shares in Natal Newspapers – briefly sought to contest the right to appoint the next editor in the face of an Argus assumption that it would do so. TML claimed to have inherited the right with the shares it bought from Robinson. Argus disputed this, as the five-year period was just running out. It was an argument that Argus won. Was this also a dispute resolved behind the scenes by Anglo bosses through JCI?

McMillan made it clear in an interview with me that the running-out of the five-year period of Robinson editorial control had not been a factor in his decision to retire. “I had been editor nearly 20 years, and I had just had a bad smash-up in my back, with the result that I was looking at life and saying: ‘Do I just crank on for another three years?’ And, looking at the position of the Mercury, which was not making profits, I felt it was time to get out and have some new blood in the place.”

Another factor that had played heavily on his mind in deciding to retire was the windfall benefit staffers had gained from leaving the Mercury Pension Fund a few years before, at the time of the Natal Newspapers merger, where there had been a proportional pay-out of the actuarial reserve (on Athol Campbell’s insistence) to Mercury members leaving the fund.

The consequence of that arrangement was that “there had been pretty big pay-outs, so much so that I actually doubled my salary when I retired.” It was a factor McMillan bore in mind once he had decided he had had enough and was ready to retire.

Questions I put to other Argus executives confirm that there was no pressure put on McMillan to retire when he did. It was a decision he took himself.

Another factor could well have been that he had other work in prospect. McMillan had hinted to his colleagues that he had been promised a senior job in government by President F.W.de Klerk, whom he had known well for years. Talk was that it was going to be a diplomatic post or possibly a position as information attache at an embassy, and that McMillan had set much store by this.

In the event, nothing was forthcoming immediately after McMillan retired, and when he was eventually offered a position, it must have been a disappointment to him. He was offered a position on a commission of inquiry into whether secret projects of the government should be made public. The commission’s work lasted only a few months and was hardly what McMillan had led people to believe he was going to be offered. Perhaps, with political developments moving apace, it had become impossible for de Klerk to honour his word in this respect, and he had been left with offering McMillan a mere morsel.

I well remember the circumstances in which I was offered the editorship of the Mercury in succession to McMillan. It came at a point in my career when I was beginning to think I had been passed over.

Some years earlier, in the mid-1980s after the demise of the Rand Daily Mail, RDM editor Rex Gibson had been offered the deputy-editorship of The Star under his great friend Harvey Tyson on the retirement of John Pitts. This intrusion of a TML executive into the top ranks of Argus editorial had come as a hammer blow to ambitious journalists within Argus, who then realised management was prepared to look past its most senior editorial staff to fill top positions.

I was myself not in a position at the time to be a contender for the deputy-editorship of The Star, being at the time deputy-editor of the Pretoria News. But other editorial staff in the company more senior than I were cut up at the decision, which had the effect of stopping any promotional ripple that could have occurred from Pitts’s retirement.

The same wave of disillusionment swept senior Argus editorial ranks when, as Tyson approached retirement in 1990, the company chose Richard Steyn (editor of The Natal Witness) from outside the group to succeed him, thus even passing over Rex Gibson and leaving several aspiring senior journalists in the group, including myself, with no apparent future.

I came to have a high regard for Steyn as a person and as an organiser of people, though I was not happy with his decision to move me from the position of managing editor to that of political editor of The Star, a virtual demotion. He also wanted to put his personal stamp on The Star by making his own appointments, one of whom was Shaun Johnson (then of Weekly Mail) whom he wanted to promote rapidly to seniority.

All this had led me to believe my chance of further promotion in the company was over, and I was seriously considering leaving to find other work (I even applied unsuccessfully for Steyn’s vacated editorship at The Natal Witness) when the Mercury editorship came up. In the week or so after the announcement of McMillan’s impending retirement before the company showed its hand, I had quietly thought to myself that the Mercury editorship was virtually my last chance.

On September 13 1990, I was in an editorial planning meeting when I received a message that Peter McLean wished to see me. I felt then, even before I reached his door, that this could be my moment.

It was, in fact, a somewhat confusing moment, because McLean said he had been asked by Argus Newspapers chairman Doug Band to offer me an editorship, but he was not sure whether it would be the editorship of the Mercury or of the Pretoria News. He said he expected it to be the Mercury, because Mossie van Schoor, editor of the Pretoria News, had been chosen to succeed Michael Green at the Daily News 18 months down the line, and it would not look good to appoint him to the Mercury and then move him so soon afterwards.

McLean said Band had given me two days in which to think through the offer, and that I should see Band at 9am on the Friday, when a firm offer of one editorship or the other would be made to me. For myself, I could have accepted immediately, because I knew that if I did not accept the editorship offered, I was unlikely to get another chance. As I was already 53 years old, I was at the upper edge for being appointed for the first time to an editorship in the company.

But I knew I would have a problem at home, and I did indeed. My wife had developed a strong antipathy to transfers, as the family had been moved so often in the past – during my parliamentary reporting years every six months, but on several other occasions also. Each time she had struggled to put down roots, only to have to pull them up again.

When I mentioned to her the offer of the Mercury editorship and that I was thinking of accepting it, she burst into tears and would not speak to me for two days. I was thus left to make the decision on my own.

I decided to accept the post on the basis that it was too good to turn down and that I had always found transfers something of an education for all the family. It got us out of any ruts. And the job was challenging as well as gaining me a crowning recognition after many years’ hard work. I had aimed to get to the top. I could not turn it down now that it was offered to me. My family background  played on my mind also. My grandfather on my mother’s side had been an editor – G.H.Wilson of the Cape Times – and my father Jack Patten had edited The Star. I had the chance to continue a grand tradition.

My interview with Doug Band, where I was finally offered the editorship of the Mercury, was short and pleasant. He had been in his post only a few months and had not come up the newspaper route to the top of the company, so I had never had the chance to meet him before. I found him relaxed and relaxing.

He made it clear I would have all the authority of an editor and the support of the company, provided I took a reasonable line and did not allow power to go to my head or take to drink or any other damaging addiction.

Band went to the trouble of reassuring me about my appointment, saying there had been strong talk in the company – especially among some accountants – of closing the Mercury, because it was losing money. My appointment, however, meant the company had made a firm commitment to keep the Mercury alive. My appointment would be from April 1991, so I would have plenty of time (a full six months) to make my arrangements.

From Band, I went to McLean, who summarised the position of the Mercury for me as being a paper with solid readership support, but having difficulty in a market in which the Daily News was the market leader. The Mercury had maintained a circulation roughly 30 000 copies a day fewer than the Daily News, but that in recent times that gap had been widening. He hoped I would act rapidly to inject a feeling of new life into the paper to close the gap to 30 000 again. The paper had been under one editor for a long time, so needed a breath of fresh air. It also had several members of staff close to, or even over, retirement age, so it would be useful if a new broom could sweep clean.

The announcement of my appointment was made a few days later and, after the congratulations had subsided, Steyn came to me and said that, now I was leaving, he would appreciate it if Icould relinquish my responsibilities by the end of the year (December 1990) so he could proceed with appointments he wished to make at The Star. I explained that this would be awkward, because my Mercury appointment was only from April 1991. Not long after that, however, I was informed that my appointment had been brought forward to February 1991, because Jimmy McMillan felt, with so many new political developments, that it would make sense for me to take over as the new parliamentary session began, rather than land in a situation in which the Mercury had already taken a line I might not agree with on certain policies soon to be announced.

This made sense to me, and also enabled me to tell Steyn I would be able to leave The Star by the end of December, so helping him with his needs while enabling me to get the family moved to Durban and settled before the start of the new school year.

My appointment came at a time when great political change was already under way, and I had to consider how the Mercury would fit into the changing scene where a full South African democracy was virtually around the corner.

First, I sounded out various people on what the Mercury was like and what was needed for the market it served. These enquiries yielded some clear perceptions. The Mercury had been run mainly for white readers and advertisers as its market. It had an established readership with many older readers, a base that was conservative to the core. The paper was regarded as sympathetic to Mangosuthu Buthelezi’s Inkatha Freedom Party and opposed to the ANC. It was not the market leader in the general daily newspaper market, but had the advantage as a morning newspaper of more distribution time to the country areas than the Daily News. It also generally got first breaking reports on business news. There was, however, not much business advertising to boost the number of pages of business coverage, because most of the business advertising was released in Johannesburg.

There appeared to be a distinct gap in the English-language market for a newspaper serving black readers. Although Sowetan was sold in Durban, it did not have a special Natal edition and was short on Natal news.

I spoke to Richard Steyn about the Mercury from his experience of having the Mercury as his competition in Natal. He advised me to forget about trying to compete with The Natal Witness in Pietermaritzburg, because the Witness had that scene wrapped up. The Mercury’s best opportunities were in Durban and on the North and South Coasts.

I lunched with John Featherstone, who confirmed Steyn’s view that there were few prospects of expansion in Pietermaritzburg.

And I consulted Jos Kuper, head of the company’s Market and Media Research division, with whom I had worked well in the past and in whose judgement I had great faith, who stressed that morning readers had only 20 minutes to read the paper, so that news had to be presented to suit that need. Reports should be short and sharp, and the front page was the most important area for display. The more stories the paper could contain on the front page, the better. She suggested the paper could throw its weight behind the ANC, because that was the way the country was going, but I preferred an independent position. Uncomfortable with the ANC’s flirtation with socialist and communist policies, and with its terror and boycott tactics during the liberation struggle, I preferred a liberal stance more in keeping with my own views. Nevertheless I agreed with her that I needed to extricate the Mercury from its conservative image and political positioning and to make the paper a relevant bridge into co-operative inter-racial policies.

Though the National Party was trying hard to reform itself, I regarded it as seriously tainted by its past, its only remaining asset being President de Klerk in his role promoting transition. I was closest in political philosophy to the Democratic Party, but by no means wedded to all its policies. I had good friends in the party in other parts of the country, but no close links with the party in Natal. I felt it suitable to keep it that way.

Because I was to become the next Mercury editor, I was invited to attend the Natal Newspapers annual strategic planning session, held that year over three days in the Drakensberg. I was at first impressed by proceedings, but soon came to realise Natal Newspapers was riven by groups with hidden agendas. Several people had come to the conference with little intention of doing any work, and the main behind-the-scenes activity was pressurising non-conformists into accepting the agendas of the power group. The following year when I was at the helm of the Mercury, I came to realise that the conference decisions seemed to have been forgotten as soon as the conference was over.

Asked to say a few words at the conference, I mentioned jocularly that I was amazed how many editors the Mercury was going to have, because everyone seemed to be telling the editor what he must do. Though I did not say so there, this was very far from my understanding of the role of editor in the Argus Company. Editors in my experience had as their task to set agendas and policies, and were expected to lead new initiatives in the company while managements ran the commercial and administration side of the business. There had been a minimum of influence across the gap between these two streams on other papers I had worked on, but the pressures were very much against this at Natal Newspapers.

Chapter Sixteen: On arrival at the Mercury

Because Richard Steyn was in a hurry to make new appointments at The Star from January 1991, I obtained permission to leave The Star at the end of December 1990 and go immediately to Durban, where I could spend the first month familiarising myself with the computer system, the Mercury staff and the Natal Newspapers management before taking over as editor in February.

I began the contact process as soon as I arrived at Natal Newspapers, but my plans were immediately thrown off track when Jimmy McMillan, the retiring editor, indicated that he wished immediately to hand things over to me, as “there are too many editors around here”.

After we had spent time together discussing the Mercury and its staff, and being briefed on the routines then in force, McMillan left and I did not see him visit the office again in all the time I was at the Mercury.

I had known him only slightly through passing visits he made occasionally to The Star, so had no close bonds with him, though got on fairly well at the meetings we did have. I was invited to attend his farewell party given by his staff and, in fact, spent most of the evening talking to him. I was struck by the fact that there appeared to be some distance between him and his staff, in that there was little conversation between him and the colleagues he was leaving.

From that I had gathered it had been lonely for him at the top. By reputation he was also somewhat reclusive, turning down most invitations to outside functions. He had not attended the company’s strategic planning session in the Drakensberg, and I was told then that he did not do so because he did not feel he got anything from them – a view I came to sympathise with over time. His absence from the strategic planning session might also have been his last assertion of independence from Argus, right to the end. He was the last Robinson editor. I was the first Argus editor of the Mercury.

McMillan’s decision to leave as soon as I had arrived at the Mercury actually threatened to disrupt my familiarisation programme quite a lot. I suddenly had no time in which to re-learn how to use the Atex computer system, nor to have detailed discussions with members of management on where the paper stood and their opinion of what its particular problems were.

I did, however, give myself time for rather quick social contacts with management while leaving the running of the paper for a day or so in the hands of the deputy editor, Miles Mattson. It was in that time that the United States-led war on Iraq began with Operation Desert Storm.

Mattson, good journalist that he always was, rose to the occasion with a special edition that pushed sales on the first day of the war to 71 000 – the highest daily sale the Mercury achieved in my time in Durban. And I could not claim any glory for it.

The Gulf War turned out to be a pivotal issue on which to swing a change in Mercury policy, however. Mattson took a line strongly supporting the US invasion of Iraq (ostensibly on behalf of the UN) to free Kuwait from earlier Iraqi conquest. But I was reluctant to support direct military intervention and had become disillusioned with supposed US bona fides in matters of international pressure, especially conscious of the immense damage the US had done to the South African economy through its pressures to change the country from apartheid. An American intervention into Arab politics also involved a clash of emotional reactions from the Natal people, most whites supporting the US while the Muslim Indians  - and in fact most blacks - strongly against the US.

This was a chance to break the exclusive ties of the Mercury with the white community by taking a position that could be seen as also not unsympathetic to Muslim anger. I was, I think by design of student organisers, invited to be a guest speaker on the University of Durban-Westville campus at a lunch-hour meeting devoted to the Gulf War issue. My role, it was clear, was to be the focus of student rage at the American invasion. Colleagues expressed doubts as to the wisdom of my accepting a speaking engagement on the UDW campus, a campus known for violent student demonstrations.

I think I would indeed have had a rough reception if I had fulfilled my student-assigned role of supporting the American invasion, but I in fact distanced myself from the American action while slamming Saddam Hussein, so I was let off lightly and even warmly applauded.

I was asked to speak again at meeting of the Media Workers’ Association of South Africa (Mwasa), a black union. Their leaders raged against the American invasion and I myself made a point of showing I opposed it, though I also went out of my way to attack Saddam Hussein as a brutal tyrant that Iraq – not the Western-led world – should get rid of.

It was interesting to me that a political officer of the US consulate in Durban attended both meetings, thus keeping closely in touch with international reaction to the US military effort.

While the view of an editor of a Natal newspaper against Operation Desert Storm was of little or no influence internationally, it did one interesting thing in Natal. It showed immediately that the new editor of the Mercury was not there to perpetuate or support white opinion at the expense of other communities in the province. It helped break a mindset that went back many decades.

More important than political policy to Argus management, however, was to see what the new editor would do to the paper’s appearance and news content. I felt quick action was needed to demonstrate that I took my brief seriously, but I also knew it would be extremely arrogant for me to move in and make changes without involving the staff.

I therefore appointed three separate committees under the chairmanship of different assistant editors to examine aspects of the paper to come up with consensus recommendations. As I was taking over just at the start of a new parliamentary session, I felt it necessary to go to Cape Town to attend the opening week of debate and also all the morning information briefings by government ministers, to meet certain ministers, and for the first time to attend the annual meeting of the Conference of Editors.

The three committees were asked to report back on my return from Cape Town, after which the recommendations would be considered and decisions taken on the next steps. It was, as it turned out, fortunate that I had taken immediate action to start the process of change, because hardly had I returned from Cape Town than Peter McLean wanted to know what steps were being taken now that I had taken over the editorship. McLean was the kind of man who expected answers, and I was able to give them to him without delay.

February 1991 became the month of assessment and the opportunity to prepare for radical design changes as well as firming up the orderly flow of sections throughout the paper and to address the question of content. What we came up with was a mix of ideas from the committees and of my own ideas of the way the paper needed to move.

I was keen for the Mercury to be relatively up-market in tone, a paper for decision-makers and opinion-formers. With that in mind, I believed the paper needed a cleaner look, smaller headlines (because headlines do not have to shout at an upmarket readership), many short news reports (to inform readers of important things without extending their limited morning reading time), at least one business report on the front page every day (to meet the business niche the paper should be addressing), in-depth background and opinion articles on the leader page and opposite leader (to give context in greater detail to news reports and to address interests of an informed audience), and a daily personality feature (to meet the known interest of readers in the lives and activities of movers and shakers in society).

All of these things were new to the way the paper had previously been run, for it had been very much a hard-news newspaper with little background or in-depth interpretation. Its headlines had been heavy and black.

I had a particular dislike of news reports turned from one page to another, so insisted each report had to be self-contained on the page it was printed on. If there was more to say, a cross-reference could be made to another complete story on a different page.

To make more space for opinion articles on the leader page, I dropped the daily Christian “Thought for the Day” feature. This also fitted in with my feeling that, in a multi-cultural, multi-religion community such as Natal had, a secular position for the Mercury was desirable rather than having a direct link with the Christian faith only. There were loud and long protests against this decision from Christian readers in the months ahead.

The page opposite leader had been a hard-news international cable page, but this news space was dropped in favour of readers’ letters (moved from leader page to make space for more authoritative opinion articles) and background feature and personality articles. Readers’ letters, besides moving to the page opposite leader (where space was limited because of other features), occasionally was also allotted an extra page when space allowed. The first few months of my editorship were marked in the letters columns by a barrage of protests from right-wing readers against the political tone. Some letters were so racist, I did not feel they were worthy of publication. I had expected some conservative resistance to a liberal policy, but was surprised by the vehemence and frequency of the objections. The Mercury’s readership showed itself to be even more conservative than I had believed.

One of the trickiest changes made at that time was to force sport onto the back page. This had always been difficult, because The Idler column had always held sway on the back page, a special favourite with the Natal public.

A compromise was devised whereby The Idler and Sport would share the top of the back page. This meant the Advertising department had to concede more space to editorial on a prime advertising page, something they were reluctant to do, because advertising space, even at the premium tariff charged, was in demand. It was a tough decision, knowing the paper was struggling, but back page space was vital to good editorial projection, so I put my foot down.

Sport and Finance were two areas of the paper badly affected by space constraints, so a little extra space won on the back page for Sport was a godsend to the Sports department. Space constraints on the paper arose out of the very high average the management had set for advertising content in the paper. We were obliged to achieve 52% advertising to 48% editorial space – and even then the Mercury was accounted at a serious loss to the company. This advertising percentage damaged reader value, because the Mercury was often confined to publishing only three news pages, an extra international page, a finance page and a single sports page (until space was found on the back page also) to meet those goals.

When the mock-ups of all the changes had been made, I arranged a presentation of the ideas to management, works, and advertising, which went well. The ideas were approved and a decision was made to launch the new-look Mercury on March 5, only a month after I had taken over officially.

The reading public accepted the changes with little comment, but the launch caused an explosion of rage from the Natal Newspapers Marketing and Research department, with its head, Lorne Maclaine demanding that I never introduce any changes again without first consulting his department fully. He felt it was unheard of for Editorial to act unilaterally in introducing a change of this size.

I countered by pointing out that I had consulted Jos Kuper (Argus’s marketing research boss) in depth and that I had invited management to a presentation of the new plan before the launch, a plan they had accepted.

The reporting staff, meanwhile, was having considerable difficulty adjusting to the changed news style. They were not used to writing news reports nearly as tightly as was now required, and they seemed untrained and out of their depth when facing the demand for a regular flow of in-depth background and personality articles.

Coming from The Star, where this type of journalism was expected of all reporters, and where there was the depth of reporting talent to make background articles some of the best reading in the paper, I was a little dismayed at the lack of skill shown in this area on the Mercury. It was born, of course, from never having been required to produce anything more than hard news in the past. With one or two exceptions, reporters did not think in terms of features, and did not know how to marshal facts and conclusions into intelligent background articles that could add depth and insight to the shorter-than-usual news reports. Few of them attempted opinion articles for the leader page, although they were encouraged to write them.

Another change at the Mercury was to widen contacts with the outside community. It had not been McMillan’s style to foster outside contacts personally with the Durban community, turning down most invitations, but I felt the editor should be in touch with these contacts – business, political, sporting etc – for the good of the paper. So I made a point of accepting invitations and going out to meet the leading lights of Durban and surrounds. It was certainly good for me personally, because I knew almost nobody in the whole Durban area, and it was a wonderful opportunity to find out who was who in Durban society and to get to know them personally.

I knew my way round Durban so little that, to attend any function I was invited to, I had to get detailed assistance and directions from my secretary, Wendy Bulley, on how to get to each venue.

I called in the local committee of the South African Union of Journalists (SAUJ) for a discussion on trade union activity, pointing out my own background as a former president of the organisation and indicating a willingness to co-operate with them on a basis of a mutual respect.

To break down old customs still further, I made a point of having lunch every so often in the staff canteen, becoming the first top executive in the building to do so, thus causing something of a minor sensation. I also chose the odd occasion to go for a beer or two to The Filler, a pub frequented by journalists, another thing presiding editors of Natal Newspapers had not previously done. Another social link with staff was formed through arranging participation in company-relay road running events, in which I participated with other members of staff. The company provided a refreshment tent for social contact after the races. These became pleasant gathering points on the occasional weekend, not only for participants but also for other members of staff who turned out for the social contact.

A simple action, paying a courtesy call on the editor of the Daily News soon after my arrival, caused consternation in staffs throughout the building. Michael Green, editor of the Daily News, said I was the first editor of the Mercury ever to cross the threshold of the Daily News’s editor’s office. To get to his office, I had entered Daily News territory, which up to then had been regarded as strictly off limits for any staff of a rival newspaper.

The later effect of my action was that territorial boundaries became less rigidly enforced, and it was not uncommon to see Daily News staff visiting Mercury staff in the Mercury’s newsroom, and I presume vice versa. The only time I did not like seeing Daily News staff around in Mercury space was when reporters were busy writing their news stories in the late afternoon. It was important to keep a sense of competition between the papers alive, for the sake of journalistic standards, even while allowing some fraternisation between staffs to break down old rivalries and perceived animosities.

An extraordinary incident within weeks of my arrival also helped cement the most favourable staff relations with the Mercury staff.

It happened that a former colleague of mine at The Star, Patrick Laurence, had been convicted under the notorious Clause 205 of the Criminal Procedure Act, for refusing to divulge information to a magistrate. This had the journalist community around the country up in arms, because journalists had long protested at government attempts to turn them into informers for apartheid by trying to force them to disclose information from contacts and even the names of confidential sources.

In keeping with protest action by journalists in other centres at the time, Natal Newspapers journalists decided to hold a placard protest demonstration outside the Durban City Hall at lunch time, in spite of a ban the government had placed on protest meetings being held without special permission being granted. The SAUJ had consulted lawyers, who had expressed the view that they might get away with their demonstration if the placard-bearers kept moving all the time and kept a distance of 10 or 20 paces between them. 

Unfortunately, after walking around for a while, they got tired, and simply stood, holding their placards. They even grouped themselves together to have someone to talk to during the demonstration. Half the Mercury’s newsroom reporters took part in the demonstration and there were also a number of Sunday Tribune and Daily News journalists involved.

But it all went badly wrong when the police descended on them suddenly, arrested the lot of them, forcing them into “Black Mariahs” and taking them off to the police cells at the magistrate’s court. It was mid-afternoon before I became aware of this when one reporter, Patrick Leeman, did a thing which still causes hilarity on the Mercury staff whenever it is recounted. He was allowed a single telephone call from the police cells. Instead of making it a personal call to ask for help in getting his release - or (thinking professionally) phoning the office for help, or even exploiting the publicity opportunity by phoning through a detailed report of the incident and what it was like for the reporters who had all been locked up while statements were being taken from them - he simply phoned the news desk to let the news editor’s secretary know what news stories he was working on that day, so she could type them onto the news diary for the afternoon news conference. He showed by this action that he had no idea that his detention by the police might be prolonged. He simply thought the reporters’ names would be taken and they would released.

But the section of the law under which they were being charged did not allow for their release by the police. Only a magistrate could grant them bail. I was to discover this when, enraged by news of the police action, I phoned the local police commander demanding the release of my staff. I said to him: “If you want to charge them, then charge them, but let them out now. You have my assurance that any bail that might be required will be provided and no one will abscond. Just let them out. I have a newspaper to bring out, and you can’t hold on to my staff.”

He was implacable, saying the reporters got themselves into this mess, and the police had no choice. It was not up to the police to release the reporters, because the law laid down that only a magistrate could let them out on bail for such an offence. There were unfortunately no magistrates available, so they would have to stay overnight in the police cells till a magistrate became available the next day.

I told him that was totally unacceptable, and that I was coming to the police cells myself to demand the journalists’ release immediately. I suggested, if there was not at that moment a magistrate available, he make strenuous efforts to find a magistrate who could hold a special sitting that afternoon, or even that night, to get them released. He said he would see what he could do. 

I then phoned David Wightman, editor of the Sunday Tribune, to tell him what was happening and that Daily News and Sunday Tribune staff were also involved, and suggested he come with me to the police cells. We decided we needed as much bail money as we could possibly lay our hands on, to ensure the staff could be released. Management gave us permission to load our pockets with all available petty cash in the building to get the 20-odd reporters out of hock.

Down at the police cells, a shame-faced bunch of reporters waited, rather relieved to see a rescue operation being mounted for them. More vehement arguing followed, after which I was told a magistrate would be available in about an hour. This meant the court would sit at about 6.30pm.

The small courtroom was filled with the accused, much to the amazement of the magistrate, who found - when he asked that the accused stand up - that virtually everybody in the room stood up.

With a great sigh of relief, we heard him release the reporters on their own recognisances, and the Mercury staff hurried back to work while David Wightman and the Sunday Tribune and Daily News staff adjourned to the local pub, David’s pockets still bulging with company money that had not been needed for bailing the staff out.

The efforts I made to get the staff released made a favourable impression on the reporters, and there was much joking about the whole incident for a long time afterwards. In the end, the journalists were let off with a warning, and the matter ended there.

Chapter Seventeen: Building a new character for the Mercury 

It is interesting to look back at the Argus Company’s mindset at the time of the editorial take-over of the Mercury in 1991, and of my own approach, in relation to the political changes of the times.

McMillan’s decision to retire was taken more than six months after de Klerk’s dramatic February 2 speech that year, which set the country on a course to full democracy. It could be expected, then, that in the space of a few months, or at most a few years, the country would elect a black-led ANC government to power and that racial barriers in all fields would fall, with many black men and women taking up prominent positions in society that had been denied them under the apartheid years.

This background did not at the time generate a feeling within the company that it needed to appoint a black editor immediately as a symbol of changing times, and for good reasons. The company had been building its black editorial staff for about 15 years before the political change came, and had a few black journalists in senior positions, one or two at assistant editor level on the white-dominated publications, as well as blacks in all the major positions on the Sowetan and Post. Through circumstances ranging from past employment practices, job reservation and the job-poaching raids of other firms with affirmative action programmes, there was still a shortage of senior black journalists within the company. In almost all cases, they were not on the brink of being appointed editors, but were being groomed for higher office. The company’s role in the political sphere had been to keep liberal ideals alive while operating commercially profitable newspapers that would satisfy shareholders’ needs for dividends. Editorial control was in the hands of trusted, experienced and professional journalists – who for historical reasons were white, except in the case of black-targeted newspapers in the group.

Since the Soweto riots of 1976, when it became only too apparent that black journalists were urgently needed on all papers to meet the newsgathering needs and hazards of the times better, black journalists had been employed in growing numbers not only on black-orientated papers such as The World (later Sowetan), Cape Herald and Post, but on the company’s papers relying on majority white readerships. The interests of whites and blacks were converging rapidly in a society that was integrating in spite of apartheid. Economic forces were proving more powerful than political forces. That process of integration forced the newspapers into a process of internal integration to reflect what was going on in society. This was made particularly difficult, because apartheid laws were still in force and were being enforced.

The approach to black journalists’ promotion was affected by such factors as the market penetration of different newspapers into different communities, the quality of writing and newsgathering of black staff already employed, and the counter-claims of experienced white journalists also working for promotion. With black readership levels very low, so that blacks made up rather low percentages of the readerships of mainstream newspapers, there was no concerted drive by owners at the time to force black journalists into top positions to meet claims of entitlement and transformation, claims that were to become a loud clamour only a few years down the track. The result was that black promotions, especially to senior positions, probably came more slowly and in fewer numbers than they ought.

A few years before, the Rand Daily Mail had paid the price for forcing the pace of black advancement in a society still divided by racial thinking and compartmentalisation. The Rand Daily Mail had made good progress in building a black readership in Soweto, but the content change needed to achieve this growth did not please advertisers who were still targeting the more affluent white community. An increase in black readership did not seem any advantage to advertisers, because there was so little response from blacks to their products advertised.

So immediate black appointments to editorships and even assistant editorships were not given the highest priority at the time of my appointment as editor in September 1990, and even the building of black readerships was not being forced from the top.

There were obviously more options that could have been considered as to where to take the Mercury now that it came into the Argus fold. It could have been turned into a financial daily, but the disadvantage was that the main financial advertisers were in Johannesburg. We would have lost readers and advertisers. It could have been turned into an English-language black-targeting newspaper, but again it would have lost much of its long-established and loyal white readership as well as most of its advertisers. Both those alternatives were too radical for a commercially-driven operation such as that run by Natal Newspapers.

It could have been retained as a general newspaper, but with its political content strongly boosted to become a champion of change – either openly propagating the ANC or the IFP. There would have been no point to becoming a mouthpiece for any of the smaller white-led parties such as the National Party or the Democratic Party. The established readership would have accepted a more insistent support for the IFP, but not for the ANC, which was still regarded with suspicion and its past methods still rankled.

The changes I made at the Mercury were governed not primarily by politics, but by professional considerations of finding and serving a market niche to the best ability of its staff. The niche I selected was for the Mercury – besides offering a quick-read, reliable news service of important breaking news for all communities - to be relatively up-market in tone, serving the needs of a literate community interested in dealing with the problems and challenges of society, the upwardly mobile, the decision-makers and opinion-formers. This would give it a sharper focus and a more serious tone than the Daily News, offering the public a distinctly different product from that of the Daily News. Its political policy would be liberal, but completely independent of all parties.

When I came to the paper, it had two Indian journalists on the staff (one the night news editor), and one cadet trainee Zulu reporter. The rest of the staff was white, including all the sub-editors who had a reputation for right-wing political views. Within the company approach and my own ideas of staffing, the change to employing more Indian and black staff was something that had to be tackled, but following a gradual approach.

Where politics came into the picture, for me, was in trying to position the editorial political line towards encouraging a non-racial merit society based on free-market values. I felt the Mercury was too white-conservative in approach and attitude when I arrived at the paper, and I felt it my duty to move it in a direction that would support the political changes that had to follow de Klerk’s speech of the previous year (which, needless to say, is not the same as simply supporting de Klerk). While I as a political journalist felt quite strongly on this point, I did not find much echoing sentiment at Natal Newspapers either in the editorial staffs or in management for that kind of change of political line. Commercial profit was king at Natal Newspapers. Politics was nowhere.

After being offered the editorship, and before moving to Durban, I was invited by Peter McLean to attend a lunch with other editors to consider future senior editorial appointments. The understanding was that I would retire senior Mercury staff after arriving at the paper, opening up positions for the company to make fresh appointments. Mossie van Schoor would take over from Michael Green as editor at the Daily News and would himself make new senior appointments there.

The journalists offered to van Schoor and myself were all white, which was not surprising in terms of existing seniority in editorial ranks. Though I suggested I needed time to assess the Mercury’s senior staff before rushing into appointing other Argus journalists to the paper, I indicated an interest in Leon Marshall, managing editor of The Argus at the time, and David Braun, the company’s representative in Washington who was due to return during 1991. Both of these journalists were eventually appointed to the Mercury – Marshall as deputy editor and Braun as assistant editor – after vacancies occurred when senior Mercury staff near or past retirement age retired at my request.

Marshall, an Afrikaner, had political and editorial management experience, had spent some years in weekend journalism, and was well known to me as a forward thinker. Braun was a dynamic journalist with political, finance and international experience, a go-getter of tremendous enthusiasm and energy.

I was not given any indication from management of what to do about the racial composition of the Mercury’s staff, so it was something left entirely to me. 

I resolved to increase the number of black and Indian reporters on the staff to the point where they represented a slightly higher percentage of the newsroom than the percentage that their racial group represented in the Mercury’s readership. The Mercury’s readership was about 30% Indian and 9% Zulu, the rest being white.

My approach was to broaden the experience of the available black and Indian staff members by giving them the opportunity to work for a time in other editorial departments or on other newsgathering beats, and to send them on any available journalistic scholarships to equip them with useful extra knowledge and experience that could enhance their careers.

Appointing blacks and Indians to the sub-editors’ department was more difficult, because newly employed staff from these races did not immediately have the technical skills on the computer system, nor the required skills in spelling and English grammar, nor the grasp of historical context, to perform well in that department. Nevertheless a longer-term goal was to achieve a similar percentage of the different races in the sub-editors’ department in line with the Mercury’s readership breakdown. Over the five years I was editor, this policy was implemented, resulting in a newsroom of reporters fully representative of the Mercury’s readership, but with eventually only one Indian working full-time as a sub-editor, and one or two other Indian sub-editors doing time on secondment from the newsroom.

Towards the end of my five years as editor, especially after Independent Newspapers bought the company, there was an increased effort to fast-track the promotion of black staff into senior positions, but by then many of the best black journalists had left the company, only a few of whom were bought back. The rest were promoted up the company from the younger set of journalists employed after the first wave of black journalists were lured away from the company. The result of the fast-tracking policy was - unfortunately in some cases - the appointment of black staff to senior positions on rather limited experience and expertise for these positions. Some succeeded in spite of lack of experience, having the advantage of close ties with South Africa’s new masters. Others did not run good newspapers, and the papers suffered under their leadership.

As a policy from my appointment in 1991, I resolved that promotion for journalists of all races would be strictly on a basis of merit – choosing the right person for the right job regardless of colour, gender, religion etc. In time I was able to appoint an Indian copy-taster to the sub-editors’ department (a key position in the selection of news for publication – and a useful position from which to counteract white conservatism in the subs’ department), an Indian deputy sports editor, a Zulu municipal reporter, and a senior black writer who was invited into the newspaper’s leader conferences. These changes were accomplished even though circumstances required the size of the Mercury staff to be reduced drastically from the beginning of 1995. No black or Indian staff members were retrenched or moved to other papers in the group, as happened to several of the white editorial staff.

Women already had an established position on the paper when I arrived, and I did not feel any special corrective action was necessary in their case. The top positions on the paper were filled by men, but I did at one time offer an assistant editorship to a woman journalist from Johannesburg. She decided to stay in Johannesburg. Both the special writers I appointed to the paper after the rationalisation of staff were women, and one woman member of staff won the prized secondment to London office.

Quite apart from a design facelift, a political change of tone and a honed policy on staff selection and development, the news-gathering of the Mercury went on as usual. But early in my editorship, we had a windfall news-break which helped sustain the Mercury’s image as a good news-chaser and also set a style for Mercury public relations.

At the time that Mattson was retiring, and just when Marshall and Braun were joining the paper, I held a party for staff at my home in Westville on the night of August 2. It went on till well after midnight, the last guests leaving at about 2am. I did not sleep well and woke before 7am the next day, so turned on the radio to listen to the news bulletin. Its main item made me sit up and take notice. A Greek passenger liner, the Oceanos, sailing from East London to Durban was sinking off the Transkei coast and a desperate rescue effort was being mounted by the South African Air Force No 15 Squadron helicopter unit based in Durban, the South African Navy and the National Sea Rescue Institute.

I immediately telephoned Greg Dardagan, the news editor, to alert him, but found he had the Mercury news-gathering effort well under way. How had he known so quickly? Tony McMillan, a Mercury photographer and son of former editor Jimmy McMillan, had a very close contact in No 15 Squadron who used to tip him off if there was any emergency rescue needed. Tony received a telephone call at about 3am, just as he was going to bed after returning from the party at my home, and was offered a seat on the helicopter. McMillan accepted with alacrity, tired though he was after a long day. He notified Dardagan and went off to take the flight, while Dardagan made further arrangements for reporting and other photographic staff.

This tip-off to Tony McMillan led to the biggest and best news-break the Mercury had in my years as editor on the Mercury. The ship sank, but not a single passenger or crew member was lost in the drama as helicopters ferried passengers from the ship to the shore, and Navy craft rescued others from lifeboats.

Mercury staff worked untiringly the whole of the rest of the weekend and into Monday with little or no sleep, but produced excellent reports to back up brilliant photographic coverage from Tony McMillan’s front-row seat in the helicopter and from Alan Coxon on the ground.

The most amusing story to emerge from the rescue drama was the case of the passenger who was spotted by a fixed-wing aircraft crew as he was “floating away to Australia” after falling out of an overcrowded lifeboat. A helicopter was alerted to haul him to safety and he was deposited cold and wet on the Transkei shore at a rescue station that had been set up. There he was offered hot drinks and dry clothes, but the passenger declined to take his life-jacket off. Medical staff, thinking his reaction was caused by shock, insisted he remove his life-jacket, only to find that the real reason for the passenger’s resistance was something entirely different.

When the “abandon ship” alarm sounded on board the Oceanos, he had been in the casino, and took the opportunity in the ensuing panic to stuff thousands of rand in notes, taken from the casino tills, inside his life-jacket. By having his life-jacket taken off before he had disposed of his booty, he was exposed as a thief and was caught red-handed.

The other story of note, which led to major public recriminations, was the action of the captain of the Oceanos in abandoning ship at the start of the rescue operation – against the honourable shipping tradition that the captain should be the last to leave a sinking ship. The captain argued later that he had taken a helicopter ashore so that he could more effectively organise the rescue effort, but this excuse was not widely accepted by the public, who believed the captain had been guilty of cowardice. This impression was increased by reports that he had forced himself aboard a rescue helicopter ahead of women and children, in spite of his rescuers urging him to stand back for others. Later, an interview the captain had previously had with a magazine was discovered, in which he had pooh-poohed the idea of being the last off a stricken ship and had said he would be the first to try to save his own life. Those words came back to haunt him.

Organisation of terrified passengers on board the Oceanos, in the absence of the captain, was then done on a voluntary basis by a brave man who happened to be the lead guitarist in the ship’s band. He managed to calm passengers down and arrange an orderly disembarkation into the lifeboats from the increasingly sloping decks. The rest of the crew were also said to have done good work in helping the passengers, and received grateful tributes from them for their help.

A particularly apt cartoon, appearing in the Cape Times that week, had the hero of the moment announcing over the ship’s loudspeaker system: “This is your lead guitarist speaking . . .”

The day was memorable for me in another respect as well. By mid-morning of the Sunday (the ship started sinking on the Saturday night), the news desk started receiving calls from international photo agencies wanting to buy the Mercury’s pictures of the rescue. Word had already got around that the Mercury had exclusive pictures. Dardagan phoned me asking whether we should agree to sell the pictures to an agency, and at what price. I said I would come to the office to deal with the matter and that the agency should phone back later. This gave me a little time to think what to do in circumstances I was not used to.

The Mercury, not being a very big daily, was used to buying news pictures from freelancers for about R50 each, paying maybe up toR250 for an exceptional news picture, but these international agencies were in a different league. I asked Tony McMillan what we should be charging, and he at first thought “not less than R750”, which sounded a lot of money by our standards.

By the time I got to office, several other international photo agencies had been on the line wanting to buy exclusive magazine rights, so I knew I was into a bidding situation where I must hold off committing myself to a contract with any one of them for as long as I could while allowing the bidding price to rise.

This process took all day and into the night, with the price going up and up as desperate agents of these companies tried to pin me down to a price. I allowed them to know there was keen competition for the pictures and gave an idea of what the leading bid was at any one time, while suggesting they phone back later to allow me time to consider. At the end of the day, I agreed to sell the pictures to one of the agencies for many thousands of rand. I forget the exact figure, although I think it was in the region of R13 000 a picture. I know I was amazed at how much agencies were willing to pay.

McMillan, and to a lesser extent Coxon, could have made a small fortune each out of selling their pictures if they had been freelancers, but all they got was a special token bonus cheque for their good work done in the course of their duties as salaried permanent staffers. They expected no more, but certainly deserved the glory they won for themselves and for the Mercury for good work done.

Because No 15 Squadron had given us the tip-off and the exclusive vantage point for our pictures, I decided we should host a special cocktail party to honour them as heroes of the rescue and to give our thanks personally for their fine co-operation. I presented the squadron leader with a bound album of all the Mercury’s pictures from the Oceanos drama. As it turned out, the party to honour No 15 Squadron was the first of many the squadron had to attend as various public authorities came forward to honour them. 

We regarded the cocktail party for the squadron as so successful an event for inter-action with our contacts that we resolved to start a programme of inter-action with different sectors important to us as a news-gathering institution.

We staged an “education” lunch for principals of the three universities in Natal and also of the technikons in the province so we could discuss our difficulties in gathering news relating to education matters. Not only was it an important event for us, but we soon found out that it was an important event for them. They were not used to getting this sort of attention from a newspaper, and they also found that the gathering brought all the principals of these institutions together in one forum for the first time in their experience.

We had a similar lunch later for the medical superintendents of hospitals in the Durban area, again a very successful event although we found some of the guests still remained extremely resistant to assisting the press with information relating to their patients. One medical superintendent said she would refuse to disclose information about a patient without the patient’s permission – even if the patient happened to be a Cabinet minister or some other public figure, who might be in a coma and unable to give information at the time. We had to disagree with her on this, but did not succeed in budging her from her standpoint.

The format of such lunches was a short period of social mixing at the bar of our lunch venue, a period of individual conversation with immediate neighbours at the lunch table, and then an open session of

debating particular issues, in which everybody at the table was free to contribute. The prominent guests were placed next to senior members of Mercury staff and reporters dealing with the subjects under discussion. Debate became so intense, in some instances, that the lunches extended long after 3pm.

Besides lunches with professions such as education and medicine, we also had breakfasts and lunches with special guests in the public arena, including Mr Harry Schwarz (a well-known opposition politician of the apartheid era who had since been appointed ambassador to Washington), General Bantu Holomisa (then premier of Transkei), the United States ambassador, business leaders and several others.

This effort in public relations paid off for the Mercury both in improving communications and in heightening awareness of the Mercury among important public movers and shakers.

 In addition to these changes of culture emerging over time at the Mercury, there were further measures taken for the sake of principle, relating to attitudes to advertising and typography.

Things came to a head early in my editorship when certain advertisers decided a better form of advertising for their interests was to sponsor sport, putting their money into rugby or cricket or whatever, and then seeking to get free mention of their names and free pictures of their logos in the newspapers. Accompanying this policy, in some cases, was a downgrading of their advertising in the newspapers.

Giving away free advertising was not exactly welcomed by me in a commercial newspaper, especially a struggling newspaper like the Mercury, so I took quite a strong stand.

On the one hand, the Mercury was innovative in opening up new opportunities for advertisers by doing special deals whereby sponsored feature pages on specific themes were negotiated, giving advertisers generous exposure at low rates. The benefit to the Mercury was increased editorial space, and good coverage of special events and topical themes.

In addition, the Mercury pioneered the use of “island advertisements” – advertisements surrounded by editorial material – in certain circumstances. Island ads were permitted in the middle of the share prices, for instance, in the middle of sporting results, and in the middle of television schedules and other tabulations, where their presence was not offensive to the editorial content. We even allowed “mountain peak” ads across a double spread, where advertisements in a rising and falling configuration divided editorial space in the double-page spread into two sections – above and below the advertisements. Editorial content above the advertisements was usually on a different theme from the editorial content below these advertisements.

These were all pluses for the advertising industry, in that they got great exposure for having their advertisements placed in among editorial material.

But we were tough with advertisers on other matters, and they did not like it. Several Durban companies decided to sponsor club rugby teams, insisting that the clubs change their names to reflect the sponsor as the first word of their new title. They then came to the newspapers and tried to insist that the newspaper call the clubs by the sponsor’s name.

I opposed this proposal, leading to several delegations from companies coming to see me, and also delegations from rugby authorities, who were concerned that the sponsorships would fall away if the newspapers did not give free coverage to the sponsors. Some of the companies were even willing to  pay the Mercury a monthly fee if we would agree to use their names in sports reports when referring to the clubs they sponsored.

I rejected the idea of sponsors paying the Mercury to use their names in editorial reports, but an eventual compromise was arrived at, under which the sponsors’ names would be mentioned just once in any news report referring to their sponsored teams. No payment was demanded for this concession.

In addition to being tough on free publication of sponsors’ names, I also refused publication of posed pictures where sponsors’ names were prominently displayed. We would not publish posed pictures of sportsmen who were required to wear sponsored caps and jerseys. If such pictures were submitted, the sponsor’s name was excluded from the published picture. Where sponsors’ names were printed boldly on T-shirts the sportsmen were required to wear, or sportsmen were lined up in front of sponsors’ banners for photographs to be taken, the pictures were refused, or only published if part of the sponsors’ names could be cropped out of the picture.

Action pictures of sportsmen, however, were published on their sports merit, regardless of whether they showed sponsors’ names or had sponsors’ names in the background.

This policy was not popular with sports sponsors, the sports journalists or with the Mercury photographers, because it made their lives difficult with their sporting contacts, but it went a long way to improve the quality of the Mercury as a newspaper independent of commercial pressure.

Another stricture placed on advertisers was a ban on advertisements being published with text running vertically or upside down.

Some advertisers had noted that the attention of a reader could be attracted to their advertisement if they published the advertisement upside down or on its side. This heightened focus on their advertisements was achieved at the expense of Mercury standards, because the impression on the reader, created by an advertisement lying on its side or published upside down, was that the Mercury had made an error when inserting the advertisement into the page. This was particularly harmful to typographical standards, giving a sloppy impression to the paper.

Some of these advertisements were refused, causing some bad feeling with the advertising agencies and some alarm among the Natal Newspapers advertising staff, who were not used to turning any advertising away.

But the overall result of these measures, combined with a typographical revamp of the paper was that the Mercury consistently featured at the top of the typographical awards to the press industry each year. Only in my first year on the Mercury did the paper not feature in the top three of the Frewin Trophy awards, the other times finishing second three times and winning the trophy once. The year we won the Frewin Trophy, 1995, was also the year in which the Mercury’s circulation had been deliberately reduced to below 50 000 daily under Independent Newspapers niche-marketing strategies, so the Mercury won not only the Frewin Trophy but also the McCall Trophy for papers with circulations below 50 000. It was the first time in the history of the industry that a single newspaper had won both awards in the same year.

In all, then, several notable changes were introduced to the Mercury with the appointment of the first Argus editor to the paper. Changes were not made just for change’s sake. Some were to keep pace with changing times politically, some were made to emphasise the news niche we were aiming at, some were made to fall more fully in line with Argus’s general policies and ways of doing business. A few were made to satisfy particular professional standards as interpreted by the editor.

Chapter Eighteen: Democratic birth pains

While the Mercury was engaged in active internal change, the South African community was engaged in a far more dramatic and difficult effort to change. In 1991, when I arrived at the Mercury, though a year had passed since the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the ANC, apartheid structures were still in place and could only be dismantled as negotiations paved the way to a better future.

Newly freed political organisations were jostling with each other and with established parliamentary parties for political advantage, with the result that the political climate was often a lot darker than it should have been after de Klerk’s landmark speech of 1990.

The state of education in the country, for instance, was a cause for major concern, something that has persisted into the new democracy. At the start of 1991, the matric results from the previous year showed a pass rate of only 36,4%.

The state of security for the general public was in many cases threatened by mindless acts of savagery, the Sebokeng massacre of 35 people in March 1991 being a typical example at that time of violence in the black community. A few months later, police opened fire on right-wing demonstrators at Ventersdorp, killing three AWB members and a black man in an example of violent political rivalry among whites.

But, while more acts of violence were still happening, the process of political reconciliation was being advanced by the release of activists for their past acts of violence or public disturbance. In March 1991, 40 prisoners were released, including the right-wing extremist Piet Rudolph and ANC activist Tony Yengeni.

The Mercury indicated that for many, if not most, peace-loving people, it went against the grain to see convicted terror activists indemnified and freed. But it admitted that, “to supplant force with peaceful negotiation and a return to democratic methods of working for change must involve a clearing of the decks of the past . . .” So the government’s decision to release reactionary and radical activists among the 40 prisoners “must be welcomed as a constructive step to remove remaining obstacles to peaceful negotiation”.

In August 1991, the government agreed to a general amnesty for all exiles, opening the way for the United Nations Human Rights Commission to bring them home. It was part of the process of normalisation and also part of making further negotiations possible between all parties who wanted to choose their own representatives.

By late that month, the National Party had a constitutional plan on the table radically different from all its apartheid blueprints of the past. The Mercury complimented it on “a remarkable and praiseworthy conversion”. Points the Mercury approved of were its efforts to balance countrywide strength by giving regional safeguards in an upper house, and its plan to put the constitution in the hands of the courts. But it argued that “the abandonment of the constituency system is a mistake. Proportional representation based on a list system gives party bureaucrats powers that properly belong with the voters, to choose election candidates . . .” 

By early 1992, constitutional negotiations were running into snags at Codesa because of the IFP’s demands for the inclusion of the Zulu king in the negotiations, something the ANC would not allow. The wrangle between the two parties over the position of Zulu royalty in the new constitution dragged on for months, later turning into a tug-of-war between the two parties for the king’s affections and for his influence over Zulu voters. Much violence in Natal originated with this wrangle over the place of royalty (and of traditional leaders generally) in the new democratic system.

A further complication in the negotiation process was the defeat of the National Party in one of its traditional strongholds, Potchefstroom, at a by-election in February 1992. The Conservative Party took the seat by more than 2 000 votes, but its victory forced de Klerk into a bold counter-attack. He called a referendum among the white electorate on his reform policies. As the Mercury put it, the poll “will remove uncertainty following the Potchefstroom by-election over who should represent whites in negotiating the future, and whether the government still enjoys their overall confidence”. The 11% swing the Potchefstroom result had shown was big enough, if extrapolated across the country, to allow the Conservatives to claim that they actually already had majority white support.

The Mercury argued that the Potchefstroom result showed the CP’s victory was one of “fear over reason” and said salvation for whites and all other groups lay in conciliation.

Even before this pronouncement, the Mercury’s liberal policy was causing trouble with certain right-wing readers, who kept up a barrage of critical letters about the tone the paper now had. One F Buckman wrote: “From your first dictatorial ‘Head On’ article, in which you labelled separatists as ‘bigots’ and the tone of your editorials and articles since, it has been clear that you are so very pro-leftist, pro-liberal, pro-black . . . The fact that you have so often condemned even the ‘mild’ right in politics has indicated your bigoted outlook.” Though I did not often put footnotes to readers’ letters, I did to this one, saying: “Liberal we may be, leftist not. The time for favouring one race above another has passed. But readers are free to express their views.”

De Klerk’s decision to hold a referendum only among the white electorate, at the very time when he was negotiating to include all races in a new South African democracy, was controversial and also increased the risk he was taking. By gambling on the white electorate giving a go-ahead for further reform away from apartheid, he was placing the onus once more on the white minority to decide the future for the whole multi-racial society. Importantly though, de Klerk would not have made the gamble if he thought he might lose, so the decision was really to put the Conservatives in their place as a minority, and to cut their claims to speak for the majority of whites from under them.

By June the Codesa negotiations were deadlocked and de Klerk’s headaches were increased by the ANC’s threat of mass action “to unlock the doors of democracy”. The Mercury argued that urgent steps were needed by both the Nationalist government and the ANC to make mass action unnecessary. “White rule must give way to non-racial rule, with civil rights security for all. The government must not try to cling to power, nor the ANC to snatch it. Time is running out. The need for real talking, real concessions, is now.”

To add to the tension, Dr Mangosuthu Buthelezi threatened civil disobedience from his followers unless King Goodwill Zwelithini was admitted as a delegate to the Codesa talks.

A real crisis then emerged as 39 people were killed in a township massacre at Boipatong, resulting in the ANC pulling out of the talks altogether. Boipatong was seen as an IFP revenge exercise against ANC hounding of IFP adherents in the hostels, but there were also strong allegations of police complicity with the IFP. Mandela said about the ANC withdrawal: “I can no longer explain to our people why we continue talking to a government which is murdering our people.”

The Mercury said: “We would support the ANC in its decision, for one reason only: the political climate is no longer conducive to negotiation. All parties need a substantial re-think of their positions before talks go on.”

Blame for the breakdown, however, was apportioned by the Mercury to all the major parties – the Nationalists for holding to extraordinarily tough conditions for passing majority decisions in the constitution-making process, deliberately delaying the establishment of an interim government and trying to hang onto power by a virtual white veto. The ANC, for its part, was censured for violent and provocative action, and was seen as the “main instigator” with the IFP of much of the violence occurring.

But the violence and the tensions continued. In November, the government actually declared Richmond and Umbumbulu unrest areas to try to halt the killings. At that time, the ANC Midlands deputy chairman Reggie Hadebe was assassinated in an ambush on a country road outside Ixopo. The Mercury wrote a leader which received considerable praise from several quarters following this death, the editorial being displayed in some business premises in Durban for workers to read, as an example of the way forward.

The editorial was modelled on Alan Paton’s wonderful description of the Ixopo area in his novel “Cry the Beloved Country”, quoting: “The great valley of the Umzimkulu is still in darkness, but the light will come there . . . But when that dawn will come, of our emancipation, from the fear of bondage and the bondage of fear, why, that is a secret.”

The editorial asked if there could be anyone who did not know the killing of Hadebe was wrong and solved nothing. “It is reason for the Beloved Country to cry, to weep close to despair.”

There would be those in the IFP who would exult at the killing of Hadebe, a leading ANC figure in an organisation responsible for the deaths of scores of Inkatha leaders. “There is, in fact, no room for exultation. The death of Reggie Hadebe personifies a tragedy that is bringing Natal (and SA) to its knees. For every Hadebe there is an IFP leader who has died.

“Who can challenge Reggie Hadebe’s commitment to a better SA? They would be foolish to do so. He was a partisan, but he cared . . . enough to put his life on the line, enough to lose his life for the cause. And there are many like him – as many from the IFP as from the ANC. They are all our brothers. So weep for them. In their death lies a little dying for every one of us.

“The killers do not see the light. The great valley of the Umzimkulu – and of the Umkomaas, where Reggie Hadebe died this week – is still in darkness, and the light must still come there. The light from the dawn is available to all who will see it. It is time the politicians stopped to look.

“There is indeed a lovely road running from Ixopo into the hills, where the rains feed the streams in every kloof. But today those streams should run with the tears of the nation for compatriots dead and dying in futile combat . . . and the titihoya sings forlornly.”

With violence breaking out all over the place, and negotiations at a virtual standstill, church leaders joined forces in November 1992 to make a call for peace before Christmas. It was a call the Mercury responded to immediately, starting a “Push for Peace” campaign and calling on readers to contribute ideas that could have practical effect in bringing the community to peace. In addition, the Mercury staged a “Push for Peace” fun run through the streets of Umlazi township and called on readers from all communities to participate.

The fun run was supported by the mayor of Durban, Margaret Winter, who personally turned out to walk the course. Leading figures in the sugar industry were also there, as also were certain Western diplomats who wished to associate themselves with the campaign. The fun run was a resounding success, well supported by thousands, who were greeted with warmth and affection by the residents of Umlazi. The New York marathon champion, Zulu runner Willie Mtolo, turned out at the fun run to lend his support, without asking for any fee.

The fun run coincided, by chance, with celebrations the Mercury was holding to mark its 140th anniversary of publication. The mayor kindly stood the Mercury an official cocktail party to help the celebrations. On November 25, the 140th anniversary, the Mercury recalled that the paper as a political influence had gone through several phases – first as a settler paper, then as a champion of Natal responsible government, and after Union as a fighter for Natal’s provincial rights. After the republic was formed in 1961, it put economic growth as a greater priority than politics, which we admitted had given it a more conservative feel than other English-language newspapers.

“Through all these changes, the Mercury intends to remain a credible, responsible source of information and entertainment for its readers, and to lead the way to the new South Africa by strongly promoting cross-racial and cross-cultural co-operation and harmony. It remains firmly on the side of economic growth, opposed to unfair discrimination, a campaigner for democratic practice and a champion of Natal’s place in the sun . . .” 

The same weekend the Merury held its “Push for Peace” fun run, and at a time when new moves were afoot to get the negotiations back on track for a political settlement, the country was subjected again to a murderous terror attack, this time on whites attending an innocent Saturday night party in King William’s Town.

The Mercury commented that what made this unprovoked attack the more alarming was that it had come “at a time when the main body of white opinion has already moved away from confrontation.”

If it was true that the main body of white opinion was moving towards conciliation, the Mercury was shown it did not have the wind blowing entirely with it in these sentiments and campaigns it was participating in. A reader, J.L. Buys, wrote: “As far as your ‘liberal outlook’ is concerned, you have certainly achieved monumental success in turning what was once a politically balanced, fair newspaper into an NP/ANC propaganda sheet . . . I know you see all political events in South Africa through pitch black lenses.”

The fact Buys linked the NP and the ANC together as a common political force – in spite of the active opposition they showed to each other - strongly suggested his views came from the very far right. The Mercury had definitely offended people of that ilk with the changes it had introduced.

Chapter Nineteen: Problems surface

Changes at the Mercury introduced under my editorship had been made smoothly and the staff had settled fairly comfortably into the new pattern, but the paper was still not out of the woods. Several chronic problems became evident to me as a newcomer to the paper, some of which had been evident to Natal Newspapers since the merger.

I came to the Mercury during an economic recession, and knew my first year would be extremely difficult for this reason. As time went on, economic conditions actually worsened rather than got better for the first two years of my editorship. The paper continued to lose money according to the internal cost-allocation formula used at Natal Newspapers, and though managing director Ed Booth was at all times not aggressive about it – almost too ready to make allowances, in fact – it was nevertheless quite obviously something that bothered management far more than the circulation gap between the Daily News and the Mercury. 

Advertising revenues were down, and particularly hard hit by this was the Weekend Mercury. The whole group was feeling the pinch, and the Saturday News was also suffering from advertising starvation, but the group’s general troubles caught our attention less than the problems the Mercury was facing.

Being put on the spot by the chief executive Peter McLean from the moment I was appointed, I felt under pressure to deliver better results for the Mercury as a title and so drove our initiatives from that starting point.

Natal Newspapers, however, had another approach, which had a reasonable rationale of its own, but which caused complications. In fact, it exposed a quandary for all papers in the Natal Newspapers stable. That approach was to look at all the newspapers of Natal Newspapers as complementary to each other in advancing the welfare of the company as a whole. Competition between titles was frowned on. Special initiatives on one paper were quickly stolen from it for use on others in the stable. Efforts to gain advertising or circulation often ended by being at the expense of another paper in the stable, so were regarded as unfriendly activities that should be neutralised.

It was not a philosophy I was used to. Editors of papers I had worked on in the Argus group over the years had thought up initiatives, and management had given co-operation in seeing them through. But those editors were not working in a stable of newspapers selling into the same market. To an extent, The Star had had a problem when the Saturday Star and Sunday Star were built up as separate titles, and there was some negotiation between editors over who would go for what stories, but competition remained for the sake of chasing hard news. Advertising rivalry between titles did not appear to be a major factor at The Star.

But in Durban things were different. Time revealed more and more instances where rivalry between the Mercury and the Daily News led to trouble. The pressure was on from Durban management for the editors not to rock the boat, but the editors were answerable to head office, which was applying its own pressure. As far as the Durban management was concerned – though this was not necessarily a head office view - was that the Daily News was the market leader that called the shots, and the other papers were not to tramp on its toes.

All very harmonising this may have been as a general management philosophy, but very difficult when other criteria were being monitored from Johannesburg. My brief from head office was to build circulation to close the gap between the Mercury and the Daily News. And it was to build advertising to turn the paper from a loss-maker to a profitmaker.

Without specifically targeting the Daily News as a rival, any circulation initiative taken by the Mercury impacted on the Daily News. Any campaign to boost advertising threatened to divert advertising from the Daily News to the Mercury. The result was that any initiative at the Mercury was taken as a hostile act by the Daily News, and caused alarm with management, because the Daily News was the market leader that should not be offended.

 First of the initiatives taken at the Mercury to cause alarm at the Daily News was an attempt – not a very successful one as it turned out – to capitalise on a big world heavyweight boxing title fight that had wide public interest. We decided to bring out a special edition on the Saturday morning with the fight result in it. The fight was before dawn South African time, long after final deadline on Friday night, so special arrangements had to be made with the works department and with the circulation department. The fight was due to finish before 6am and I had hoped we could have the paper on the streets by 8am, having a strong news story on the front page that the Saturday News would not have. As it turned out, editorial and works delays resulted in the special edition appearing only at about 9.15am, losing vital selling time on the streets. The circulation department, which had looked askance at the whole effort, in fact made little effort to distribute the special edition widely and reported to the planning meeting the following week that additional sales achieved did not make up for the expense, and recommended such an initiative should not be tried again.

Meanwhile the Daily News had complained to management that the Mercury had booked extra time on the presses without asking its permission.

The outcome of an honest effort to boost Mercury sales was recriminations and disapproval from the rest of Natal Newspapers.

Two other examples of failed efforts to boost the Mercury’s image and commercial viability served to underline the predicament in which the Mercury was placed as the second-string daily in a newspaper stable.

The first was a strenuous effort by the Mercury to win back property advertising to its Saturday edition. Property advertising had been the strength of the Weekend Mercury for years, until the Natal Newspapers merger, after which the property advertising had been lost to both Saturday papers, with estate agents placing advertisements instead in the Sunday Tribune.

David Braun, after his arrival on the Mercury in August 1991, campaigned energetically with the main estate agents in town to persuade them it was better to give readers the whole weekend to consider properties for sale and to note show houses, rather than having only Sunday in which to do so. He organised a lunch with the five most prominent estate agents, attended from the Mercury side also by Marshall and myself.

It was clear from the conversation that, while the estate agents were impressed with the argument that property seekers would benefit from having earlier notification of properties on the market through finding the advertisements in the Weekend Mercury on Saturdays, they were afraid to act unilaterally. They also did not think the whole estate agency industry in Durban would agree to move their advertising back to the Mercury, because they were in competition with the Saturday publications through their own Homefinder freesheet (started by Robprint under Campbell’s campaign to get back at Natal Newspapers for failing to boost the Mercury within the group, turning it from a profit-maker into a loss-maker).

After the formal part of the lunch had ended, and Marshall and I had returned to the office, Braun continued to try to persuade one of the estate agents of the rightness of our argument with such enthusiasm that one thing led to another and he ended up at the club of the Natal Mounted Rifles discussing things with the agent until 2am the next day. We claimed it was the longest executive lunch in the history of the Mercury.

The estate agents had made it clear that they thought Natal Newspapers was exploitative in its advertising rates, and that they were not prepared to advertise in more than one Natal Newspapers publication each weekend. They thought most of the estate agents would stay with the Sunday Tribune.

At the time that we held the lunch with the agents, I was not aware to what extent property advertising had been blighted by the feud in the Natal Newspapers boardroom between Robinson and Argus directors over accounting, and of the revenge Robinson had decided to take by stealing the property advertising and placing it in their new Homefinder publication.

In hindsight, it is now apparent that it was an impossible mission to persuade the agents to move back to the Mercury – regardless of the good sense we spoke.

Another instance that underlined for me the futility of trying to compete with a stable-mate newspaper that was market leader involved the publication of matric results. The paper that published the matric results always got a useful boost in circulation on the day. I tried hard to persuade the education authorities that it was only fair to alternate the release time of the results so the morning and afternoon newspapers would each get a turn at producing the results first. They told me they would consider my request favourably.

But when the time came to plan the matric results supplement, another education official had been put in charge, who said the schools themselves would get the results first, and that newspapers could only publish the results after they had gone out at 8am. This meant the Mercury could not publish the results overnight. When I suggested the Mercury bring out a special edition to hit the streets from 8am, management vetoed the idea, saying it would interfere with the Daily News’s circulation opportunity.

Rather than leave our Mercury readers stranded without results, I arranged a phone service – manned by a specially hired team of technikon students – to give results to callers. This was a service to readers intended to convey the Mercury’s goodwill by providing news they were falling over themselves to get.

However, this telephone service enraged Michael Green, editor of the Daily News, who accused the Mercury of trying to sabotage Daily News sales.

This rivalry between newspaper stablemates was a difficult one for management to handle, because Green was angry at Mercury “sabotage” and I was disillusioned by perceived management favouritism towards the Daily News. Management made an effort the following year to try to defuse this rivalry over matric results by proposing that a joint supplement be put out by the Daily News and the Mercury, in which we would share the advertising revenue, and the circulation advantage would be split between town and country. This would be achieved by the Daily News leaving the results out of its early country edition so that the Mercury could pick up circulation the next morning by carrying the supplement to the country areas.

Far from solving the rivalry question, the joint supplement made things worse, because the Daily News simply ignored the deal and published the matric results supplement in its country edition as well as its city edition. The Mercury lost out entirely. To add to my disillusionment, management did not side with me over the breaking of the agreement, and was unrepentant about the Daily News’s action (which could only have been taken with the participation of management anyway, because the works and circulation departments fell under management).

One other effort the Mercury made to boost circulation was simply to eliminate areas where we were failing to maximise sales. We repeatedly received complaints that insufficient papers were delivered to selling points and that the paper was taken off the streets too soon. Rather than go into confrontation with the circulation manager, I sent Greg Dardagan touring the province to report on circulation problems in Durban and the country areas.

His report gave chapter and verse on numerous problems, and I submitted this to the circulation department, suggesting there seemed to be very real problems, specifics of which were given, that could make a substantial difference to circulation if addressed. The circulation manager thanked me for the report and said it would receive attention. Later he said the costs were too high to make any real changes, an answer I somehow expected from him. He did not like other departments stepping into his territory, even if there was good reason to do so.

Another problem I had with the circulation department arose when I requested that it put up posters along the route of a woman’s road race the Mercury was sponsoring, advertising the fact that the full results would be published in the Mercury the next day. The circulation manager refused to have the posters put up by his department, saying it was the promotions department’s job – in spite of the fact that the circulation department normally put up posters.

Similarly, when the Mercury organised the “Push for Peace” fun run in Umlazi, he refused to allow his department to put up the posters. This was internal non-co-operation in a peace initiative that had gained wide support for the Mercury in the general community.

Another idea we worked on, to boost revenue and to service the business niche we had identified as a Mercury target, was to arrange business supplements on various themes that would boost advertising revenue for the Mercury. One supplement we planned was to coincide with the 140th anniversary of the Mercury, but the advertising department poured cold water on the idea, saying there were not enough old companies to support such an idea. We had not actually envisaged that advertisers in the supplement would only be old companies, but the advertising department would not work on the project.

Instead, off their own bat, they arranged for the publication a month or two before the 140th anniversary of a “100 years of business” supplement for the Mercury. They worked very hard at it, and made a great success of it. The supplement certainly made a difference to the Mercury’s profit/loss situation that month.

But advertising executives were not slow to point out that it was their decision to put the supplement in the Mercury, and that they could just as well have put it in the Daily News. The implication was that the Mercury would have to be good boys, or the advertising department would make them pay. It was a way of demonstrating their power. I was greatly irked by that, even though the supplement had been such a success.

An unfortunate incident also served to strain the Mercury’s relations with the advertising department at one stage. Several of the advertising executives had – with permission of the managing director – launched a business venture on their own, first to buy premises they then let to the company for its Pietermaritzburg office, and then to buy the Queen’s Tavern, a pub and restaurant diagonally across the road from Natal Newspapers, which soon became the waterhole of preference for the Natal Newspapers staff. For a time, the Queen’s Tavern was the hottest pub in town, and the executives made huge profits very quickly.

Unfortunately for the new owners of Queen’s Tavern, the Mercury had on its staff a woman journalist, Anne Stevens, who had developed a name for herself as a thoroughly knowledgeable and completely honest restaurant critic. She would visit restaurants, uninvited and without their managements knowing she was coming, and then write critiques of their restaurants, good or bad.

She got bad service at the Queen’s Tavern. Though she ordered her lunch shortly after 1pm, it hadn’t arrived by the time she had to leave shortly after 2pm. She said so in her weekly restaurant column, to the apoplexy of the Queen’s Tavern management, who promptly punished the Mercury by withdrawing all Queen’s Tavern advertising from it.

As they were the senior executives of Natal Newspapers in charge of the placement of advertisements in the newspapers of the group, and the responsibility of their jobs (wearing the other hat from pubkeepers) was to seek to increase the advertising content of the Mercury as well as for other Natal Newspapers publications, there was a clear clash of interest. They were deliberately hurting the paper they were supposed to be helping.

I could not put up with this. Using a fortnightly column I wrote under the catchline Head On, I came out in public support of Anne Stevens’s right to publish honest reviews of restaurants, and made it clear the Mercury would not retract or apologise to Queen’s Tavern for the unfavourable review.

Although there was no direct communication between me and the Queen’s Tavern management, I was informed they were furious with my article, even outraged, and were thinking of ways to get revenge. Meanwhile, from several quarters of the building, I received effusive praise for my stand and for having dared publicly to deal with an unhealthy conflict of interest developing inside a reputable newspaper company, and for tackling a group that had become something of a cabal within Natal Newspapers.

The stand-off continued for some time, with Queen’s Tavern continuing to withhold advertisements from the Mercury while placing them in other newspapers of the group. I continued to visit Queen’s Tavern for the odd beer with colleagues, to demonstrate that I was not boycotting them even if they were boycotting the Mercury, and that the disagreement was professional and not personal. Sunday Tribune editor David Wightman eventually took it on himself to suggest that the Queen’s Tavern group at Natal Newspapers offer an olive branch to settle the dispute, by inviting Anne Stevens and myself to a free lunch at the Queen’s Tavern. I accepted, but made it clear that I would not influence Anne in any way if she wished to write a further review about the Queen’s Tavern after the lunch. As it turned out, the lunch was good, but Anne did not write about it. We had expected to be hosted at the lunch, but were simply offered a table and a free lunch as guests of the restaurant. This brought an end to hostilities, but the scars remained for some time.

Difficulties being experienced in finding initiatives that would have greater support from management were complicated further by a market analysis of the readership make-up of the Mercury compared with that of the Daily News. The marketing and research department had a way of showing the identity “footprint” of the newspaper through what they called kite charts. This system showed on a crossed axis chart the degree of support the newspaper gained from white readers with different personalities and newspaper needs. The points for each readership type were then joined together to form the shape of a “kite”, positioned around the axis. Readerships were divided into four quarters, “brandeds” in one segment, “responsibles” in another, “self-motivateds” in another and “innovatives” in the remaining one.

Each of these groups had their own characteristics. “Responsibles” were usually older readers who upheld traditions and disliked change. “Self-motivateds” were mainly quietly assertive, educated married people raising children and who favoured orderly change. “Innovatives” were excitement-orientated people who enjoyed taking risks, and who rejected tradition and uniformity. “Brandeds” liked reinforcing their group image and their group norms, respecting power and authority.

Up to 1991, the Mercury’s kite showed “brandeds” had 19%, “responsibles” 23%, “self-motivateds” 22% and “innovatives” 36%, but two years later, “brandeds” had dropped 3%, “responsibles had halved to 13%, “self-motivateds” had risen 8% and “innovatives” had risen 5%.

By going upmarket in tone and liberal in political outlook, the Mercury was shown to be moving its kite into a different position around the axis into territory where it could best serve its identified niche markets. The make-up of the Mercury’s readership was changing measurably.

 Mercury editorial reaction to this change was very positive, because we felt we were getting the newspaper into the area where it could be most effective with influential readers, but management was extremely dissatisfied because the Mercury’s kite had moved substantially into the same areas occupied by the Daily News.

There were separate kites for coloured and black readers, but the white readership kite was regarded as the most important, because this was where the bulk of readers for both newspapers were to be found.

A valid concern of management was that its two daily newspapers were failing to spread their readerships to different markets, but were now more closely attacking the same market areas, leaving out potential readerships that could be won if the papers were more different from each other.

What was worrying about management’s complaint that the Mercury had moved its kite into Daily News territory was that it gave the Daily News the right, as market leader, to determine its readership area, and then expect the Mercury to find another market. The Mercury had actually arrived at a somewhat similar readership to that of the Daily News, not by mimicking the Daily News, but simply by pursuing initiatives designed to attract the sort of readers who fitted the goal of having the decision-makers and opinion-formers of society, or of those aspiring in that direction, as our principal readers.

The problem was not easily solved, because neither editor wished to move away from the readership area they were then occupying.

Some time after these kites were shown to senior staff, Tony Hiles let me know management was considering turning the Mercury into a black-orientated paper. I could not go along with the idea, although I was prepared to consider addressing a wider black readership through editionising. This would enable the Mercury to be more upmarket in one edition than another, so increasing the readership spread. But a straight change of the whole paper to a black orientation would have had disastrous results for the Mercury if implemented. Only 9% of established Mercury readership was black, and its Indian readership percentages were lower than the Daily News’s.

On the other hand, our efforts were making an impression where we were seeking to make an impression. As David Braun put it to me, “The Mercury had smartened up, had become principled and strong. We also started to pump out many innovations, and not just in editorial columns. We pioneered the sponsored pages, the value-added features, the posters and charts. We started to focus on black politics, and on township issues. We had one of the strongest political newspapers in the country.”

While Braun was correct about this, there is no doubt that the changes made at the Mercury were not being received very happily by management. From the larger picture of trying to get more diversity into the Natal Newspapers titles, the changes were not helping. Both editors were aiming for the core market of the available readership, but it was not easy to see what other market options would benefit the group more – especially as the Daily News as market leader was not expected to change for the sake of the market niches the Mercury was aiming at.

I was getting the reputation of being a difficult editor to deal with – a journalist’s editor, but not a management favourite.

It is easier in retrospect to understand that the problems of trying to run competing newspapers from inside a single company stable had to be addressed through a change of philosophy, but the company was experiencing the problem only in Natal and was wrestling with the difficulties as they arose. The players in Natal were themselves learning the parameters of the problem as they went along.

All kinds of allegations were bandied around, some of them having a large element of truth in them. Among them was that former Argus employees did what they could to advance the interests of the Daily News while former Robinson employees tried to help the Mercury, causing a serious emotional rift running through those departments long after the merger should have been history. As former Argus employees were by far in the majority, the balance of partisan help was going heavily to the Daily News.

Another unfortunate effect of the rivalry between two newspapers in the same stable was that the editorial staffs were not nearly as sympathetic as they should have been to the very real problem their rivalries were causing for other departments, who were serving both newspapers. Both the Daily News and Mercury staffs tended to regard these employees with suspicion, often alleging non-co-operation or hostility, whereas those departments often had an unenviable task in trying to serve two masters.

Chapter Twenty: The road to democracy

While Natal Newspapers titles were concerned at one level with their internal rivalries, they were also very busy projecting the trials and tribulations of a nation trying to steer itself to a full and honourable democracy.

Part of the movement in public affairs was the changing face of F.W.de Klerk’s government. Most notably, General Magnus Malan suddenly resigned from the cabinet and from politics early in 1993, after a controversial term as a politician. From being a respected professional soldier, he had – as Defence Minister - become a hated figure among liberation fighters, because of his robust prosecution of the war against them. Later he had been moved to Water Affairs, claiming “I’ve dealt with the Reds, now I’ll deal with the Greens”. His retirement occurred as there was mounting pressure for him to be made to take the rap for cross-border raids on ANC units in neighbouring territories during the rough 1980s. He was later prosecuted with other generals on murder charges, but acquitted.

The climate for a constitutional settlement was again beginning to improve after having stalled over the Boipatong massacres. A spur to the improving climate was the agreement by the ANC, proposed by Joe Slovo, in February 1993 of a five-year “sunset” period of transition. This would enable white civil servants to be guaranteed their jobs after a democratic government was elected, and for minority parties to be represented in a coalition government during the first five-year period after the adoption of a democratic constitution.

A controversial development, muddying the constitutional debates with emotional political considerations, was the successful appeal of Winnie Mandela to the Appeal Court against her six-year jail sentence for involvement in the abduction of Stompie Sepei, who was later murdered in circumstances that also led to allegations against Mrs Mandela. The six-year sentence was reduced to a R15 000 fine . . . and Winnie was free to stand for election to the new democratic parliament the next year.

In June 1993, Argus announced it was unbundling its black newspaper Sowetan to allow a trust and Sowetan’s own staff to take a 50% shareholding. This was a significant step, following rumblings the year previously over the white monopoly of press ownership in South Africa. Mandela himself had raised the issue very directly in a speech to an international press congress in Prague. He made the point that 85% of the press was edited by whites when 85% of the people of South Africa were black, suggesting strongly that this should change fast.

I had been sent by head office to attend the congress, and drew their attention to the contents of Mandela’s speech. His pressure had much to do with an effort launched by Argus to facilitate the diversification of press ownership in the country at the same time as steps were being taken to speed up the training and promotion of black journalists and black management staff for promotion to executive positions.

If negotiations at the World Trade Centre outside Kempton Park were beginning to make progress towards a consensus political settlement, delegates to the constitutional conference were shaken out of their optimism on June 15 1993 by the action of a large group of white right-wingers who defied police security round the building, drove a vehicle right through the big windows of the building to gain access, and then terrorised delegates.

The climate for negotiations was further upset in October 1993 by a South African Defence Force raid across the border into Transkei to attack a suspected nest of Apla terror fighters. Five youths were killed in the raid, with a strong suspicion that the raiders had hit the wrong target. The Mercury commented that, whatever the military rights and wrongs of the raid on the house in Umtata, politically the essential difficulty with it was “that it amounts to nothing else than the government’s misusing the SADF as its own private army. And that, in today’s explosive climate, is playing with fire.”

In spite of the upsets periodically rocking the negotiation process, progress had been so great since the release of Mandela and the unbanning of the ANC and PAC that Mandela and de Klerk were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, and received their award in October 1993. There was dissatisfaction in some quarters that de Klerk, with his apartheid background, should have been honoured, and de Klerk himself was offended by remarks made by Mandela at the time of the award ceremony, but overall, the award was welcomed as a sign that good sense was prevailing over political rivalries and that South Africa was on the way to democracy, freedom and peace.

By chance, in the same week, the killers of ANC leading light Chris Hani – Janusz Walus and Clive Derby-Lewis – were given the death sentence for the murder. Though the sentences were later commuted to life imprisonment, the conviction of the two white killers by a South African court was a heartening signal to those who believed the courts had been biased to give light sentences to white offenders compared with the sentences given to blacks for serious crimes.

As the date for the first democratic elections approached – a date that had become non-negotiable, so political activity became frenetic as April 1994 drew nearer – King Goodwill Zwelithini had talks with President de Klerk in Pretoria to push his claim for acceptance of constitutional arrangements to secure the integrity of the Zulu kingdom.

This visit to Pretoria caused a small crisis for the Mercury following a report it published, saying “KwaZulu government officials remained tight-lipped yesterday over an apparent ‘rent-a-mob’ exercise to ferry ‘Zulu-speaking workers’ to Pretoria at a cost of R101 000”.

The use of the term “rent-a-mob” caused the king to write to the Mercury saying: “I find it outrageous that my people, who wish to support their king at an historic meeting, should be labelled a ‘mob’. Must I infer that I am king of a mob? Nowhere in the report do you identify who made this claim. It follows that I must accept that this is the opinion of your newspaper. My people have been stigmatised by politicians and the newspapers have played along with this dangerous game. Today’s report in your newspaper is but an example. It has already cost the lives of thousands of my people and brought untold suffering to hundreds of thousands of my subjects. I expect an unconditional apology to my people.”

This was a potentially dangerous, and totally unintended, confrontation with the king, with whom the Mercury actually already had very good relations. I felt the king, or his advisers, had got hold of the wrong end of the stick with this report, so published the contents of his letter in a news report, together with a footnote from the editor, on the same page that the “rent-a-mob” report had appeared, page 2.

In the footnote, I said: “The phrase ‘rent-a-mob’ has been widely used in the Western world to describe events where public figures or movements have paid money to ensure the presence of a large crowd to support them. It is in this context that the reporter used the phrase, against the undisputed fact that the kwaZulu government contributed handsomely to the expenses for the attendance of a large section of the crowd at the Union Buildings – that section that used subsidised transport to attend the gathering.

“Use of this well-known phrase, which is accepted jargon in political quarters internationally, does not imply that the crowd assembled with the help of financial aid or inducement is necessarily a mob in fact or in intent, a mob being defined by the Oxford English Dictionary in various ways – from a ‘tumultuous crowd’ to ‘the disorderly and riotous part of the population, the roughs, the rabble’.

“Without wishing to offend King Goodwill, it must therefore be pointed out that it is unfair to suggest the Mercury implied he is the king of a ‘mob’ or that such implication is the opinion of this newspaper. An editorial in this newspaper on the same day stated ‘ . . . the position of the monarchy should then be written into the constitution of Natal KwaZulu’. That shows the respect in which the Mercury holds the Zulu king and that is the opinion of the Mercury.

“Our relations with the Zulu people are good, and it would be sad indeed if the placing of the wrong construction on words of well-known meaning, in the context in which they were used, were used to trammel that relationship.”

The Mercury heard no more from the king on this matter, though some readers sided with the king’s original complaint against the Mercury on this point. Worse was to follow when Ilanga, the mouthpiece of the IFP, ran a front page lead report saying the Mercury editor had insulted the king and should be called to a public gathering at Kings Park Stadium to apologise in person before the king.

This was mischievous journalism that could have led to an extremely dangerous situation if it had been pressed. I wrote a strong letter of complaint to the editor of Ilanga for the way it had twisted the report and given it such prominence. Fortunately, the matter was not taken further and tension around it died away.

It was only a week later that events in the newspaper industry momentarily stole attention away from the political frenzy the country was working itself up into over the coming elections. On February 10 1994, the Mercury carried the announcement of the take-over of Argus by Tony O’Reilly’s Independent group. In the announcement, O’Reilly assured his editors of their independence.

The Mercury commented on the take-over, saying Argus editors had been allowed their freedom, and had used it well in flying the flag of liberal democracy and free enterprise. But in the process of staving off political take-over attempts and newspaper bankruptcies, there was no doubt the mining houses had gained a near-monopoly of the English-language press, in itself an undesirable development. “The successful bid of Independent Newspapers plc (INP) effectively solves the problem. His (O’Reilly’s) assurances of editorial independence augur well for a happy association, and his investment demonstrates a confidence in the country, which SA applauds. We in turn have confidence that Argus Newspapers under its new controlling shareholders will go from strength to strength.”

But this newspaper issue was strictly a sideshow to the main news of 1994, where politics was centre stage most of the time.

The row over the status of the Zulu king in the new constitution continued to grow. An angry crowd gathered at the Durban City Hall to push the cause of the king, and were infuriated when told de Klerk would only address their demands some days later. At Kings Park soccer stadium, before a massed crowd, King Goodwill made a declaration refusing to accept South Africa’s interim constitution and proclaiming his intention to promulgate a constitution for KwaZulu and Natal.

The IFP was refusing to take part in the election until the issue was satisfactorily resolved. To stave off this crisis, the ANC agreed to a special sitting of Parliament to amend the constitution to extend the date for parties to register for the election, and Nelson Mandela said a negotiating forum would be convened to discuss amendments that would meet the complaints of the IFP and of right-wing whites who were also unhappy with the interim constitution for other reasons.

In fact, the following week a large group of farmers assembled at Newcastle to demand the establishment of a volkstaat.

The constitutional difficulties with these two groups dragged on for weeks as the election date grew ominously close. Even as late as April 15, de Klerk and Mandela were seeking a second leadership summit with Buthelezi and King Goodwill after mediation had failed. 

It was on that day that the Mercury declared its support for the Democratic Party in the coming elections, saying the DP was the party likely to contribute the most to the building of a true democracy in South Africa. “We do not begrudge the ANC its impending victory. It is a national movement clearly representing the majority, and deserves to govern. But we do not believe the elections are any longer about who should govern. The decision has already been made and is simply waiting to be effected. The ANC will rule.

“For the first time, the role of all those who want to build a genuine democracy is to switch from pleading for the rights of the disfranchised majority to pleading for the rights of the endangered minorities. What the country needs is NOT an all-powerful ruling party. It needs parties to balance the known strength of the majority party. It is all-important to stop the ANC from obtaining a majority anywhere near the two-thirds majority needed to write the country’s final constitution. The further the ANC can be kept from a two-thirds majority, the greater the chances are of real and meaningful compromises to achieve a consensus constitution.

“To provide the greatest safeguards for minorities, division of power is the one right that has not been assured. Federation would add the extra dimension to other rights guaranteed through the franchise and the bill of rights. Of the opposition parties which support a federal solution, the DP has by far the best credentials . . . the DP may not be a big party, but 20 of its MPs will do more for democracy than 200 from the ANC or 80 from the NP.”

Those sentiments, however, were looking past the immediate problem facing the country at that moment – which was to hold a free and fair election in the face of threatening violence from the IFP and the white right. On April 18, the IFP youth movement was threatening to march through Johannesburg and continue a programme of mass rolling action. People were again being detained under a state of emergency. And on April 19, a brilliant news photographer on The Star, Ken Oosterbroek, was shot dead while photographing scenes at a gun battle between IFP-supporting hostel dwellers and the National Peacekeeping Force on the East Rand.

Just at this moment of darkest gloom, things turned for the better. A Kenyan mediator succeeded in persuading Buthelezi that the IFP should take part in the elections. His decision was greeted by wild scenes of rejoicing in the streets all over Natal and KwaZulu. The breakthrough was achieved through agreement being reached that the issue of the constitutional position of the king, and of extending the powers of the provinces, would be addressed through mediators after the elections. Sadly, it was an agreement the ANC reneged on after the elections were held.

If the IFP were momentarily happy and willing to participate in the election, the white right wing were still a seriously aggrieved group, having no hope of achieving their desired volkstaat. On April 24, a huge car bomb exploded on the corner of von Wielligh and Bree Streets in central Johannesburg, killing seven people and injuring 92 others. The next day, whites threw a bomb into a black restaurant in Pretoria. South Africa was back to the climate of the worst days of the ANC terror campaign against apartheid, only this time it was whites making blacks the target of murderous terror acts.

The Mercury called for an end to political indemnity. It pointed out that, with the aim of bringing the killing to an end, indemnity had been offered and accepted, with the cut-off date being repeatedly moved for the sake of political settlement. “But political killings go on. What is happening in practice is that the sense of grievance has been transferred from the extremists of the majority to the extremists of the minority groups . . . We want past political criminals out of public life, not as candidates for election, not posted to the diplomatic service as the ANC is offering them."

The elections then took place in an atmosphere of surprising peace, with queues stretching for miles in come cases as enthusiasm was shown throughout the population for voters to record their choice. The outcome was not unexpected as far as the domination of the ANC was concerned, but it was of interest that its majority fell short of two-thirds, thereby giving opposition some bargaining power for negotiating the country’s final constitution. Opposition parties were seriously fragmented, none of them showing any sign of constituting an alternative government of the future.

With electoral fraud rampant in Natal, a political settlement had to be arrived at to enable the disputed counting to end. The IFP emerged with an absolute majority at provincial level. In the Western Cape, the Nationalists won provincial control, but in the seven other provinces, the ANC dominated.

The inauguration of Nelson Mandela as South Africa’s first black president was a memorable ceremony at the Union Buildings, attended by political leaders and heads of state from around the world.

I felt particularly lucky and privileged to have been invited as editor of the Mercury to be present to witness the installation of Mandela and to participate in the great celebratory party on the lawns at the side of the Union Buildings afterwards. I was included in a party of leading personalities from KwaZulu Natal flown up from Durban specially for the great day. We left Durban at 5.30am and were bused from Jan Smuts Airport to the Union Buildings, returning in the evening.

Though the ceremony ran behind schedule, because of the late arrival of some heads of state, who came in their droves from around the world, the occasion was extremely well organised, the highlight being the fly-past of three different types of South African Air Force planes over the Union Buildings, so synchronised that jets, propellor-driven planes and helicopters arrived over the inauguration scene at exactly the same moment.

The spirit of camaraderie among leaders of all colours was quite remarkable. It was as if the whole nation was free for the first time ever. Later, of course, the rivalries returned, but the one important day of South Africa’s journey to democracy was not marred by any pettiness. It was indeed a memorable occasion.

Chapter Twenty-one: Confronting the Saturday problem

From even before I moved to the Mercury, I was aware there was a problem with its Saturday edition, and that this was worrying the company.

I had been told by market researcher Jos Kuper how the Mercury had changed from a broadsheet to a tabloid on Saturdays to give it some extra magic. The circulation had prospered briefly, but had apparently been damaged by a decision to move the popular quarter-sized weekly TV guide out of the Saturday paper into the Friday paper. Circulation had moved sharply down after that, and stayed down.

When I was invited as editor-elect to the Natal Newspapers strategic planning conference in the Drakensberg in October 1990, it was one of the topics raised, and it was suggested that I look closely at it on my arrival. It was also one of the reasons why I selected Marshall as my deputy-editor, because of his extensive weekend experience in editing the Weekend Argus for some years under Andrew Drysdale’s overall editorship.

The Saturday issue bumbled along at first, with sporadic efforts to put a bit of fire into the content. Marshall arrived in August 1991 and was immediately put in charge of the Saturday edition as one of his responsibilities, with the idea of looking at possibilities for making it more viable.

A limited re-vamp was attempted, but I wished to keep some continuity between the daily and weekend paper, to retain the same market niche we were aiming at.  Therefore going downmarket was not on the agenda, and splash headlines and sensationalist reporting were resisted. For a time, we tried giving the Weekend Mercury some extra pulling power by vaunting the weekly column of Debbie Reynolds, an attractive young woman and bold journalist not afraid to air her views on popular issues. We also re-vamped the business section under David Braun’s leadership, to make it certainly a lot more interesting and reader-friendly than before, although the business section still suffered from a serious shortage of space in which to project itself.

And, as I have described in a previous chapter, a major – but vain – effort was made to win property advertising back to the Weekend Mercury.

The advertising department gathered some advertisers to give the Weekend Mercury, in its revised form, “another chance” for a four-week period, but there were few signs of a circulation revival.

Marshall had hardly arrived and taken command of the Saturday edition than a group in management proposed at the 1991 strategic planning conference that the weekend editions of the Mercury and Daily News be merged into one Saturday paper for the group.

Mostert van Schoor, by then announced as editor-elect of the Daily News for the following year to succeed Michael Green (and invited in that capacity to attend the conference) favoured the proposal in the debate that followed. But I opposed it on two grounds – first, that Marshall had only just arrived and needed time to make something of his project, and also that van Schoor was speaking cold (without inside information on the problem) and that it would be better for him to look at the options from the inside after he took over as editor rather than deciding prematurely that a merger was the only way to go.

This was reluctantly accepted, but I knew already that the Weekend Mercury was doomed, because the advertising group in management had set its heart on the merger and would give no more help to keep the separate Saturday editions alive.

But that aside, the chances of reviving the Saturday editions of both papers were actually extremely slim. With property advertising removed, other weekend advertising was limited. Advertisers usually liked to advertise in Thursday’s papers for boosting their products ahead of the weekends. We hoped, I think too optimistically, that extended shopping hours being introduced on Saturdays and Sundays would revive advertising interest in the Saturday papers, but there was no sign of this happening. At that time the London Saturday editions were showing a healthy revival, even moving supplements from the Sunday editions to the Saturday editions to capitalise on the renewed reader interest on Saturdays, but conditions in Durban were very different.

When the subject of the Saturday editions came back for discussion to the company’s 1992 strategic planning conference at Itala Game Reserve, I could no longer oppose a full-scale investigation of the merger proposal, which would have to begin with one-on-one talks between Mossie van Schoor and myself about the direction to go.

The management group had suggested a new Saturday paper would be able to start with at least a circulation of 130 000, bigger than the Sunday Tribune’s weekly average, so many felt the project was viable. At that time, the Daily News’s Saturday edition was selling 85 000 copies and the Weekend Mercury’s circulation was about 55 000, making a total of 140 000 sales, so Natal Newspapers would experience a drop of at least 10 000 sales out of the merger, based on the advertising department’s own projections. I had grave doubts that the merged Saturday paper could reach a circulation of 130 000, and privately estimated it would come in at between 100 000 and 110 000, which was not so healthy.

Nevertheless the proposal needed to be looked at seriously, because management was right in saying there was not enough advertising to make the two existing Saturday papers pay their way.

Talks between myself and van Schoor, the first step in the process, could be expected to be a little tense. We had been friends for years, and I think liked each other mutually, but we had also been rivals professionally.

When van Schoor arrived in Durban, we had a couple of games of bad golf together in an uncharacteristic (or at least untraditional) show of friendship between editors of the Daily News and Mercury. Van Schoor nervously agreed to the golf, because he said he played so badly, and challenged me with the question: “How many fresh-airs did you have in your last round?” Well, my golf was bad, but not quite as bad as that most of the time. In the event, we found our form was mutually abysmal, and there could be little crowing the one over the other. The needle of serious competition on the golf course thus removed, we enjoyed ourselves.

In spite of this out-of-the-office friendship, we found our positions as editors of competing newspapers required that each of us protect our particular interests, which made consideration of a merged Saturday newspaper a prickly issue to address.

At van Schoor’s suggestion, we agreed to meet at his home at Salt Rock on the north coast one afternoon to debate in informal privacy what to do about the Saturday papers.

After a few preliminaries, the talks bogged down on the proposal by van Schoor that he be appointed editor-in-chief of the new paper, with the editor of the new publication serving under him. I strongly opposed this, having had experience of working under an editor-in-chief at The Star. I had found that the editor-in-chief turned the editor into something of a lame duck, with large areas of operational decision-making constantly delayed because the editor-in-chief was too busy with other matters, to the point where firm leadership was squandered. So I was in favour of appointing an editor who would be an editor in his own right.

It also seemed wrong to me that the editor of the Daily News should assume leadership of the project when it would be the Mercury team that would have to do most of the support work for the new paper, the Mercury being geared to producing morning editions, whereas the Daily News’s Saturday paper had always had to be produced as an extra shift of journalists working overtime.

When I would not accept van Schoor as editor-in-chief of the proposed new paper, he tested me by proposing that I be the editor-in-chief then, instead of him. I opposed this on the same grounds, objecting to an editor-in-chief in principle, still plumping for a full-scale editor to run the paper. The meeting dragged on, without our finding a way through, and we eventually agreed to adjourn and meet again at my home in Westville a few days later.

In spite of the break, and the chance for private re-thinking, there was really not much change in our positions when we met again, and I thought we were headed for further deadlock.

My only new proposal was that, while the editor of the new paper should be rated as a full-scale editor, he would have to rely on both the Daily News and the Mercury for some reporting staff and all-sub-editing staff, so possibly the editors of the Mercury and Daily News should be part of a strategy team together with the editor.

Van Schoor was very tentative in his reaction to this suggestion at first, until I suggested the way forward could be made clearer for everyone if we had some sort of strategic planning session specifically aimed at defining what we were trying to do. He latched onto this idea in a big way, and I must say made it sound more attractive to me than I had imagined when I suggested it.

Suddenly we were on the same side. With new enthusiasm, we began to speak about what the strategic planning meeting needed as an agenda, who should be present etc. And an amazing degree of unanimity emerged between us on a project that had divided us so much at first. The project, at last, became a joint proposal with a thorough blend of each other’s ideas. The idea of an editors’ panel behind the appointed editor survived out of this, instead of an alternative editor-in-chief.

The proposal of a strategic planning conference, attended by key staff from the Daily News and Mercury, as well as from management, advertising, marketing and research, and the works, was enthusiastically accepted at the weekly management meeting, and arrangements were put in train.

It now became the task of van Schoor and myself to recommend an editor for the paper, bearing in mind that the kind of paper that was going to be created was going to be very popular and down-market in tone, a paper focusing essentially on more sensational news, leisure and sport.

Because of the expected circulation of the paper, and the size of its staff, the editor could not be the deputy editor of either the Daily News or the Mercury, because their seniority was already too high for such an appointment. This ruled out Leon Marshall from the Mercury and Peter Davis from the Daily News, and the pop tone of the projected paper was in any case not Marshall’s style, even though I knew he would have liked to be appointed editor. David Braun was similarly not really suited to a downmarket sensationalist, sport and leisure publication.

Van Schoor proposed George Parker, managing editor of the Sunday Tribune, a man who had experience as a chief sub-editor, as a news editor and as a sports journalist, and had been in weekend journalism for some years. Though I had been on the Argus in Cape Town with Parker years before, I knew him only slightly, and knew nothing of his work. But he sounded a possibility.

Agreement was clinched between van Schoor and myself to nominate Parker after the three of us lunched together, Parker certainly having ideas and an obvious enthusiasm for the project.

The Saturday paper planning conference took place at Hage Hall in Hillcrest, and was a great success. Out of it, a working committee was appointed to plan the new paper from scratch, in its every detail, under Parker’s leadership. An editorial board consisting of Parker, van Schoor and myself was formed as a body of final appeal, to back the project.

First task was to decide on staff to fill the few permanent posts management was prepared to allow. The paper would have a permanent staff of only eight or nine, relying for the rest on seconded staff from the Mercury and Daily News. The Mercury sub-editing team would put the paper together every Friday night as part of their week’s work, a shift system being applied to spread the workload over six days, but this was just as it had been when the Mercury sub-editors produced the Weekend Mercury, so sub-editing arrangements were actually hardly changed on the Mercury side. The Daily News subs dropped their overtime work that had been needed to produce the Saturday News, grateful for the extra free time, but perhaps missing the extra income they had earned.

My suggestion that the permanent positions on the new paper be filled equally from the Mercury and Daily News was accepted, but the hard part was that it was necessary to recommend some of the best staff available, to ensure the paper got off to a good start. This meant the Mercury losing some of its most solid journalists, a problem more acute for it than for the Daily News, which had a bigger staff to choose from.

As the positions were agreed on, I became worried that no senior position was being offered to a black journalist, so turned down the suggestion that the news editor should be Tania Broughton from the Mercury, suggesting instead that the position should be awarded to an Indian with weekend experience, someone the Mercury did not have. Parker then suggested Shami Harichunder, news editor of the Sunday Tribune Herald edition, an appointment that was agreed.

Having voluntarily allowed a top position to be made from outside the Mercury when it had first been offered to the Mercury, I fought hard for the chief-sub-editor position to go to a Mercury staffer, Bruce Colly. After some discussion, this was conceded, and Colly was quickly to become a kingpin of that paper, and later to be seconded to oversee the introduction of a new computer system to Natal Newspapers, a thoroughly professional journalist with good technical skills.

This staff-picking was the only really vital function of the editorial board, because it enabled the editors of the feeder papers to have direct input into which of their staff members would get what jobs. Other than this, the editorial board met only sporadically every four or six weeks to review the paper’s progress, but it was soon apparent that Parker was coping very well and needed no special overseeing.

A competition was held throughout Natal Newspapers staff for a suitable name for the new publication, and eventually the title Natal on Saturday was adopted, with many misgivings. The name was to last only two years before being changed to accommodate the change in constitutional status and name of Natal to KwaZulu Natal. This made the use of “Natal” in the title seem like “old South Africa”, so the name was changed to TheSaturdayPaper (all run into one word on the whim of some Natal Newspapers’ design buffs), before eventually being renamed yet again as the Independent on Saturday some time after Tony O’Reilly took control of Argus and re-named the company Independent Newspapers.

The paper started quite well, coming in at a circulation between 115 000 and 120 000, which was certainly higher than I had expected, but lower than the advertising and marketing departments had forecast. Over time, however, the circulation fell back under increased cover-pricing to the point where it struggled to make 100 000 sales a week.

It was a paper with its own news values – sensationalist, pop, trivial – but it found its place in the market in spite of objections from those who had previously bought the Weekend Mercury or the Saturday News. It became the most downmarket paper of the Natal Newspapers stable, very far from where I had been taking the Mercury. But that was fair enough. It was under its own editor, going for its own market, which was no longer linked to the Mercury’s goals. 

Chapter Twenty-two: A crossroads . . . and the Metro edition

The hiving off of the Saturday operation as a separate newspaper in October 1993 was a new crossroads for the Mercury, again raising the question of its future. In a sense, the decision to establish a separate Saturday paper was a defeat for both the Mercury and the Daily News. Both had been forced to reduce the size of their operations and become smaller institutions to face commercial reality. Besides being a blow to image, status and morale, it was also a threat to staff job security.

When Peter McLean retired, John Featherstone took over at the helm of Argus Newspapers and introduced some changes of style. At one level, he was more democratic, introducing occasional gatherings of senior executives around the group to debate key issues. He also pointed the way to a joint management-editorial style of leadership, drawing editors into regular management meetings, virtually making editors part of management.

But at the same time, he was insisting it was management’s task, not the editor’s, to decide what target market a newspaper sought to serve. This was an invasion of what had previously been seen as editorial territory, though the lines had always been blurred, because these were matters where close consultation and co-operation were essential. The traditional markets of newspapers were, in any case, changing because of politics and the altering make-up of the economically active part of society, so management’s decision to determine the target market of a newspaper was not heavily disputed by editors.

As Featherstone structured things, editors had an input into decisions through being included in management’s regular meetings. Nevertheless the decision that management determine target markets had the potential to affect the Mercury, possibly even radically, because of the overlap in markets with the Daily News already identified as a problem.

Another problem Featherstone had to wrestle with was the introduction of the Paterson grading system of ranking staff positions in the company across all departments in terms of salary and perks. He found useful a proposal I made to him in the editorial area for ranking newspapers according to certain criteria, such as weekly circulation, size of staff, number of pages, number of editions, and number of advertising pages, then assigning Paterson grading levels to editorial staffs according to this ranking. It became a rule-of-thumb guide, which Featherstone adapted to his uses.

According to the criteria included in the system, The Star emerged at the top of the heap, with the Argus and Daily News close together behind it. The Mercury, Sowetan and Pretoria News were grouped next, further down the scale, with other papers in the group following lower still, Post being at the bottom.

Because the Paterson grading system was just being introduced, some employees were found to be in the wrong salary-earning level when the newspaper ranking criteria were applied to their papers, so exceptions had to be allowed for those with higher salaries to ensure they did not have to take a cut in salary. The assumption was that when one of the exceptions moved on to another position or retired, a replacement could then be appointed into the correct salary bracket, thus eliminating the exceptions. The exceptions were dubbed PIs (present incumbents).

Rather embarrassingly for me as the one who suggested the criteria, I found myself in a salary bracket too high for the ranking of the Mercury and had to be a PI. I had been appointed as a senior editor of the group before the Paterson system was introduced, so that status was maintained. 

The closure of the Weekend Mercury in favour of establishing the Natal on Saturday only exacerbated the anomaly. I had been a senior editor on a middle-ranking newspaper, but now the Mercury’s ranking was falling because its size had shrunk, its staff had shrunk, the number of pages it printed had shrunk and the amount of advertising it received had shrunk. According to the system, my salary was unaffected by this change, but I felt it made my position less secure, because – in terms of the system being applied - I was too highly paid for the status of the newspaper I was editing. My successor would be appointed at a lower grade on the Paterson scale. The editor of Natal on Saturday would be appointed still further down the scale, because of the paper’s small staff.

With the formation of Natal on Saturday, the Mercury had lost five members of staff in transfers to the new title, and was not allowed to replace them. The editorial establishment was down from 72 to 67, and the sub-editors worked one day a week for Natal on Saturday even though they remained technically on the staff of the Mercury.

Because Natal on Saturday’s editor was a hands-on operator, the Mercury’s night editor, Roddy Macmillan, was not needed on Friday nights, so worked a 17% shorter working week every week. Marshall, who had edited the Weekend Mercury, also had no further role in that field, with a resultant reduction in his responsibilities. Nor was he the only one whose workload was reduced. Fridays became a quiet day for the Mercury generally, with some reporters seconded to work for Natal on Saturday, others having the day off, some assigned to work on Sunday for the Monday paper, and the remainder using Fridays for non-urgent work and for the preparation of early pages for the Monday paper.

These developments had to be pondered together with a suggestion Featherstone had made to me shortly after his appointment. He had mentioned that it was common in the United States for newspaper establishments with both morning and evening titles in their stable to share staff between the two papers working different time-shifts. With the Mercury being a morning paper and the Daily News an afternoon paper, there seemed a possibility that staff-sharing could be considered.

Featherstone’s suggestion was that the Mercury drastically reduce staff to employ no more than a handful of senior staff in decision-making positions and a couple of specialist writers, all the rest of the reporting and sub-editing staff to be shared with the Daily News, working overlapping shifts.

It was a manager’s solution to a financial problem, not a journalist’s solution to an editorial problem. It seemed to me a drastic remedy, especially as each newspaper prided itself on having its own flavour and because its reporters worked hard at developing contacts to assist the Mercury in beating the Daily News to stories. On top of that, the sub-editors would have to work off two different computer systems and accommodate two different type styles, making their jobs harder than they already were.

With these objections in mind, I was lukewarm to Featherstone’s suggestion, though in retrospect I believe he was right in wanting to look for a new way, in the light of the Mercury’s continuing inability to make profits. He pressed the matter no further, so I was not left with the impression that he felt especially strongly about it, but the plight of the Mercury did warrant consideration of new initiatives. What would have helped was for key members of Mercury editorial and management staff to go away together and examine the situation, statistics before them.

It was not something management was demanding, and I must say I shrank from suggesting it, because I feared a staff bloodbath on the Mercury from such an exercise, with a further reduction in the Mercury’s status and my own job becoming increasingly anomalous as the paper shrank.  I did not believe downsizing was in the best interests of the Mercury, though I feared that would be management’s line of thought. A tough session with management on the future of the Mercury was a dangerous thing to initiate from the Mercury’s editorial side, because management’s agenda was not necessarily to look to the best interests of the Mercury, but to look to the best interests of Natal Newspapers. Its solutions would thus bear in mind the best interests of the Daily News, its market leader, and with that agenda I felt it impossible to achieve a best solution for the Mercury from such a strategic session. Editorially our job was to try to build the Mercury, not downsize it almost out of existence. Nevertheless management were fully justified in feeling concern with an asset that was not making profits for their balance-sheet and their shareholders’ critical eyes. 

Booth was not pressing for such a showdown, though bad results hurt his pride. He was not the kind of man to bring things to a head if he was satisfied with the bona fides of the people he was working with. The paper’s financial state was a disappointment not because the staff did not work hard. It was a disappointment because it was difficult to justify two daily papers in the same stable serving the same area, considering the size of the advertising base and the readership levels.

Other restructuring was in any case absorbing a lot of thought in forward planning. Though the idea of joint staffs for the two dailies – separated only by different teams of decision-makers at the top of each paper – was not tackled, the pressure for new technology and the imminent arrival of Fourth Wave computer technology were causing us to think of the need for closer co-operation between the two dailies and the possibility of certain departments merging. Attention was given, for instance, to the idea of merging the photographic departments into a single unit, a move that was later executed in the face of strong objections from the photographers. But later, under the re-engineering exercise conducted in 1996-97, the photographers were again assigned back to individual newspapers. Senior sub-editors were put on a project to investigate the desirability of forming a single sub-editors’ department for both papers, but the result of their findings was that they claimed they would need more sub-editors, not fewer, to do the job that way. I was highly suspicious of these findings, because they smacked of job-protection, but they showed the resistance that existed to rationalisation moves.

A further cost-cutting move that was not suggested at the time, but which I later thought would have been most suitable for the Mercury, was the idea of outsourcing specific responsibilities, so reducing the need for so many people on permanent staff. This would have meant using freelance reporters and paying overtime for subbing while working off a smaller permanent staff. Overheads would undoubtedly have been reduced if this route had been thought of and followed at the time, while still enabling the newspaper to do its job. Staff facing retrenchment in the face of outsourcing would probably have been able to pick up the freelance work. The good ones could even have made more money for themselves than through permanent employment.

One further problem was that, unlike newspapers in the group outside Natal, the Mercury did not have a manager. Management was a joint operation for all newspapers in the stable, so that confidential strategies revealed by the Mercury editorial to management to advance its circulation or advertising potential were put in the hands of people who were also managing the Daily News. What made it more tricky was that several of the management staff still showed their old loyalties to the Daily News above the interests of the Mercury, and this certainly inhibited me from sharing ideas on our special initiatives within the way the two newspapers were being run.

But the drop in status of the Mercury, measured against the Paterson system that was being applied, and the looming difficulties going into the future with no profitable outlook in sight if the existing strategies were continued, were matters I felt we could not simply accept. We had to take it as a challenge to find another growth path, and that would have to be done jointly by Mercury editorial and management.

Rather than downsizing everything, and shrinking our horizons, I felt we should be looking for new areas of expansion. It was to prove a controversial choice, because management was extremely lukewarm about the project we decided on editorially, which became known as the Metro edition, an edition aimed specifically at black readers. Every single strategic planning conference of Natal Newspapers that I had attended had identified the need for the company to address what was a clear gap in the market that existed for an English-language newspaper tailored to black readers’ interests in Natal. But no move had been made to address this challenge. I felt the Mercury, shrinking in size as it was, was ready to tackle that challenge and open up a new future for the Natal Newspapers stable totally in keeping with political trends towards black empowerment.

Though we knew blacks in Natal were less literate and at ease with English than on the Reef, research had shown that there was a market in Natal for thousands of sales of newspapers to blacks wanting to read English, if they were given the right product.

My idea with the Metro edition was to give Natal Newspapers the chance to move into the black readership market instead of standing on the edge too nervous to dip its toes in the water. If the edition could be launched and given a secure base, using the advertisements garnered for the Mercury as its starting point, the edition could eventually be hived off as a separate publication for blacks. It was essentially a plan to allow the Mercury to be the training ground for the establishment of a newspaper addressing the black readership market.

Management had difficulties from the beginning with the idea, mainly because it did not regard black readers as part of the Mercury’s core market or target market. Management also said the Daily News might be a better paper to use for such a project.

I acknowledged the Metro edition was not consistent with the core market of the Mercury, but felt it could still be handled better as a special project in the hands of the Mercury than in the hands of the Daily News, because so much of the Metro edition’s potential market was outside the Durban metropolitan area. The Mercury had much more time to distribute the paper province-wide than did the Daily News, and also the paper would score from a longer sale time on the streets if it came out in the mornings rather than in the afternoons. That was one of the reasons why Sowetan was a morning paper rather an afternoon paper on the Reef.

With management unhappy at the Mercury’s readership “kite” increasingly overlapping that of the Daily News, it made sense for the Mercury to be seeking niche fringe markets outside that “kite” while the Daily News concentrated on its Durban metropolitan core.

A separate edition was necessary for the project, because white-interest news would have to be replaced with black-interest news where different readerships were targeted. This meant changing certain pages of the paper to give the necessary emphasis, while ensuring that the main thrust of the Mercury’s news was of general interest to all race groups.

Separate editions targeting different race groups were commonplace in South Africa in various newspaper groups, but were controversial because some people labelled them “apartheid editions”. The label was actually incorrect in that politics was not a factor with these editions. The reason for them was in seeking customer satisfaction. Blacks preferred to buy editions that had more news tailored to serve their special interests rather than general editions, while whites had the advantage of being the majority of the readership and therefore the core market of any general editions. The special interests for blacks were several, including a greater emphasis on soccer coverage at the expense of rugby coverage, and greater interest in the problems of public transport and the taxi industry, in the housing crisis, in educational upliftment, in trade union activities, and in the opening up of job opportunities in post-apartheid South Africa.

Blacks were, of course, always a part of mainstream newspapers’ news focus, especially with the struggle for equality and the eventual achievement for full democracy being central to news projection at that time. Blacks would obviously play the major part in leading the country in the future, and would naturally get the publicity that went with that status. The Mercury’s focus on decision-makers would not change even if the race of the decision-makers changed. The Metro edition would naturally retain a broad national focus, the same focus as for the main editions of the Mercury, but would add extra black interest at the expense of white-interest stories on certain pages.

With the abandonment of apartheid, I was informed by market researchers that the resistance in principle expressed by some people to separate editions aimed at different races was disappearing, and that black readers were being regarded commercially as just another specialist segment of the consumer market. The Metro edition was as little an apartheid edition as was Sowetan, City Press or Post. The marketing and research department at Natal Newspapers had concluded from its investigations in that field that – with apartheid truly on the way out and a new dispensation on the way in – the initiative would be seen as assisting in opening up opportunities for black skills and initiatives, not as trying to separate or confine them.

I was confident that the project could gain acceptance on its merits. It was clearly not driven by an apartheid attitude to people, but was an initiative in black awareness development and self-realisation, opening up new opportunities for black journalists, all done in close association with experienced white journalists and under strong Argus management. Besides giving extra jobs to blacks in this special edition, there was of course also an affirmative action programme to advance black journalists at all levels within the company, and the Mercury was already very much a part of that.

One of the great problems of launching a black-interest newspaper was the lack of advertising support for such a product. On the Reef, it had taken years to build a viable advertising base for the World (later Sowetan), but it had been achieved, and Sowetan had become viable as a meeting place for rising reader numbers with advertisers getting a response from that readership. Argus in those days had been willing to lose money for years on a project correctly identified as important, as having great potential and as being worth pursuing. The management of Natal Newspapers was willing to give the project a try, but there was little conviction or commitment to it in some quarters, and this was to become a problem.

I believed we had to start at the bottom, modestly, to see if we could make the breakthrough also in Natal – years behind what had been successfully accomplished on the Reef. We would not succeed in a year, but we would have won loyal readers, trained good black staff and conditioned advertisers to the potential of the market black readers offered.

It was an ambitious project that required some commitment from the company if it were to succeed at all, possibly over a couple of years. And it could, certainly for a time, get the Mercury out of its diminishing status into tackling something with a new horizon consistent with the needs of the new South Africa.

I visualised the edition starting as a Mercury special edition (under whatever name) and developing over a couple of years into, effectively, a separate black-focused newspaper serving the whole of KwaZulu Natal. 

The advantage the Argus company would have got out of using the Mercury as a vehicle for expanding into the black English-language readership area was that the Mercury was able to change the content of five key news pages a day. Advertising had already been booked on those pages for other editions. The pages thus paid for themselves. Perhaps additional advertisers seeking that special edition could also be garnered (if necessary, for those changed pages only). It was the cheapest way for a newspaper to enter a new market. It gave a platform of assured advertising for the edition before the company had to find extra advertising for that market niche.

To prevent even the cost of changing pages every day in a special edition from becoming an additional burden for the company, the Mercury streamlined its three existing editions down to two, so that the introduction of the Metro edition would simply put the number of editions back to three, where the Mercury had been already, replacing an existing edition without adding costs.

When management gave the go-ahead for the scheme, it allowed additional staff of only three (one of them a white news editor), and none of them could be permanent to start with.

Because I had previously engaged in staff-swopping with other newspapers in the group, to give promising staffers wider experience, I used my good relations with Aggrey Klaaste at Sowetan and Peter Sullivan at The Star to engineer a temporary swop of staff that would help me kick-start the planning and launch of the Metro edition. In this way we got a senior Star reporter, seconded to the Mercury as an editorial adviser, and a senior reporter from Sowetan to help with the planning and launch. Unable to make permanent appointments, we hired a number of freelancers for specialist newsgathering for the edition.

Leon Marshall was put virtually full-time onto planning the detail of the content of the edition, together with the black advisers seconded to us, and to negotiate deals for receiving special educational material and to think up special deals with the Black Taxi Association as well as developing close tie-ups with the soccer bosses, and to think up competitions with sponsors.

I myself went to Johannesburg with a senior advertising executive, Neville Canty, to try to interest the major advertising agencies in giving the new edition some advertising business that would help it establish itself in the market. This was less successful than I had hoped, for two reasons. The first was the off-hand attitude of the Johannesburg ad agencies towards us, some not even remembering the appointments we had made to see them.

Secondly, I realised very quickly that the ad agencies did not get involved in any idealistic bonding with good projects that might require time to reap fruits. They wanted immediate returns. They did not want a project of this sort to start modestly, with a small circulation. They needed it to start with a bang, with a large circulation, so they could tell their advertisers how many extra readers they were reaching.

This caused a major headache for the Mercury. I knew we could not expect to jump circulation up by 25 000 or 30 000 in a flash, even if this was the circulation potential of the new edition (as identified by the research department). I believed we might start with an immediate channelling of existing black readers from the general editions into the Metro edition, which was not initially a circulation gain so much as a re-distribution of readers between editions. It would also be a branding identification by readers. This would then be followed quite quickly by a modest rise in circulation, which would be enhanced by the exciting political times we were living through, climaxing in the first fully democratic general elections in April 1994, just a few months after the launch of the Metro edition. If we could get a regular circulation gain of some 5 000 or 6 000 to start with, I would have been happy, although it would take additional effort after the election was over to sustain the gains before moving onwards and upwards again.

But the sales and marketing division, which had initially been unenthusiastic about the project, took note of the advertising agencies’ desire for a big bang effect with the new edition, and suddenly wanted to launch the Metro edition in style. They talked of putting up the print order for the Mercury by 30 000 a day for the first week to satisfy demand. I told them this was madness. Costs would go through the roof, and our percentage returns would be ridiculously high. The advertising department had not gained assured additional advertising for the new edition before its launch and had not had any firm commitments from the ad agencies in Johannesburg. Black readers would not respond to the new edition in a flash. We had to prove ourselves.

A large-circulation launch for the edition was made the more certain of failure by the fact that the circulation department was anything but enthusiastic about blanket distribution into the black townships, many of which were affected by tensions and political rivalries between the ANC and IFP. The department seemed inadequately experienced in distribution requirements in the townships, and not at all eager to learn.

When it came to the launch, editorial managed to persuade management to cut their specially raised  print order by more than half, but they still went ahead with a print order of 13 000 – very far above editorial expectations. Unfortunately, editorial’s gut feeling proved pretty accurate, and the daily high percentage of returns soon made the management disillusioned by the whole project. They wanted instant success, or they weren’t interested.

Even though we were disappointed at having to battle against that attitude, editorial started to become really encouraged by what we were achieving with the black readership. The Mercury Metro very quickly became the edition black readers focused on, and election fever saw the edition grow rapidly. Though it reached sales of about 7 000, the overall gain to the Mercury’s circulation was about 5 000, because other editions lost some readers as the Metro gained.

Nevertheless, a gain of 5 000 sales a day put the Mercury’s circulation above 65 000, the highest average sales the paper had had in all the time I was on the paper and for a considerable time before that.

Particularly heartening was the excited impact our greatly expanded soccer coverage had on soccer fans. Suddenly the Mercury had celebrity status among the soccer clubs and the national soccer establishment. I remember well being invited to a soccer breakfast addressed by Ashwin Trickamjee, then the president of the South African Football Association, in which he waxed eloquent about how the Mercury was giving the best soccer coverage of any paper in the country.

We made an impression also with our educational coverage, winning praise from educationists for the  study aids we published for matric students, and for creating a greater awareness of the huge challenges that had to be faced in the education field. I do not think this heightened interest converted into appreciable circulation gains, but we were getting on the same mental wavelength of the readers we were trying to reach. They were finding things to read in the Mercury that interested them directly, whereas they had previously perceived the Mercury to be a newspaper serving predominantly white interests.

We made the same impact with the Black Taxi Association, which was suffering from a very bad public image and was eager to be better understood in the problems it was facing and the ways in which it sought to address its difficulties in conjunction with the city police, who were firm but sympathetic. We also played a part in getting a sponsorship for a road safety competition aimed at improving the driving of the heavily maligned black taxi drivers.

All these things we saw in editorial terms as extremely constructive ground-breaking work for a newspaper that for too long had been stuck in the static white readership market. It was also pioneering work that could have stood up well in post-apartheid South Africa. What was needed next was the donkey-work of building reliable circulation outlets, cultivating hesitant advertisers into reinforcing the breakthrough we were making, and then seeking to expand our editorial effort still further.

Unfortunately we were denied this. After the wave of excitement of the general elections, circulations on all papers fell back from their highs, and the Metro edition was no exception. The gain we had made was halved. And with that came the further disenchantment of the management, advertising and circulation departments with the project. They were not willing to sustain the effort, even though we constantly drew attention to the complaints we were receiving from would-be readers who were unable to buy the Metro edition because of distribution failures.

After the initial few weeks of good growth, the circulation of the Metro edition slowly declined, and it was clear no effort was being made by the circulation and advertising departments. The project was being choked by non-co-operation. One problem came from the circulation department’s established routine of taking the morning editions off the streets mid-morning, as soon as the afternoon editions of the Daily News came off the presses. Thus the Mercury Metro was withdrawn from street sales, along with other Mercury editions, from mid-morning of the day of publication when it should have been on sale all day. I am sure the Metro edition lost many sales from this decision by the circulation department.

Many black readers, as Jimmy McMillan had pointed out to me, were not allowed to read the paper at their work, so would read it only after work, while others did get the chance to read in the mornings or in their lunch breaks. Therefore an all-day sales strategy should have been followed to maximise the Metro edition’s circulation.

The problems of the Metro edition were compounded further by the Sunday Times complaining at the use of the title Metro, saying it was the name of their regional edition, over which they claimed copyright.

I had no strong feelings about the use of the word Metro, and would gladly have adopted another name that would be distinctive. I personally favoured the name Mercury Mirror (which could initially have been projected as the MERCURY Mirror, and then as the Mercury MIRROR, and finally as the MIRROR when breaking away as a separate newspaper. But it could as easily have been called something as mundane as the All-Day Edition (if only the circulation department would sell it all day). It could even have been called the Red Band edition, because it was distinguished from other editions by having red-background news flags across the top of the page, while the city edition had news flags in blue and the country edition had them in green (a deliberate colour-coding).

The research department and Marshall, however, were keen on a Zulu name for the edition. This I agreed to only if the name selected was in common usage in English – because the paper was being produced in English and should not give the wrong impression that it was a Zulu paper. This small issue troubled them more than it troubled me. They wanted a Zulu name, but could not produce one to my criterion. I would have thought the Umgeni edition, or the Assegai edition could have sufficed, but they wanted the Ubuntu edition among other names I rejected.

It was a trivial question as far as I was concerned, but not to them. I pointed out that the World, Drum, Sowetan and City Press had all served black readerships in English without resorting to a name from black languages, which were used by newspapers publishing in the vernacular.

While this issue remained unresolved, the whole trend of the debate around the Metro edition was radically altered with the first assertion of changed control in the company after the purchase of Argus by Tony O’Reilly’s Independent newspapers group of Ireland.

The Metro edition had been launched just about the time that JCI, the controlling shareholders of Argus, had sold out to O’Reilly. In due course, presentations had to be made by each of the editors to Tony O’Reilly and his directors on what the papers were doing and trying to do.

One shrewd questioner from this Independent Newspapers team pointed out that both the country edition and the Metro edition of the Mercury did not seem to meet the target market the Mercury was otherwise aiming at, and this seemed to be an inconsistency.

I readily agreed with the questioner, and pointed out how the Mercury had been driven into seeking fringe markets to find growth. I spelt out the potential of the Metro edition as a niche project that could lead to a new newspaper for blacks in Natal.

Later, under the advice of a newspaper consultant from Australia named Chris Tippler, all the newspapers in the former Argus group were forced into separate niche slots in the overall newspaper market, and it was decided that the Mercury’s Metro project would not stay with the Mercury. Instead, the Mercury would concentrate on its upmarket readership, and the company would launch a separate initiative to address the black readership. 

With that, the Metro edition was killed off late in 1994, after having run for little more than six months. If it had been replaced with what Tippler had recommended – a separate newspaper directly addressing the English-reading black newspaper market in KwaZulu Natal, this would have made sense. But, as time went by, it became clear the Metro edition had been killed with nothing coming in its place. There was talk for a time of expanding Sowetan into a national title with a special KwaZulu Natal edition, and it even set up an office and increased its Durban staff for this purpose. But Natal Newspapers and Sowetan could not reach agreement on a printing contract, and the Sowetan push into KwaZulu Natal did not take root. Later, Independent Newspapers broke all ownership ties with Sowetan and their plans went different ways.

The Metro project was a risky but ambitious one, launched not only to help Natal Newspapers adapt to the changing political climate but also to give the Mercury a challenge at a time when it needed to compensate for the loss of its Saturday edition. By dropping the project after valuable contacts had already been made, I felt the company had let its black readership down very badly and increased the problems of status for the Mercury as a title.

It placed too low a priority on growth of black readership in Independent’s plans. Tippler himself, in recommending a separate newspaper in English for blacks, did not make it a priority, because he knew O’Reilly’s purpose in buying the Argus company was to push up its profits dramatically. Investment in readership growth that would cost time and money was a side issue, not part of the plan in taking over the Argus newspaper chain.

So the Metro edition foundered without real attention being given to a pressing problem in the South African press, the development of black readership.

Chapter 23: Fourth Wave

While the whole saga of the Metro edition was unfolding, and for some time before, Argus had been addressing the complicated question of a further modernisation of its production systems, specifically of its electronic editing systems, but later to be followed by a similar upgrading of its advertising capture and publishing systems.

The change was from editing on computer systems, which had been introduced in the late 1970s and early 1980s, to doing the whole process on computer up to the start of the printing presses  – including full pagination of the text and pictures. This was an exciting, but daunting, prospect.

Featherstone had called a conference of senior executives from around the country and from all affected departments to consider what route to follow. The company’s technical experts had been sent overseas to study what was available, and there was a feeling of urgency in deliberations, caused by the fact that existing electronic editing systems were already beginning to fail. And were running out of spare parts to keep them going. In computer terms they were virtually obsolete.

The difficulty with the project was that, internationally, we were dealing with brand-new technology that was still in the process of development and refinement. There was no developed and perfect system available. Everything available was insufficiently tested, and certainly not tuned to our particular needs. Some brave newspapers in Britain, America and the Continent had bought initial versions, and some even spoke proudly of them as successes. Argus made something of a nuisance of itself by repeatedly sending teams of people to these newspapers to see for themselves, straining hospitality in some cases to the limit.

When the research had been done to the extent possible, a report-back was made to the executives’ conference at Mount Grace, a conference venue in the Magaliesberg. After some ragged debate, it was decided that the systems were so expensive – estimates of R60-million were thrown about – that a guinea-pig operation would have to be attempted. If the guinea-pig operation turned out a success, then the system would be expanded steadily around the group.

The guinea-pig chosen for the project was the Pretoria News, a small-circulation afternoon paper with high pagination, operating on a small staff. It was considered better to hold the experiment there than in the more complicated environments of the four-newspaper (soon to be five) stable at Natal Newspapers or the three-newspaper stable at The Star.

The Pretoria News, edited by Deon du Plessis, snapped up the chance, an exciting challenge to be involved in. Interestingly, the Pretoria News had been the last of the Argus papers to convert to electronic editing in the early 1980s,having to wait its turn behind the bigger papers. Now, a decade later, its role was reversed. It was to be the pioneer.

The recommended system was Mediasistemen, developed by a small Dutch firm that was hard-pressed to keep up with orders for its computer system. At the same time it was developing its system further. In spite of the pressure on this small firm, it seemed willing and able to tackle the Pretoria News job and to come and supervise its installation. Pretoria News staff were sent to Holland for several weeks to familiarise themselves fully with the system.

Even with these precautions, the Pretoria News had difficulties. At subsequent executives’ conferences, Deon du Plessis enthused about the system and its efficiencies compared with the old system, but had to admit that problems had been experienced, that installation had taken months longer than originally thought, and that costs had risen above expectations.

While Pretoria News was battling with the introduction of the Mediasistemen electronic editing system, other parts of the company battled on with their old systems, and got involved in considerations of improved newspaper design.

Argus had turned to the Poynter Institute in Florida, USA, for advice from their ace newspaper designer, Mario Garcia, who was then brought out to South Africa to make suggestions about the company’s papers.

The Daily News under Mostert van Schoor immediately embraced Garcia’s ideas and sent a senior sub-editor, John Waters, to Florida for intensive training so he could specialise in design. Waters learnt his design skills on the AppleMac computer system, and came back to Natal singing the praises of AppleMac.

This swung van Schoor and Booth behind the idea of looking further than Mediasistemen at other news systems that were developing, instead of taking our turn with Mediasistemen when the test period had been completed at Pretoria News. Van Schoor also visited London about that time and was impressed by what was going on at the Daily Mirror with AppleMac systems, apparently without serious problems.

My reaction to Garcia had been less enthusiastic than van Schoor’s, although the Mercury team that went to his demonstration liked several of his ideas. We did not want him to take over the Mercury and do a total re-design, but felt we would prefer to control changes ourselves and pick and choose what we wanted. In addition, I had been to Rotterdam to see a Mediasistemen system working on a newspaper there, with the staff being very happy with the product. I also visited the Daily Telegraph at London’s Canary Wharf, and found them very happy with an Atex system upgrade they had installed.

To me, the questions of design and the computer systems on which they were operated, were much more open questions than Booth and van Schoor saw them as.

But personal preferences of non-technical journalists and managing directors were hardly the way to decide the question of the most suitable electronic editing system.

The Star sent its team of technical experts abroad to check on new developments, but Natal Newspapers insisted on sending its own team. This caused a tense and emotional stand-off between two of the main divisions of the company, Natal Newspapers and The Star. They became rivals.

And at Natal Newspapers, there was also a build-up of tensions. In considering who to send on the investigating team, it was decided that two editorial representatives would go along with the technical experts to provide editorial input. Van Schoor proposed two people from his staff, whereas I argued that, as the system would affect morning and afternoon newspapers differently, and would be introduced on one paper before the other, one of the two editorial representatives should be from the Mercury, instead of both coming from the Daily News.

The stalemate was resolved by Booth deciding two representatives from the Daily News would go, and the Mercury would not be represented at all. I was angered by this, especially as it confirmed my overall experience at Natal Newspapers that the Daily News would be favoured wherever there was a clash.

Van Schoor expressed regret to me that a showdown had been necessary, and assured me there was nothing personal in the confrontation. I accepted that assurance readily enough, because I had no doubt it was true. He was doing the best he could for his staff, but it did not alter the fact that the Mercury had been spurned.

 I indicated to Booth, to his fury, that, if the Mercury was to be excluded from input into the decision of which system to adopt, I did not feel any loyalty to any recommendation Natal Newspaper might make. I could even side with The Star against Natal Newspapers if I was not convinced Natal Newspapers had the best answer.

Booth took this as an act of disloyalty, a damning crime in his eyes. He was so proud of Natal Newspapers. But I saw his decision as a betrayal too and was extremely disappointed with it, especially as one of the two Daily News editorial representatives was already an AppleMac convert, was not a technical computer expert, and was not going on the investigating expedition with an open mind.

The problem grew into a full-scale company dispute when the Star’s and the Natal Newspapers’ investigating teams came back from their exploratory tours with opposing recommendations. The Star was happy with Mediasistemen. Natal Newspapers’ team said Mediasistemen was a half-baked Fourth Wave system (a three-and-a-half wave system) and recommended AppleMac instead.

The argument did not ever come down to a vote at an executives’ conference. Instead the matter was argued  back and forth between the newspapers’ technical teams, with the Argus in Cape Town chipping in with its opinions. Further trips abroad took place. Eventually head office took the decision, seeing no consensus could be reached, and plumped for AppleMac.

At Natal Newspapers, Natal on Saturday (which used the Mercury’s old Atex system) was chosen as the first newspaper in Durban to switch to AppleMac, with the Mercury being trained to follow immediately.

After the tiff there had been about representation on the investigation team, this amounted to rubbing salt into the Mercury’s wounds by making its Atex system the first to be junked in favour of AppleMac, with Daily News staff in charge of the changes. My view, however, was that the decision had been taken and that it made sense for the morning paper to be first, because if anything went wrong while getting the system up and running, the technical crews at least had the night ahead to try to rectify any breakdowns, and they would still be able to get a paper out when it was needed.

By the time the system was introduced onto the Daily News, it had to be assured of working reliably, because there would be no time to fix breakdowns without losing a day’s edition on the streets.

In addition to this powerful argument, the practical situation at the Mercury also suggested the paper needed urgent relief from its failing Atex system. Both the Daily News and the Mercury were labouring under failing systems – the Mercury with Atex and the Daily News with CSI – and the company was having to cannibalise old computers to keep the dwindling number of working machines going. No extra spare parts were available from suppliers.

The Mercury’s Atex system had been the first introduced in South Africa in the 1970s, long before Argus’s conversion to computer editing. When Argus eventually decided to convert to computer editing, individual papers were allowed to choose their own system, resulting in The Star and the Daily News taking CSI while Argus and Pretoria News chose Atex. This had caused the group many headaches over the years, yet here we were heading for another split. The Pretoria News would be on Mediasistemen, and the rest of the group on AppleMac.

What strongly supported the case for the Mercury to be converted to AppleMac as soon as possible was that its Atex system actually failed completely one night, for so long that the technicians could give no assurance that the system would be up and running in time to bring out the night’s edition. I received an emergency call from Mercury chief sub Jon Knight telling me the system had broken down and we would not be able to produce a paper.

I immediately phoned Mossie van Schoor to ask him the favour that he call in his sub-editing staff to produce Mercury pages on the Daily News’s CSI system so we could get the paper on the streets. He did this without hesitation, and I was very grateful for the fine spirit and promptness with which he and his staff came to the Mercury’s rescue.

Three or four members of the Daily News sub-editing staff, who had worked all the previous day and were going back to work at the crack of dawn the next day, came immediately (although it was well past 9pm) – without the slightest delay – to help the Mercury through its crisis.

I stood their team to a couple of drinks after the crisis was all over, and later also sent them a small token monetary reward for their efforts – token perhaps, but in heartfelt appreciation. They, of course, also got overtime pay, which the Mercury paid very willingly.

After that dire experience, it was not surprising the Mercury was chosen with Natal on Saturday to get off the Atex system as quickly as possible onto the AppleMac fourth Wave system.

It was into this minefield of argument, mutual suspicion, and practical crisis that Tony O’Reilly’s Independent Newspapers group of Ireland walked on buying a controlling interest in Argus from JCI.

Chapter 24: Independent Newspapers takes control

It was early in 1994 that Tony O’Reilly’s Independent Newspapers of Ireland bought JCI’s 34% interest in Argus Newspapers, giving it effective control of Argus Newspapers. The price was R125-million, which was regarded in financial circles as a virtual gift, far below the value of its assets. This control was later reinforced when Independent made a general offer, which pushed its shareholding close to 60%. It later bought out minorities entirely and delisted the company from the stock exchange.

The change of control also involved untangling most of the cross-holdings of ownership between Argus and TML. Thus TML was paid a sum of R61-million in compensation for losing the 30% stake in Natal Newspapers it had acquired from Robinson, for losing its near-half stake in Pretoria News and for relinquishing ownership of the Cape Times to Argus.

A change of control was not a total surprise, but the news of the take-over was a sensation nonetheless, because of the personality involved in purchasing the company, because the low price suggested it was a deal forced by circumstances, and because many had thought Argus more valuable to JCI than TML and that TML would be the one to be sold.

As the process of democratisation in South Africa advanced in the 1990s, after the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the liberation movements, pressures for press reform were also being felt. It was well known that JCI (and Anglo American behind it) was sensitive to allegations of monopoly and was looking for a solution. The difficulty was thought to be in finding a suitable buyer who would preserve the image of liberal independence that both groups had maintained. There seemed few inside the country who could afford the purchase and who had the right credentials to provide confidence in a free press after such a take-over.

In mid-1992, I was sent by Doug Band and John  Featherstone, respectively chairman and chief executive of Argus Newspapers, to attend congresses in Budapest and Prague of two international press organisations – respectively IPI and Fiej.

The purpose was to find international friends in the press who might come to the company’s defence, and kick up an international fuss, if any government action were taken against the company or the press in South Africa. But on top of that, it was to monitor attitudes to South Africa and to the South African press at these congresses.

Of particular significance to the South African press, I found, was Mandela’s speech in Prague to Fiej. In fact, it became the most important moment of my visit, because he chose there to take the offensive against white-controlled and white-edited newspapers in South Africa, pointing out that their background was so far removed from the experience of the majority of South Africans that they could not be representative.

We knew from that moment that the political pressure on the mainstream newspaper companies was going to be a feature of the future. Resulting from the report-back from my visit, the company sent Peter Sullivan (then an assistant manager at The Star, later its editor) to interview billionaire George Soros to request financial assistance in setting up a body to help diversify ownership of the press in South Africa. Argus was itself putting money into the project, but felt it needed more financial backing.

Soros at first turned down the approach flat, but was intrigued when Sullivan started leaving without arguing further. To Sullivan’s surprise, Soros then listened more closely to Argus’s reasons and offered R5-million to the fund. He had at first turned down a request for no more than R500 000.

That was one level at which Argus tried to address the question of the over-concentration of control of the press in South Africa. But it was not enough on its own. JCI continued to look for a suitable buyer for one of its newspaper companies, Argus and TML. From the outside, it was certainly not clear which of the two JCI controlled companies JCI wished to sell and which to keep, but Argus employees thought Argus would stay with JCI, because it was the bigger and financially more profitable group.

It was with some surprise therefore that the news broke of Tony O’Reilly’s purchase of control of Argus. It also caused a wave of speculation about what the change of ownership would mean for management and for editorial. Rumours abounded of O’Reilly’s style, his charm, his ruthless management methods, his considerable talents as a public speaker, and his considerable wealth. He was well known to South Africans as a sensationally fast rugby wing, who had toured South Africa with the British Lions rugby side in 1955,when he was only 19 years old. His love of South Africa sprang from that time and must have played a part in his decision to buy into a South African newspaper group even before the 1994 democratic elections had been held and while many people were extremely uncertain that the democratic process would be successfully completed.

O’Reilly’s investment was an act of faith that made a good impression on South Africans both from the old government and from the incoming ANC government. O’Reilly was reputed to have invited Nelson Mandela for an island holiday with him to gain his approval of the deal. While his hospitality to Mandela may have had some influence in clearing the way for the deal, it also left O’Reilly with the reputation of being indebted to Mandela politically. The Independent Newspapers group has suffered from allegations of being politically correct and in the pocket of ANC ever since.

First signs within the company of changed ownership came with a series of visits by O’Reilly himself, by his board members, by his family of six children and his very-rich-in-her-own-right, racehorse-owning second wife, Chrissie, as well as by a group of Irish investment analysts and bankers to see for themselves what sort of company he had bought.

O’Reilly did things in style – lavish cocktail parties culminating in the magic of O’Reilly speeches. It was a wonderful formula for projecting himself and creating a hype around the company into the greater South African community. But behind the razzmatazz, he also demanded presentations from spokesmen for each of the newspapers to help in a detailed assessment of what they had bought and what they would do with it.

The visits took place while the change of control was still going through its required processes, and it was only in the second half of 1994 that the new board was set up. There had been great speculation over who would lead the company, but Featherstone retained his position as chief executive, and all managers and editors retained their positions to start with. The board, however, was put under an Irish chairman, Liam Healy, with half the new board’s members being Irish.

The first sign of real change came when O’Reilly commissioned an Australian newspaper consultant, Chris Tippler, to conduct in-depth research into the running of the company, its practices, attitudes and policies. Tippler arrived with a number-crunching assistant. While he conducted interviews with all the managers and editors around the group, his assistant analysed the accounts of the various branches of the company.

Although I had by chance been virtually the first in the company to meet Tippler and converse with him, in that I was positioned opposite him at a company farewell dinner to the outgoing owners, I was the last at Natal Newspapers to be interviewed. This was probably because the Mercury’s offices were on the far side of the building from management, so he reached me last as he worked his way through the building.

By the time he reached me, it was clear he had already gained some quite firm perceptions. I had liked him in informal conversation at the dinner, and did not in subsequent meetings have any cause to change my view of him. I was to find out – as others in the company did – that he was totally irreverent, extremely self-confident, and not in the least afraid to say the most outrageous and undiplomatic things.

He soon acquired the nickname Rottweiler, among Argus employees and executives, because of his ability to savage people without provocation, without warning and without batting an eyelid.

His opening questions to me were in something of this style. He said his previous interviews in the building had left him with the impression that I was a troublesome editor. Could I account for that?

I was unprepared for that sort of question, so replied only that I thought that if I indeed had that reputation – and that I was unaware I had such a reputation – then it probably sprang from my promoting the Metro edition project in the face of reluctance and even lack of co-operation from some other departments. I pointed out that I had launched the project to put the Mercury back on a growth track and specifically because the company’s strategic planning sessions had repeatedly identified the black English-reading public as a gap in the market that needed urgently to be addressed. It had seemed strange to me that, while taking such decisions at strategic planning sessions, no one seemed willing to take the risks that went with doing something about it. Seeing the Mercury was forced by the company to seek growth only in the fringe niche markets that did not interfere with the Daily News, I had been willing to tackle the project at the Mercury and give it our best shot.

He put to me various ideas he said he had heard raised in conversations with others in the company. Among these was the idea of publisher being appointed in charge of each branch, in control of both management and editorial. I said I opposed such an idea. The existing system was better, because it left editors in charge of policy and content, and managers in charge of business.

He asked me whether I thought the launch of new products would be good for the company, notably a national upmarket newspaper, a national tabloid, a national finance newspaper, a national Sunday magazine, a national newspaper for blacks, and a Fridays-and-Mondays sports newspaper.

I said I thought all of them could have potential, but the newspaper market was already crowded and there might be some difficulty in raising enough advertising for all these additional products unless some fell away.

He asked me to outline my strategies and policies for the Mercury, which I did briefly, stressing my liberal political stance and my belief that the Mercury belonged in the upmarket sphere for its main readership. I said compromises with this market position had had to be made to address niche readerships – for example, the country edition and the Metro edition.

Tippler and his assistant then retired to Australia to analyse all the information they had acquired on their visit, and to come back later with recommendations. He left the company rife with speculation. A phrase he often used, which was remembered with trepidation, was: “Pain is good.” Mostert van Schoor said he had mentioned to Tippler that he had found it strange that Tippler was able to speak about definite plans for the company when he was commissioned only as a consultant. Tippler had replied: “Because Tony O’Reilly accepts what I recommend.” So the company then knew that Tippler’s word was virtual law, and waited anxiously to find out what his word would be.

It was the last day of August 1994 that I got my first inkling of what was to come. I was called to Booth’s office to meet Featherstone. In Booth’s presence, Featherstone handed me a statement, which he said he was keen to release that day. Would I read it carefully and let him know what I thought.

This statement was the announcement of an hierarchical structure for Natal Newspapers, under which Mostert van Schoor became editor-in-chief, reporting to Ed Booth as managing director, and with all editors in the Natal Newspapers stable reporting to van Schoor.

We had had no advance briefing or discussion about the planned new structure, which presumably Tippler had recommended, and were virtually asked to agree to a fait accompli. Deliberately, there was no time given for consultation between colleagues. It was a style rather typical of Featherstone, but not one I thought wise. It was probably thought necessary to cut off any incipient organised resistance to the plan, brutal but effective, yet strangely lacking in respect for senior editorial executives. As the plan later showed itself in other parts of the company, it was evident that there was the same lack of respect for editorial executives.

When I got over my shock and astonishment, I indicated my unhappiness with the structure. I had been appointed in 1990 to a position answerable only to the chairman of Argus Newspapers. Now suddenly I was to operate under an editor-in-chief, who himself was answerable to the managing director of Natal Newspapers. Top editorial positions were now answerable to management, where they had previously been co-equal with management. There was a definite downgrading of status involved, and of editorial authority in general. Editors, however, were still to be appointed by the board, so could presumably not be fired by the managing director. They would also remain in sole control of the content of their newspapers. 

I told Featherstone I regarded the structure as giving the impression that I was being demoted, and suggested that if the company wanted to go ahead with the structure anyway, that at least they should change van Schoor’s title to publisher, or perhaps Booth’s title to publisher with van Schoor as his deputy. This would look less like a demotion for me and other editors. I did not think I deserved to be demoted.

He rejected this, saying the statement was part of a larger structure for the whole company, so a change could not be made. My salary and privileges would remain unaffected by the change. His stance confirmed to me that I was being presented with a take-it-or-leave it statement. It was not subject to alteration.

Featherstone then wanted to know whether I accepted the changed structure as set out in the statement, again stressing he wanted to issue it that day. I told him I disagreed with it, but if that was what the company wanted to do, then I accepted it, because I was not yet ready to retire. I had respect for van Schoor as a person and as a journalist, so did not foresee any problem in working with him. Featherstone seemed relieved that I had avoided a situation where outright rejection of the company’s plan would have meant his having to force my resignation or remove me from my position as editor.

What happened to Natal Newspapers was part of an overall Tippler plan for the whole company, which began to emerge bit by bit as meetings – of the sort I had had with Featherstone – were completed and announcements made.

What Tippler had recommended was the regionalisation of the company into three cones of command – Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, and virtually demolishing head office as the centre of command.

After dealing with KwaZulu Natal, Featherstone and the Irish went on to establish a new structure for Cape Newspapers only slightly different from that decided for Durban. In Cape Town there would be no editor-in-chief. I heard that the editors of The Argus and the Cape Times had objected to reporting to Rory Wilson a managing director, but I never heard whether they were forced to do so.

The reason why an editor-in-chief had been appointed for Durban but not in Cape Town, I surmised (and I think correctly), was because Ed Booth was not a man who had any feeling for the professional concerns of journalists. He was an accountant and a manager, and was actually rather out of touch with news and uncomfortable with politics, the arts or other matters of major public debate. His interests were his work, investment strategies, his church, photography and scuba diving. Van Schoor, an experienced journalist and editor, was appointed to handle the journalist issues of Natal Newspapers and to give insight into public issues, to fill the gap in Booth’s array of talents. In Cape Town, Rory Wilson was an ex-journalist and a man of wide cultural interests and with a keen awareness of public issues.

The big explosion came a few months later when the company came to sort out the situation for Johannesburg, Pretoria and Kimberley. There, it dropped the bombshell of appointing Pretoria News editor Deon du Plessis as managing director of what became Gauteng Newspapers, over the heads of The Star’s general manager, Graeme King, and of The Star’s editor-in-chief, Richard Steyn. Du Plessis had been a junior editor in the company, in the sense that he was the last of the then editors appointed to his post, whereas Steyn – with 20 years experience as an editor - was the most senior editor in the company, heading the company’s flagship newspaper and headhunted for the position from outside the group five years before. Now he was being asked to report to du Plessis. He resigned, not citing his unwillingness to serve under Du Plessis, but his dissatisfaction with the way editorial independence had been damaged. The grounds of his resignation were valid, but it was generally felt in the company that he also could not stomach being put under du Plessis.

Du Plessis’s sudden promotion to a top managerial position was greeted with stunned amazement. Everyone knew him as a man of unbridled ambition, an exhibitionist and a man with an irrepressible, swashbuckling style about him. He was married to a very competent businesswoman, but his knowledge of money matters was seriously questioned. His colleagues used to joke that his wife trusted him so little with money that she ran the family budget and even du Plessis’s personal spending. He had no arithmetical or mathematical skills, but was bright and aggressive as an editor, fully bilingual in English and Afrikaans, and well connected through being the son of a former principal of Wits University. He had an impressive range of experience, having worked on The Star, for Argus Africa News Service during the Rhodesian bush war and the civil wars in Angola and Mozambique, for the Sunday Tribune as assistant editor (later deputy editor), for Pretoria News as assistant editor, for The Argus as its deputy-editor, and for Sowetan as managing editor before being appointed editor of the Pretoria News. He was an enterprising editor, and had handled the challenge of the Fourth Wave conversion experiment well. But did this make him a manager? Many thought not, and not too many years down the line, the owners also decided they had made a mistake.

When the company got over the shock, the grapevine explanation for the appointment was that du Plessis was the same larger-than-life sort of person that O’Reilly himself was, and that he was O’Reilly’s – not Featherstone’s – personal choice for the position.

Some said du Plessis had clinched the job when he and three other Argus editors were invited to O’Reilly’s Castle Martin in Ireland on a familiarisation tour. It was said du Plessis was the only one of the four editors who stayed the pace with O’Reilly till dawn. Whether these grapevine stories had any truth or not is not particularly relevant. They were believed and helped form a perception of who these new owners of the company were and what their style was. They were shaking the traditions of the company to the core.

The resignation of Steyn as editor of The Star resulted in the appointment of Peter Sullivan as his replacement, itself a controversial appointment, because Sullivan came straight out of management into the job, although he was really an editorial man who had only been seconded to management for three years.

A good mixer and a wonderful raconteur, Sullivan did not have a hands-on style, preferring to be out and about meeting people and seeing interesting places. He did, however, have important political credentials. After a difficult start, his editorship settled down well, but there was said to be continuous friction between him and du Plessis.

The effect of the Tippler restructuring had several effects. First, it raised the independence of each of the branches by giving them added authority to run their own affairs, but it also increased the tension felt because of the high profit demands the company made on them. Job security was shaken by what had happened to head office staff and particularly to editorial staff on The Star. The position of editors had suffered a grievous setback, and nothing since has led to their regaining their past status. Editors have been moved with disconcerting frequency, giving them no feeling of tenure or status in their communities.

Independent Newspapers in South Africa became a management-driven group in which profit considerations became considerably more important than news coverage and influence.

But Tippler’s shake-up generated a number of new opportunities as well, with national business coverage becoming a feature, personal finance information gaining a rapidly expanding readership, and a serious Sunday newspaper given a foothold. Talk of a national newspaper for blacks came to nought, and it was apparent that Tippler had seen little profit potential in this field. This led later to the company having to accommodate political transformation and affirmative action through its white-led newspapers, forcing blacks into top positions above more experienced colleagues and in the face market forces governing readership and the generation of advertising.

Chapter 25: “Re-launching” the Mercury

The establishment of a new command structure at Natal Newspapers had some initial small ripple effects, but these were nothing compared with what was to follow.

The first editorial task was to accommodate relationships following the appointment of van Schoor as editor-in-chief. It was a job van Schoor was said to have wanted for some time, even from before coming to Natal, but it was a job singularly lacking in content.

The editors of the five newspapers in the stable retained control of their newspapers, so that van Schoor’s role became a co-ordinating one. He also discussed editorial matters with Booth privately, and was present when editors reported monthly to him and Booth on affairs at their newspapers. Editors retained their position in the Natal Newspapers management committee. The editorial board for Natal on Saturday fell away with the introduction of the new structure.

Big changes, however, loomed for the Mercury a few weeks later when O’Reilly’s Australian consultant Chris Tippler made a return visit to South Africa, during which he ran detailed planning sessions with teams from each of the newspapers to orchestrate the establishment of the structures and market positions he had recommended for each paper.

From this exercise, several major changes were planned. First, a new accounting system was introduced. Natal Newspapers had to report weekly to Ireland on its trading figures, instead of the monthly checks Argus head office had previously conducted. Accounting was to be broken down departmentally, with each department responsible for meeting its own budget. This also meant, of course, that editorial now had to account for all editorial expenditure and for working within the straitjacket of a very tight budget. On top of that, each department was given an indication of how its expenditure should relate percentage-wise to overall expenditure. Targets were set departmentally.

Editorial expenditure, Tippler calculated, was running on the Mercury at just on 20% of overall expenditure on the paper, but the target set by Tippler’s formula was that editorial expenditure should not exceed 15%. This meant a drastic cut in costs.

When it came to the Mercury’s turn for a strategic planning session with Tippler, he asked for reports from editorial and management. I gave the editorial report without incident, and was followed by management giving a run down of the Mercury’s budget and balance-sheet.

In typical Tippler style, Tippler took this budget and asked the presenter to identify the bottom line profit/loss target for the year. It showed the Mercury was budgeting for a loss of R2-million in the coming year. “We are a private enterprise concern. We are in business to make a profit. So what management in its right mind budgets – budgets, mind you – for a loss of R2-million?” he asked. There was stunned silence.

It is perhaps worth inserting at this point, while dealing with the record of losses at the Mercury, that the paper had been in trouble for years. To quantify these troubles, I dug up figures which showed the following picture:

The percentage of profit to revenue in the last years of Robinson control looked like this: 1980 - a PROFIT of R116 000 (0,9%); 1981 – a PROFIT of R289 000 (2,1%); 1982 – a LOSS of R133 000 (-0,9%); 1983 – a PROFIT of R609 000 (3,3%); and 1984 – a LOSS of R163 000 (-0,8%). These figures tended to show a newspaper of marginal profitability, reinforcing Robinson’s belief that it was in its financial interests to proceed with the merger deal with Argus.

Under Natal Newspapers, however, the Mercury balance-sheet looked infinitely worse, in spite of the fact that overall profits for the partners in the merger shot up dramatically. This also seemed to confirm the cause of the friction that developed between Robinson and Argus over how Natal Newspapers was being run, with the Mercury being used by Argus while itself being run down.

Natal Newspapers figures for the Mercury after the merger showed the following position: 1986 – a LOSS of R986 000; 1987 - a LOSS of R210 281; 1988 – a PROFIT of R326 821; 1989 – a LOSS of R216 994; 1990 – a LOSS of R2 123 838; 1991 – a LOSS of R3 295 758; 1992 – a LOSS running to R2 404 730; 1993 – a LOSS of R1 580 643.

In 1994, expenditure exceeded revenue (with a title write-off of R63 000) by R1 088 455; and in 1995 expenditure exceeded revenue (with royalties amounting to R858 000) by R1 651 385.

This was the background against which Tippler made his assault on the Mercury’s financial position – and he would have had access to most of these records up to 1994 when he addressed us.

Out of this strategic planning session, Tippler listened carefully to views expressed and eventually pointed the way for the Mercury to go within his overall plan for the company.

He liked doing things dramatically, and in that style, declared that the paper was obviously in need of such a big overhaul that it would have to be “re-launched”. It had to fit into a larger plan for Natal Newspapers, in which newspapers in the stable stopped competing with each other for readership and advertising, but simply directed themselves at target markets.

As these sessions and follow-up meetings were held, the new picture emerged.

The Mercury’s position in this new order of things would be the upmarket slot, with a strong business bias. This was more or less where I had wished to align it when coming to the paper in 1991, and had moved it into that new slot already, except in one important aspect – business coverage, where lack of space and advertising to generate a substantial business section had obstructed any progress. The Metro edition admittedly fell outside this vision, and had been launched to stop the Mercury’s decline and to do pioneering work in the black newspaper field. Tippler found no place for the Metro edition in the Mercury’s future plans, and he recommended it be closed forthwith. Another vehicle would be established to address the needs of black readers in English. Loss of circulation from dropping the Metro edition, and concentrating on the upmarket slot, would not be a problem, because an upmarket newspaper did not need a high circulation. The Daily News would become the pop, middle-market vehicle for the Natal Newspapers stable.

All newspapers in South Africa, he asserted, were under-priced compared with what was going on in the rest of the world. He recommended the Mercury DOUBLE its cover price from R1 to R2 as soon as it could, to make it more profitable and to pay for the introduction of the national business section he planned, which was to run simultaneously in four newspapers - the Mercury, The Star, the Pretoria News and the Cape Times - after being edited in Johannesburg. It would be transmitted electronically overnight to each of the newspapers, giving daily national coverage of the business scene.

Advances in technology, with the introduction of Fourth Wave editorial computer editing, had made the national business daily a practical possibility. Technology had given O’Reilly a wonderful tool for expanding his newspaper repertoire. With most business advertising being generated in Johannesburg, the business supplement would have a viable base for providing a substantial business service on a daily basis, distributed nationally.

At further meetings, it was decided this business section would be called Business Report in each of the four papers carrying it. To be able to accomplish the electronic transmission, all four newspapers would have to able to go live on the same date on Fourth Wave technology, as soon as the papers could get themselves ready for it. Fourth Wave was only then being installed progressively on certain papers in the group with a view to changing the whole company over to it when it was working smoothly and as funds became available. The technology change cost of the order of R60-million, so it was not something the company could lightly switch to immediately. The Business Report project changed the time-scale of the introduction of Fourth Wave. It became an essential tool for the new product, and urgent plans were made to speed up the change-over, in spite of the cost. Tippler was in a great hurry to launch Business Report. As he put it: “Because we haven’t got a proper business newspaper, Business Day (TML’s national business paper) is stealing our money.”

As to circulation for the “re-launched” Mercury, Tippler suggested a drop of 10 000 in its daily circulation was quite bearable, and that we should aim for a circulation of about 50 000.

After he returned to Australia, Natal Newspapers proceeded to get to grips with the Tippler plan. The proposed changes stirred things up in every department. Booth tried to pacify worried senior executives by saying Tippler was only a consultant, and that we – not Tippler – would make decisions for our branch.

In spite of that, it was perfectly apparent to everyone that Tippler had developed a master plan for the whole group, and any obstruction of the master plan at any one point would have a ripple effect on other newspapers in the stable and on other branches, affecting bottom line profit targets. This put considerable perceived pressure on all executives at all branches to comply with Tippler’s overall plan.

Tippler’s view was that the company as a whole made unacceptably low profits, and must pick up its profit margins considerably from the 8% level at which it was operating. “O’Reilly’s view is that a profit of 30% is too greedy, and 10% is too little, so 20% it will be” is how he put it at the Mercury’s planning session. What is more, that 20% profit had to be made per newspaper title, not per regional division, so the Mercury was faced with moving from an annual budgeted loss of R2-million (a loss of about 5%) to trying to reach a profit of 20% annually within a couple of years. From the Mercury’s starting position, it was a daunting prospect indeed.

David Braun adds an interesting detail concerning Tippler’s profit targets by recalling what Tippler said during the Sunday Tribune’s think-tank session on its new challenges under Independent Newspapers.

He said: “I was in on the Sunday Tribune’s session with Tippler. He told us that, if we were making a profit of under 20%, we were being screwed; if we were making more than 30%, we were screwing someone else, which was not a good thing. Then, when it came to examining our paper’s bottom line, it turned out we were making something like 28%. We thought this was wonderful, as we were well within the 20-30% ballpark. Tippler then told us we could, and should, be making 35% or more. ‘But won’t we then be screwing someone?’ we shouted in chorus. ‘There’s always an exception, and this is one of them,” Tippler said. The man made up things as he went along.”

Writing in November 1997, a sufficient time down the line for the company to have tried to reach the Tippler goals, Braun revealed information he obtained from a head office source at Independent Newspapers. "Independent isn't doing too well – they’re about R9-million under the profit target Ireland has set them. Also not performing too well on return on investment – it’s about 7%, compared with the international benchmark for media companies of 22%.”  Of course, failing to meet the Tippler goals may not have meant the goals were wrong, nor was it necessarily Tippler’s plan that was the cause of its own failure, because the South African economy has many other curve balls to throw at any management. Nevertheless, the targets Tippler set were more than challenging, and the speed at which he wanted to force the changes caused risks to be taken that contributed to the problems that followed.

Scepticism over Tippler’s targets is not out of place, because a lot of damage was done in the re-shaping of the company, but I nevertheless think Tippler deserves high praise for giving the company an understandable way of trying to budget, and he also deserves praise for seeing growth and diversification opportunities that have been of benefit in the South African reader market, particularly Business Report and Personal Finance. The Sunday Independent has been a lesser success, and the Sunday magazine always ran at a loss until it faded for lack of advertising into a pale shadow of the originally conceived idea.

Particularly useful in the Natal Newspapers situation was Tippler’s diversification plan to get different papers in the stable to target different markets – The Mercury upmarket, the Daily News middle-market pop, Post the Indian market, Natal on Saturday leisure and sport etc.

Natal Newspapers management committee decided to make the weekly Indian-targeted newspaper Post the guinea-pig for cover price increases, its cover price doubling from R1 to R2 immediately. The effect was amazingly good. Its circulation suffered hardly at all, leading the company to the false conclusion that it could get away with Tippler’s recommended price hikes on all papers without too much circulation damage being done.

For the Mercury, it was decided we would put up the price of the paper almost immediately from R1 to R1,20, and drop its Metro edition. A further price hike to R2 would be introduced in one step when Business Report was launched in March 1995. The Daily News, on the other hand, as the pop paper of the region, would lift its cover price only from R1 to R1,30. The idea was that it would pick up readers who did not accept the Mercury’s higher price and upmarket tone, while the Mercury would take over its country readership. The Daily News was withdrawing its country circulation beyond Pietermaritzburg, leaving the country areas open for Mercury growth, saving an estimated R1-million a year in distribution costs.

This circulation and cover price strategy did not pan out as planned. The Mercury lost circulation heavily, in three stages – when the Metro edition was killed, when the first cover price increase was applied, and most of all when Business Report was introduced and the price rose steeply to R2. Circulation fell rapidly from about 63 000 daily sales before the plan was implemented to somewhere around 42 000 by the time the process was complete – a 33% fall in only a few months. It has since lost further ground in circulation to an average below 40 000. The Daily News lost circulation in spite of going up in price by less than the Mercury (its circulation falling from close to 100 000 to about 75 000 over a few months). Its circulation has also declined further in subsequent years. The Mercury picked up only about half the Daily News’s 5 000-odd country sales, and the Daily News did not pick up any of the Mercury’s readers who had rebelled against the sharp price increase, cancelling their subscriptions or stopping buying the paper even on a casual basis.

Further big changes had to be implemented on the Mercury without delay. The Metro edition closed with only a couple of weeks’ notice to readers, and with no alternative being offered. This dropped the paper’s circulation below 60 000 sales daily for the first time since I had been editor. The cover price rise to R1,20 dropped the circulation still further to about 55 000, where it sat until the Business Report was introduced and the price rose immediately to R2. Then the circulation really plummeted – far below the planned decline to 50 000.

The benefits of the Tippler strategy were by then being strongly challenged by many in top positions at Natal Newspapers, but Ed Booth continued to sing his song that it was Natal Newspapers executives who had made the decisions, and that Tippler was only a consultant whose advice we didn’t need to take. If we had made mistakes, it was our own fault, not Tippler’s.

I disagreed with Booth’s view on this. The pressure to conform to Tippler’s game plan had been overwhelming, and the ability of Natal Newspapers or any other branch of the company to make its own decisions was almost eliminated by the perceived need in all branches to co-operate with each other in executing the Tippler plan. It was noticeable, for instance, that whereas the management had previously always insisted that all changes should be market-researched before being introduced, no such criterion was applied to the Tippler plan. It was accepted without consideration for its effect on readers or advertisers. The previous customer-care approach had gone out of the window.

In minor respects, of course, we could have deviated from the plan. For instance, there was much argument over the Mercury’s cover price, even though we did not challenge Tippler’s view that the price should be raised. I favoured an increase that did not go beyond the price of Business Day, then selling at R1,70, as that was going to be the direct competition for Business Report, but management argued that the Post price increase had been a success and that Business Day was in any case expected to put up its cover price in the near future, so that jumping the Mercury price to R2 would not be anomalous for long. It was an argument that won the day, but contributed heavily to the Mercury’s circulation decline.

O’Reilly’s demand for higher profitability (and the presumption that Tippler would lead us to that higher profitability to conform with O’Reilly’s requirements) had much to do with the company’s approach to Tippler’s suggested changes. It was known that O’Reilly did not interfere with management if it delivered the profits he wanted, but that he simply dismissed managers and replaced them with others if they did not deliver. This was a huge perceived Sword of Damocles hanging over the company’s executives as they tried to make decisions. For these reasons, deviations from the Tippler plan were considered only in areas of minor detail, not in challenging the overall plan.

Tippler himself had come to the country, vaunted by Independent Newspapers as a world expert on newspapers. He had not asked advice from us on the nature of the South African market, but had strongly left the impression that we were a bunch of hill-billies who needed to be jerked into the real world of newspaper publishing.

Because Tippler’s accounting formula required editorial costs to run at no more than 15% of overall expenditure on the paper, a drastic downsizing of staff now became imperative.

A crash programme of training on using Fourth Wave technology was introduced as the company placed urgent orders for the necessary equipment. The Mercury and Natal on Saturday staffs were in the front line of this conversion and, to add to the upheaval of new technology, a complete re-allocation of office space on the editorial floor was needed to place the new equipment centrally for the use of both the Mercury and later Daily News staffs. This meant most staff members having to move their desks or offices – some only a few yards, others from one end of the building to the other.

The challenge of trying to install and test complicated equipment, train staff, move offices, and introduce a national electronically edited product – all in a matter of four months (including the virtual two months holiday season over Christmas and new year) – was one that was bound for trouble. But O’Reilly was ruthless in insisting on pushing this schedule through. He had set the date when he was free to come to South Africa for the launch of Business Report (March 1995), and we had to be ready in time for that.

It was foolhardy, for instance, to assume that staff just learning how to use the Fourth Wave technology to produce one page at a time very slowly, could all at once produce a whole newspaper and also handle the incorporation of the Business Report section from Johannesburg at the same time. It was a project headed for disaster, but no one in management would challenge O’Reilly’s schedule, because it would have delayed the launch date he had already set.

What was needed really was the conversion of sections of Natal on Saturday and the Mercury to Fourth Wave at a pace the journalists could handle and the technicians could cope with in ironing out problems of capacity and response time, as well as the phenomenon of screen freezes which left staff helpless and frustrated for long periods in the early stages of the introduction of this sophisticated equipment.

Once these problems had been solved and the system was working smoothly, we should have been allowed to get used to producing the whole paper on Fourth Wave technology. And, only after that, should Business Report have been introduced as a nationally transmitted product. I believe a schedule of this sort would have delayed the launch of Business Report by possibly four months, but the delay would have been worth it, considering the great commercial damage that was done to the Mercury by the crash programme to meet O’Reilly’s unreasonable deadline. 

O’Reilly wanted to launch Business Report in a hurry, and with a big publicity splash in Johannesburg. He demanded the Mercury sacrifice its entire annual marketing budget as its contribution to the Business Report launch. 

The task of downsizing the Mercury was a difficult one, in which choices had to be made about what the newspaper, with a smaller staff, should still cover. I decided the paper would have to sacrifice its court reporter and even its crime reporter to ease pressure on staff, especially as general crime and run-of-the-mill courts coverage would no longer be the paper’s focus. We would be handling crime as a social problem and as a political problem, but with less emphasis on who stole what, who was mugged in what incident, or who was murdered. Exceptions there would always be, especially if prominent or newsworthy citizens were involved, but we would have to handle these cases from our general reporting staff. Similarly, courts coverage would focus almost entirely on cases where important points of legal principle were being ruled on, though very big cases that had a large public following would have to be covered.

For the exercise of restructuring, I decided we must strip the paper’s staff down to nothing, develop a new structure for running the paper, and then fill what positions were left with the most suitable staff. Deputy Editor Leon Marshall was given the responsibility for refining the structure while I tackled the daunting task of trying to reduce staff with the minimum of hurt to anybody.

When Marshall had completed his task, he had a structure of 50 (compared with the Mercury’s then existing staff of 67). I felt this was too drastic a cut, and that we should try to operate off a staff of 55 while seeing what our running costs would then look like. I made allowance for the appointment of two “special writers” who would work separately from the news editor’s diary so they could devote (if necessary) three or four days to researching big subjects that could then be broken as front page leads. The idea was to make the Mercury less predictable in its subject content, give it greater depth for an upmarket readership, and increase its “cutting edge” as a paper, saying important things for opinion-formers and decision-makers to take note of.

Somehow, whether by Marshall giving a copy of his draft structure to management or by management hearing of Marshall’s draft structure of 50, management (without consulting me) wrote into its Mercury budget, for O’Reilly’s information, that the Mercury staff would be 50. When I came to management with the finalised Mercury draft structure of 55 staff members, Booth vetoed it, saying O’Reilly had been informed the staff would be 50 and that we could not now increase it. I argued that I had not increased it. I had simply presented him with a plan, for the first time, to cut staff from 67 to 55. He would have none of it, saying management had given a figure of 50. I was forced to cut staff by a further five members as a result of this decision, much to my chagrin. Later, the Mercury had to lose a further three staff members when its photographic staff was merged into a Natal Newspapers photographic pool. We did, however, have use of those photographers while paying part of their salaries.

The Mercury was now in a serious jam. It was to be the upmarket newspaper of the region, a quality newspaper, providing “cutting edge” reports to decision-makers and opinion-formers, but was required to do so on a staff so seriously weakened that it did not have the human resources to fulfil its mandate.

When I mentioned to Mossie van Schoor that I would like certain dynamic senior staff members from around the group, to give the paper its “cutting edge”, I was told they were not available, because they had already been assigned or that their editors were unwilling to allow them to be transferred to the Mercury.  

I could personally not blame other editors for refusing transfers and trying to hang onto good staff, but the effect of not allowing switches of staff to allow upmarket journalists to move to upmarket papers and pop journalists to pop papers under the new dispensation, was unhelpful in developing the newspapers to fill their newly defined niches. The “re-launched” Mercury was thus going to have to manage on a cut-down version of its previous staff.

Fortunately, while the Mercury had to lose staff, the planning on other papers in the Natal Newspapers stable required some staff increases, and there were in any case some staff vacancies on those papers. I immediately set to work to persuade other editors, through Mossie van Schoor, of the merits of some members of the Mercury staff that I would have to lose.

Not unnaturally, those editors were willing to consider some of the Mercury’s best staff, but were not interested in accepting the less effective staff members.

The Mercury’s court reporter would have to go, because the Mercury was doing away with the position. But Natal on Saturday had been impressed by the work the court reporter had done for it since it was established the previous year, and wanted to employ her. The feelings, unfortunately were not mutual. The Mercury reporter felt offended that I should wish to ditch her from the Mercury staff, where she had been very happy, and was appalled at the idea of working for Natal on Saturday, which she regarded as a sensationalist rag. She was a girl who was strongly religious and who objected to having to write the sort of reports Natal on Saturday specialised in.

When Booth got to hear of the reporter’s refusal of the transfer offer made to her, his solution was simple: “Give her an ultimatum – either she takes the job offered, or she is fired.” Fired, not retrenched. I felt that attitude was entirely wrong, because she was a valued member of staff who had done nothing wrong, so I refused to fire her. The crisis was eventually relieved when the Daily News editor, Peter Davis, offered to take her as the Daily News’s court reporter. This meant the reporter would continue doing exactly the same work as she had previously been doing, only for a different paper. To my relief, she accepted the transfer.

One by one, I managed to arrange transfers for Mercury members of staff whom other editors were willing to employ, each case requiring long personal discussions with other editors – who were suspicious of having Mercury staff suddenly foisted on them. I had to assure them in every case that the reporters I was offering them were good quality, trained and experienced journalists. The Mercury’s weakest staff members were not put up for transfer, which was later to be an added burden in trying to run an upmarket newspaper. I was reluctant, of course, to give up the Mercury’s very best reporters, on whom I would have to rely so much.

Finally I came down to just two staff members I could not transfer to other papers. One was Napier Dunn, the cartoonist, whose quality was acknowledged, but vacancies did not exist on other papers for a cartoonist. I decided to retrench Dunn and immediately offer him a freelance contract with the Mercury. The contract gave him a fair living and the advantage of being able to sell his cartoons to other newspapers and magazines, which he had not previously been allowed to do if there was any clash with the Mercury’s interests. The opportunity was there for him to earn more than by working as a full-time member of staff at the Mercury. By taking him off permanent staff and only paying him part of his old salary, I saved the Mercury’s budget an appreciable sum. Dunn accepted the deal after asking many questions and assuring himself of my bona fides in wishing him to remain the Mercury’s cartoonist, this time in a freelance capacity. I also managed to persuade Business Report to take Dunn cartoons for a time.

I was then left with just one member of staff I could not continue to employ, nor could I arrange a transfer for him. The night editor’s job was directly affected by the introduction of Fourth Wave technology and by the staff restructuring, to the point where there was no job left for him to do. His rank was too senior and his salary too large for other editors to accommodate him, because they did not have vacancies at that level. 

As the crunch came closer, I tried to get him a job heading up the new combined photographic department, but he was reluctant to be considered for the post, and management considered his administrative skills were suspect. A more suitable candidate was found. There was nothing left but to retrench him after negotiating two alternative freelance opportunities I could offer him as replacement employment.

When I informed him of my decision, he was totally devastated, so much so that he left work immediately and went home, not to reappear for a couple of days. A few days later I had the chance to put the alternative freelance jobs to him for consideration, but he did not immediately accept either. He eventually followed up one of my suggestions and moved to Johannesburg where he was accommodated as a senior sub-editor on The Star.

He held a grudge against me from the day I had to retrench him. When I bumped into him by chance on a visit to The Star, he deliberately looked away and would not greet me. I felt sad about what had happened, but there had been no alternative. There was nothing personal in the decision. But the buck stopped with me, and I could not shirk the task of informing him personally that retrenchment was the only course.

Chapter 26 – Problems of the “re-launch”

While the staff downsizing exercise was in progress, staff morale was at a serious, but predictable, low. No one knew if (s)he would survive on the Mercury. I had their destiny in my hands, and I was saying nothing. It was a horrible period to work through.

But there was constructive work going on also in relation to the “re-launch”. We had decided on a major re-design of the paper, which was put in the hands of John Waters, who was extremely gifted in this area and had upgraded his skills still further by becoming a disciple of Mario Garcia from the Poynter Institute in the United States.

One of the changes was of name. We felt it necessary to change the title from The Natal Mercury to simply The Mercury, because, under the new constitution for the country, the province’s name had been changed from Natal to KwaZulu Natal, which was too much of a mouthful to include in the title. Yet to remain as The Natal Mercury could possibly look as if we were trying to ignore the new South Africa. As The Natal Mercury had for many years been known colloquially as “the Mercury”, it was an easy change to make while avoiding an obvious political pitfall.

Waters and I had an initial, detailed discussion about what I envisaged as the requirements of the paper, and of my approach to news and views pages, feature pages etc. He then went away to conceive a new plan, having access to a range of new type faces available on the Fourth Wave system and using ideas he had picked up from Garcia and refined himself.

He came back with an impressive plan, which he left with me. As the problem of design as not one best settled by the editor’s decision alone, I called a session with senior staff and all the sub-editors, and went through Waters’s design in detail with them, recording their wishes, criticisms and suggestions. This was then played back to Waters for him to refine his design still further to incorporate what he could of these suggestions.

I think he deserves high credit for an excellent job done. I did not agree with everything he suggested, but made only a few minor changes. I did not like the logo Waters had chosen of the Roman messenger of the gods, Mercury, and managed to find in an encyclopaedia a photograph of Giovanni Bologna’s famous statue of Mercury, housed in the Louvre, Paris. Editorial artist Matthys Moss then developed a logo from this picture for incorporation in the masthead. The advantage of this logo over Waters’s was that the messenger with wings on his feet looked suitably swift and agile, light and ethereal and ready to fly, whereas the logo Waters had found showed Mercury as a hirsute carthorse of a man, more a plodding marathon runner than a quicksilver deliverer of news. I sought out Waters to inform him I wished to make the change, but he had left for a further training course in America, so we had to change the logo without his knowing about it. This was later to cause him some dissatisfaction, because the new logo showed Mercury naked (as in the statue), but I and others were satisfied with the logo Moss had designed, aesthetically mirroring Bologna’s design. The logo is still incorporated in the Mercury’s masthead.

The run-up to the launch of the new Mercury was complicated by the simultaneous launch of Business Report as part of the paper, but edited from Johannesburg. The incorporation of this new section, while very welcome for adding a vital ingredient to the paper, caused huge headaches in staffing and in trying to design it into the paper.

With the “re-launch”, management had made a concession to the Mercury on advertising content, lowering the required percentage of advertising in the overall content from 52 to 48 to allow more editorial space. But at the same time, management laid down that Business Report must not be squeezed for space and must be at least eight pages each day.

This was an impossible requirement, unless Business Report could pull its weight with sufficient advertising. Yet Business Report, as a new product, was being allowed to operate at a target of 30% advertising – a target it failed to meet for months on end. Sometimes its advertising content was as low as 5%. Its average was only about 17%.

I asked for management to get its advertising department to make a special effort to raise business advertising from KwaZulu Natal companies to boost the percentage in Business Report, but was told bluntly that most national business advertising was generated in Johannesburg and there was nothing they could do.

One advertising representative working in the Natal Newspapers advertising department felt so strongly about this rejection of assistance to the Mercury that he came to me to ask whether I couldn’t use my influence to get him appointed full-time to canvassing for locally generated advertising for Business Report. He said he would tackle the job enthusiastically, because he believed in it, and he was sure it would make a difference.

I put this to the department head, who said I should leave the matter with him. But that was in fact an ominous comment, because the department head was apparently so angry that the advertising representative had come to me that he immediately took him off all advertising work connected with the Mercury. The advertising rep came back to me to tell me he was resigning from the company, because he could no longer work in that atmosphere. This appeared another example of management not going out of its way to assist the Mercury with an important project that could make a difference to its viability.

Not only did the initial lack of advertising in Business Report put a huge strain on Business Report editorial staff to fill the excess space, but it put a crushing burden on the rest of the Mercury, in that it robbed the Mercury of general news space in the effort to conform with management’s unrelenting requirement that the Mercury carry an average of 48% advertising.

Some days the Mercury was down to having only three news pages in the paper, while carrying eight pages of business news. The balance was entirely wrong, and the readership was telling us so, but there was strong management resistance to our dropping the number of business pages. They eventually relented slightly, allowing us occasionally to drop the number of pages to six, and even more occasionally to five pages in extreme circumstances. Even with this concession, the news-to-business balance was badly skewed in favour of business.

Tippler had set the Mercury the daunting task of converting a R2-million annual loss into an accounting profit of 20%, but Business Report was making the Mercury go backwards in terms of that target. The Mercury had been operating with editorial costs running at just over 20% of total budget, but now had the need to get this down to 15%. Yet, with the inclusion of Business Report as an eight-page (or even a five-page) supplement, the Mercury’s editorial share of costs rose alarmingly to 27%.

 Rectifying this was made even more difficult by the fact that other departments were also striving to meet the targets of the tough Tippler formula, and were having difficulty. Management, for one, found its expenses were above the Tippler target for its area of business. So, looking at its costs, it decided it was carrying expenses that should be carried by other departments. The burden was thus transferred, allowing management to conform with the Tippler target, but making it more difficult for other departments to meet their targets. It affected the editorial percentage of costs, for instance, because the transport costs of reporters going out on assignment, previously carried by the transport service department under management, were now switched to being an editorial expense. Management, through divesting itself of these expenses, was the only department that succeeded in conforming to the Tippler targets. This was regarded with some bitterness by other divisions.

There was room for bitterness in the situation the Mercury was confronted with. We had cut staff to the bone, had cut editorial space to the bone to allow for editorial space in Business Report, were operating under huge emotional and technical stress, and then were being criticised by management for not meeting Tippler’s targets. While the Mercury was being held to Tippler’s targets, Business Report did not have to comply with the formula and was damaging the Mercury’s statistics drastically.

David Braun, who had worked on the Mercury before he transferred to Sunday Tribune, had this to say of the situation: “From the day I arrived there, it was clear that the Mercury was getting a raw deal from the management of Natal Newspapers. The system of allocating costs favoured the Sunday paper and penalised the dailies. Because the group was so obsessed with the bottom line, management effectively destroyed the Mercury by insisting on making it so thin.

“As for the Mercury’s plunge in circulation into the 40 000s, I think management was delighted with this fall, in that 40 000 papers at R2 a copy earned more than 60 000 at R1 a copy, with a lot less expense for paper and distribution. However, ultimately, the smaller circulation should have impacted on advertising revenues. I don’t think it did, as the group simply went ahead and continued to raise rates. If Natal Newspapers had some real competition it would have gone out of business at that point.

“It seems extraordinary to me that the management of the company could have got away with destroying the circulation base of such a long-established newspaper as the Mercury. By doing that, and running the paper so thin, they made a mockery of what a decent newspaper should be in the community. It became a blatant commercial exercise, with little thought given to opinion-making, entertainment and reader value.”

While the Mercury struggled under these extreme pressures, Business Report was launched in Johannesburg with a splash of money and hype, at an open-air evening gathering outside the Civic Theatre, and with laser beams using neighbouring buildings as screens on which to project dramatic visual effects. The evening culminated in an address by then Deputy President Thabo Mbeki, followed by a speech by Tony O’Reilly. High society was there in force.

I was among a number of Natal Newspapers executives flown up for the occasion, and then flown back the same night. Behind the razzmatazz of the launch, the sub-editors were having a terrible job trying to produce a paper at all. I went into the office after flying back from Johannesburg, to see how the first edition of the “re-launched” Mercury and of Business Report had gone, only to find the paper had still not been printed and was being assembled at a snail’s pace, because of technical equipment troubles. The paper was going to be hours late. 

Indeed, it was hours late. The first edition of the new Mercury was very late in delivery to subscribers in the Durban area, but would not have got out at all if that edition had not been put ahead of the country edition (which was supposed to come off the press first). When the country edition was delivered to destinations like Richards Bay, it was available for sale only after lunch. And this at a price nearly double what it had been the previous day, when it had been available at breakfast time.

This pattern of late deliveries was to continue every day for literally weeks. The sub-editors, led by chief sub Jon Knight (who nearly worked himself to a standstill, and is owed a huge debt of gratitude for the Herculean efforts he made in producing a paper under appalling conditions), worked overtime night after night, sometimes till 3am to ensure the paper came out.

Natal Newspapers had bought the AppleMac Fourth Wave equipment off the shelf, so to speak, without technical back-up from Apple, the company producing the equipment.  Yet the equipment was not performing as claimed. It could not handle the pressure of so many pages in such a short time, and it could not handle the link with Johannesburg for the Business Report pages quickly enough.

In addition, Business Report’s staff could not produce the supplement’s pages in time, because of technical problems in Johannesburg, and because of lack of staff to handle such big pages with so few advertisements on them.

David Braun, who went from assistant editor positions at Natal Newspapers to the new position of regional editor of Business Report (based in Johannesburg) when Business Report was formed, recalls that Business Report was also battling with the new technology and people inexperienced in using it. Three versions of Business Report had to be produced to take account of advertising changes for the KZN and Cape editions, pushing the sub-editors beyond breaking point. Pages just could not be sent in time for deadline. They were always late.

“As regional editor, I was supposed to ensure that Durban and Cape Town got their local stories placed prominently in their editions of Business Report. However, the sub-editors could not cope with the Gauteng edition, let alone switching copy around for other regions. When I complained to Jim Smith, the first editor of Business Report, that the regional papers (Cape Town and Durban) were not getting a fair deal, he said: ‘Fuck the regional papers.’ This was said in front of the full daily news conference. I got up and walked out. I later told him that if that was the attitude, then I no longer had a job.” 

This row over regional flavours for Business Report was a very tricky issue. In Durban, businessmen were demanding their local business news, which was being written by staffers in Durban, but was not being placed in the Business Report edition sent for inclusion in the Mercury (for reasons already explained by Braun). At one level it was causing a breakdown of communication with our editorial business contacts, and at another it was causing a major snarl-up in technical production. We were on a hiding to nothing. Our technical capacity and staffing were not capable of handling what was being demanded. 

At Business Report, morale was at crisis levels as rival branches put pressure on them and technical staffs fought verbal battles. Salaries paid to Business Report staff were also so much higher than for other editorial employees in the group that much bitterness was caused. For instance, one middle-ranking sub-editor earning an average salary of about R5 000 a month at that time, left the Mercury ostensibly to go to Australia, but emerged two months later at Business Report earning R10 000 a month, a salary at that time higher than the chief sub-editor of the Mercury was earning. Mercury sub-editors were indignant at the discrimination, but could get no satisfaction.

Though Mercury sub-editors worked hundreds of hours of overtime late into the night during this crisis time, they were paid no overtime immediately. It took an agonised management – months later – to agree reluctantly that they should be paid out in full for their extra work, on a rough estimate of the number of overtime hours they had worked.

The Natal Newspapers technology staff were competent, but had so many problems and too little equipment, so were unable to deliver what was needed when it was needed. They could be faulted for being too proud to admit they weren’t coping. They needed more expert staff as well as more equipment. Response times on the computers dropped to unacceptably slow times, leaving sub-editors stranded with frozen screens that would not function while deadlines went unmet.

Management began ordering extra equipment, but delivery time was of the order of six weeks. And there was huge unbudgeted additional cost involved. The company was in dire trouble at that time over the Mercury “re-launch”, all caused by trying to do too much too soon. It could barely produce the Mercury each day.

And the readers were not slow in letting the editor know how they felt about it. They strongly objected to the price hike to R2 a copy. I received hundreds of telephone calls and letters of complaint. Many cancelled their subscriptions in protest, or indicated that they would cut down on the frequency of buying the Mercury. Pensioners appealed for special rates, claiming they had been loyal readers of the Mercury for 30 and 40 years. I felt some concession should be made for these pensioners, but management’s view was that pensioners no longer constituted the target market of the Mercury, and if they could not afford to buy the paper any longer, then that was just tough luck. 

On top of complaints about the price increase, there were scores of complaints about the paper being produced late every day.  And readers also objected loudly about the change in news balance that occurred with the introduction of Business Report. Protesters frequently asked if they could have the Mercury at the old price, with Business Report excluded, because they said they were not interested in business news and didn’t see why they should pay for something they didn’t read.

I wrote repeatedly in columns to explain what was happening, and the Mercury had a daily news panel on the front page apologising for the lateness of the paper, caused by “technical problems”. But the public were unforgiving, and justifiably angry.

The “re-launch” had been turned into chaos by a combination of inadequate equipment, inexperienced staff and bad management decisions.

Yet for all these difficulties and obstinately foolish decisions, the conversion to Fourth Wave had its bright side as well, and the “re-launched” Mercury looked a quality product even though produced with inadequate staff numbers and without the specialists a paper of quality would expect to have.

Having expressed my own criticisms of the process, it is interesting to read views of others. Ed Booth said: “We made mistakes in Fourth Wave. The biggest one was we didn’t know what was involved. We listened to technologists who told us the news equipment was easy, you could buy the stuff, bolt it together and it would work. I couldn’t believe that, but I couldn’t argue with them. In the end, I’ve been proved to be right. You can’t buy it off the shelf and get it to work. It is a complex thing. So that is why the conversion took so long.”

Although it was possible to buy customised equipment with back-up from the computer supply company, it came at high cost, so they bought off the shelf. Booth believed the company ended up with the right system, but said if he could do the job again, he would have had a project manager right from the beginning, who would have looked at the potential problems. The project was too complex for the IT department to project-manage itself.

Booth still feels the decision to choose AppleMac above Mediasistemen was correct. It just took time to get it to work. New products had been introduced when they had to be “and that did add terrible stress, but we got through it.” The important thing was that it was right to introduce the new products. “We needed it, and we went for it, and we got through it. In the end, a successful decision is one that gives you what you wanted. So I believe we made the right decision.”

One of the first people at the Mercury to work on a Fourth Wave project was Anne Stevens, the Features Editor. She remembered that the Mercury had pioneered the introduction of electronic editing in the 1970s, when it had taken half an hour to learn everything that was needed. But the change-over to Fourth Wave, the next advance on computer editing to the stage of full pagination, was something far more complex.

“When we went onto Fourth Wave, it took Jon Knight and me thirteen hours to lay out the Idler page, the first page we attempted. We had had a basic lesson, but we didn’t know much else about the system. Unfortunately we chose the Idler page, which is full of things like the bridge symbol. It was just a matter of trial and error. And actually the page templates weren’t set up at that stage. Thirteen hours later we walked out. The first page only.”

That slow production was simply because they were learning how to use the system, not because of technical problems. But at that stage there were also huge system troubles which slowed up production. “The system used to crash every five minutes. We were the first people to start bringing out the feature page on Fourth Wave and I said to Jon: ‘Let’s go back to the Atex system, just to get something done.’ He said: ‘No. We must just stick at it.’

“I remember we worked incredibly long hours during that period. We used to get to work at 6am. The system crashed at 6.30am, and by 8.30 or 9, I was in tears. We knew it took so long. It was quite traumatic for a lot of our staff.”

Having taken 13 hours for the first Idler page, Anne Stevens compared it with later times when they knew how the system worked and had a system that did work. Then making up the Idler’s page took only one-and-a-half hours, or a maximum of two hours.

Having got used to the Fourth Wave system after its traumatic start, Stevens now says: “I love it. Everything else seems archaic. It’s wonderful for layout. I never used to like layout. Now I enjoy it.”

These interviews with Booth and Stevens help, I think, to show that there was a very strong positive side to the planned and executed changes that occurred with bewildering rapidity at the Mercury. There was fear, there was despair, there was a serious collapse of morale, there was reader anger and a precipitous decline in circulation, but there was also the most wonderful, indomitable staff spirit to bring us through. And there were eventually rewards in the product we produced and in the market we addressed. 

One of my goals in going to the Mercury had been to produce a quality product, and we had worked at it consistently  over the years, achieving an impressive consistency of quality that was well recognised in the annual Frewin Trophy industry awards made by the Newspaper Press Union (later the Print Media Association). Just previous to the introduction of Fourth Wave, we had come second in the Frewin competition two years running, one year as runner-up to the Daily News and the next beating the Daily News into third place, so Natal Newspapers as a whole had a proud record in print and design awards.

With the introduction of Fourth Wave, and the re-design of the Mercury for the “re-launch”, we achieved a magnificent double, becoming the first paper ever to win both the Frewin and McCall trophies in a single year, a satisfying acknowledgement of effort and quality. After all the suffering we had been through, this was a welcome reward. Credit for this must be evenly spread. It was the teamwork of Natal Newspapers that made it possible – editorial, advertising and works, with back-up from management.

But in the editorial department, much of the credit had to go to two people in particular – John Waters for his quality design, and Jon Knight as the leader of the team of sub-editors who battled against such odds to produce in the end a handsome product.

Chapter 27 – The new order

While the way in which the changes were introduced at the Mercury were wide open to very deserved censure both from the reading and advertising public as well as from long-suffering staff, the plan devised under Chris Tippler’s guidance had many strong points.

Especially in the case of the Mercury, but also in the case of the Cape Times, if the plan was adhered to, it gave a new reason for existence just when it was becoming so difficult to be sure they had any commercial reason to survive.

Under the old Argus regime, growth opportunities for the Mercury were blocked to protect the Daily News from any serious competition, and the Mercury was destined to languish with overlapping target markets in an overtraded environment under these constraints, with an undeveloped circulation potential, and under a discriminatory accounting formula that ensured financial losses. It was the spurned adopted child of the Argus Company.

Its function seemed to be mainly to be to take up its share of the cost overheads so that the other newspapers could run at a profit, but only the Sunday Tribune out of all the newspapers in Natal Newspapers made a good profit, and the branch’s superior results within the whole company were really attributable to printing the Sunday Times and Ilanga on contract to other owners, and to commercial printing work arising as a spin-off from newspaper publishing.

O’Reilly’s Independent Newspapers tried to change this, but threw everything into a chaos of rapid change. When the papers emerged from this trauma, they were becoming more differentiated as products to span the South African newspaper market. Until the new pressure of political transformation became a new irresistible pressure, it gave the hope of an eventual better future.

As far as the Mercury was concerned, the Tippler plan gave a coherent role for the paper to play, and a benchmark financial structure to try to conform to, so that it could become a profit-centre in its own right.

I had championed the role of the newspaper as an upmarket instrument for opinion-formers and decision-makers from the day I came to the paper, but it was only after the Tippler plan had been unrolled that the Mercury was allowed within the company to occupy that territory without dispute.

When we had moved the Mercury’s psychographic “footprint” to where it needed to be to play that upmarket role, management had tried to force the Mercury away from it to protect the Daily News, but under Tippler’s plan, that was the Mercury’s rightful place in the market, and the Daily News had to change its market psychographic “footprint” to occupy a different sector of the market.

What was distressing in the whole upheaval was the extent to which regular readers of the papers in the stable were ignored, with the result that most of the newspapers in the stable suffered significant circulation losses which they have been unable to retrieve.

The introduction of Business Report was a major and positive advance on what had gone before. Though its introduction was accompanied by severe problems, it eventually realised what had been no more than distant dreams before –a decent news service for business in the Mercury. The business niche, long identified, had remained neglected under a lack of Natal advertising to support the necessary business pages, and consequentially, a lack of editorial space to project business news. 

Now Business Report, although it experienced huge start-up problems and took time to attract advertisers on any scale, gave a national business service through four newspapers, and was able to use advertising garnered in Johannesburg, Pretoria and Cape Town as well as in Durban to support the pages. At first, advertising was not readily forthcoming, and there was a battle with Business Day for advertising, but the competition in the field of business news actually had the effect eventually of increasing the reading public’s interest in financial matters, to the benefit of both Business Day and Business Report. It took time to live through the difficult early days of this product, but the Mercury benefited appreciably from the introduction of Business Report.

This change of fortunes with the introduction of Business Report was due to two things – the change of ownership which brought the Tippler plan, and the arrival of technology that enabled a business section to be published nationally on a daily basis. Without these two developments, which happened virtually simultaneously, the Business Report rescue for the Mercury would not have been possible. Looking past the early problems, Business Report was undoubtedly a winning concept. It was just a pity it was executed without proper consideration for practicalities.

Mistakes were made as the changes were introduced, none more grievous than the catastrophic doubling of the cover price in four months, without concern for readers. The circulation loss was far greater than Tippler foresaw. A process of gradualism would have worked far better, but the climate in the company – as O’Reilly moved in to sweep clean – was not conducive to gradual change.

With the rapid rise in cover price, and the equally rapid plunge of circulation (more than a third in just over a year), with the staff cuts and technological changes that caused so much disruption, the Mercury still emerged better financially than it had been. Editorially, it had lost heavily. Not only had its staff been reduced by a third, but it had lost thousands of regular readers whom editorial staff members had worked hard over the years to serve.

Financially, the paper did not immediately rise out of the red, but it began to turn the corner – slowly at first, but with gathering speed as Business Report grew in its first year. At the time I retired from the paper early in 1996, we were reaching the break-even point, but still had some way to go to meet the Tippler profit targets. It had the chance to regain its respected status among readers, and it could also begin to hold its head up when company managers looked at the business side of the operation.

From management side, Tony Hiles’s view was that the Tippler plan “focused editors more on the view of the major shareholders and how they viewed the business, that they were there for making profits. The other thing it achieved was the holding of regular meetings, which actually strengthened the commercial/editorial co-operation.”

David Mead, former marketing manager, said: “The idea was always that the Mercury would be at the quality end of the stable of newspapers. It had to catch the thinking reader whereas the Daily News was a broad-based, almost downmarket paper. One could never convince Michael Green, as editor of the Daily News, or anyone else either, to recognise the position it was already in and to cater to that market. There was always the prevailing ambition to have the quality paper in terms of the readership profile of that newspaper.  

“Featherstone wanted it, but he was never willing to bite the bullet, because of the aggravation that it would cause. He had a style of management which gave total autonomy within the restraints of working with other executives. They all had an opinion. But it did mean that nobody was able to do the things that Tony O’Reilly did, with people like Tippler. Featherstone started the process. The letter of contract for editors was changed.”

News editor Greg Dardagan said there had been great sadness in the staff when the Mercury merged with Argus, but they did feel there would be greater job security. “But it didn’t go like that. The Mercury still struggled. We had to cut staff and new goals were set. And the doubts and fears about the viability of the Mercury continue to this day. There haven’t been many occasions when the Mercury has run smoothly and everyone has been told: ‘You’re doing fine. You’re making a profit. Your circulation is up.’ For us, the future has always been one of doom. We’re always being told circulation is down, advertising is down, you’ve got to cut staff, you can’t replace. It has been a newspaper very much in crisis all the time. Ever since I joined, there have been very few periods where we could feel confident. We’ve longed for that. The staff here longs for surety that we are doing well, that we’re succeeding and that we’re profitable. But most of the time, we are anxious, worried, concerned. The rumours fly.

“But one thing the Mercury does have is good heart. We always surfaced again after bad times. Its people are genuinely interested in its welfare. Most of the people here want it to succeed. I don’t think you can necessarily say that about other newspapers or other businesses. Our strong point at the Mercury has been that, in times of crisis, after initially being morbid and depressed, people bounced back. That has been the strength of the Mercury and the quality of the core staff that have worked on the paper. There have been some bloody good journalists over the years. The core has been strong and there has been a lot of spirit.”

Ed Booth’s view was that O’Reilly gave some better direction to the Mercury after all the feelings of insecurity the staff had had. Booth said he personally had never had it in his mind to close the Mercury down. Benchmarking under O’Reilly had clarified the profit target goals for each division of the stable, and clarity had been brought to the different papers’ target markets. The different reader profiles had enabled the psychographic “footprints” to be pulled much further apart, which was advantageous for the Mercury.

Doug Band, chairman of Argus Newspapers up to the O’Reilly take-over, was cautious about the changes O’Reilly has made, saying: “If you write a book now, in some ways it is going to be premature in terms of being able to judge the outcome and result of the adoption of the O’Reilly philosophy.”

Chapter 28 – Political pressures, and change

While the O’Reilly buy-out and the Tippler formula seemed eventually, in certain respects, to contribute positively to overcoming the financial problem of the survival of the Mercury, giving a sounder footing for future growth, political pressures in South African society were also affecting the company, as they did many other companies.

I was personally affected by these pressures, but was also privileged to be involved in negotiations that gave me a thorough inside knowledge of what was going on.

I have mentioned in a previous chapter the speech made by Nelson Mandela to the Fiej international press congress in Prague in 1992, and the way it spurred the company to take some defensive action through the setting up of a fund to promote diversity of ownership in the South African press.

But that was by no means the end of the story. The first fully democratic elections in the country in 1994 served to show again that the changes in racial control taking place in the political system were moving much faster than changes were taking place inside companies. This was especially critical in the area of newspapers, because they had the task of reflecting what was going on in society as well as being in a position to influence society with their agenda-setting and views.

For the 1994 elections, many editors took a cautious line, not actually supporting any party, but rather simply supporting the democratic process. I was not one of them, having committed the Mercury to supporting the Democratic Party fairly early in the election campaign.

There were particular reasons for doing so that had nothing to do with party politics, but rather with in-company matters immediately after the take-over of Argus by O’Reilly. If O’Reilly – who was reputed to have made some deal with Mandela before he decided to buy the company – was sincere in saying editors of his newspapers were in charge of content and policy of their papers, then it was worth putting it to the test before other forces intervened.

In fact, my declaring the Mercury in support of the Democratic Party put Mossie van Schoor out somewhat, because he told me he had wished to suggest a meeting of all Natal Newspapers editors to discuss a joint consensus approach to the 1994 elections. This was a prospect I had expected would come from someone high up in the company, and one I did not welcome. I thus anticipated it to reinforce the principle of editorial independence.

Later, there was one other occasion when a move was made to compromise the editorial independence of the Mercury, and where I again felt it necessary to make a stand. It had to do with an advertisement selling concept which one of the advertising managers wished to apply to the Mercury, but which would have interfered unacceptably with editorial projection, so I vetoed the idea. The advertising manager was put out by my decision, and took it to the executive committee to have me overruled. Though an immediate decision was not taken at the executive meeting, I regarded the attempt as an invasion of my editorial control of the Mercury and wrote a note to van Schoor, who was by then editor-in-chief to whom I was required to report, pointing this out. He took it up with Booth, and very soon called back to inform me I was quite right and that the advertising manager had been informed.

While I had chosen to support the Democratic Party at the 1994 elections, mainly because they were the only ones with clean hands and a principled stand on democracy in practice, I made a point of saying in the editorial that it was a foregone conclusion that the ANC would win the election and that it would rightly lead the next government, because it had the support of the majority of the people. Support for the Democratic Party, then, was simply to bolster the strength of a democratic opposition so that democratic government could function at its best. Without a valid opposition movement, the ruling party could fall in to bad ways very easily.

Whatever my motives, the stand I took was far more open than many other newspapers chose to take, mainly because, as the new politics of South Africa was unfolding, it was clear that anything less than outright support of the ANC was not politically correct and was viewed as demonstrating how unrepresentative the mainstream press was. The majority of the people wanted the ANC in power, and wanted the press to support that idea, but the majority of people did not buy newspapers. The majority of newspaper readers were not so committed to the ANC, in fact many still saw the ANC as the biggest danger to their way of life.

There were already efforts being made in the company to speed up affirmative action appointments, which had begun in the 1970s, but had gained fresh change-spurred momentum in the early 1990s. I had been part of the deliberate push to train and promote black journalists into taking a leading role in the press in the future.

But the pressures were greater than these efforts. The political change from a National Party government to an ANC-led government had happened overnight, whereas business’s affirmative action efforts were geared towards more gradual change over a decade or even longer. That was not fast enough for politicians and black journalists demanding black leadership now.

But the age of transformation was at hand. Companies had to be seen to be getting rapidly on-side. Wholesale poaching of black staff members started taking place. This affected the newspapers, particularly through the huge political change that took place at the SABC in its television and radio services, and through companies, parastatals and government departments appointing black staff to senior positions in their public relations divisions. The many black journalists trained by Argus over the years became prime targets for enticing job offers.

A great deal of the investment in training black staff done by Argus over more than 15 years was nullified in months by the scramble that took place in business for appointing blacks to top or senior positions.

I remember well how the pressures built up, long before the flood of black journalist promotions took place. In the days when I was on the Pretoria News in the first half of the 1980s, we had a particularly talented black journalist named Sejamothopo Motau, whom we were developing for promotion to a senior position. He, however, decided to further his studies in America, and left the Pretoria News.

On his return in the late 1980s, I was by then on The Star and was instrumental in getting him appointed as a special writer of uncertain, but senior, status on The Star.

By chance, one of my good friends connected to Anglo American’s prestige magazine Optima warned me privately that Anglo had its eyes on Sej Motau and was about to “steal” him from Argus.

I approached The Star’s editor, Harvey Tyson, and told him of this warning. Motau’s salary and status were immediately looked at to see if there was a way of warding off a predatory raid from Anglo. But Tyson’s decision in the end was that, if special perks were pushed Motau’s way to keep him from leaving, there would be endless trouble from other staff members wanting or demanding the same treatment, either on the basis of their greater seniority than Motau or on the basis that there were other black journalists who should be accorded the same affirmative action treatment.

No action was taken, and Motau was duly “stolen” by De Beers to work in its public relations division. Later Transnet “stole” Motau from De Beers, so Motau is a good example of the promotion opportunities that came the way of many black staffers during the transformation scramble.

On the Mercury, one of my assistant editors, David Braun, decided to move to the Sunday Tribune at the end of 1993, and I approached former Star assistant editor Barney Mthombothi – who was then on a Nieman fellowship in Boston – to take the post of assistant editor at the Mercury in Braun’s place. He had proved himself good enough to become a future editor. He said he could take no decision while in America, but would consider it when he came back. There was keen competition for Mthombothi in the Argus company, with The Star wanting to retain his services, the Sowetan wanting him as an assistant editor and myself wanting him for the Mercury. He was originally from Natal, and had previously worked on the Sunday Tribune.

Mthombothi did not accept any position back in the Argus company, but was offered a salary by the SABC for a top job there that he could not very well refuse. It was said that the salary he was offered at the SABC was higher than that of the editor of The Star. Later he worked at the Financial Mail, again at the SABC, became editor of the Sunday Tribune and after that editor of Financial Mail.

The Sowetan also lost top staff. Thami Mazwai went off to edit Enterprise magazine and to head Mafune Publications. Joe Thloloe went to the SABC as head of television news (later to leave over an internal dispute). Jon Qwelane left The Star to edit Tribute magazine. Qraysh Patel left The Star to enter a legal practice.

A new start had to be made with affirmative action within the company, but at a time when affirmative action was itself being seen by blacks as too slow a process to satisfy growing political demands.

Fast-track promotion of black staff was one thing, but the demand for a change of ownership was also pressing. 

Something of what was going on was explained in an interview I had with former Argus Newspapers chairman Doug Band, who later moved to head the Premier Group. He recalled that the day he arrived at Argus, which was February 2 1990, the fateful day de Klerk announced the new approach to a democratic South Africa. Jolyon Nuttall (then general manager of The Star) excused himself quite early from the meeting they were having and returned with details of de Klerk’s speech. He said: “I thought to myself: ‘Well, everything I thought I was coming into is clearly going to change as a result of what is happening here’. Essentially an enormous weight of my time from then on was devoted to the major issue of what was going to be the rearrangement of control structures in the English-language press.”

One area of the restructuring process which Band takes direct part-credit for was the separation of Argus and TML cross-holdings.  “Really my motivations for that were not in relation to conflicts between TML and Argus. It was to try, as far as humanly possible, to create an environment where it could be argued and palpably seen that you had two distinct and competitive newspaper groupings, TML and Argus.” Band believed that if the incestuous relationships in Cape Town, at Natal Newspapers, at the Pretoria News and in Allied Publishing were not unscrambled, there would always have been an argument that decisions being made by Independent relative to any of the major centres were not necessarily being motivated by Independent, but by TML via Anglo control.

Band said the intention had been to clean up the TML-Argus situation before selling off Argus to O’Reilly. “We went to the Competition Board and said we wanted to do that in advance of some other transaction that would follow. They threw up their hands and said: ‘You can’t do it.’ And only once we announced that we had got O’Reilly on board, they then said we could do it. We had all the planning ready, so it could be implemented relatively quickly.”

Band said the Competition Board was told that Argus and TML, with the consent of shareholders, was working to break up the perceived monopoly to create different ownership structures, including the complexity of hiving off Sowetan into separate ownership. The board indicated that, if they had not come to it pro-actively with that scenario, the Competition Board would have had to look into it anyway. The board chairman, Pierre Brooks, had made the comment that, in “normal” societies, competition policy tended to be more stringent in relation to media than to general business. 

So, the two measures Argus was taking to reduce political pressure on it were to unscramble its incestuous relationship with TML, and to sell one of them into other ownership. As it turned out, the controlling shareholder, JCI, was willing to allow Argus to be sold, and Tony O’Reilly was a willing buyer at his bargain price offer, which was accepted. There was risk for a foreign buyer at the time, because it was before the democratic elections were held in 1994, and there was still much political violence in the country, and no guarantee of a peaceful future. So, even at a bargain price, it took entrepreneurial courage to come and invest in South Africa. O’Reilly was one of the first foreign entrepreneurs to buy into South Africa after democratisation was announced, and before the actual democratic elections had been held. 

Once in control of Argus, O’Reilly changed the group’s name to Independent Newspapers and proceeded with a vigorous programme of internal change and the introduction of new products, to be followed by an active search for a more politically correct image. This involved the rapid introduction of black editors to at least some of his newspapers, even more than the appointment of black managers on the business side of running newspapers.

One of my responsibilities as editor of the Mercury was to become a member and attend meetings of the Conference of Editors (CoE), an informal body of editors from different newspaper groups, set up originally in the 1970s as a confidential meeting ground for editors from different sides of the apartheid divide, to enable rational discussion to take place about newspaper interests.

By the time I joined in 1991, its function was changing with the demise of apartheid, and the presence of black editors in the body was being seen as the opportunity to bridge another political divide in society. Sowetan editor Aggrey Klaaste was appointed deputy chairman, and was to have succeeded Star editor Richard Steyn as chairman, but opted not to (because of other commitments, it was said, though later developments showed it may have been because the position was too sensitive at that stage for a black editor to be seen leading a mainly white body while black interests were being furthered separately through the Black Editors’ Forum).

In his place Khulu Sibiya of City Press was elected chairman (perhaps, unlike Klaaste, not so aware at first of the dangers for himself in accepting the position). I was later elected deputy-chairman under Sibiya.

In that position, I went as part of a CoE delegation to Parliament to present our case on amendments to the national constitution on matters affecting freedom of speech. Sibiya was to have headed the delegation and make the presentation, but on the day of the hearing, when the delegation of editors held a preparatory meeting at the Mount Nelson Hotel, Sibiya was mysteriously absent. We were forced to make plans without him, in terms of which I was propelled unprepared into the position of leading the delegation and making the main presentation to Parliament. We had consulted counsel, Gilbert Marcus, on the aspects of the constitution in question, and he had given us an opinion and a summarised version for submission. A copy of this submission had been given as a courtesy to the Black Editors’ Forum (BEF), led by Thami Mazwai.

When it came to the parliamentary hearing, we waited tensely to see whether Sibiya would make a last-minute appearance, but he failed to turn up. Mazwai approached us and asked whether the BEF could make its presentation first, as they had a plane to catch. We agreed.

The BEF submitted the CoE’s counsel opinion as part of its submission, which was considerably off-putting (and, we thought, unfair) considering the CoE had commissioned the opinion at some cost to itself. However, Mazwai did not read the submission to the parliamentary committee, and devoted an important part of the BEF address to demanding parliamentary intervention to end foreign ownership of the press in South Africa and to the need for pro-active steps to assist in the transformation to black ownership.

The CoE had taken no firm position on foreign ownership or black ownership of the press in preparation for its presentation, as both these issues were actually irrelevant to finalising the wording of the final constitution, but were more political than constitutional. Nevertheless, I felt bound to refer to this aspect of the BEF presentation in making the CoE presentation. I took the line that foreign ownership – far from obstructing black advancement – could be seen as an important catalyst in the process of transformation, and something black journalists should actually welcome. I went on, at chairman Cyril Ramaphosa’s request, to read the counsel’s opinion summary to the committee and to answer detailed questions from MPs on aspects of our submission. Ken Owen of the Sunday Times and Ebbe Dommisse of Die Burger assisted in aspects of this presentation.

Two things were significant about this hearing. First, a difference had been publicly identified between the CoE and the BEF on transformation strategies; and secondly, the CoE chairman, Khulu Sibiya, had – without any notification to his colleagues in the organisation – absented himself from the presentation.

He later claimed he had been ill, and apologised for not letting us know, but it soon became clear that his “illness” was induced by heavy political pressure from radical black journalists on him not to associate himself with white journalists at the presentation.

A couple of weeks later, Ken Owen, who was invited as a guest speaker at a forum on the press was subjected to savage attacks from black journalists, and he quickly perceived that the CoE was being politically cornered by radical black journalists into appearing racist, as part of their transformation offensive.

Owen used his column in the Sunday Times to expose what was going on, and ostentatiously resigned from the CoE, as he wished to have no further part in the political trap that was being set.

He was an exceptionally influential newspaper columnist and editor in national terms, and a very senior member of the CoE, so his decision had a dramatic effect on CoE membership. Within days, several further resignations had been submitted, including Khulu Sibiya’s. This thrust me into a critical role in the crisis, because I automatically assumed the acting chairmanship of the CoE from the moment Sibiya resigned.

The CoE had actually been engaged in putting out feelers to the BEF, from several months before this, to try to reach consensus on the organisations’ respective roles, so as not to damage press freedom and other journalist interests. Although meetings had been held, no firm decisions had been taken.

Now suddenly, the CoE was in danger of collapse, leaving a void in the unnegotiated territory between the two organisations. I felt strongly that an organised transition to a new situation was needed, and appealed to leading members of the CoE not to follow Owen and Sibiya and several others into resigning. I undertook to call an urgent meeting of the CoE to address the new crisis.

At this meeting in Johannesburg, there was general agreement that our task was not to save the CoE from extinction or collapse, but only to negotiate the establishment of a new joint body with the BEF. I had been in touch with Thami Mazwai of the BEF ahead of the meeting, and had arranged an exploratory meeting with him later that day. I obtained approval from the CoE for proceeding with the exploratory meeting with a view to the establishment of a new body representing editors and senior journalists. A proposal was put to the meeting to appoint me as chairman of the CoE, and would have been carried without opposition, but I said we were busy with a process which involved establishing a new body as soon as possible, so there was little point. I preferred to remain acting chairman, which the meeting accepted.

Mazwai was in no position to make firm commitments when I met him that afternoon, but agreed to lobby its membership with a view to calling a representative combined meeting of the two organisations to consider a new joint body. After a couple of false starts, resulting from Mazwai being unable to confer sufficiently with his membership, a meeting was held at the Carlton Hotel in Johannesburg in February 1996, at which it was decided to set up a new body at a joint congress later in the year. The crisis was over and the two bodies were on track to merge. I had played my role in engineering a transition, and was pleased to have been able to take it so far before my retirement at the end of February 1996. Later in the year, at the agreed meeting, the South African National Editors’ Forum (Sanef) was established, under Mazwai’s chairmanship. The CoE and the BEF would disband after the next joint conference, in 1997.

Though the CoE disbanded, the BEF has remained as a nucleus outside Sanef, operating as a black pressure group for further transformation.

Important in the tension between the Conference of Editors and the Black Editors’ Forum was a difference of agendas, which has actually remained a difficulty in spite of the formation of Sanef. Transformation was the sole theme and war-cry of the BEF, with the purpose of getting as many black journalists into top positions as possible and in pressuring change in newspaper ownership to open the way for black ownership, while the CoE believed press freedom and the protection of its liberal ideals should always remain the first concern of journalists.

Mazwai, at a conference in 1995 arranged by Sowetan to commemorate the October 19 1977 closure of The World and other publications, gave an example of why white editors should be replaced by black editors.

At that time, headlines had been made over an initiation ceremony for tribal youths reaching manhood, a ceremony at which they had to undergo circumcision, but at which some of the tribal youths had been unwilling to go through this ordeal. The rebel youths had simply been abducted and forcibly circumcised against their wills. This had been presented in the mainstream press as a scandal. Mazwai was outraged at this presentation of the news as a scandal, saying it showed lack of respect for tribal customs, and that the tribe had been fully justified in enforcing the initiation ceremonies on the youths. Newspapers under black editors would have presented the news in that way, he intimated.

While that may have been the outlook of some black journalists of Mazwai’s political leanings (perceived as coming from the Pan African Congress, Black Consciousness Movement, Azanian People’s Oganisation school of thinking that was fairly prevalent in black journalists ranks, particularly on the Reef), it was certainly not the outlook of mainstream liberal journalists, who generally considered the abductions and enforced circumcisions a serious breach of those individuals’ constitutional rights. It was an unbridgeable divide.

Another aspect where a difference of emphasis was apparent was in the use BEF spokesmen made of their contention that the press was unrepresentative, stressing as Mandela had done at Prague, that most newspaper editors were white while the majority of the population was overwhelmingly black. While the figures were accurate, there was reason for the CoE to dispute their relevance.

A check I made on the racial readerships of newspapers in the country showed that three-quarters of the newspapers published had more white readers than black readers. In addition, the overwhelming bulk of national advertisers were white-owned businesses.

While further adjustment was needed to accommodate black journalists in senior journalist ranks, there was good reason for believing a “horses for courses” approach to newspaper editorships should be followed, aligning the right sort of editor with the target markets and readership of the newspapers concerned, rather than simply claiming 85% of all editors should be black.

With Independent Newspapers, for instance, a programme of fast-tracking talented black journalists was energetically undertaken, and the goal was set that at least 30% of executive positions should be held by blacks before the year 2000. Even this programme required some major staff restructuring to be capable of achievement.

But it did cause a rapid change at the top of the journalistic tree. In the space of two years, coloured journalist Moegsien Williams became editor successively of the Pretoria News, the Cape Times and then of the Cape Argus; Indian journalist Dennis Pather became editor of the Daily News and then later of the Mercury, coloured journalist Ryland Fisher became editor of the Cape Times but was then moved on to another less prominent editorial position in Johannesburg; Kaiser Nyatsumba became successively deputy editor of the Mercury, then editor of the Independent on Saturday, and then editor of the Daily News; and Cyril Madlala (who had helped the Mercury launch its Metro edition in 1993/4) returned to Independent Newspapers employ as editor of the Independent on Saturday.

The process involved the voluntary early retirement of editors nearing retirement age, and the unfortunate passing over of a whole school of senior white journalists whose promotion opportunities evaporated in the face of this speeded-up transition.

I was one of the older editors who took early retirement, though at the time I did so the pressure for change was still building up. At the end of 1995, my family had completed 100 continuous years in South African journalism, with my grandfather, my father and myself having been editors, so the incentive to continue my career was no longer so strong.

When I mentioned to van Schoor that I was reaching this family milestone, and did not expect any more major highlights in my career, he must have mentioned it to Featherstone, who in his usual direct way, suggested I take retirement for two reasons – the first to take advantage of a tax gap on retirees that was rapidly closing, and the other to assist the company in making more top positions available to blacks.

Though I was at first taken aback at the proposal, I found I agreed with the company’s need to promote black journalists to top positions as soon as possible. On investigating the tax landscape, it also became apparent that Featherstone was quite right in suggesting that there was a “window of opportunity” for me, which might not come again.

Once I had completed my investigation and decided to retire, other older editors and assistant editors in the group were referred to me to explain the advantages, and they too decided to retire. I took my retirement on the last day of the tax year, February 29 1996, to get the maximum financial benefit from retirement.

As my wife is a sufferer from muscular dystrophy, and has had several falls, my retirement was also an opportunity to spend more time close to her, so there was someone around to help her if she fell.

There was a natural element of regret too in deciding to retire. I had wanted to stay long enough to see the two groups of editors, the Conference of Editors and the Black Editors’ Forum, reconciled in the formation of a new body, but was retiring before the body was actually formed. My departure from the Mercury was also rather too sudden, and I felt regret at leaving the Mercury staff while we were still battling to reach the financial targets set by Tippler. The end of the tax year, however, was the cut-off date for getting the greatest tax advantage from retirement, so my hand was forced. I retired little over a month after announcing my intention to do so.

Movement to promote black staff on management side had been noticeably slower than among journalists, but the same deadline for achieving at least 30% black executives by the end of the 20th century was also set by Independent Newspapers for management-controlled departments.

Going back for a moment to black-white disputes that caused tension between the CoE and the BEF, it is worth completing the picture by mentioning that Mazwai resigned from the chairmanship of Sanef in October 1997 after a dispute arose between himself and other editors in Sanef over the publication in the Sunday Independent and other Independent Newspapers titles of details of a Denel arms contract with Saudi Arabia, in breach of a court interdict obtained at the behest of Denel to protect its contract. The Sunday Independent had disclosed the information, because it was already public knowledge outside South Africa. Denel had tried to prevent publication by getting a court interdict, on grounds that it would breach national interest, and might lead to cancellation of the contract.

Mazwai as chairman of Sanef wished to issue a statement on behalf of the organisation supporting Denel, and criticising the newspapers that had breached the court interdict. This caused a row within Sanef, resulting in Mazwai’s decision to resign. He also cited attempts within Sanef to prevent him issuing statements on behalf of Sanef.

He claimed white editors still did not see the media as an integral part of South Africa, and thus part of the country’s national objectives. “They see the media as a law and an institution unto itself, in which they tell South Africa what to do. In short, they must tell us blacks what democracy is and how the economy must work.”

The arms contract incident, he said, was the breaking point. “Various white editors, who seem to see nothing wrong with the newspapers defying a court order, tried to gag me, and said I should make public comments regarding the matter in my personal capacity and not as chairman of Sanef. There was a feeling that I should not criticise fellow editors for violating a court order. That was the last insult against a string of other matters that finally convinced me that certain members were not yet ready to embrace the new democratic government.”

City Press editor, Khulu Sibiya, commenting on Mazwai’s reasons for resigning, wrote: “Sounds very familiar, does it not? When I resigned from the Conference of Editors, it was for precisely the same reasons.”

This row within Sanef – and subsequently the differences that emerged between white and black editors in the Human Rights Commission investigation into racism in the media - serves to illustrate the extreme difficulty of reaching consensus within journalist ranks when two often-clashing agendas are at play, and where proponents hold their beliefs very deeply.

Mazwai always occupied an extreme position, and transformation is unlikely ever to go far enough to satisfy him. If it did, it would be insufficient for O’Reilly to appoint almost all his editors from black ranks. He would also have to forfeit control of Independent Newspapers to blacks.

O’Reilly appears to be steering his group into a position where blacks will occupy senior positions throughout the company, and editorial direction will be influenced from the top (for a while it was through editorial director Shaun Johnson, but the chief executive Ivan Fallon now wields that influence himself) to keep in tune with ANC attitudes, which are far less extreme than the views Mazwai propounds.

Individual editors’ scope for independent judgement and action appears to be interfered with more and more in this process, though they still retain policy control in name, so there is a definite sacrifice made to ensure that there is no government intervention that would endanger O’Reilly’s control of Independent Newspapers in South Africa. The rapid changing of editors that has occurred in recent years has not helped editors build confidence in boldly doing things their way. The status of today’s editors has, in consequence, suffered. Independent Newspapers editors, regardless of their individual views and policies, have been projected by others as being too politically correct these days, and that may well be the outward sign of O’Reilly’s concern that his ownership of the major chain of newspapers in South Africa should not be threatened by government action.

The route that has been chosen by O’Reilly, of forcing blacks into top positions in the company at a promotion rate that has disrupted all continuity in the company, has certain obvious political advantages, and politics has undoubtedly been a major pressure on the newspaper industry in recent years, probably the decisive one in this area.

It is still possible, however, to query whether the best possible route has been followed to keep the media relevant to the people. There is absolutely no denying that newspaper readerships have been damaged and thrown into serious disarray by all the moves.

Price increases, technological bungles, decision-making without concern for the interests of the established newspaper market, and the rapid appointment of black editors forcing a change of content and emphasis regardless of readership trends and advertising preferences, have all combined to reduce newspaper readerships in the Independent stable very drastically. In certain cases, circulation is being supported, for instance by sponsorship of educational pages and the like, for almost a third of the total number of sales on certain days. Without that sponsorship, the circulation figures would look even worse.

Profitability may have been maintained through price increases and downsizing of staffs, but a large number of people who used to read newspapers in South Africa no longer do so. The readership levels for newspapers were alarmingly low before the upheaval. The problem has got rapidly worse.

Failure to retrieve lost circulations after the O’Reilly restructuring, and in fact the continuing decline of circulations, is particularly worrying in the light of the upsurge of electronic options in the communications field. While the print media will always survive, it appears destined to form a declining force.

In time, this could well impact on the number of surviving newspaper titles. The great danger to a newspaper such as the Mercury is that management – eager to maintain profit levels in a falling market – will resort finally to closing one of the competing daily titles in any one circulation area, or perhaps merging the morning and afternoon titles into single 24-hour publications. This could mean, for instance, a merger between the Daily News and the Mercury, and between the Cape Argus and the Cape Times.

Perhaps from management’s point of view, these options could be considered good business practice, but for journalists they would be a further setback in a long line of setbacks. Freedom of expression has already been affected, and the reduction in titles would affect it further by reducing scope and diversity of opinion and interpretation.

A declining press industry can also not be encouraging for the practice of democracy, because the press will always play a vital role in monitoring government performance and action, and in mounting resistance to undemocratic practices.

Things have not got as bad as that yet, and we may hope every effort will be made by press proprietors to maintain as many titles as possible, with their journalists given freedom to uphold the best in press traditions. Recent trends inside Independent Newspapers have upset those traditions and placed a big question-mark against the ability of newspapers to achieve best standards.

Could another way have succeeded? That is indeed a difficult question to answer.

At the Mercury, we tried to add a specialist edition to encourage black readership without damaging the existing readership. This also involved publication of advertising across the racial divide, giving stability to the black edition during an initial period when it did not generate its own advertising to pay for itself. The idea was to advance the special black edition rapidly into becoming a separate black-orientated newspaper such as Sowetan is in the Reef market, but the initiative was defeated from within before it could be tested for viability in the readership and advertising markets. There is no saying it would have succeeded, although there were encouraging signs that we were getting through effectively to black readers. It made only a tentative beginning, and perhaps the strength of political pressures was so great that this gradualist approach – if used on newspapers in several centres – would not have achieved nearly enough at the time to assuage that thirst for black advancement.

But the press cannot feel happy with what it got instead. Transformation is a divisive philosophy feeding an endless appetite. It has got in the way of the reconciliation policies with which Nelson Mandela launched the new South Africa. What was needed politically was for convergence between the races to be the policy in staff appointments and political direction, instead of transformation from white control to black control which has fed a partisan black nationalism to the detriment of the newspaper industry.

Especially in newspapers, which lead public opinion in so many areas, a policy of racial convergence rather than transformation was an important alternative not fully used. Some of the black editors appointed in the rush to change the racial composition of top positions in the company do not follow a policy of convergence at all, but are leading spokesmen of further transformation. Within their own racial group, these editors’ efforts to speed up change are highly regarded, but they constitute a divisive force among journalists and carry some responsibility for falling circulations, because their attitudes are not shared by the declining main body of newspaper readers.

But white editors are, by the same token, out of step with the political mainstream, even those who chose to support the ANC at the previous elections. Their fault is to maintain the liberal tradition through a questioning style of journalism, exposing corruption, hammering away at crime levels and the failings of the justice system etc. This is all done in the tradition of good Western liberal journalism standards, but among many blacks, this is perceived as trying to show up blacks in a bad light.

The process of change is by no means over in journalism at the start of the 21st century, so the challenges remain big. Journalism has never been a rosy bed and certainly is not one now. The challenge to be constructive in a country of many failings remains great, however, and the improved balance in the racial composition of newspapers must assist in the long run in helping arrive at a consensus position internally.

Externally, the press will continue to have an uneasy relationship with the government and with the public if it does its job properly. Cosy relationships with government do not assist advancing democratic practices and do not make for stimulating journalism, nor do tame stories sell newspapers to the public, even though the public believes it wants “good news” stories instead of reporting on all the troubles of the world.

Chapter 29 – Perspectives on change at the Mercury

The period covered by this book represents a particularly turbulent one in the long history of the Mercury. I have given an account of what happened, but I think it is also useful to give an impression of how the turbulence, uncertainty and change was seen by some of the people most affected by it – by the staff and others at Natal Newspapers.

a) Jimmy McMillan’s editorship and subsequent changes

Greg Dardagan, who had worked on the Daily News before joining the Mercury in 1984, said his impression on joining the Mercury from the Daily News was that the Mercury was “far more conservative”. He said: “Jimmy McMillan was seen as the conservative editor and Michael Green (of the Daily News as the verligte editor. They were actually labelled like that. People in Durban saw Jimmy as very conservative, upholding traditional values, and Michael Green being far more liberal. They used to be invited to debates on radio along those lines. Jimmy would ply the conservative line, very National Party supporting. There were criticisms, but when it came to the bottom line on who we supported, I think it was the government of the day, whereas the Daily News was very different. Jimmy was conservative in his politics. I don’t think so in his lifestyle, far from it.

“Those were difficult times to work in. You had to be very brave to go against the flow. He went with the flow. That style suited him. There was no confrontational politics.

“The management style at the Mercury was very olde worlde. Jimmy was the law. He laid down the law and that was that. I still remember a notice he put up on the board once, which said: ‘People, I have noticed, have got into the practice of knocking once on my door and just walking in. This must stop. In future, you will knock, wait, and if you are told to come in, then come in. If you don’t receive an answer, check the light. If the light’s red, make sure you don’t come in.’ Jimmy had two lights on top of his door. One was red and one was green. The idea was, if you knocked and the light went green, you came in. If it was red, you stayed out. If you were an average reporter, you wouldn’t have done that. You would have been too shit-scared, actually, to have gone there. You would have told the editor’s secretary you wanted to see the editor, and you would have asked for an appointment.

“At the old Mercury building, the newsroom was on the second floor and the editors were on the third floor. There was a spiral staircase that led from the newsroom up to the editors. Jimmy didn’t come down a lot. He would spend a lot of time on the third floor. And quite often reporters hadn’t met him. They had been employed and been interviewed by the news editor or somebody else. They wouldn’t have met Jimmy.

“I saw, once or twice, incidents where Jimmy would come down the good old spiral staircase. You used to hear clip-clop and you knew the boss was coming down the stairs. And Jimmy would appear at the bottom of the stairs and would look over his demesne. And some innocent and well-intentioned reporter would go up to him and say: ‘Excuse me sir, can I help you?’ And he would say: ‘What do you mean? I’m the editor!’ That happened more than once.

“It was very much old management style, where people knew their place. The subs room was an amazing place. All the subs had to wear ties. You weren’t allowed to eat or drink anything at your desk. It was a U-shaped subs’ desk, with the top desk at the bend and the guys down the sides. They had a little side room. If you wanted to eat or drink or smoke, you had to go to the side room. And that was strict. You obeyed that. The guy who was the night editor at the time had the nickname ‘Jackboot’ because of that. That was Ralph Hawkins. He really terrorised people. He and his lieutenants John Barker and Roddy Macmillan caused many reporters to have tears and breakdowns. People were actually fearful if ‘Jackboot’ called them in. If there was a problem with a reporter’s copy, they would be called in and get bollocked out. On festive occasions, you were not allowed to have a glass of wine at your desk. If they saw that, it was instant dismissal.”

Dardagan said the Mercury as a paper concentrated almost solely on hard news, with no space for features. The page opposite the leader page was used for international news.

In the difficult days of the state of emergency, in the second half of the 1980s, Dardagan said “the Mercury played the game in terms of the emergency regulations, like most papers. We had all the regulations stuck op on the windows of the office. We had our lawyers on call all the time. The lawyers came into the office, and basically subbed the copy. Michael Hands used to do it. The lawyers used to come in quite often and just read through a batch of stories. Michael Hands did it as a matter of practice for quite a long time. He would come in and just go through the copy and make changes. We were forever referring to him.”

That was how Greg Dardagan saw things at the Mercury in those times. This scene was so different from what I had experienced on The Star in Johannesburg, under Harvey Tyson’s editorship. Every time new laws or regulations came out, we would go to the lawyers and ask them to find loopholes for us. They would come back and suggest we try this or that, and then it was over to us to do what we could. Only in extreme cases did we hold up stories for special direct reference to lawyers, but they were at the end of a telephone line, and were very prompt in dealing with cases where we needed help urgently.

Dardagan said that at the Mercury he could recall no plan to try to find loopholes in the law. The paper operated to keep itself out of trouble. If there was doubt, the lawyer was called in.

Anne Stevens’ view of the paper under Jimmy McMillan was that it was “essentially a white, Durban, middle-class, family newspaper. JDR (John Robinson) you hardly saw, but he still had his fingers controlling. He knew quite well any staff who got into embarrassing situations even in their personal lives. He would not tolerate that, if you embarrassed the company.”

Jimmy McMillan as editor was “upper middle class and country club and very much Durban”, Anne said. “He had no interest in art and culture and things like that. He was a hard-news man, and regarded the rest as fripperies really, sort of a waste of time. He saw feature pages as superfluous. The Woman’s Weekly supplement was OK, because that was for women, and they had to have something to amuse themselves. Arts he didn’t understand, didn’t follow, just had to have some of it in the paper. I don’t think he had very much sympathy for that.

“He didn’t go out much. He was very much country club. He enjoyed things like golf and growing roses. He wasn’t a social man. He wouldn’t be seen around town. He wouldn’t go to functions. I don’t think he would like to do what editors now do, being seen around representing their newspaper.”

b) My editorship

From the time of my arrival at the Mercury at the beginning of 1991, I was regarded with interest by the Natal Newspapers establishment. The Mercury staff first regarded me as a breath of fresh air, but later there was so much change and upheaval and job insecurity that, as the one holding responsibility for the changes, my popularity waned noticeably, though there was some sympathy for my predicament.

Part of the establishment at Natal Newspapers wanted to rule me. The indignation of the marketing and research department over changes I made without consulting them (I had consulted the company’s national market research unit) was very evident, but their instruction to me never to do such a thing again had the effect, I must admit, of making me resolve never to become a captive of management, though I was prepared to work with them.

My brief from Peter McLean on being appointed was to compete with the Daily News and try to close the circulation gap between the two papers. Natal Newspapers management, on the other hand, would not allow the Mercury to compete with the Daily News, its market leader. I discovered this fact the hard way, not by being told, but by being obstructed. I added to the problem by consulting management too little, mainly because I realised very quickly that transparency on my side on any new initiatives was used by management to develop protective strategies for the Daily News.

One management for competing titles was an impossible situation. Only after the Tippler recommendations were implemented did it become possible to resolve this stultifying disability.

David Braun, former Mercury assistant editor who later worked as an assistant editor on the Sunday Tribune, believed the appointment of van Schoor as editor-in-chief of Natal Newspapers was not beneficial to the Mercury. “Editorial autonomy was already being white-anted by management’s constant sniping at the way you managed the paper. I had several run-ins with Natal Newspapers’ management about their guerilla tactics against you and, ultimately, against the Mercury itself.”

Braun’s impression was that general criticism from management directed at me related to what they believed the focus of the Mercury should be and the target market they would have liked to define for the Mercury. “Van Schoor was given the authority to rein you in with his appointment as editor-in-chief”.

Braun identified Tony Hiles as one of my main critics, something I had always been aware of, but he also defended Hiles. “There are many good things to be said about Hiles. He did run the company in an unorthodox way. He was the real power in the company and he surrounded himself with people who were very loyal to him and who were expected to toe his line. However, he was very effective in making money. I was attracted to his wheeling and dealing character. I like to think I did more than a little in putting the record straight about the Mercury with him and his camp.”

That is a well-merited tribute to Hiles. He did have a wheeler-dealer style, and he opposed many of my projects for reasons he did not disclose to me, but of all the executives at Natal Newspapers, he understood the market conditions of Durban and kwaZulu Natal the best. He had a nose for profit, and for what would not make a profit, but he was rather insensitive to issues editorial people put higher on the scale. Perhaps that was the reason he opposed me. I was pushing editorial values. He was pushing short-term profit, with little room for investing in future long-term growth and profit.

Because of editorial rivalries, Braun’s impression was also that van Schoor opposed me often, though he too did not do so directly to my face. I had travelled a long road with him, and we had been editorial rivals for promotion, but in other respects I had felt we got on fairly well.

Of my editorship, Braun said: “I always felt you were badly short-changed by management. Towards the end a lot of this cropped up among the Mercury’s own staff. What you did for the Mercury was to shift it from a government-supporting, complacent institution, to a liberal mouthpiece, far more in keeping with the times. I used to tell Leon Marshall you were better suited to run a big newspaper like The Star, because you had such big expectations of a small, rather inexperienced staff. You were right to have those expectations, but the staff did not have the culture or experience to live up to them. There were in any case too few of them to try to cover the news as comprehensively as you wanted them to.

“I think the record shows that the editorials published by the Mercury on your watch were lively, informative, entertaining and always courageous and moral. At a time when there was growing confusion about the future role of the newspapers, you stuck to what you believed in. I particularly liked the way you stood up to the forces from within the company. I also saw you as compassionate. You tried very hard to save jobs when the downsizing disease took hold, and you succeeded, much to the annoyance of van Schoor, Booth and others.

“You were the last in the tradition of autonomous, proudly independent editors who refused to be pushed around by management. You resisted being reduced to being merely the editorial keeper of the bottom line.

“I can’t imagine the future for the Mercury. The paper certainly has gone through some turbulent times and it has changed so much because of it. I guess that the destiny of the paper really depends on the future of South Africa itself. Maybe some day another great editor will rise to lead the Mercury again. Maybe the paper will simply continue to ebb away, becoming an even dimmer ghost of what it used to be.”

c) David Wightman and the future

I asked David Wightman, my successor for a view. He said: “In Ben Bradley’s book, which is called The Good Life, he says in the prologue that he was lucky that he joined the Washington Post as editor when it was ready to fly. And I find myself joining the Mercury when you have done a lot of very difficult foundation work and really it was at a stage where it was ready to take off. So from that point of view I was extremely fortunate.

“And I think for the staff, who had then gone through very difficult and unsettling times, it was quite useful that there was a change in pace and personality and that they were looking for a way to develop the paper and they were in the process of doing it wonderfully. 

“I believe the paper is now on the right track. My vision is that it will become a paper of great quality. I think the Mercury spirit has returned. The paper is really looking to the future.”

Chapter 30 – Postscript - The editor and politicians

All editors will have stories to tell of their relations with the leading politicians of the day, and I myself have many reminiscences in this field.

The few I wish to share in this chapter, however, relate only to how politicians impinged on the job of editor in a time of sensitive political transition, and a time when editorial independence as a concept was being challenged by feelings of political correctness with the launching of the new democracy.

1) Winnie Mandela

Shortly after the ANC-led government came to power, and when Winnie Mandela as a deputy minister was causing much friction, the Mercury suggested in an editorial that she should be relieved of her position (something President Mandela later did).

I got immediate reaction from the ANC Women’s League in KwaZulu Natal. They phoned me and asked that a delegation from the league be granted an interview with the editor. I agreed, but refused to allow them to bring 20 people in the delegation, as they proposed. I told them my office could not accommodate a delegation of 20, and suggested they bring not more than five. They were not happy with this, but eventually agreed.

When the delegation arrived, I offered them seats, and joined them in a circle of chairs, but no one sat down until I had selected a chair for myself. Then the woman leading the delegation came and sat on the floor directly in front of me. I pointed out that there were seats for everybody which I had offered to the delegation, and it was embarrassing for anyone to feel they should sit on the floor. But the leader of the delegation insisted on sitting on the floor, saying she wanted to watch me closely.

They then protested at the Mercury’s criticism of Winnie Mandela, and asked for me to withdraw the criticism publicly. The leader of the group said I did not seem to realise that Winnie Mandela would be the next president of the country.

I expressed surprise at this view, saying Winnie Mandela was known to have a strong constituency of support within the ANC, but even with this constituency, had only managed to finish 32nd in popularity on the ANC election lists in 1994.

We could not agree on anything substantial at the meeting. I made it clear that the Mercury felt it was part of its function to be able to criticise people in public office, and that criticism of Winnie Mandela was part of this. There was no vendetta being waged against Winnie Mandela, but the newspaper could not agree to give her a blanket suspension of any criticism.

I did not hear from the group again, but their predictions caused me to follow her political prowess quite closely after that.

2) A legal action

Winnie Mandela (later known as Winnie Madikizela-Mandela) herself later came into confrontation with the Mercury some time later when she threatened to sue the paper for libel.

The case arose from a report that appeared in the Sunday Times, London, stating that she had hired a known assassin as one of her bodyguards.

The Mercury, and several other newspapers in the Morning Group, published this story, which had been sent to us by a vigilant correspondent in the Morning Group office in London. Winnie Mandela got her lawyer to file a libel action for R250 000 each against four South African morning newspapers that published the report (but she did not sue the Sunday Times in London).

First reaction of our lawyers was that we should settle the case out of court by offering her R10 000 in damages. I would not hear of that, because I did not regard the Mercury as having done anything wrong in publishing the story, which was of obvious interest to South African readers. It gave an idea of what overseas media were saying about one of the country’s leading citizens – an allegation readers were entitled to be aware of.

We had made the necessary efforts before publication to try to get hold of Winnie Mandela to get her response, but – as was standard with Winnie Mandela at that time – she had not been available to take press queries. We had said so in the report.

Another reason why I did not want to settle out of court was because Winnie Mandela seemed to be making a practice of suing newspapers, and the feeling was getting around that she saw this as an easy way of making pocket money. Some newspapers had settled other suits out of court rather than tangle with her in public. I saw it as an opportunity to tangle with her in public that I should not turn down, as she appeared to be a politician wanting to use intimidation of the press as one of her weapons.

The matter was sent to an advocate for an opinion. He also felt the Mercury would probably lose the case. We then had lengthy discussions on the merits of the case, in which I made the point that – though we did not know whether the allegation was true or not, at worst making us guilty of an error of fact – it was not necessarily a stupid thing for Winnie Mandela to hire a known assassin as a bodyguard, because her life was seen as needing protection. Who better than a trained assassin was there to assist her bodyguards in protecting her against assassins? The advocate took the point, and said he would consider the matter further.

Later he came back to me through our attorneys, saying he thought the Mercury might have a chance of winning the case by using the terms of the new constitution on the issue of freedom of speech. I said, after consultation with Natal Newspapers managing director Ed Booth and editor-in-chief Mossie van Schoor – who were willing to back my stand – that we were ready to fight the matter in court.

This was put to Winnie Mandela’s lawyers, and no further action was taken in the matter by the time I retired. The three other papers who had initially been served with notices of intention to sue, did not hear from Winnie Mandela again.

3) King Goodwill Zwelithini

I have related elsewhere the problem the Mercury had with the King over a report intimating that he had taken a “rent-a-mob” to Pretoria with him when he went to discuss his position with the government.

My relations with King Goodwill, however, were generally very good. Before the rivalry broke out between the IFP and ANC for his influence, he had been quite widely accepted by all communities in KwaZulu Natal – in the spirit of conciliation that was felt at about the time of the new democratic government coming to power – as king of the province. He was being invited by business groups and cultural groups to make appearances at their functions, and the community as revelling in having the awe of royalty.

He made a huge hit when, at the opening of the KwaZulu Natal provincial legislature’s first sitting, he arrived with his retinue, preceded by a praise-singer. The king also accepted a string of invitations as guest speaker.

At about that time, the Mercury had introduced an occasional business breakfast as part of its plan to bond more closely with the business community. We did it in conjunction with the Pam Golding estate agency at that time, which had expanded recently from Cape Town to Durban. We invited the king as our guest speaker, which he accepted.

I became the king’s host for the occasion, and had to meet him at the front door of the beachfront hotel we had as the venue. While waiting outside the hotel for the king’s arrival, who should arrive but President Mandela and a group of senior ANC personalities for an ANC regional meeting in one of the hotel’s conference rooms.

I had met Mandela several times, so we knew each other, and he stopped to exchange a few words of greeting, during which he asked why I was there – surely not to meet him?

I said I had been unaware of the ANC meeting, but the Mercury had booked another conference room for a business breakfast, at which the king would be guest speaker. Mandela immediately said he would have to greet the king. It was very necessary protocol. So I said he was welcome to meet the king at our function at any time, and explained what our speech schedule for the breakfast was.

He went off, and a few minutes later the king arrived. I ushered him and his party up to the breakfast venue. He made a very suitable speech and was busy fielding questions from the businessmen attending – the occasion had been fully booked – when there was a commotion at the door, and in walked Mandela. The crowd of guests, stunned by this unexpected arrival, rose to give him a standing ovation, and I ushered him to the platform to meet the king.

They spoke to each other briefly while there was a buzz of excitement among the guests, and then I asked Mandela – seeing he was now with us for a moment – whether he would not say a few words to the gathering. He readily agreed, and made a short and friendly speech, getting a rousing round of applause. He then went back to his ANC meeting.

For the Mercury, and for Pam Golding Estates, this breakfast had turned into the most amazing commercial coup. Who else could have arranged a double bill of speakers including King Goodwill Zwelithini and Nelson Mandela? We could hardly believe our luck, and that is how the guests also felt.

4) Mangosuthu Buthelezi

My relations with Mangosuthu Buthelezi varied greatly, from very good to rather bad, but I always regarded him as a friend, even though politics often got in the way of that.

I had met Buthelezi as early as 1971, when he was a political leader regarded as a considerable thorn in the side of the Nationalist government. He was with his friend and student of Zulu history and author Peter Becker, a man who had a sad and unfortunate death a few years later in the United States, when he was said to have stepped into the road to photograph a cactus in a desert scene, and was hit by the only car in sight from one horizon to the other.

They invited me up to Buthelezi’s room at the Edward Hotel, where I was treated very civilly and given an exclusive story for my troubles.

Later I was to meet Buthelezi at a confidential conference being held at the Jan Smuts Airport Holiday Inn, where American movers and shakers were meeting leading South Africans to discuss political solutions to the country’s problems. The press were excluded from the meetings, but that did not stop pressmen from showing a considerable interest in what was going on behind closed doors.

As I had met Buthelezi previously, I approached him for any snippets of information he could possibly give me, stopping short of actually asking for him to leak me the conference papers. He was very helpful, and I was able to leak a very good story from the first day’s deliberations, much to the annoyance of the chairman, Nasionale Pers’s “Lang David” de Villiers.

The Sunday Tribune correspondent Nick van Oudtshoorn then obtained from another source all the conference papers, but could not use them (as he worked for a Sunday paper, and could only go for one overall angle at the end of the week), so he passed the papers on to me for me to reveal day by day. This led to a series of excellent scoops.

My relations with Buthelezi were, in my own mind, very good from that time on, but years later I saw the other side of him too.

He dramatically walked out of a meeting with the then Prime Minister John Vorster and issued a defiant statement. I asked him if he had walked out in a huff and what had made him do it. He was indignant at the question, asking how dare I suggest he had walked out in a huff. It was then apparent to me that Buthelezi was very much a politician. He was friendly if you were on his side, but he was decidedly unfriendly if you showed any independence.

When I came to Natal in 1991, people in the company suggested it would be appropriate for me to find the occasion to request an audience with Buthelezi in Ulundi, and it was something I very much wanted to do anyway. I left it a few months before doing so, but eventually made the request and was granted an interview in the sumptuous KwaZulu parliamentary building.

As was often the case with Buthelezi, he saw the meeting as a press opportunity. He and one assistant took me into a room and he then delivered a long welcoming address, covering all the points of high policy that were current at that time. This speech was then handed to me for use in the paper, and I was asked to respond, which I did much more informally.

After having a relaxed tea and conversation in his office, he asked whether I would not join him for lunch with his cabinet, an invitation I accepted.

We had to walk from the parliamentary building to a side building in the complex across an open square, which was deserted except for one man, who fell to his knees in front of Buthelezi and was warmly greeted by him and helped to his feet. Buthelezi explained that this was one of his supporters.

This worship of Buthelezi made an impression, but I wondered to myself whether it had been stage-managed.

A couple of years later, I had a less happy incident with Buthelezi, on the occasion of the reopening of King’s House, the State President’s residence in Durban, by President de Klerk after a comprehensive refurbishment.

I was invited to the opening, which took place early one evening, but I could not stay long at the function, because I had to entertain dinner guests at home. I was slipping away from the function when I walked past Buthelezi, who was in deep conversation with someone else. I had wished to greet him, but thought it impertinent to butt in, and I had not time to wait, as I was already late for my dinner guests at home, so I walked past him and out

Later during the cocktail party, the Mercury’s political correspondent at the time, Chris Whitfield, went to greet Buthelezi, who simply turned his back on him. He persisted in trying to greet him, and asked him why he was so angry. Buthelezi said he was not angry with him, he was angry with the Mercury, because its editor had just deliberately snubbed him.

I was astonished to hear of this incident the next day, and hastened to send a message to Buthelezi assuring him I had never had any intention of snubbing him, and explained why I had hurried out. Although he accepted the explanation, I felt Buthelezi enjoyed (and generally enjoys) making someone apologise to him.

When making a visit to Parliament one year, I asked his secretary whether I could pay a courtesy call on Buthelezi, and was told he would see me at 6pm. I arrived promptly, but had to wait two hours before Buthelezi was ready to see me. I could have got up and left, because I think he enjoyed keeping me waiting, but I felt that, if this was a game to be played, then my part in the game was not to be fazed by it.

Each year he invited me to his prayer breakfast in Durban, and I appreciated the invitation, because it was one of the “big” functions of the year in the city and it was not easy to get on the invitation list. At one of these, Buthelezi made an emotional public apology to the ANC for anything he might have done that contributed to the country’s problems, expecting perhaps that he would set the pattern for other leaders to do the same. He was not pleased when newspapers referred to him as having broken down in tears. I personally thought he scored particularly well through that speech, but he seemed unhappy with the way the incident was reported.

When Buthelezi got unhappy with press coverage, it was his habit to send lengthy screeds to editors setting out his side of the case, or criticising the newspaper for what it had done. These letters were, by far, too long by normal newspaper standards, especially as editorial space was always at a premium, but this did not deter him from writing these long letters.

On one occasion, when he sent me a particularly long letter, I cut it back to a just acceptable – but over-long – length and published the edited version. Buthelezi was indignant and demanded I publish the letter in full. I replied that publication of letters in the newspaper was at the discretion of the editor. If he wanted the letter published in full, he could submit it as a paid advertisement.

Within the last year of my editorship, it fell to my responsibility as deputy chairman of the Conference of Editors at the time to arrange a meeting of that body in Durban in mid-year. It was always our custom to invite prominent political leaders to address us over lunch, and I thought that – seeing the country’s editors were coming to Durban and that Buthelezi was the most controversial personality from our province, that I would invite him as guest speaker. It was extremely hard to pin him down to a date, but eventually he agreed. I briefed his office on what was required – a short end-of-lunch speech, for about 10 to 20 minutes on prominent public issues, followed by question time, in which editors would question him (if necessary off the record) in a non-aggressive manner.

Buthelezi did not have a good image with most of the editors attending the lunch, but they were interested (or thought they were interested) to hear what he had to say. In the event, however, Buthelezi did a typically Buthelezi thing – he subjected the captive audience to an extremely long and turgid address, which he painstakingly read out to the assembled editors. One of the editors at the main table actually fell asleep during the speech and had to be jolted awake by one of his colleagues.

In spite of this, it was a friendly occasion, marred by Buthelezi’s over-eagerness to make use of a press occasion for publicity purposes. On the Mercury, I arranged for an edited version of the speech to be used as soon as possible on the leader page, but I did not notice other editors making any effort to cover his speech.

When I retired, there was still one outstanding disagreement with Buthelezi, which was developing into a libel suit. It had two parts. The first was that the Mercury had published a letter from a correspondent who did not want his name used, attacking Buthelezi in the strongest terms and making clearly libellous allegations about him.

How the letters editor allowed these allegations through unchecked, and how the page-checker let the letter through for publication, I do not know, but I as editor had to take responsibility for it, which I did. When Buthelezi’s lawyers drew this libel to my attention, I got in touch with the correspondent – who was an irresponsible student – who agreed to apologise publicly to Buthelezi, but still wanted his name withheld. We published his apology, to which I added the Mercury’s apology in an editorial published on the same day. I also wrote a column explaining that, when the Mercury made an unforgivable mistake, we would not try to cover it up, but would admit it and apologise, as we were doing in this case.

But the other half of the libel suit arose from Buthelezi’s indignation at a press report from the Mercury’s political correspondent, Donwald Pressly,  on the number of flights undertaken by Buthelezi over a set period. The report arose from a question that had been asked in Parliament.

Buthelezi argued that the Mercury had given a wrong impression that he was abusing his ministerial position. The political correspondent, while admitting there could have been inaccuracies in his report, said it was not clear from the parliamentary reply what the exact position was, so it was not his fault if any wrong impression had been created. He had simply summarised the parliamentary question and reply. 

This did not seem a matter of apology to me, but simply one of allowing Buthelezi space to have his say in a report of about the same length as Pressly’s original, and on the same page. I decided to defend the lawsuit if Buthelezi wished to persist with it, but nothing had come to anything by the time I retired. I was rather sorry the paper soon afterwards meekly agreed to pay damages of thousands to Buthelezi over this issue and the letter-writer’s libel, which I had already apologised for. Buthelezi would have enjoyed the apology.

5) Nelson Mandela.

My relations with Mandela were at all times extremely good. He had the most wonderfully warm personality, and always appeared to have time to mix with everyone, even when he had a busy schedule.

What I particularly liked about him was the extra gesture he was always prepared to make. For instance, when the Conference of Editors held a lunch at which he was the guest speaker, Mandela not only made a point of shaking the hands of all the editors present, but went over especially to shake the hands of the waiters and the steward behind the bar. I saw him do the same at other functions too.

Only once did he appear to develop an angry streak towards the press, and that was over the Shell House massacre in Johannesburg, in which he hotly denied that the ANC was responsible for the massacre, which the press (not without good evidence) was hinting at.

I have described elsewhere the wonderful occasion of Mandela’s inauguration. It was not an occasion on which I spoke to him or shook his hand, but I was proud to have been present at the inauguration of a man who so warmly deserved the highest office, and who lived up to the world’s best estimation of him throughout his term. He was the one man who successfully rose above the pettinesses of race politics to become a political healer in a country desperately needing political healing.

6) The ANC

As editor, I had adopted an independent political line, supporting a full democracy and a free enterprise economy. As to the political system for the country, I openly favoured a federation to divide power at the top and to force powers down to the lowest level rather than having a centralisation of powers. This I believed would meet the needs of a very diverse country in which the circumstances and conditions in the different provinces differed greatly from each other.

Because of the stance I took, I was never a supporter of the ANC, but I did make a point of giving fair coverage to its policies and there were several times where I went out of my way to be seen supporting the ANC on specific issues.

I value one letter I received on my retirement above all others, and that was from Dumisani Makhaye, the ANC’s KwaZulu Natal spokesman, who wrote a letter for publication, which the deputy editor Leon Marshall arranged (without my knowledge and without my first having seen the letter) to be published on the day I retired.

Makhaye wrote: “At the beginning of 1992, I wrote a feature article entitled ‘Who benefits from violence in South Africa?’ The main thrust of that article was that political violence was not spontaneous, but was organised  by a specific group for specific reasons. I pointed out that the security forces, working closely with the IFP, were behind the violence.

“At that time, there was not even talk about the Third Force. There were no Goldstone Reports; the 23 generals were not yet dismissed; there were no Romeo Mbambo, de Kock nor Magnus Malan trials. The white community still held the SADF and SAP generals in the highest esteem.

“Somehow, I decided to send that article to the editor of a newspaper I least trusted – The Natal Mercury. It was partly because I wanted to satisfy my long-held opinion that in SA the media in general would never publish anything that attacks the essence of apartheid colonialism. Even the white liberals were concerned only about the excesses of apartheid and not its essence. I was sure that the article would not see the light of day.

“John Patten decided to disappoint me. He published that article as it was. This was the beginning of a series of disappointments as he began to publish all my feature articles. Of course, he also did allow space for others, especially the IFP leadership such as Dr Frank Mdlalose and Chief N.J. Ngubane to respond to me articles. That was excellent.

“A process of soul-searching began. Have I changed my strong political views about the white establishment which included the white-owned and white-run media, or is it the media that has suddenly changed? What silly mistakes am I making in these articles? I then began to appreciate that even within the white-run and white-owned media there are those elements which would allow ideas, radically opposed to those of the white establishment, a space in their columns. John Patten was unequalled in this in the media industry in KwaZulu Natal.

“If the definition of a liberal is the one who allows ideas radically opposed to the one he himself holds as dear, then John Patten is a liberal. There are ideas that I got the impression he held dear, which I was and am still radically opposed to. An example would be federalism in South Africa.

“While it seems he honestly believes that federalism is inherently democratic, those who have been on the receiving end of apartheid believe that federalism is simply another attempt to preserve the essence of apartheid in some provinces, albeit in a new form. It is neo-apartheid. This argument is supported by the fact that all those parties and institutions that benefited from apartheid are supportive of federalism, and those parties that sacrificed life and limb in a bitter struggle against apartheid and colonialism are opposed to federalism.

“The point is John Patten allowed space for anti-federal ideas in his newspaper. It takes a man who is honestly convinced of the correctness of his views to allow the opposite views an opportunity to be heard. Those who know that their ideas are simply ‘shifting sands of illusion’ will never give such an opportunity to opposite views.

“In discussion with him, and in his editorial comments, I discovered that he had a rare quality of political independence. There were times when almost all the editorial commentators in the province would roast the ANC alive, and Mr Patten would be the exception. Yet, there were moments when all others praised the positions taken by the ANC, and he would be the only one sceptical. In a way, he was not fashionable.

“It is a sad moment that the time has come to pass the baton. It is hoped that the new editor and his staff will only improve on what he has achieved.”

Chapter 31 – 150th anniversary

On Monday, 2 November 2002, The Mercury produced a 150th anniversary supplement to commemorate this special occasion. As the second oldest daily newspaper in South Africa, it was something to crow about.

In this supplement, the incumbent editor and previous editors were invited to make a contribution through short articles on their period in office.

The following are the contributions:

JOHN PATTEN – 1991-1996

The period of my editorship of The Mercury was one of rapid and turbulent transition both for South Africa and for the newspaper. It was a major challenge to maintain high standards of journalism in such volatile circumstances.

In politics, the Nationalist policy of apartheid had officially died several months previously, but the troubled process of bringing all the factions of a divided society together to shape a new democracy had only just begun.

I became the first (and last) editor of The Mercury to be appointed by the old Argus Company, whose editorial tradition had been liberal, non-sectarian and responsible. It was left to the editor to direct news-gathering and to garner and generate comment that would assist the public debate in the direction of the highest public interest. During the years of apartheid, the Argus group papers had been outspokenly anti-Nationalist.

The Mercury under its previous owners and editors also had a fine reputation, but its image was undoubtedly more conservative. The year 1991, however, was not a time to be weighed down by conservative influences. The country was moving towards an open, non-racial democracy. The role I saw The Mercury playing was to help the different communities of KZN make the adjustments in thinking that could make a working democracy possible.

Market research undertaken for the company identified certain priorities as being important for The Mercury. From this a formula was devised for presenting news with a serious bias and a special place for financial news.

Design changes stood the paper in good stead, for it finished second three times and then first in the Frewin Trophy newspaper design competition. In 1995, The Mercury became the first paper to win both the Frewin and McCall trophies in a single year.

Later, when Independent Newspapers of Ireland bought the Argus Company, a total restructuring and repositioning of newspapers took place, and The Mercury was assigned the upmarket position in Natal Newspapers.

The final transition in my time as editor was for the company to demonstrate that its newspapers were not white islands in a black sea, but were part of the multi-racial South African community in every respect. It was my pleasure to stand down by retiring early to facilitate the appointment of the first Indian editor of a daily publication of Natal Newspapers. Dennis Pather was appointed editor of the Daily News, and then of The Mercury.

DAVID WIGHTMAN 1996-1999

There have not been that many editors of The Mercury in its 150-year history and I am proud to count myself as one of them.

When I joined The Mercury in March 1996, it was at a time of considerable transformation and political change in South Africa.

They were exciting and tumultuous times as the paper came to terms with a new ANC national government, a new IFP-led provincial government and new Irish proprietors with new ideas and demands. The Mercury was still largely regarded as a “white” newspaper with a long colonial past.

I determined to move The Mercury in a more liberal direction, following the course that John Patten had already set. We wished to appeal to a wider spectrum of our new rainbow nation, especially as some of our older and more traditional readers had turned away from the paper because of  steep pricing policy which had accompanied the introduction of the Business Report section.

A dynamic new writer, Kaiser Nyatsumba, joined us from Johannesburg, adding a new dimension to some rich and fertile political thinking on the paper.

Strategy sessions on the paper were noisy and sometimes unpredictable. We decided to grow our efforts in the business community and also to try to provide hope for our readers, many of whom were feeling beleaguered and bewildered by the massive changes occurring around them. We interacted with the business community and with their support began a new section, called the HighRoad, based on Clem Sunter’s scenario and with his blessing.

It is still an important part of the paper to this day, mainly due to the substantial input of David Canning, who I believe set new benchmarks in local business reporting.

The paper’s circulation stabilised and began to grow. Part of its success came from the classic design of The Mercury, carefully nurtured and watched over by design editor John Waters and, combined with good quality printing, ensured that The Mercury won the top newspaper awards, including the Frewin and McCall trophies in successive years. The talented staff of reporters and sub-editors fully deserved this recognition.

I was a little sad in a way when I was promoted a few years later to be editorial director of Independent Newspapers KZN and made way for the hugely talented and pioneering editor Dennis Pather.

They were great days on The Mercury and ones I will always remember.

DENNIS PATHER – 1999-2002

As you well know, editors don’t just appoint themselves. They’re chosen by the principals of the company, and to be absolutely candid, I greeted my appointment as editor of The Mercury just over three years ago, with a fair dose of apprehension, even foreboding.

I’d enjoyed fairly extensive experience on most of the major newspaper titles in the province, but not a day on The Mercury, not even as a freelancer. My perspective of the newspaper had always been that of a strait-laced, snobbish and politically conservative morning daily, one that had appealed primarily to a white audience.

Part of the problem lay in the fact that the title had long been under private ownership and its link with the then Argus stable was relatively recent. It was not a product I could at the time hold close to my bosom, and feel warm and comfortable about. In short, I had difficulty feeling an affinity for the product.

Much of that perspective was to change after June 9, 1999. I discovered I was in the company of a group of seasoned professionals and eager young journalists who accepted the historical baggage the title carried and were not committed to adapting and keeping paced with a changing and growing market.

Some of my more recent predecessors had already started the process and the turning point, I believe, came when The Mercury’s journalists had come to terms with the title’s market positioning.

We were broadly upmarket and aspirational, but more importantly, truly non-racial in character.

Today, the Mercury enjoys an enviable reputation for the quality and credibility that ranks it among the best in the country. This is true for both its news content and the way in which it packages and presents the news.

The newspaper’s recipe in publishing has been a simple one: deliver the widest possible news and sports coverage reliably, credibly and comprehensively to enable readers to make informed decisions.

The team behind the newspaper is proud of the package it now delivers to its thousands of readers each morning, especially its local, and international coverage of financial matters through Business Report and Network, as well as the role it plays in promoting development and growth in KwaZulu Natal through the HighRoad.

I now feel proud and privileged to have spent three thoroughly enjoyable and eventful years as editor of a newspaper that has truly succeeded in rewriting its history going back a century and a half. May it grow from strength to strength in the future.

DAVID CANNING – 2002-

It has been a special honour to take over the reins of The Mercury as it enters its second 150-year period.

As this supplement shows, Durban and The Mercury are now light years away from those early colonial days of 1852. Back then the main concerns were with Britain, the protection of white settlers’ interests and in subduing and developing a harsh and challenging countryside.

The Mercury’s early editorials reflected these attitudes, but at the same time its journalists were fiercely independent, robust and courageous in their criticism of those in power.

The Mercury has grown and prospered because it has consistently identified with this region and with the interests of its readers.

Clearly, the landscape, attitudes, politics and public events have changed dramatically over 150 years. Yet many fundamental issues remain the same.

On the simplest level, Durban remains a wonderful place in which to live. It still has (except for \January and February) a pleasant climate, relatively high rainfall, good resources and many talented and hard-working people.

These people have worries reminiscent of the early days on which The Mercury reported – under-development, unemployment, and competition from the hinterland and other ports.

Early editorials chided the local port authorities for their lack of knowledge and foresight – today we are still frustrated by the port’s inability to efficiently handle all of South Africa’s growing trade volumes.

IN the 1890s, The Mercury was complaii9nig about Cecil John Rhodes’s plans to develop rail links from ports in the Cape to Johannesburg, fearing a “freezing out” of Natal. Today we are equally concerned about inefficient railways and the Airport Company’s higher prioritisation of facilities in Cape Town and Johannesburg.

Instead of rolling up our sleeves and appreciating the assets we have, we also still look too enviously at the growth of business around the Witwatersrand and at the investments being made in Mozambique.

Who knows what this newspaper and its readers will look like when its staff gathers to celebrate its triple century in 2152?

We may all be growing our own food in the bath – and teleporting ourselves to spend the weekend on Mars.

However, my guess is that many of our readers will still face the personal challenges we share with our forebears – securing a living, educating our children well and making the daily choice between doing right and wrong.

My hope is that The Mercury will then still be helping people of this region to live better and more prosperous lives.

