
 

A case study of the Liverpool Free Press as part of an 

analysis of the local alternative newspaper movement 

in the UK in the 1970s. 

 

What were the reasons for the establishment of such 

newspapers? What impact did they have? To what 

extent were they politically motivated? What were the 

reasons for their decline? What is their legacy? 

 
This dissertation is submitted in part fulfilment of the requirements of BA 

Journalism in the Department of Journalism at Liverpool John Moores University. 

 

 

Name: Hugh O’Connell 

 

Course: BA Journalism 

 

Year: 2010 

 

Supervisor: Jackie Newton 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 2 

 PAGE 2/108 

 
A case study of the Liverpool Free Press as part of an analysis of 

the local alternative newspaper movement in the UK in the 1970s. 

 

What were the reasons for the establishment of such newspapers? 

What impact did they have? To what extent were they politically 

motivated? What were the reasons for their decline? What is their 

legacy? 

 

This dissertation is a study of the Liverpool Free Press as part of an overall analysis 

of the local alternative press movement that was gradually established through the 

emergence of local alternative newspapers across the UK during the 1970s.  

 

With specific and constant reference to the Liverpool Free Press, this thesis examines 

the reasons behind the establishment of the movement and looks at the impact these 

newspapers had, both on society and local mainstream media.  

 

It also examines to what extent were these newspapers politically motivated, what 

were the reasons behind their eventual decline and, finally, what legacy have they left, 

if any, on British journalism?  
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Introduction 
This dissertation will primarily focus on the Liverpool Free Press as an example of 

one local alternative newspaper which enjoyed some success as “Britain’s biggest 

selling alternative newspaper for several years.” (Whitaker, 1981: 90) during the 

movement’s heyday in the 1970s. 

 

To explain briefly, the local alternative newspaper movement was a group of around 

eighty newspapers that emerged across the UK during the 1970’s. They were seen as 

an alternative to mainstream local newspapers which some criticised for their lack of 

reporting of certain issues such as trade union strikes. The Liverpool Free Press was 

one example of these newspapers and was published and sold in Liverpool from 1971 

to 1975.  

 

The aim of this dissertation is to establish a broad view of local alternative press 

movement through an in-depth study of the Liverpool Free Press, conducting 

extensive interviews with some of its journalists and founding members and carrying 

out a content analysis of its articles. It will also reference previous studies and 

research on the movement as well as conducting original interviews with some of the 

leading academics on the subject.  
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For this research to be carried out it has been determined that five main questions 

should be answered in order to develop a full understanding and analysis of the 

Liverpool Free Press and, on a wider level, local alternative newspapers. These are:  

1. What were the reasons for the establishment of such newspapers?  

2. What impact did they have?  

3. To what extent were they politically motivated?  

4. What were the reasons for their decline? 

5. What is their legacy?  

 

This work will attempt to answer these questions through the prism of the Liverpool 

Free Press to which it will constantly refer but there will also be room for discussion 

of the local alternative press movement on whole. In most instances, it is expected 

that when answering these questions through the prism of the Free Press, the 

outcomes will be broadly reflective of the whole alternative press movement. Where 

this is not the case it will be highlighted, examined and discussed.  

 

To do this, literature that has already been published in the area must be examined in 

order to establish the main ideas, issues and themes that surround the local alternative 

newspaper movement. There will be thorough examination of Brian Whitaker’s 

previous case study of the Liverpool Free Press (which he helped establish) in his 

book News Ltd – Why You Can’t Read All About It.  
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Where this dissertation will differ is that it will attempt to be a neutral and up to date 

examination of the Free Press - something Whitaker could not achieve purely because 

of his work in founding, producing and publishing the newspaper and the subsequent 

publication of his case study in News Ltd in 1981.  

 

The dissertation’s literature review will also focus on the work of other experts in the 

local alternative newspaper industry particularly that of Tony Harcup and Chris Atton 

in order to determine what the main themes and issues surrounding the movement are. 

These will be related back to the Liverpool Free Press in order to show that this 

newspaper was typical of most newspapers involved in the movement. But where 

there are differences, they will be highlighted, analysed and discussed.  

 

Upon establishing these themes and issues through reviewing the literature already in 

the field, this thesis will seek to offer fresh analysis of the Liverpool Free Press, 

through a range of interviews with some of its founding members and former 

journalists, Brian Whitaker, Rob Rohrer, and Derek Massey. On a wider level, 

research and analysis of the local alternative newspaper movement will be aided by 

interviews with leading academics Tony Harcup and Chris Atton as well as Granville 

Williams.  
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As outlined, this dissertation will rely largely on qualitative research in the form of 

interviews. However there will also be some quantitative methods used in the form of 

a content analysis of an extremely rare set of issues of the Liverpool Free Press in 

order to determine to what extent these newspapers were politically motivated. This 

will seek to determine how many of the newspaper’s stories were political, based on a 

pre determined formula which is outlined in the ‘Methods and Methodology’ section.  

 

The result of this content analysis is not expected to be broadly reflective of the local 

alternative newspaper movement on whole. However, it is hoped that it will provide 

some guidance in answering the question on political motivation of local alternative 

newspapers which can be explored and discussed further in the ‘Data, analysis and 

discussion’ section. 

 

Through this combination of qualitative and quantitative research this dissertation will 

offer some fresh research and analysis on not only the Liverpool Free Press but also 

the local alternative newspaper movement in the UK during the 1970s.  

 

This will help to answer the five main questions this research poses, including, 

perhaps most importantly, whether it has impacted and left any legacy at all on British 

journalism of today. Furthermore, this dissertation will ask and attempt to answer 

whether or not there is a possibility that the movement could re-emerge in Britain’s 

modern media environment. 
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Literature review 
 
This section will discuss some of the main ideas, themes and issues which have 

already been explored by previous research into the local alternative newspaper 

movement that have included discussion about the Liverpool Free Press, most notably 

in Brian Whitaker’s aforementioned book News Ltd.  

 

It will look to answer the main questions posed by this dissertation through the 

analysis and studies already carried out on this subject as well as highlighting other 

themes and issues that are particularly important in the analysis and discussion of 

papers such as the Liverpool Free Press, and the local alternative press movement.  

 

One of the main issues that pervades most studies is defining what is meant by 

‘alternative’ when referring to the alternative media or press. As Vincent Campbell 

points out, labels such as “alternative press” have been used as a “broad-brush 

collective terms for a disparate body of practices”. (Campbell, 2004: 178) Chris Atton 

concurs with this, pointing out that ‘alternative’ can be used as blanket term to 

describe titles such as the Liverpool Free Press (Atton, 2002: 10) 

 

The National Conference of Alternative Newspapers argues that an unambiguous 

definition of an ‘alternative newspaper’ is impossible but that there were features 

common to all of them – local, anti racist, anti sexist, politically left, not for profit, 

editorially free of influence, broadly collective, their existence often precarious.  

(National Conference of Alternative Papers, 1984: 1) Tom Hopkinson writes that 

minority press in to which alternative newspapers can be included “tends to be 

suspicious, investigative, denunciatory.” (Hopkinson, 1981: 5).  
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The editors of Alternatives in Print suggest that an alternative publication was one 

that satisfied one of the following criteria. 

1. The publisher has to be non-commercial, demonstrating that “a basic concern 

for ideas, not the concern for profit, is the motivation for the publication.”  

2. The subject matter of their publications should focus on “social responsibility 

or creative expression, or usually a combination of both.” 

3. Finally, it is enough for publishers to define themselves as alternative 

publishers. 

(Alternatives in Print, 1980: vii, as quoted in Atton, 1999: 51) 

 

The converse argument is that because there are such broad defining terms, there can 

be no meaningful definition of ‘alternative media’ (Abel, 1997, as quoted in Atton, 

2002: 9) Tim O’Sullivan describes alternative media as “those forms of mass 

communication that avowedly reject or challenge established and institutionalised 

politics, in the sense that they all advocate change in society, or at least a critical 

reassessment of traditional values.” (O’Sullivan, 1994: 10) This definition is broad 

enough that it can be applied to the local alternative newspaper movement of the 

1970s of which the Liverpool Free Press was one of about eighty local alternative 

newspapers in the UK.  

 

The Minority Press Group later divided these eighty or so publications into five 

different types of alternative newspaper. However, in reality, some argue that there 

was cross over between the different categories and the independence of alternative 

titles meant editorial policy could change at any time (Harcup, 1998, as quoted in 

Franklin & Murphy, 1998: 107/8). 
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The differing definitions of alternative media present an interesting debate, one of a 

few that surround discussion of the movement. The many reasons behind the 

establishment of the local alternative newspaper movement are another discourse. 

Motives differ for each paper, there was no single reason that prompted all of the 

aforementioned eighty or so titles to begin publication. However the primary and 

broadest reason for their establishment, that can be applied to all titles, including the 

Liverpool Free Press, was the political and social climate of the time or what Harcup, 

describes as “the community politics of the late 1960s and early 1970s.” (Harcup, 

1998: 106) 

 

In the case of the Liverpool Free Press, its foundation stemmed from the 

disillusionment with the level of journalism being practiced at mainstream local 

newspapers in the city, the Liverpool Echo and Liverpool Daily Post. According to 

Brian Whitaker, the newspaper’s hands-on editor Sir Alick Jeans would see to it that 

his many high friends in high places received favourable coverage in both papers. 

(Whitaker, 1981: 94) He describes them as having revelled in the “boomtown 

mentality” of the city and sought to play up to it whenever it could. But, in reality, the 

city was declining. (Whitaker, 1981: 94) Their approach could be described as typical 

of mainstream media in that it appealed to safe, conventional formulas to maximise 

audiences. (Hamilton, 2000: 357/8) 
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Liverpool’s own Catholic Pictorial publication of the time pointed to the underlying 

problem with the city’s press “where both dailies are owned by the same enterprise, 

there is little or no chance for dissenting views to be heard.” (Borg, 1971, as quoted in 

Pak-o-Lies, 1971: 5) Ralph Berry wrote in 1971 that: “The press, both as a reporter 

and interpreter of contemporary events, retains a vital role in educating the public.” 

(Berry, 1971: 6) At the time there was increasingly a feeling that the press was not 

fulfilling its role when it came to reporting events that mattered to the ordinary and, in 

some cases, disadvantaged communities.  

 

Brian Whitaker argues that these “educators” were in many ways flawed: “What an 

examination of published stories and their sources reveals is that news - certainly the 

serious news - is mainly one way traffic. ‘Them’ telling ‘us’ what they want us to 

know.” (Whitaker, 1981: 32). This discontent with the underrepresentation of many 

people in the local media was one of the main reasons behind the establishment of 

newspapers such as the Liverpool Free Press in 1971. 

 

Chris Atton describes the Liverpool Free Press as “one in a historical line of 

newspapers that sought to be free from commercial considerations and to provide 

‘ordinary people’ with news and information that was discreetly useful to them in 

their daily lives.” Atton identifies early promotional flyers for the Free Press which 

outlined three elements the publication shared with many other alternative titles - 

commercial independence; editorial independence from political parties or pressure 

groups; and empowerment of specific communities i.e. the local community in which 

it operated. (Atton, 2002: 17) 
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Most people who started up local alternative newspapers were not journalists in that 

they had no training or had not worked in newspapers before. Tony Harcup’s survey 

of those who worked in both alternative and mainstream media finds that over half the 

journalists surveyed - 13 out of 22 - states that they have had no formal journalism 

training at any stage in their careers. The remaining nine journalists have had some 

form of formal training, more typically, after their involvement with alternative 

media. (Harcup, 2005: 364) 

 

The establishment of newspapers such as the Liverpool Free Press inevitably prompts 

questions as to what purpose they served and, as this dissertation asks, to what extent 

were they politically motivated. If they were born out of the “community politics” to 

which Harcup alludes to then he is right to assert that “many of those involved in 

alternative media see their journalism as “a political activity” (Whitaker, 1981: 99; 

also see SchNEWS, 2004: 301, as quoted in Harcup, 2005: 362) Michael Traber 

argues along similar lines stating that alternative media’s main aim was to push social 

and political action: “change towards a more equitable social, cultural and economic 

whole.” (Traber, 1985: 3) 

 

When it came to stories, generally alternative press made more use of “contacts whom 

the traditional local press ignores: people with axes to grind, people with low status, 

who wish to complain about the powerful” (Franklin & Murphy, 1991: 118) This kind 

of journalism almost directly challenged the convention of mass media which some 

argue is only mass in terms of consumption and is limited in participation when it 

comes to actual production. (McChesney, 1999) 
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This was also the case with the Liverpool Free Press where “ordinary people had a 

much greater part in the Free Press than in most newspapers”, according to Whitaker, 

and were used as both sources and suppliers of information. Decision-making within 

the newspaper itself followed a unanimous voting practice and they targeted those 

with power, wealth or influence. (Whitaker, 1981: 104-111)   

 

Alternative newspapers, were in general, far more inclusive then the mainstream press 

and titles such as the Free Press became “parish magazines of the dispossessed” 

according to BBC Radio 4’s local press programme Wilko’s Weekly (Harcup, 1994: 3) 

But in pushing for this social and in some cases political change, these newspapers 

faced many challenges in terms of production, distribution and staying commercially 

and economically viable.  

 

Downing argues that by nature, alternative titles tend to go “unmeasured, uncounted, 

and poorly known in official circles or outside their localities.” (Downing, 2001: 27) 

The desire to be different and not be subject to the commercial pressures which most 

mainstream newspapers were meant that titles such as the Liverpool Free Press gave 

little thought to advertising revenue which accounted for just 10% of the newspaper’s 

income. The rest was dependent on distribution and sales. Distribution came from just 

eighty of the several hundred newsagents in the city of Liverpool at the time. 

(Whitaker, 1981: 90) 
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This was partly the reason for the demise of Liverpool Free Press but there were a 

number of other reasons that are relevant to most alternative publications. Comedia 

suggest the failure of alternative press was generally caused by its inability or 

unwillingness to adopt methods of financial planning and organisational efficiency 

that would have enabled it to survive in the industry (Comedia, 1984: 98-100). 

 

Nigel Fountain argues that the alternative press movement failed because of its lack of 

“internal organisation, distribution and sales” (Fountain, 1988: 198). Charles Landry 

concurs with Fountain. His study on the failure of the radical/alternative press cites a 

lack of professionalism and business sense on the part of those involved who were 

required to have “an idealistic commitment over and above material considerations.” 

(Landry et al., 1985: 98) 

 

There are a variety of theories on the demise of the local alternative newspaper 

movement. The general belief is that these newspapers constantly struggled with 

small circulations, a lack of money, burn out of key individuals, outdated technology, 

and a declining market for commercial activities such as printing. “We ran out of 

steam” was a popular refrain. (Harcup, 1998: 110 & Hobbs, 1993: 20) Put simply 

people had moved on and the do-it-yourself, volunteer approach to producing these 

newspapers had ebbed away. 
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Perhaps, the most damning and conclusive assessment of the local alternative 

newspaper movement in this country is put forward by Chris Atton who argues, based 

on the evidence, that “no product of the alternative press can ever hope to reach the 

circulation figures comparable with its mainstream counterparts.” (Atton, 1999: 63)  

 

But what legacy has the movement, and papers like the Liverpool Free Press, left 

behind? There are no definitive answers on this. No statistics that can measure their 

impact on the mainstream newspaper industry. Jakubowicz argues that the alternative 

media were a phenomenon of the turbulent era of the 1960s and 1970s and that their 

proliferation should not be thought of as a permanent feature of modern journalism 

(Jakubowicz, 1993, as quoted in Downing, 2001: 26/7) 

 

Others would argue they did have an impact, particularly, and for obvious reasons, 

those who worked on such alternative titles. In his survey of journalists who worked 

in both alternative and mainstream newspapers, Tony Harcup finds that in terms of 

the alternative influencing the mainstream, most journalists thought there was “some 

kind of influence, albeit often limited. Suggested influences ranged from providing 

recruits for the wider journalism industry to making parts of the mainstream media 

alter some editorial practices.” (Harcup, 2005: 367) 

 

With this in mind, this dissertation will seek to explore in more detail whether or not 

newspapers like the Liverpool Free Press and the local alternative newspaper 

movement in general have left any lasting legacy on society or British journalism as 

well as answering the four other questions it has posed.  
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Methods and methodology 

This section will discuss the methods and methodology used in the course of this 

research. It will explain the rationale behind the methods used and the reasons for not 

using other available methods with reference to underpinning knowledge on academic 

research. It will discuss some of the problems and issues that arose in conducting this 

research and outline how they were overcome. 

 

There were two main issues that arose at the outset. The first was the difficulty 

encountered in trying to source original copies of the Liverpool Free Press. The 

second was the eventual realisation that the majority of research would have to be 

carried out through qualitative methods alone, specifically interviews with people who 

had knowledge of the Liverpool Free Press and the local alternative newspaper 

movement.  

 

Any chance of carrying out quantitative research would be dependent on solving the 

first issue. Obtaining copies of the Liverpool Free Press was not possible through the 

normal channels of local libraries and archives. Eventually, an enquiry with the owner 

of a bookshop in Liverpool, ‘News From Nowhere’, would result in her kindly 

offering a loan of 13 different issues of the newspaper that would be used for content 

analysis. 
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One of the other main issues relating to the local alternative newspaper movement, 

including publications such as the Liverpool Free Press, is that ordinary people could 

not identify with such a newspaper as they would with the Liverpool Echo or Daily 

Post. This is evidenced by a street survey in Leeds city centre carried out by another 

alternative newspaper, Leeds Other Paper. It found that 70 per cent of those 

questioned had never heard of the LOP at the time it was being published despite it 

being on sale in most newsagents. (Harcup, 1998: 114)  

 

A street survey of Liverpool people at the time the Free Press was in publication 

would likely yield similar results. The percentage of those who had never heard of the 

newspaper may have been even higher given the problems the Free Press faced with 

distribution. Having no wholesaler meant that those who wrote and published the 

newspaper had to distribute it themselves. (Liverpool Free Press, 1974: 4) 

 

This lack of recognition meant that doing a street survey in the manner that the LOP 

did would not be feasible. As well as this the Free Press has been out of publication 

for 35 years, meaning the number of people who would even remember the 

newspaper would likely be very few creating a huge difficultly in locating 

respondents. This is one of the difficulties generally associated with surveys which as 

De Vaus points out predominantly makes them the least flexible method in terms of 

speed. (De Vaus, 1990: 104)  
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This also ruled out questionnaires, which have a number of problems including a low 

response rate and general lack of enthusiasm from the respondent. (Gray, 2004: 

188/9). Those problems would only be heightened by the fact that few people in 

Liverpool today would remember or recall the influence or impact, if any, made by 

the Liverpool Free Press or the local alternative newspaper movement.  

 

For the same reasons, this problem also ruled out focus groups of ordinary people. 

Focus groups can offer the opportunity for a researcher to gather data on participants’ 

interaction with one another (Hornig-Priest, 1996: 66) and whilst doing this with ex-

Liverpool Free Press journalists might have created some interesting issues, 

logistically it was not feasible as the journalists are now scattered across the UK.  

 

Interviewing as a qualitative technique was determined to be most appropriate way of 

answering the questions set out by this dissertation. Each interviewee fell into one of 

two groups. Firstly, experts in the area of local alternative newspapers who were 

identified as: 

• Tony Harcup, Senior Lecturer in Journalism at University of Sheffield, as well 

as an author of several books, book chapters and papers in the subject of 

alternative media.  He also worked on Leeds Other Paper. 

• Chris Atton, Professor of Media and Culture at Edinburgh Napier University, 

as well as an author of several books and papers on the subject of alternative 

media. 

• Granville Williams, expert on British labour relations, media policy and media 

researcher at University of Huddersfield, as well as author of a number of 

papers on British media ownership. 
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Then the views of journalists who were closely involved with the production and 

publication of the Liverpool Free Press were also sought.  They were: 

• Brian Whitaker, founding member and journalist at the Liverpool Free Press 

• Rob Rohrer, founding member and journalist at the Liverpool Free Press 

• Derek Massey, local printer and later contributor to the Liverpool Free Press 

 

Interviews for this dissertation would be semi-structured, in that open questions would 

be asked of the interviewees. Questions would be broadly similar for all experts in 

local alternative newspapers. For Free Press journalists there would be a different set 

of questions, broadly similar for all three interviewees.  

 

The growing use of a semi structured interview format in academic research can be 

linked to “the expectation that the interviewed subjects’ viewpoints are more likely to 

be expressed in a relatively openly designed interview situation than in a standardised 

interview or a questionnaire” (Flick, 2002: 74). This would be expected to produce 

more open, honest and interesting answers from each interviewee particularly when 

the interview was conducted in person or by phone as would be the case with all but 

one of the interviewees.  
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The pitfalls of the qualitative research interview are that it lacks objectivity (Kvale, 

1996: 64) Uwe Flick also cites problems that can arise in conducting semi-structured 

interviews include finding a balance between the input of the pre-prepared questions 

and the aims of the overall research question on one hand and the interviewee’s style 

of presentation on the other. Sometimes questions can be answered without having to 

ask them. Deciding which questions to drop from an interview and when to interrupt 

your interviewee if you think he/she is digressing from the subject is something that 

can only be done on an ad hoc basis (Flick, 2002: 92)   

 

It is important not to follow the pre-prepared questions or interview guide too rigidly. 

(Hopf, 1978, as quoted in Flick, 2002: 92) Making these decisions is not easy but the 

difficulty is alleviated somewhat by the interviewer’s experience in this method. 

Journalists, in the course of their work, often conduct semi-structured interviews so 

there was some degree of experience to hand when carrying out research for this 

dissertation.  

 

This method of qualitative research would be used entirely to answer four of the five 

questions set out in the title of this dissertation. But in order to answer the question 

relating to the political motivation of newspapers such as the Liverpool Free Press, it 

was determined that as well as citing information garnered from the interviews, a 

content analysis would also be conducted. This would involve determining how many 

stories in each issue of the obtained newspapers were classed as political.  
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Content analysis is an important quantitative research tool that is particularly pertinent 

to media research (Hornig Priest, 2002).  It has been described as the “scientific 

approach” (Calder, 1977: 355, as quoted in Kvale, 1996: 64) and “a very transparent 

research method” but it has its limitations in that the devising of a coding schedule or 

manual involves a level of “interpretation” by the coder. (Bryman, 2004: 195-197)  

 

Gray argues that the coder’s creation of what is known as criteria for selection i.e. 

specific rules set out before the data is analysed, allows for a measure of objectivity, if 

not total objectivity in conducting this type of research. (Gray, 2004: 328) In this case, 

“interpretation” would be determining what is and what is not a political story. This is 

not an exact science and a degree of subjectivity would be involved.  

 

A formula was devised in order to establish the difference between a political and a 

non-political story. It was determined that for any story published in the Liverpool 

Free Press to be considered political, the article examined had to refer to one or more 

of the following: 

a. The city council 

b. Councillors 

c. Council committees 

d. Local authorities 

e. Parliament 

f. Members of Parliament (MPs),  

g. Parliamentary Committees  

h. Political parties  

i. Members of political parties. 
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Therefore any story that did not refer to any one of the above would be considered 

non-political and would be entered into the non-political column.  

 

The small size of the newspapers - issues were ten pages at the beginning and 12 

towards the end - made the process a lot easier than carrying out a content analysis of 

this sort on a normal mainstream newspaper. The method was simple, counting all the 

stories in the newspaper to determine how many stories were published. Then 

counting the number of stories that were political under the aforementioned criterion 

and subtracting this number from the total. In order to limit any miscounts or mistakes 

the process was repeated twice. Where the numbers differed, a recount was carried out 

until two consecutive counts matched. The data was input into a spreadsheet, where a 

formula was devised to calculate the percentage of political stories in each newspaper: 

 

(Number of political stories/number of stories) x 100 = % of political stories 

 

In answering this specific question on political motivation of the Liverpool Free 

Press, the research would draw on this content analysis and on the qualitative data 

garnered from interviews. Integrating the two requires a certain “technical 

competence” and to be able to move easily between one logic and another (Mason, 

1994: 107). In this particular case the content analysis would either confirm the 

conclusions of the interviewees regarding the political motivation of the Liverpool 

Free Press or counter their arguments. 
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The results and their implications are discussed in the ‘Data, analysis and discussion’ 

chapter where there is also an in depth analysis and discussion on the information that 

was gathered from carrying out the six interviews that were deemed necessary in 

order for this dissertation to answer the five main questions that it poses in its title.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 23 

 PAGE 23/108 

Data, analysis and discussion 

This section will present, analyse and discuss the findings of the research that has 

been undertaken. The three elements: data, analysis and discussion, will be 

interwoven with the intention of creating an interesting and engaging narrative that 

will seek to answer the main questions that have been posed by this dissertation.  

 

What were the reasons behind the establishment of the local alternative 

newspaper movement and the Liverpool Free Press? 

 

This study found primarily that there was disillusionment with how local mainstream 

newspapers were reporting the news. Tony Harcup said: “[They were] not interested 

in the ordinary activities of ordinary people.” He argued that there was a greater focus 

on reporting the activities of the establishment. (Interview 4)  

 

It was found that local established newspapers had become havens for conservative 

and lazy journalism according to Harcup: “So much of the paper was full of the police 

have said this, the council have said that. They didn’t even seem to extend their gaze 

beyond those sources of news.” (Interview 4)  Granville Williams pointed to a culture 

of deference amongst newspapers to the activities of these respected figures, never 

questioning or investigating them. (Interview 3)  
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But this apparent attitude of deference in local newspapers did not coincide with a 

similar acquiescence amongst the public. Williams and Harcup both pointed to the 

period when the local alternative newspaper movement began to emerge as being one 

where the ordinary classes were increasingly questioning why things had to be the 

way they were. There was an attitude according to Harcup “which said that we don’t 

have to put up with this, we can do something about it” (Interview 3) (Interview 4) 

 

This discontent with mainstream newspapers was very much evident in Liverpool. 

Brian Whitaker bemoaned the “quaint practices” of the Liverpool Echo and Liverpool 

Daily Post whose idea of community was only the “important people.” (Interview 1) 

This all came whilst “revolutionary politics were at work” according to Rob Rohrer 

(Interview 2). Derek Massey identified a culture of alternative: “Almost every part of 

your life back then could be steeped in some sort of alternative culture because it was 

those times. There were things happening all over the place.” (Interview 5)  

 

The specifics of the establishment of the Liverpool Free Press and the collaboration 

of some of those interviewed for this research are discussed in detail in Whitaker’s 

book News Ltd (Whitaker: 1981: 93-102) However the idea of local journalists 

establishing an alternative newspaper, as was the case with the Free Press, was rare 

even in the alternative media movement itself.  Many people who started these 

newspapers weren’t journalists, according to Tony Harcup (Interview 4)  
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In the case of the Free Press, Whitaker was clear about the reasons behind its decision 

to recruit trained journalists: “Basically because we wanted a professional standard 

that would give the paper credibility.” (Interview 1)  

 

What impact did the Liverpool Free Press and the local alternative 

newspaper movement have? 

 

The launch of the Liverpool Free Press in July 1971, with the banner “News You’re 

Not Supposed to Know” underlined the style and tone of the newspaper.  In terms of 

impact, The Echo and Daily Post became increasingly annoyed by the presence of the 

newspaper, according to Rob Rohrer: “They were rattled because the editor was 

worried about these small community newspapers…stealing advertisers, readers, and 

they were lowering the reputation of the Echo” (Interview 2)  

 

On a wider level, measuring the impact of alternative local newspapers was difficult 

given there were no accurate studies on readership or sales: “A lot of these things are 

very hard to come by. There's not a lot of the physical evidence,” lamented Williams 

(Interview 3).  

 

Individually, alternative newspaper investigations could have a considerable impact. 

In the case of the Liverpool Free Press, its investigation into corruption in the 

Liverpool suburb of Kirkby would lead to the jailing of a former Labour councillor, 

the local council’s chief architect and a millionaire builder.  

 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 26 

 PAGE 26/108 

The allegations and subsequent convictions came about after the Free Press spent 

considerable time investigating the construction of a ski slope in Kirkby and 

subsequently questionable land, building materials and construction dealings between 

high-ranking members of the local council and a local building firm in the 

constituency of then Prime Minister Harold Wilson.  

 

Their investigation took some four months and would, they argued, have been 

impossible on any mainstream newspaper because of the time and effort they put into 

that one story, at the expense of many others. (Whitaker, 1981: 113-119 and Liverpool 

Free Press, 1975: 1 & 5-8) (See also, Appendix 9)  

 

Whitaker said it did influence the mainstream newspapers, the Echo and Daily Post, 

but not to the degree that it changed their outlook long term: “They did get mobilised 

on that and tackled that [Kirkby corruption story]. I’m not sure if it changed the 

culture of the paper very much though.” (Interview 1) 

 

Beyond individual stories like this, the difficulty in measuring overall impact of the 

alternative newspaper movement is exemplified by the non-existence of readership or 

distribution statistics. Downing’s view probably best sums it up, alternatives by nature 

were: “unmeasured, uncounted, and poorly known in official circles or outside their 

localities.” (Downing, 2001: 27) 

 

 

 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 27 

 PAGE 27/108 

To what extent was the local alternative newspaper movement and the 

Liverpool Free Press politically motivated? 

 

In terms of pushing a political agenda, Harcup argued, that there is no single answer 

to this. It differed from newspaper to newspaper but that: “It started from the point of 

view that it almost assumed that those in power were doing something wrong…and 

therefore you needed to keep a close watch on them and expose what they did.”  

(Interview 4)  

 

Chris Atton argued that the strong political ideology that most of those who wrote for 

these newspapers had informed them to write about the news they believed wasn’t 

being reported: “The two are impossible to disentangle,” he argued. (Interview 6) 

Whilst Williams agreed that people involved in these newspapers were “inescapably” 

political (Interview 3)  

 

Atton and Williams argument that these newspapers could not escape this inherent 

political bias in their reporting was acknowledged, to a degree, by Whitaker but he 

rejected the notion that the Free Press was overtly political and pushing an agenda: 

“We weren’t sort of doing it for propaganda purposes.” (Interview 1)  
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Massey believed the newspaper was a product of the Radical Left, meaning it had no 

allegiance to any of the main parties. (Interview 5) and Rohrer believed the 

newspaper’s allegiance weren’t with any political party: “It was about radical 

journalism, that and nothing else. Although clearly we had sympathies for the 

workforce against the shareholder because the shareholder got enough coverage as it 

was.” (Interview 2) 

 

In order to determine more exactly to what extent the Liverpool Free Press was 

politically motivated, a content analysis of the 13 available issues of the newspaper 

was carried out. The criterion that defines a political story has already been laid out in 

the ‘Methods and Methodology’ section. These were the results of the analysis: 

 

 

Fig. 1.1 – Results table of the content analysis of 13 issues of the Liverpool Free Press to 
determine the number of political stories the newspaper published, including overall 
number of stories, political and non-political, percentages and overall averages of the 
issues analysed.  
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Fig. 1.2 – Graphed results of content analysis of 13 issues of the Liverpool Free Press 
representing the percentage of political stories in each available issue examined 
 

Figure 1.1 outlines the overall results of the content analysis as well as the average 

number of political to non-political stories the newspaper published. This shows that 

on average the newspaper published more non-political stories than political but only 

by 0.4%. This was largely due to the smaller percentage of political stories in earlier 

issues when compared against the percentages in later issues.  

 

The graph in Figure 1.2 indicates this gradual rise in the number of political stories 

after the first three or four issues. The dip at Issue 19 can be attributed to the extensive 

coverage of one sole political story, the Kirkby corruption scandal, which dominated 

that particular issue. (See Appendix 9)  
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Clearly the newspaper had plenty to write about politically. In all but one of the 13 

issues analysed, over a third of stories were in some way political. While in seven out 

of 13 issues, over half the stories were political. The second last issue analysed, one of 

the final issues of the Liverpool Free Press, was made up of two-thirds political 

stories. 

 

The gradual rise in political stories could be down to a number of factors but one key 

reason was outlined by Whitaker: “I had a contact in the Town Hall who had access to 

their files. He would bring a few interesting ones home with him at night and we 

would then read through them.” (Interview 1) Derek Massey said the paper “always 

kind of had a foot in traditional politics…rocking the boat” but that other alternative 

newspapers were much more radical, rejecting the traditional. (Interview 5) 

 

This view corresponds with Tony Harcup’s who believed the politics of alternative 

newspapers, and to what extent they were politically motivated, was largely 

dependent on who wrote them: “They weren't all uniform. They reflected the 

particular politics of the people who set them up.” (Interview 4) This indicates that 

while the Liverpool Free Press was a politically motivated newspaper this wasn’t 

indicative of the local alternative newspaper movement as a whole. 
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What were the reasons for the decline of the local alternative newspaper 

movement and the Liverpool Free Press? 

 

Research suggested that the Liverpool Free Press avoided being undermined by 

commercial interests. As we have seen, on average only ten per cent of the 

newspaper’s income came from advertising. (Whitaker, 1981: 99) Derek Massey 

argued against the idea that money from advertising would have compromised the 

newspaper’s values. Instead, he believed they just never bothered to think about the 

idea of selling advertising. (Interview 5) Whitaker concurred, however he alluded 

“deep down” to a feeling amongst each other that more advertising meant more 

compromise editorially. (Interview 1) 

 

This attitude was undoubtedly one of the contributory factors to the demise of the 

Liverpool Free Press, and it is also an attitude that was common across the local 

alternative newspaper movement. Tony Harcup pointed to a general view that there 

was never much thought given to the future: “The big picture was next week or week 

after. There was no thought to the next decade or anything like that.” (Interview 4) 

 

Chris Atton believed that local alternative newspapers were increasingly focused on 

their own ideology and writing about the world as they saw it instead of “taking into 

account enough the needs and desires of the communities they were supposedly 

writing for.” (Interview 6) 
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Harcup and Granville Williams also pointed to a change in the political landscape of 

the time, the emergence of the 1980s and Thatcherism “seemed to take the wind out 

of people’s sails,” according to Harcup (Interview 4). Williams cited similar reasons 

but also believed that the fracturing of the political Left to which the alternative 

newspaper movement appeared aligned with meant that there was no longer enough 

people who shared the ideas these newspapers were publishing. (Interview 3) 

 

Harcup also cited individual burn out of people involved in these newspapers: “After 

a few years of selling a few hundred or thousand they thought they should be selling 

more and that could be demoralising.” (Interview 4) For the individuals involved in 

the Liverpool Free Press this was the case: “We were getting to a stage where people 

needed to move on and it was clear. You can't go on living off buttons,” said Massey 

(Interview 5).  

 

These were the general issues that began to afflict all local alternative newspapers but 

there were individual reasons too. In the case of the Free Press they faced libel action 

when one of the Liverpool’s leading lawyers, Rex Makin, began issuing threats of 

legal proceedings against newsagents who stocked the, by now, monthly Liverpool 

Free Press (Whitaker, 1981:132/133). Makin believed he was being libelled by the 

Free Press in an article that stated that he was “no stranger to the oil business” 

(Liverpool Free Press, 1976: 5) 
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“[He] did actually go round and threaten the news agents who distributed it,” said 

Massey. (Interview 5) Whitaker called it “sabotage” on the part of Makin, but he also 

pointed to the decision to move to a monthly meaning production costs were increased 

in what he describes in News Ltd as an “all-or-bust move” (Whitaker, 1981: 137) The 

Makin affair didn’t help but as Rohrer observed, there were other reasons: “We were 

all going our separate ways…we didn’t think about training the next lot.” (Interview 

2)  

 

“Historically radical papers are short lived,” said Harcup, he cited the Charterists 

publications of the 1840s as an example of this. To think about training the next batch 

of journalists to take over would have been to look beyond the bigger picture for these 

newspapers which was never more than the next week or the next month and trying to 

get the next issue out. (Interview 4) 
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What is the legacy of the local alternative newspaper movement and the 

Liverpool Free Press? 

 

This research found the legacy of the local alternative newspaper movement difficult 

to quantify. The ‘Literature Review’ section highlighted some who believe there was 

little impact, some who believe there was quite a lot. Inevitably those who worked on 

the newspapers themselves would argue there was impact as Harcup’s aforementioned 

survey outlined. (Harcup, 2005: 361-368) 

 

But amongst those who worked on the Free Press opinion varied. Rob Rohrer 

described it as a “very successful” experiment in journalism because of the training it 

gave him in investigative reporting: “the Free Press was a vital place for me, it taught 

me more about journalism than anywhere else.” (Interview 2) But in terms of 

influencing journalism on whole, Derek Massey took a more pessimistic view: “I can't 

think that it had an influence on British journalism really.” (Interview 5) 

 

Whitaker deferred the question to others. But the academics interviewed also 

believed, as previous studies have suggested, that their impact is ultimately difficult to 

quantify. Williams believes that they may have influenced journalists who read these 

newspapers. (Interview 3) Harcup also alludes to this, pointing out that for journalists 

working in established newspapers, at the very least: “It might broaden these 

journalists’ horizons a little bit to the ways in which stories could be covered.”  
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But he underlined the problem of quantifying the success or influence of these papers: 

“It's hard to point to specific examples of how it did influence.” (Interview 4) Atton 

also agreed with this belief: “[It is] hard to say, many media activists today tend to 

work in a vacuum; where history is important to them, it’s on a grander scale” 

(Interview 6) But the question is whether it impacted outside of the realm of 

journalism. Research could not indentify a conclusive answer to this question but the 

likelihood is that any impact was minimal.  

 

Did it make an impact on British journalism? Harcup argued that it may have created 

a set of journalists whose careers were enhanced by working on titles such as the 

Liverpool Free Press: “There was a whole load of people who learned their 

journalism by reading and writing for the local [alternative] press who then went on to 

work for the mainstream.” (Interview 4)  

 

In the case of the three former Liverpool Free Press journalists interviewed for this 

thesis, all have gone on to enjoy successful careers in the media industry. Brian 

Whitaker, who became commissioning editor of The Guardian’s Comment is Free 

blog, argued that such blogs have become a modern day vehicle for alternative 

journalism, saying that the Free Press was: “a kind of precursor to the stuff that's 

happening now.” (Interview 1) Atton argued along similar lines that web-based 

projects work best (Interview 6). 
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But the influence of blogs is limited. People can write radical things but they can get 

lost in the vastness of cyberspace. Atton has previously argued: “the blog can be a 

powerful tool for alternative journalism,” but “Who reads it? How do people know it 

exists? And what are they supposed to do with it? In one sentence one could ask, is 

there just too much alternative media on the internet?” (Cultures of Journalism, 2004) 

 

Rob Rohrer argued along similar lines, pointing to the accessibility factor where blogs 

can’t reach the kind of people that would have read the Liverpool Free Press: “No 

doubt blogs are powerful but blogs don't reach the kind of audience the Free Press did 

like in the pubs. It was more tangible.” (Interview 2)  

The emergence of blogs, in some ways, answers the question as to whether a 

newspaper like the Liverpool Free Press and an alternative local newspaper 

movement of the 1970s in the UK would be possible today. If it were it would likely 

emerge through the blogosphere. “Nobody in their right mind would attempt to do it 

in printed form,” said Whitaker (Interview 1).  

 

Regardless of the debate over medium there is also an argument over whether there is 

as much revolutionary feeling in the air as there was when papers like the Liverpool 

Free Press emerged. “I wish it could [be possible]. My sense is that there isn’t that 

sort of alertness,” said Granville Williams. (Interview 3) Tony Harcup added: “People 

aren't politically motivated anymore. It was always the case that the alternative press 

was very much a minority but I think it was just a bigger minority.” 
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It is that, along with the “parlous state of the commercial local press,” as Atton 

described it (Interview 6), which is perhaps the biggest barrier to the foundation of a 

local alternative newspaper movement today.  
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Conclusion 

This final section will focus on the issues and debates that have been raised in the 

course of this research and seek to draw conclusions from them in order to answer the 

five main questions that were posed in the title of this dissertation. It will explore 

reasons behind these conclusions and, where possible, outline areas that could require 

further examination.  

 

In relation to the reasons for the establishment of the local alternative press, the 

research found that there was deep sense of frustration with how local mainstream 

newspapers were reporting news. There was a sense that ordinary people were being 

ignored in favour of reporting the ‘establishment’s’ activities. In the case of the 

Liverpool Free Press, research confirmed this belief as well as establishing that it was 

generally an era of “alternative culture”.  

 

Research also found that the creation of the Free Press by a group of journalists was 

unusual in that most alternative newspapers were founded by ordinary people who 

would hone their journalism skills whilst working on these newspapers. The reason 

for this was the desire to create a quality newspaper that could potentially challenge 

the dominance of the Liverpool Echo and Daily Post within the city. Ultimately, this 

didn’t happen but those Free Press journalists interviewed cited their work on the 

newspaper as having influenced their eventual career paths. 
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In terms of impact, this research ran into considerable difficulty in its attempt to 

quantify the success of the movement due to the lack of statistics on distribution and 

readership. In the case of the Free Press it was reliant on Brian Whitaker’s statement 

that it was “Britain's biggest selling alternative newspapers for several years.” 

(Whitaker, 1981: 90) 

 

Measuring impact was largely reliant on anecdotal evidence as well as an examination 

of one of the major stories broken by the Liverpool Free Press about the Kirkby 

corruption scandal that directly led to the jailing of prominent council members and a 

local builder. This was one example of how the newspaper did impact on society but 

it could not be quantified beyond this.  

 

With regards to whether or not local alternative newspapers were politically motivated 

in their reporting, the research suggested that it was dependent on the individual 

political views and beliefs of those who wrote the newspapers. In the case of the 

Liverpool Free Press a content analysis of the copies available found that in more 

than half of the newspapers analysed, 50% or more of their stories were in some way 

political under the criterion developed for this research. This content analysis along 

with the qualitative research suggested that the Liverpool Free Press was undoubtedly 

politically motivated in its reporting. 

 

Examining why the newspapers went out of existence produced no new evidence on a 

wider level with many of the reasons cited in the ‘Literature Review’ also cited by the 

academics interviewed for this research.  
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In the case of the Liverpool Free Press there was a culture of apathy towards the idea 

of attracting more advertising to the newspaper in order to boost income. This was 

probably because of an underlying feeling that more advertisers would compromise its 

editorial positions. The intervention of solicitor Rex Makin also damaged the Free 

Press’ ability to survive.  Brian Whitaker described it as “sabotage” with Makin 

threatening libel against distributors that the newspaper had recently acquired.  

 

The impassiveness towards advertising was found to pervade much of the local 

alternative newspaper movement where not much thought was given to future 

planning. The lack of financial planning and the constant struggle to fund production 

of the newspaper became an increasing burden on the journalists involved. In the case 

of the Free Press there was an acknowledgement that the lifestyle was, on a personal 

level, no longer sustainable for them.  

 

Measuring the legacy of the Liverpool Free Press was as difficult as quantifying its 

impact. Amongst the three journalists who worked on the newspaper, there were three 

different views. Rob Rohrer positively cited the grounding it gave him in investigative 

journalism. Derek Massey believed it had little influence on British journalism while 

Brian Whitaker believed that others should answer that question.  

 

 

 

 

 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 41 

 PAGE 41/108 

The academics interviewed for this research, concurred with the general view of a 

difficulty in quantifying the newspaper’s success and legacy if any at all. There was a 

belief that it gave a good grounding to journalists in investigative practices and 

perhaps influenced the outlook of other journalists but this is difficult to quantify. 

 

But the chances that the actions of the local alternative newspapers greatly influenced 

the way newsrooms operate now are slim. The very practices that interviewees for this 

dissertation bemoaned and said led to the establishment of ‘alternatives’ are arguably 

just as prevalent today. The Independent’s former editor Andrew Marr cites an 

increasing number of desk bound journalists engaging in an “office based, editorial 

culture, rather than a reporters' journalism” which he argues is hampering quality. 

(Marr, 2004: 115) 

 

Newspapers rush to fill page space and meet deadlines. The kind of extensive 

investigations the Free Press carried out on stories such as the Kirkby corruption 

scandal would now likely be viewed by a newspaper editor as too expensive and too 

time consuming in today’s modern media market.  

 

It appears that although papers like the Liverpool Free Press had some impact on 

society in the 1970s, see Kirkby corruption (Appendix 9), their lasting legacy is one 

of a movement that came and went and probably had little effect on British journalism 

on whole beyond training a set of journalists to work for mainstream newspapers.  
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The possibility of such a movement being re-established seems unlikely, at least in 

print form. Brian Whitaker cited the emergence of blogs as the modern day alternative 

but others such as Chris Atton and Rob Rohrer argued that there may be too many 

blogs and that they are not as tangible as a newspaper such as the Liverpool Free 

Press was. 

 

Tony Harcup argued that there was a more general lack of interest in politics and not 

as much of a revolutionary culture now as in the 1970s. Peter Dahlgren argues: 

“political knowledge among citizens is seemingly on the decline and voter turnouts 

are diminishing.” (Dahlgren, 2000: 311, in Curran & Gurevitch, 2000)  

 

While the impact of the local alternative newspaper movement is difficult to quantify 

and its re-emergence is unlikely the value of the stories it produced, such as the 

expose of corruption in Kirkby by the Liverpool Free Press, should not be 

underestimated as important pieces of public service journalism nor should they be 

forgotten in British journalism history.  
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Appendices 
 
(Note: All interviews conducted in person, via Skype or telephone, have been edited 
in order to remove comments, views and anecdotes that were considered unrelated 
to the research.) 
 
 
Appendix 1: Brian Whitaker (Interview 1)  
 
(Note: Interview took place in two parts) 
 

Part 1 (by email) 

Question: Can you sum up briefly what prompted you to establish the Liverpool 
Free Press? 
 

Brian Whitaker: There was a lot of alternative media stuff going on around Britain 

and in the US at the time, and I guess we wanted to be in on that. Plus, of course, 

frustration at the rather quaint practices of the Post & Echo. 

 

More specifically, the idea for Liverpool Free Press kind of evolved from Pak-o-Lies 

and our experience with the Tuebrook Bugle. The Bugle was very, very local and 

revelled in being an amateur production. We wanted to do something that was city-

wide and more professional, capable of tackling investigations et cetera.  

 

Q: How did you recruit writers? Was it a case of getting who you knew involved? 

 

BW: Recruiting was quite difficult in the news area, basically because we wanted a 

professional standard that would give the paper credibility. That was less of a problem 

in the non-news areas. 
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Mainly, though it was the same small core for most of the time - me, Rob Rohrer, 

Chris Oxley, Derek Massey and Stephen Scott. Rob dropped out fairly early on when 

his marriage broke up. Later we were joined by Stephen who had studied law in 

Liverpool and had then done the postgrad journalism course in Cardiff.   

 

Q: Were you still working for the Liverpool Echo when you began the Free 

Press? 

 

BW: Yes. This complicated the recruitment problem because it was all very 

conspiratorial and secretive. I left the Echo a few months after the LFP started and got 

by doing a bit of freelance work. Chris continued working there for quite a long time. 

Derek never worked there. 

 

I think the Post & Echo had a good idea what was going on. One lunchtime the 

features editor spotted me going into the building in Wapping which we used as the 

LFP’s official address. I heard there was some gossip about it behind my back but I 

was never directly challenged. They did suspend their graduate training scheme for a 

few years, and our activities may have been the reason. 

 

George Creegen, the reactionary news editor and later the editor took it all very badly. 

Years later, it must have been at least 10 years, I heard he was still fuming about it 

and describing me as “a very dangerous man” - which I thought was hilarious. 
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Q: If you can, could you describe what was a typical day when writing and 

producing the newspaper? 

 

BW: Generally got up around 10am, stayed up till 2am smoking dope and listening to 

Crosby Stills & Nash or something similar, and did various bits and pieces in 

between. 

 

There wasn’t really a typical day because it depended on what stage we had got to 

with the production cycle. There was a period of research and story-gathering, then 

the actual production which usually involved staying up all night for two or three 

nights running, followed by a break waiting for it to come back from the printers, then 

going out to distribute the papers, which could take a week or two. 

 

Q: What were the best stories you worked on? 

 

BW: Our biggest stories were the Kirkby corruption scandal and, probably the one 

about Heffernan, the Liberal councillor and nasty landlord. 

 

A lot of the stuff I wrote myself involved Liverpool City Council. I had a contact in 

the Town Hall who had access to their files. He would bring a few interesting ones 

home with him at night and we would read through them. One story that came by that 

method was about Lewis’s department store threatening to close down if the council 

insisted on them complying with fire regulations. 
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I also remember doing a story about the young Jimmy McGovern who had been 

working as a shelf-filler at Marks & Spencer and got sacked for trying to start a union 

there. 

 

Q: How important was it that so little of the paper's income came from 

advertising? 

 

BW: Not very. The paper was produced very cheaply indeed, the downside being that 

it was extremely labour-intensive. Nobody got any income from it, so we had to earn 

a bit of money in other ways, but we did live very cheaply. 

 

Q: Did you ever consider changing this, inviting more advertising? 

 

BW: I guess deep down there was a feeling that the paper would be tainted editorially 

if it became a commercial success. In principle we were happy to have advertising but 

we weren’t really interested in making much effort to get it. 

 

Q: Did you ever believe the LFP could be anything else other than alternative - 

that it would be accepted by the Liverpool Echo and Daily Post and allowed to be 

distributed across the city in the manner that they were?  

 

BW: Hard to say exactly. We did talk about trying to get it established on a firmer 

footing. But even if that had happened, I think it would always have been an 

alternative or a niche publication in the way that Private Eye is. 
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Q: Was there a time when you questioned the point of continuing with the 

newspaper or did you always believe that what you were doing was worthwhile? 

 

BW: I wouldn’t really say we questioned the point of it.  At least, I didn’t. But it 

became increasingly difficult to continue. Chris and Stephen were itching to move on 

and eventually went into television. It just kind of fizzled out.  

 

Q: Would you blame Rex Makin for the demise of the paper? 

 

BW: The Makin affair happened shortly after we had got a distributor and, basically, 

he sabotaged that. Getting a distributor meant that the paper could move forward by 

giving us more time to work on the story-getting and production and so, in theory, 

allowing the LFP to appear more regularly. Losing the distributor sent us back to 

square one. 

 

I’m not sure, though, how our relationship with the distributor would have worked out 

in the long term if Makin had not intervened. We were having to print a lot more 

copies, which pushed up costs, and we were getting a lot of unsold copies returned. 

 

Q: If the newspaper was considered an “experiment in journalism”, as you 

suggest in News Ltd, then would you say it was a successful experiment? 

 

BW: Maybe that’s a question for others to answer. There were certainly people in 

Liverpool who appreciated what we were doing, and we shook things up a bit at the 

time - which is always satisfying. I have no idea if there were any lasting effects. 



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 51 

 PAGE 51/108 

All of us who were involved in it probably benefited from the experience in some 

ways. I’m sure it made me a better journalist. Getting involved in the whole process - 

from story ideas right through to dealing directly with readers and newsagents - is 

something that can only happen with small papers like LFP.  

 

Q: Do you think that the discontent with government in this country following 

the expenses scandal and the demise of local newspapers could lead to a re-

emergence of titles like the Free Press?  

 

BW: Nowadays, nobody in their right mind would attempt to do it in printed form. It 

would be a website or a blog. In many ways it’s a lot easier now. You wouldn’t have 

to spend all that time distributing/selling it. Also, you would be able to publish stories 

as and when they were ready, not having to wait until you had enough of them to fill a 

whole paper. 

 

What we were doing then is what bloggers, at least the better bloggers, are doing now. 

I don’t know if anyone in Liverpool is doing a blog like that at present, but the 

possibility is definitely there.  
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Part 2 (by Skype) 

 

Q: Did you think the Echo and Daily Post were not doing enough investigative 

journalism? Do you think your work made them do more? 

 

BW: We felt they weren't. The Kirkby corruption scandal, they did get mobilised on 

that and tackled that. I'm not sure if it changed the culture of the paper very much 

though. When I was there it was owned by the Jeans family and they had a rather 

peculiar attitude towards things. The Daily Post was started by a former Police 

Constable so it had these kind of connections for quite a long time.  

 

Sir Alick Jeans died and his son Alan tookover and then it became part of the Trinity 

Holdings Group and it became much more a commercial proposition after that and 

perhaps in some ways more normal as a kind of regional newspaper. I left Liverpool 

in 1978/9 so I haven't really seen very much of it since then. 

 

The other thing you get with these local papers, there was this attitude that other 

people can come in and investigate things but as a local paper we have to live with the 

community. But what they meant by community was important people. The paper 

talks about A campaigning streak which I think is a bit different from investigation to 

be honest.  
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The first two jobs I remember doing when I first started there, one was called the Billy 

Bottle campaign, mentioned in the book, and the other was Swim for Safety. They 

were the sort of bland campaigns that they did. Collecting old milk bottles that should 

have gone back to the dairy ages ago and encouraging people to swim which was fair 

enough but was not really terribly important.  

 

There was the campaign for Liverpool Airport which was all Liverpool patriotic and 

the business of having to divert planes to Liverpool because of fog in Manchester had 

to be reported, 'Boost for Liverpool Airport - planes diverted' sort of thing. No look at 

the sort of powers that be in Liverpool at all. 

 

Q: By saying it was difficult to recruit in the news area was this because most of 

these types had already been recruited by the established local media outlets? 

 

BW: We tried with a few people but they weren’t writing news stories and what you 

got was something much more like what you get today in a blog, a slightly more 

discursive type of writing. A lot of the stories they did were quite difficult to establish 

facts from. If people didn't have a reporting training then basically you got a bit 

worried about how accurate their stuff was and so on and generally we didn't have 

many other people writing.  

 

We tended to re-write quite heavily if we did. Derek Massey, who wasn't actually a 

journalist, wrote a fair amount as well but he shared the house with us and he 

absorbed things I think.  
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There was me, Chris Oxley, Rob Rohrer, Derek Massey and Steve Scott. Rob left at 

some stage because of a domestic problem, a bust up with his wife and things. He was 

working for Granada television most of the time he was with us. Chris Oxley was still 

working for the Echo most of the time he was with the Free Press. He and Rob 

initially were made district reporters, which meant they didn't have to go in the office 

and were given a car which proved useful in some ways. Stephen Scott was a student 

in Liverpool, studied journalism in Cardiff and then came back to Liverpool and 

worked with us after that.  

 

At one stage we had a meeting and quite a lot of people turned up and we got a few 

volunteers from that and maybe two or three out of those who actually wrote things. 

The volume of stuff was not that great because the paper didn't come out very often 

and it was on twelve pages or ten pages sometimes.   

  

Q: Did the fact that the Echo and Post seemed so annoyed by the LFP’s presence 

please you, make you feel your work with the LFP was worth it or did you not 

really care what they thought? 

 

BW: I think we were quite amused by the irritation factor for the Post and Echo. I'm 

not quite sure how serious we took it all because we thought a lot of the people in 

there were basically clowns. We weren't sort of continually looking over our 

shoulders to see how they were reacting to things. 
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We started the LFP when me, Chris and Rob were still working there so obviously we 

needed to. There was a kind of a certain anxiety that we might be found out. I didn't 

particularly care if they did but I didn't really want them to until I decided to leave of 

my own accord.  

  

Q: Do you think the fact the paper didn't set out to be objective or neutral in 

some ways counts against it in that it merely made it a mouth piece of the 

political left? 

 

BW: I don't think it was particularly a mouthpiece of the left. When you say this it 

kind of says it was a monolithic mouthpiece. It wasn't really because we had different 

political ideas to some extent. Chris Oxley was fairly authoritarian, Marxist kind of 

person I think. He might disagree. That was my view. I was libertarian left and I’d say 

Derek Massey was as well really. The whole question of objectivity was really quite 

central to the whole project. I wrote about it in the book.  

 

As far as the LFP was concerned, we were certainly interested in accuracy but the 

idea of giving opposing views in news stories was not something we bothered about 

very much but at the same time we had to feel that a story was kind of justified before 

we put in the paper. We weren't sort of doing it for propaganda purposes.  
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Q: Do you think you were constantly pushing an agenda of any sort or did you 

think you were reporting what you felt needed to be reported? 

 

BW: What we felt and the kind of things that shocked us about Liverpool. But it 

wasn't to the extent that we would deliberately ignore contradictory facts if you like,  

which some people do.  

 

To a certain extent the Echo and the Post were doing that. There were things that were 

so sensitive that they couldn't write about. There was a famous story told about when 

Liverpool played Everton and the Echo were going to fire coloured rockets off the top 

of the Victoria Street building, red for Liverpool, blue for Everton. I didn't witness 

this but it was famous story in the newsroom. One of these rockets ended up going 

into the air conditioning or something and cause mayhem. Sir Alick Jeans had turned 

up and sat in the newsroom and dictated the story and people laughed at it because he 

used words for the fire brigade like “brigadesmen” to describe them. And the 

journalists had to decide whether to alter the proprietor’s words or not to avoid him 

looking so ridiculous.  

 

Other things, this business about not reporting strikes until they happened. Race was 

also a very touchy issue. The approached there was to ignore it as much as possible. I 

think that did begin to change while I was in Liverpool because the first Community 

Relations Council was set up but it tended to be how nicely everybody gets along 

together sort of approach to covering race.  
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I wasn't there when there were the riots in Toxteth so I don't know what they did 

about all that. The same with religion, I remember once I had to interview Ian Paisley 

because he was supposed to be standing against Harold Wilson in the Huyton 

constituency. The news desk asked me to phone him and get some quotes from him. 

And I just wrote down what he said and put it in the story and then I was called into 

the news desk and they told me “We can't have all this stuff, it's too religiously 

inflammatory”. There was the whole thing about having anything in the paper that 

might sort of stir up religious tensions rather then telling people what was been said so 

those were some examples.  

  

Q: Do you think the lifestyle you describe while working on the Liverpool Free 

Press, the Crosby, Stills & Nash, the dope, the late nights, contributed to a better 

publication then say had you worked in traditional newsroom environment? 

 

BW: I don’t know, there were people on the Post and Echo who had a similar sort of 

lifestyle but it was not necessarily known by the newspaper. I think it depends on 

what your doing. I once did a centre spread under the influence shall we say which I 

thought was quite good at the time. It was one about pollution of the Mersey, it was 

more diagrammatic then we normally did. 

 

We didn't have to get up early in the morning so it was just kind of relaxation most of 

the time. There was this slight envy of magazines like Oz and so on. In Liverpool it 

wasn't quite the same.  
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Q: Chris Johnson at Mercury Press Agency says that the Free Press worked a lot 

with Granada TV, is this true? 

 

BW: Because of Rob Rohrer’s connections, a lot of stuff was getting passed up to 

Granada, yes. I did a couple of stories for them. We also had connections with BBC 

Nationwide. There was story we did about some sort financial racket. We did that in 

the paper and sort of collaborated with the BBC doing it on the Nationwide 

programme - it was sort of 6pm, magazine, newsy programme. Nationwide also took 

the Kirkby corruption and one about the Liverpool Daily Post and Echo as well 

because they had a big advert on the side of St Johns shopping centre, the council 

planned to put some nice trees in front of it and the Echo objected to the trees 

covering up their advert. The BBC was quite taken with this. We found an old 

editorial in the Echo which made an appeal to plant more trees. So they were caught 

being a bit hypocritical about it.  

  

Q: How influential do you think the alternative press movement was? Do you 

think it had any impact on mainstream journalism at the time or was it a kind of 

side issue that no-one really cared? 

 

BW: What interests me now is actually the way people use the Iinternet in a very 

similar way to what we were doing. What we had was we were dealing with problems 

of production, printing and distribution that blogs and little news websites don't have 

these days.  
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What you've got now is much, much simpler. We would type out the stories, then we 

had to typeset them on a special IBM machine then paste them up and then do the 

headings with Letraset which takes 15/20 minutes to do. You tried to keep the 

headings short as possible because of the work involved. Whereas now, you just do it 

all on computer and change the fonts, and font size and all that kind of thing. It's so 

much simpler. So in a way it was a kind of precursor to the stuff that's happening 

now. 

 

Q: Do you think maybe your work is maybe more influential in that it was put in 

front of people whereas blogs and websites get lost in the vastness of the 

internet? 

 

BW: Although we were printing only 4,000 copies or something like that I guess the 

impact it had was disproportionate and when you think of the stuff on Kirkby and the 

ski slope and all that, the effect that had there. I suppose it's quite remarkable. It 

wasn’t the only story we did that had the sort of repercussions and got noticed in that 

way and I think its probably true that because of the amount of blogs, they get 

absorbed into cyberspace and often lost.  
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Appendix 2: Rob Rohrer (Interview 2) 

 

Question: How did the idea of the Liverpool Free Press come about? 

 

Rob Rohrer: As I recall, we were all post graduate trainees on the Echo scheme and 

Brian (Whitaker) was a year ahead of us and there was me, Chris Oxley, who were on 

the intake year below Brian. We were sent to a college in Harlow to do the local 

government stuff, shorthand and all that.  

 

I seem to recall Chris and I talking about what we wanted to do in terms of what we'd 

call the paper. I personally was heavily influenced at university, by some underground 

newspapers sent to me from America. There was much more radicalism in the air and 

that spirit of getting out and doing things yourself. We knew about the LA Free Press 

and stuff like that. That was kind of strongly filtering through.  

 

One of the first radical things we did was set up a Pak-o-Lies which was the house 

magazine which really was just for Daily Post and Echo journalists. What got me in 

touch with Brian is that I had an old photocopier which I'd picked up for nothing. I'd 

done an anonymous mailing to everyone at the Daily Post and Echo. So I'd put out 

this political statement and Brian knew that there was someone else in the building 

and he basically soon sussed out me and we made contact. And Chris and I were 

talking about these things. So the first venture was Pak-o-Lies.  
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Roger Alton was in the Post and the Echo at the time and he was s***ting himself, we 

wanted to get him involved but he wanted to get on the conventional way. We wanted 

to risk our jobs.  

 

I was sort of radically inclined anyway and those were the times when much more 

revolutionary politics were at work. We were all kind of oblivious to getting the sack, 

we were very careful and thought we were good at being secretive. The thing that 

drove it is that we were suddenly exposed to editors in the Post and Echo that were 

not reporting the news the way it should have been reported. There weren't 

investigative journalists.  

 

We were campaigning, investigative journalists and what we'd been taught was that 

the Echo wasn't going to be radical enough. It didn't want to upset advertisers, it didn't 

want to rock any boats. It's true of any commercial newspapers. They have that vested 

interest. They don't want to upset advertisers and that’s as true today now as it was 

back then.  

 

So we were driven. There was so much provocation because we though they weren't 

going to report this story or that story properly so we'd do it. So I used to hang around 

the desk of the municipal correspondent, he was talking to me and I'm just picking his 

brains. He didn't realise that I was picking up all the information and he would say 

“Oh well obviously we won't be doing this because the news editor doesn't like that or 

it'll upset these people.” So we'd say that's a good tip off and go and investigate the 

story and do it properly.  
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Q: How long did you work for the Free Press? Did, you continued to work for 

the Echo at the same time? How did that pan out? 

 

RR: With Chris (Oxley) and I, the news editor told us to go out and get loads of News 

in Briefs. And Chris and I used to compete to see how pathetic a news story we could 

get and that they would still run because they just weren't interested. Chris and I 

would spend a few minutes every morning putting together loads of NIBs and then 

spend the rest of the day going around in our Echo cars with copies of the Free Press 

in the back, distributing them in the shops.  

 

Q: Was the LFP your grounding in investigative journalism? 

 

RR: Yes absolutely, without a shadow of a doubt. That I think is true of Brian, Chris, 

Steve (Scott). That was where we learnt our craft as investigative journalists. We were 

tenacious and we were hungry to do that but we taught ourselves really. No one at the 

Echo taught me how to be an investigative journalist. They taught me how to be a 

reporter on a local newspaper and I'm not knocking that but there is a much stronger 

side to journalism, just look at The Guardian. It needs commitment. But yeah we 

were self-taught and the Free Press was a vital place for me, it taught me more about 

journalism than anywhere else because we? were learning by doing it.  
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Q: What did you see as the newspaper's purpose? 

 

RR: We believed that that was the kind of journalism people should have. Radical 

journalism is a honourable tradition. I would argue if you've got bent councillors, or if 

you've got bent cops, send them to prison, get the b**tards because that’s what the 

cops do to other people so why should they be exempt? It's not a lefty thing, every 

newspaper should practice that, every newspaper should be tenacious because it’s in 

the public interest, it's in our interest that we catch the bent councillors and that we 

also put a different slant on the news and let people see more.  

 

“News you're not supposed to know”, that was our motto and that is where modern 

journalism training lets people down. I used to argue that there was no such thing as 

investigative journalism just good journalism and bad journalism but my motto is 

never give up.  

 

Q: Was it a political activity as Whitaker suggests? Were you pushing any sort of 

political agenda or just reporting the news you felt was being ignored? 

 

RR: The best way to answer that is read the paper. You can see we were radical but 

we didn't push any agenda. We didn't think much of the Labour party, never did 

because they were all so weak. The expenses scandal has shown the value of the 

British MP, most of them are up to no good. They're us ambitious, self-serving guys.  
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No, we'd had no relations to any parties, we had sympathies but we weren't members. 

It was about radical journalism, that and nothing else. Although clearly we had 

sympathies for the workforce against the shareholder because the shareholder got 

enough coverage as it was. 

 

Q: Did the fact that the Echo and Post seemed so annoyed by the LFP’s presence 

please you, make you feel your work with the newspaper was worth it or did you 

not really care what they thought? 

 

RR: We were obviously tickled if we thought they were getting upset then we were 

doing our job well. They were rattled because the editor was worried about these 

small community newspapers because they were going to be stealing advertisers, 

readers and they were lowering the reputation of the Echo. But it was all justified, this 

needed to be done. It shouldn't have had the reputation it thought it had.  

 

We used to say the reason the Echo didn't have an editorial as it didn't for years was 

because its views would have been utterly unacceptable to the population if it spoke 

the truth because it was a commercial vehicle, it was not there to report. That gets in 

the way of real reporting. It clearly rattled them because we did our job very 

thoroughly and we were getting respect. I mean years later they did try and they've 

gone through investigative phases.  
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Q: Did it change the Echo and Post in anyway? 

 

RR: Not really, not really. It's a kind of a way of life. My regret was that we were all 

ambitious, look where we've all gone now. We didn't bring on the next generation of 

radical journalists because they should be there and I don't think they are, they're not 

doing what we did. Maybe they're doing it on the web but I don't see any signs of that.  

 

Q: But what about some of the blogs and websites that you see now? Brian 

Whitaker suggested they were the new alternative media? 

 

RR: That's true to some extent but I don't entirely agree with him. The thing about the 

Free Press it was focused, it had an identity, and more dimensions then a blog would 

have. No doubt blogs are powerful but blogs don’t reach the kind of audience the Free 

Press did like in the pubs. You walk into pubs now and see guys like the one whose 

doing work in my house and they’re not Internet savvy, and they're younger than me! 

Blogs aren't reaching them whereas when we were selling Free Press’s for four pence 

they could buy a copy and read stuff they couldn't anywhere else. It was just more 

tangible. Most average people are not Internet savvy, of a certain age.  
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Q: It was mentioned that some of what you wrote was acting on tip offs from 

Echo and Post journalists. How much so? Were there many truly loyal 

journalists left the Echo and Post after the establishment of the LFP? 

 

RR: There were tons of them, we were a very, very small group. Some of them 

admired what was going on and appreciated it.. But there was always the possibility 

someone would blow our cover so we kept to ourselves. Although clearly we were 

getting people to distribute the paper including Jimmy McGovern at one point around 

Scotty Road.  

 

There weren’t many tip offs. One or two were very sympathetic but we didn't….our 

jobs were at stake so we weren't going to piss around. We kept it as covert as we 

could. People had their suspicions that Pak-o-Lies was written from within.  

 

Q: The Liverpool Free Press’ advertising income was just ten per cent.  How 

important was this do you think? 

 

It wasn't even thought through to be honest. Brian was good at getting a few ads but 

we never gave it much thought. My worry was if we were getting more advertising 

we’d compromise ourselves.  
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Q: Can you describe a typical day writing for the Free Press? 

 

RR: No such thing. When we were doing the Free Press, we did all nighters we took 

things right to deadline. Chris and I would play tennis most of the afternoon when we 

were supposed to be out for the Echo and chill out and then in the evening we'd go 

and meet people and work on the paper.  

 

It was brilliant, we did the job the Echo asked us to, we did NIBs in our sleep. But we 

were dedicated to the Free Press. Our attitude was stuff the Echo, it's such a c**p 

newspaper we didn't give them a second thought. You had to look after yourself 

because you'd get sacked, and I was warned a couple of times that I wasn't doing 

enough.  

 

No doubt about it, we felt in control of our time, our pleasure and leisure. it was fun 

and we were getting a laugh out of it as well. It liberated you. There was one 

councillor in Wavertree who we nicknamed “Thrasher Bailey” because he was into 

corporal punishment and so we went relentlessly for guys like that. 

 

I got a contact in the police who didn't know I was on the LFP but knew I was on the 

Echo. He was in the Fraud Squad of Merseyside Police and he was tipping me off 

about all sorts of things. We ran a column about the oil sheikhs of Liverpool because 

we knew there'd been a big investigation into groups of the council taking back-

handers to arrange planning permission for petrol stations.  
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Look around Liverpool and there's some petrol stations in crazy places and you look 

at the plans and you see that all the departments recommend against it and yet they 

went ahead. Back handers, big back handers. 

 

Q: What was the decision making process within the newspaper? Was there 

anyone who had the final say? 

 

RR: It was totally co-operative. I don't remember any big arguments because we'd 

have a point of view about what should be in it, but we all respected each other. Chris 

was tenacious in seeking out stories. I had the same sort of tenacity, Steve was a good 

writer, Brian wasn't a great writer but he was great at layout and really did it well. 

 

Obviously it changed from week to week. One of the weaknesses of the Free Press, 

but possibly a strength is that we only brought it out when we had something to say. If 

newspapers did that now they'd be in deep s**t.  

 

Q: Did you ever believe the LFP could be anything else other than an 

alternative? Could it have become mainstream in the city and keep to its values? 

 

RR: At times it was kind of an unspoken ambition like every journalist we wanted to 

take it forward. We weren't writing this for ourselves and we tried but we knew how 

difficult it was. Shopkeepers were suspicious and cagey about it, but a fair number 

took it. 
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Brian tended to sort out that side of it. He liaised with the printers, as did Derek. I was 

so obsessed with the stories we were pursuing I often wondered where did the money 

come from because I can't remember forking out any money but somehow we got it 

together.  

 

Q: Why do you think it was so successful as one of Britain's best selling 

alternative newspapers? 

 

RR: Liverpool is a responsive city, it's got a mind of its own, a radicalism to it in all 

sorts of ways. Liverpool has always been quite politically active place and industrially 

active. You've always still got strong pockets of it because of the history as a port and 

such a melting pot of people. A lot of them come from Ireland from deprived 

backgrounds, they are radicalised by that.  

 

We did a good job too! We were good journalists, I'm not trying to brag. We knew a 

story when we saw it, we were prepared to take risks, like we did with our jobs and 

that's why people like Roger Alton wouldn't come on board.  

 

Q: Would you blame Rex Makin for the demise of the newspaper? 

 

RR: I'm not sure if that clearly was the case. We attacked Makin. I think the reason 

the Press broke up was because we were all going our separate ways eventually and 

we didn't spend enough time thinking this institution is here to stay for ever more. We 

didn't think about training the next lot and in a sense it's not about that it's about 

people approaching us. 
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At one point later on, the Post and Echo discontinued their post grad training scheme 

because we were coming out of the university and they saw them as places that 

radicalised people. I had three years doing bugger all study but I edited the student 

newspaper and I was thinking about making trouble! I wanted to be a muckraker.  

 

The Echo must have been savvy about that and thought we better get rid of this 

training scheme. Which we were tickled pink by it. It needed commitment from 

people who thought, Liverpool Free Press is all that matters and I will keep doing this 

for the next ten to fifteen years because I want to build it into a big newspaper.  

 

Q: If the newspaper was considered an “experiment in journalism”, as is 

suggested in News Ltd, then would you say it was a successful experiment? 

 

RR: I think it was very successful because I went on and carried on doing that kind of 

stuff. I think that is a way to describe it and sadly it was only an experiment because 

times change, there weren't those people who came after us.  

 

Q: Do you think that the discontent with government in this country following 

the expenses scandal and the demise of local newspapers could lead to a re-

emergence of titles like the Free Press? 

 

RR: The problem now is that people don't have the time or money for investigative 

journalism. You need to put the time and effort in to get it out. If you're going to 

investigate corruption it's takes time.  
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I was more on the fringes of Kirkby because I didn't do the big stuff there but what we 

always knew was that you get a sniff of certain things and your instinct takes over. If 

it says there's a story there, find out and once you then get a little confirmatory sniff, 

you're into Watergate territory were someone knows and you’re just looking for that 

little crack. Then you get that and someone gives you information, you get the 

discrepancies and you add to that and you get someone who really will give you the 

strong lead or you've got enough to piece together the story out there yourself. 
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Appendix 3: Granville Williams (Interview 3) 

 

Question: What would you define as an alternative newspaper? 

 

Granville Williams: In it's purest form, it would be one that arose out of particular 

circumstances in a community. For example, if you look at the Manchester Review, 

papers like that. There were a number of young left radicals rooted in areas like that, 

talented as young journalists but also politically active. Those are the key factors. 

 

There would be a community based sense that they were reflecting issues that were 

not in the main news, there was a need to give voice to a community or a town or city 

and that would be the key driver for me. That there was a sense that their voice wasn't 

able to be expressed in other ways and often would be blocked. There would be 

hostility by mainstream local newspapers and indeed local broadcasters that people 

who’d not got some sort of professionalism could actually produce something which 

was news and views about a locality and town. 

 

Q: What do you remember of alternative local newspapers in the 1970s and 

1980s? What do you think prompted their establishment?  

 

GW: It's not even that they were reporting things, established newspapers were not 

reporting in some cases. There were classic examples in Leeds about asbestos. It was 

Leeds Other Paper which did the work on that. 
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A lot of people cut their teeth there. They became investigative journalists because 

there were issues that people knew were wrong. Either in the way the council was 

organised or the way a particular industry was able to impact in the community and as 

a result they had to learn those investigative skills of journalism to do the work. 

 

It often was that period was extremely traditional.  I mean extremely traditional in the 

way that you got your journalistic training. The unions were affected by it - the NUJ. 

Lots of people came in and the old guard didn't know what hit them because there was 

a new generation coming in. So all sorts of changes took place.  

 

Q: What about ownership? What was the situation like back then in terms of 

local media ownership? Was there a more obvious agenda pushing then in local 

newspapers then perhaps there is now? 

 

GW: There would be deference towards the institutions locally. Of course papers like 

the Yorkshire Post, it had to be a conservative paper. Generally most local 

newspapers, with exceptions, Harold Evans is good when he goes to the Northern 

Echo, he describes very well that sort of arthritic structure, the way news was 

gathered and he injected all the things newspapers should do like campaigning which 

has become a feature. A lot of newspapers would see an issue they would campaign 

on.  

 

Your local newspaper was very much conservative with a small c in the way it would 

see itself in an area. It was a passive relationship really rather than one which would 

seek….if there were abuses of justice or issues that needed to be exposed.  
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There were exceptions, the Sheffield Star did a lot of work on police corruption in the 

late 50s and early 60s but generally newspapers were about passive reporting. 

 

Q: Do you think these newspapers had a strong political agenda that they were 

pushing or do you think they were simply reporting the news they felt wasn't 

being reported? 

 

GW: Inescapably, they were. Anyone that I knew that was involved in a radical or 

alternative newspaper politics was in their bones. It wasn't necessarily formalised. But 

it was about a view of a better world, a better society. Very clear involvement in terms 

of organisations like Troops Out, Tony Harcup, for example, was a key figure in that. 

 

What I think was interesting about (Harold) Evans was that in terms of his outlook, 

probably Labour centre, still is. In terms of the journalistic bit, that actually pushed 

him further. A lot of the radical press thought to challenge, in the way he did, the 

established press. Press limitations on the press freedom are not always successfully.  

 

Leeds Other Paper, sometimes a local paper would use libel to try and silence them. 

But everybody I knew, left of centre politically, not always formally attached to 

parties. A lot of people in Manchester were around the CP (Communist Party); lots of 

students were involved in the Young Communist League. That led them to start 

producing alternative or community newspapers.  
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Q: Why do you think most of them went under?  

 

GW: Times change. If I remember, around the time of the Miners Stike and the 

Toxteth Riots, there weren't that many round then. Leeds Other Paper survived I think 

but it died a very slow, painful death. And also people moved on. There wasn't any 

money in alternative press. After a while, if they got into relationships and got young 

kids, they have to raise money to make a living. That was why.  

 

The other reasons was, a lot of alternative newspapers, the politics changed. From 

about ‘76 onwards, into the late ‘70s, you began to get a lack of direction, a loss of 

direction and that was expressed politically, a lot of the left organisations began to 

lose their way in that period.  

 

Q: It seemed to train a lot of good journalists… 

 

GW: Everywhere you look there was a lot of good, innovative journalists, you would 

often see that there roots go back to that critical moment where they were involved in 

either alternative or community newspapers or magazines and I think that’s true, that 

instinct about trying to make some impact on the world that is and saying this needs to 

change and this needs to change. 
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Q: Looking back, how influential do you think the alternative press movement 

was? Do you think it had any impact on mainstream journalism at the time or 

was it a kind of side issue that no-one really cared about? 

 

GW: It did, in the end, as you got changes in the mainstream newspapers as new 

journalists came on board they would actually read these papers and say they weren't 

bad. There was a respect. There was a big debate about whether Tony (Harcup) 

should be accredited as a journalist, because people say he wasn't. But it was the 

younger journalists who said this is journalism and he's got every write to be a 

member of the NUJ branch. There is a legacy which is partly about these people going 

on to do other things in journalism at high levels. 

 

People have a memory of these things that its possible to do different things and 

express your views in different ways but I'd be hard pushed to quantify beyond this. A 

lot of these things are very hard to come by. There's not a lot of the physical evidence 

of this. 
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Q: Do you think there's any sort of market for alternative local newspapers in 

the style of the LFP or Leeds Other Paper now or are they confined to blogs and 

websites? 

 

GW: I wish it could. My sense is that there isn't that sort of alertness. I think some of 

this might get transferred to Internet radio. What you will get is ways to try and use 

new technologies which is what these guys were doing. You can do that now through 

radio and the Internet. The Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom, we have a 

bi-monthly magazine which I wish we could dump but it's the traditional way in 

which we get our views out there. If we are at events we need to be able to distribute 

these.  It's our public face. The other problem with alternative press was that you 

could produce thousands of them but how would you get them out to people. 

Newsagents wouldn't take them. I've not seen any signs of this being started again.  
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Appendix 4: Tony Harcup (Interview 4)  

 

Question: What would you define as an alternative newspaper? 

 

Tony Harcup: They were I think very specifically setting out to be an alternative voice 

to a quite specific mainstream publication. They existed as a counter in opposition to 

what was in the mainstream, they were actually set up because of dissatisfaction with 

the mainstream. The thought of creating them wouldn’t have occurred had they not 

been dissatisfied with the mainstream.  

 

I think it's that sense of opposition. I think you also have to look at the fact they were 

created on a shoestring, entirely independent of commercial interests. Any element of 

commerciality was only them trying to survive, it wasn't anything other than that. 

That is part of he definition as well. As a concept, it's hard to define.  

 

Q: What do you think prompted the establishment of local alternative 

newspapers? Was it a lack of investigative journalism at a local mainstream 

level? Was there a real sense that established news outlets at a local level were 

not reporting things that mattered to ordinary people? 

 

TH: The existing papers were seen as very pro the local establishment and very 

conservative with a small c and in some cases a big one. They were not interested in 

the ordinary activities of ordinary people. They were full of pictures and articles about 

what the establishment was getting up to, the rotary club, the mayor and the golf club. 

It didn't really reflect ordinary life.  



HUGH O’CONNELL                                  MCCMJ3013 DISSERTATION/ 79 

 PAGE 79/108 

It came to a head. The papers seemed to reflect a certain world view that was 

complacent, that was you know old and middle-aged, middle class rather than 

working class even when their readers were overwhelmingly working class. There 

was a kind of opposition to everything about them in that sense. They didn't do 

enough investigative journalism, in some cases they didn't do any but that was 

certainly not the only complaint about them. 

 

They were seen as a heavyweight of conservative journalism and lazy journalism. 

That was one of the complaints. So much of the paper was full of the police have said 

this, the council said that. They didn't even seem to extend their gaze beyond those 

sources of news. Obviously I am summarising but broadly that was the feeling of 

those people who were motivated to start up alternative papers.  

 

Q: What about ownership? What was the situation like back then in terms of 

local media ownership? Was there a more obvious agenda pushing than in local 

newspapers then perhaps there is now? 

 

TH: The local regional press had a bit more a local flavour then. There were more 

likely to be local owners but you'd have to go to small towns to get real local 

ownership. The big city newspapers were still owned by large companies back in the 

‘70s but not as large as they have become. Certainly some of them would be 

concerned about their position and their standing amongst their peers in a way that big 

corporate owners now are never even seen in local towns now. 
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They were a bit more local. Most of the regional press have never taken an overtly 

political line in the way The Sun and the Daily Mirror do. Generally because there is 

no local opposition they want to appear to cater for all political tastes which is why 

sometimes the conservatism of them is with a small c rather than a large one.  

 

But there are exceptions, the Yorkshire Evening Post and the Yorkshire Post were 

owned at the time by a company called Yorkshire Conservative Newspapers Ltd and 

it was very, very conservative with big and small C and it still is, that's part of its 

character.  

 

I was involved with Leeds Other Paper, it was launched at the time of the 1974 

Miners Strike, miners were abused in the local press for holding the country to ransom 

and their views were nowhere to be seen in the local established papers which at the 

time had huge circulation much bigger than now.  

 

All that added up to a feeling amongst some people that we're not getting represented, 

combined with a certain attitude of people that was partly in the air at the time from 

the 1960s which said that we don't have to put up with this, we can do something 

about it. “If we don't like the paper, we'll start our own.” There was that sort of can do 

attitude as well.  
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Q: Was the Liverpool Free Press a title you came across? What did you think of 

it? 

 

TH: From memory of the book News Ltd, that was started partly by people who were 

working locally as journalists which makes it different from others. A lot of the local 

alternative papers were started by people who had no journalistic experience at all and 

taught themselves how to do it. Clearly there were people with journalistic experience 

at the LFP who felt that the local newspaper wasn't going to report what they should 

be and their solution rather than pack in their jobs was to create another outlet. That's 

quite interesting but it was relatively unusual. Most of the alternative newspapers 

were started by people who weren't journalists, some would go on to become 

journalists but it was started largely by people who weren't. There's often a bit of a 

too-ing and fro-ing. People in established local newspapers would start feeding these 

people stories. 

 

Q: Do you think these newspapers had a strong political agenda that they were 

pushing or do you think they were simply reporting the news they felt wasn't 

being reported? 

 

TH: I think they varied. There was a strong political agenda.  It would be a party 

political agenda. It would be as much as attitude as anything else. It started from the 

point of view that it almost assumed that those in power were doing something wrong 

and that would be the starting point and therefore you needed to keep a close watch on 

them and expose what they did.  
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And of course at the time, the heyday of the alternative press was the 70s and into the 

early 80s and I think that there were a lot of politics going on compared to now. There 

were a lot of things happening on the streets. Women's movement, anti racist 

movement, anti fascist movement, all that sort of stuff going on in addition to large 

amounts of industrial action and tenants movements. 

 

Lots of people were engaged in political action in one form or another, in its broadest 

sense and I think the papers were the natural place to publicise those events and to go 

to tell other people who might think a bit like them. For many people, buying the local 

alternative paper was a way of thinking it wasn't just me that is pissed off with things. 

There are other people like me. 

 

There was a strong political feeling behind the production of the papers. I don’t think 

they wanted to impose a view, but they began their articles almost from the starting 

point of making their political views known up front rather than hiding it. There was a 

general belief that you didn't have to pretend to be objective or impartial. You could 

still report things that you saw as true or factual but you would put in your politics up 

front. That tended to be the way they were. They changed over time as well, different 

people would get involved and there would be different attitudes to the papers. They 

weren't all uniform. They reflected the particular politics of the people who set them 

up.  
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Q: Was there much of a difference between alternative newspapers like this and 

political party publications like the Worker's Revolutionary Party’s News Line? 

 

TH: I think the main difference is that they were much more open than that. They 

were much more open to putting in contradictory stuff. Counter views and open to 

other people getting in and changing things. Your party papers they are very clearly 

seen as propaganda for that organisation. They weren't publishing lies but the purpose 

of everything is to build up their organisation. 

 

Alternative newspapers were much more open, although they had a political line on 

things, it wouldn't be a narrow sectarian line. It would be a very broad line. They 

wouldn't debate the nitty-gritty of how to win strikes. Those party political 

newspapers were trying to build support and one way they would do that is tell you 

what is wrong with all the other left wing parties which the local alternative press 

wasn't really interested in.  

 

Q: Did alternative press really make a difference to the commercial or 

mainstream media as you suggest in A Northern Star…? 

 

TH: I think it's hard to know for sure. I think they did. The existence of an alternative 

even if it only sold a small number…the journalists of the mainstream paper tend to 

look at it and you know it tends to have an impact. It might broaden these journalists’ 

horizons a little bit to the ways in which stories could be covered. It's hard to point to 

specific examples of how it did influence.  
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After the arrival of the alternative press I think the mainstream did open its eyes up a 

bit more to reporting the events of local communities and ordinary people who didn't 

get a look in as much previously. Whether that was because of alternative press or a 

new generation of journalists in the mainstream, younger people more outward 

looking - it's hard to tell - it may be a bit of both. I think even if it’s a small production 

the journalists on the big commercial newspapers can be influenced by that. 

 

I think it did have an influence but how big an influence is very hard to tell. I think 

there would have been an influence. In addition there was a whole load of people who 

learned their journalism by reading and writing for the local press who then went on 

to work for the mainstream.  

 

Q: Do you think in terms of training, the sort of experience journalists got from 

working on these newspapers could not be got from any university course or any 

mainstream newspaper graduate scheme?  

 

TH: Yeah because you were going out and about. You would go and speak to people, 

the housing estates, community meetings. You would get involved and you would be 

speaking to the people involved in a way in which you wouldn't on a commercial 

paper because of the pressure to do things as fast and as cheaply as possible.  

 

That's why journalists spend all day at their desks and computers. The ethos of the 

alternative press was to get out there and get stuck in and you know actually speak to 

people at the heart of the story and not just be content with a quote from the police or 

a quote from a press officer so I think that was fantastic training. 
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You can still benefit from all sorts of other things, like learning the law and shorthand. 

But its experience that you can't buy, you just need to go and do it.  

 

Q: By and large, did alternative local newspapers use a collective decision-

making process or a one editor whose word was final? 

 

TH: Yeah it was very democratic. Some had editors, some didn't. LOP (Leeds Other 

Paper) didn't. This did involve long, argumentative meetings but it was harder when 

we became weekly because it held things up. 

 

Q: Was a weekly publication better than the “when it's ready” approach? 

 

TH: With hindsight, fortnightly is really good and you'll notice that one of the most 

successful print publications is Private Eye which has always been fortnightly. It 

seems to give them enough time to do other things as well. It's a good rhythm. I don't 

like the idea of producing a paper when it’s ready because people don't know when 

it's going to appear. How you going to sell it? If its pubs and door to door then that's 

fine but if you're going to put it in newsagents then you have to make it regular so 

people can come across it in a shops, not only sold to people in the know. Weekly 

puts a lot of strain on a few people, people get burned out and can't cope and then you 

lose some of the experienced people and you might be on a slippery slope. If you look 

at the history of these papers, most of them didn't last long.  
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Q: Why do you think most of them went under? 

 

TH: Some of it was clearly that individual people got burned out or felt they needed to 

earn a proper living. They always existed on a shoestring, they were always on the 

edge of not having enough money to carry on. I think some had unrealistic 

expectations of how many they would sell, after a few years of selling a few hundred 

or thousand they thought they should be selling more and that could be demoralising. 

 

Really when you get to the ‘80s, then a lot of the political activity became less. There 

was less of a network of people. Thatcherism seemed to take the wind out of peoples 

sails. There was a bit more demoralisation and a bit less activity going on. A lot of 

these papers were started by young people in the 1970s and by the ‘80s those people 

didn't seem to be as interested anymore. The young people weren't coming forward to 

carrying this on.  

 

There's a whole combination of things. Historically radical papers are short lived, big 

papers from the Chartists in the 1840s only lasted about four or five years, got big in 

circulation but then there’s and ebb and flow in terms of political activity and then the 

commitment of certain individuals. 

 

Q: There was no thought to training next batch… 

 

TH: There was a bit of thought but not a lot usually you had to just think about getting 

the paper out. The big picture was next week or the week after. There was no thought 

to the next decade or anything like that.  
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It's partly that alternative things have always come and gone. Very few have lasted for 

decades. That doesn't mean they're a failure. They kind of done their job and other 

people can always start other things. There's a lot of stuff on the Internet now. In the 

1980s you started getting fanzines, music and football. Very different to the 

alternative press but something which was a form of alternative which some people 

were producing as a way of expressing themselves.  

 

Q: Do you think there's any sort of market for alternative local newspapers in 

the style of the LFP or Leeds Other Paper now or are they confined to blogs and 

websites? 

 

TH: I think potentially there ought to be….I'd like to think there would be a market 

for local alternative newspapers partly because it's so easy to produce now, the 

technology is so much easier. When you can design things that look pretty 

professional on a computer and reasonably economically produce things more easily. 

The technology came along just too late for local alternative press in a way. 

 

But that's not enough alone, you need a pool of people, you need the political energy 

and everything else. That comes first. If you can combine today's technology with the 

1970s attitude and commitment then you'd have something which might not be selling 

thousands and thousands but would still be able to get through to enough people.  
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People aren't politically motivated anymore. It was always the case that the alternative 

press was very much a minority but I think it was just a bigger minority. Young 

people involved in political campaigns and such would not have been the norm but 

there were certainly more of them so there was more critical mass and more stuff 

going on. And more stuff that involved physical interaction, events and things to go to 

see.  

 

Maybe the days of local alternative newspapers are over but maybe not because 

there's still something different about going for a printed cover. Private Eye is selling 

nearly a quarter of a million copies a fortnight, and it doesn't put most of its content 

online.  
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Appendix 5: Derek Massey (Interview 5)  

 

Question: How did the idea of the Liverpool Free Press come about and how did 

you get involved?  

 

Derek Massey: Everybody was a journalist. Chris (Oxley), Rob (Rohrer) and Brian 

(Whitaker) were all on the Liverpool Echo. I we running a small print shop with a bit 

of a history of printing small, alternative magazines. They were only small, A4 size. 

We tended to do radical magazines at the time. Mostly kind of alternative, sort of 

hippy, music, dope magazines of one kind of another. So I suppose that's why they 

would have come to me. They would have had this idea, about one particular 

campaign the Echo had failed to report on, almost like a consumer story, washing 

powder maybe?  

 

Chris and Rob were both recent graduates, junior reporters and Brian was a sub. They 

came to me and said they wanted to do this for as little as possible so that was first 

connection. I didn't start writing for it until the third or fourth issue. It's like a lot of 

things really, you begin to fall into things because there's nobody else doing them. I 

spent most of my life doing photography and journalism as a result of all of that 

really. 

 

I actually had an inkling to go into journalism when I was at school but never really 

pursued it and ended up doing an apprenticeship. Then I left a big book printers and 

set up myself in what then was a place on the Dock Road near where the Baltic Fleet 

pub is. 
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Almost every part of your life back then could be steeped in some sort of alternative 

culture because it was those times. There were things happening all over the place. I'd 

already been doing theatre with radical Unity theatre. And so I began to meet some 

people there.  

 

Q: What drove your desire to write for it?  

 

DM: Well eventually I shared the passion of Rob and Brian but that was on the back 

of what they past on to me really. I went in with a sort of radical, anarchist 

background rather then left wing, mainline politics. What I was going to say before 

was that what it took me into, when I started off this printing company, when the 

paper needed a photographer, they didn't have one so then I did it. I gradually just 

started to do it. I spent half my life in photography, I worked in papers after the Free 

Press was gone as a photographer and I've since done video, camera work as well for 

TV. 

 

So for me it kind of led into a lot of things that I might otherwise not have done just 

by that connection. By the second or third edition I began to write. I can't say I was 

ever a main writer on the paper it was much more usually Chris or Rob, and then later 

on Steve Scott. Rob dropped back a bit because he had kids. Everyone else was kind 

of footloose and fancy-free.  

 

Steve went away to work on a newspaper in Oxford or Cambridge and then came 

back and towards the end was one of the main writers. He did the story on the Kirkby 

councillors. Both Steve and Chris continued to do that sort of work in television. 
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Q: Was the LFP your grounding in investigative journalism? 

 

DM: Yes I would think so. That's something I picked up. The first time I went into 

television it was into BBC and I went as a researcher on current affairs and I could 

only have done that because I had a grounding in that sort of investigation work and it 

was a time, when it was quite hard to find anyone who was doing that kind of thing. 

They weren’t in the mainstream at all. 

 

For me it was definitely a grounding in investigative journalism and I picked up other 

skills like photography. It was quite useful for me. We built our own dark room and 

all that.  

 

Q: What did you see as the newspaper's purpose? Was it to report the news you 

felt wasn’t being reported by papers like the Liverpool Echo and Daily Post? 

 

DM: I think yes but it was also a frustration with local politics. If you get into 

newspapers like this and you get on the ground floor of politics and even now you'd 

find all sorts of things going on which never ever get to see the light of day really and 

frankly it's not always a wilful thing on behalf of newspapers. Sometimes they just 

don't have the staff or the time to do it and I think that's certainly true now.  

 

If you go into the Echo now, very often they just have a clipboard beside them, people 

just rewriting press releases and never go out the door. It's totally different. But even 

at that time it was getting too expensive to do.  
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Even at that time if you were an investigative reporter and you wanted to get into 

newspaper work you just couldn't do it. You'd have a hard time. They were expensive 

and those newspapers would think: “Is this doing us any good, really?” I used to work 

on a programme called Brass Tax on the BBC and that bit the dust as well and that 

was expensive to run and that's one of the reasons why World In Action went as well. 

 

Q: But these alternative newspapers didn't have a lot of money in them either? 

 

DM: We didn't get paid basically. It was never ever funded on a realistic basis. It 

depended on funding and people working on this were doing so quietly whilst 

working at the Echo and Post which is what happened on the first ten issues of the 

Free Press. They continued to work inside the Echo which of course got them more 

information and was quite a useful thing but we also had a very small news agency 

which we ran and sold other stories. 

 

We didn't tow any party line at all. A lot of the people in Kirkby were Labour 

councillors really and so it was quite a narrow political line really. There was a lot of 

the Labour party that didn't like us at all really.  
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Q: The mainstream newspapers not having money for it, they were driven 

commercially…so was it the case for alternative newspapers that they were 

driven by morals? 

 

DM: Yes there was almost a missionary zeal about them really and that came out of a 

frustration at local politics at what was happening. It seemed very ineffective and very 

difficult to influence. Because the Labour party in places like Liverpool is very much 

sort of a stitched up operation really. I think I was saying before there were people in 

the Labour Party that really did not like this at all and they played along with it 

because they felt, on the one hand they ought to be sympathetic to us but then on the 

other they were saying: “Christ these guys are a pain in the arse!” We didn't really 

have that many friends and certainly not among the Conservatives and probably not 

the Lib Dems either. So I suppose we were a product of the radical Left which didn't 

have any party allegiances and it didn't make us many friends in high places.  

 

Q: What were your day-to-day responsibilities with the LFP? Describe a typical 

day? 

 

DM: It was a thing on the side for me and I think for most people as well. When we 

look back on it to produce that many issues, maybe six a year it got to be very 

irregular. That was partly because we did have quite high standards and we had to 

keep checking things out and ensure they stood up and some of the stories got really 

quite complicated. 
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We also just didn't have the resources to do it and people were working or had to 

make a living on something else, like me for instance with printing and the others 

were still working on the Echo. I don't know whether there was a typical day in that 

sense. A lot of the activities were done in the evening when people had some free time 

and weren't working. Rob and Chris were very lucky in that they were district 

reporters which meant they didn't have to be in the office very much. They had Echo 

cars so they were very lucky. They had a lot of unscheduled time. Without that it 

would have been damn difficult really. The Echo would have gone absolutely berserk 

if they'd been able to prove that they were effectively paying for this.  

 

But for me it was often an evening thing. I used to do Kirkby for instance and it's a 

fair old way. We had one kind of car really so those Echo cars were pretty useful. So 

we were working on a shoestring budget really and it was never going to pay anybody 

and that's why we started the agency which was selling stories elsewhere. That did 

okay but it wouldn't support people.  

 

Q: What was the decision making process within the newspaper? Was there 

anyone who had the final say? 

 

DM: It was a collective thing almost always and as a result there was some sort of 

very strident arguments about things but it was always done like that. There was never 

anybody in the sort of editor's chair. Generally people were allowed to sort of run with 

the stories they had.  
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Brian was pretty good at that. In his role as a sub he would say: “Where did you get 

this from? How do you stand this up?” So we had to make sure that things were pretty 

tight so I suppose if anybody was doing all the shaping of the paper it was Brian 

really. Some people would help and I did some but Brian did most of the layout and 

he was usually the one that would ask questions of whatever had been written. 

 

That was because he was the only one doing the layout. Everything eventually went 

through him. So if there was anybody, in anything like an editorial role it would have 

been Brian but certainly people would stand their ground on stories, especially big 

ones. On the whole it was remarkable how we kept out of court. What the critics 

would say is that it probably wasn't worth it which is probably true but on the other 

hand there are people that would have done it anyway just to cut it down to size 

really.  

 

In fact, one of the people that did actually go round and threaten the newsagents who 

distributed it was Rex Makin and that was really on a very silly story on the fact that 

he'd managed to get his mother into a nursing home by jumping the queue. It was that 

sort of thing that would really irritate us.  
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Q: Did the fact that the Echo and Post seemed so annoyed by the LFP’s presence 

please you, make you feel that it was worth it or did you not really care what 

they thought? 

 

DM: We were in our mid, early twenties so there was a great sense of devilment about 

all this as well and I wouldn't deny this. The fact it was getting up the Echo's nose was 

a delight and I won't deny that. It's never really been a paper that's been very close to 

the heart of the community of Liverpool anyway. I wouldn't say so, even now and 

never was really. It always been a fairly big operation and its first priority was very 

much to make as much money as possible really and it's never been any different. 

There was always a great deal of pleasure I'd take from putting skids underneath all of 

that. But it was interesting how effective it was you see.  

 

Q: Could you say that Rex Makin caused the demise of the LFP? 

 

DM: No, it was just another part of it. We were getting to a stage where people 

needed to move and it was clear. You can't go on living off buttons and by this time 

people were not working at the Echo et cetera. And I also just think that it was time to 

move and Chris (Oxley) was the first one that decided this. He moved into television I 

think. So it was much more of that really. Rex Makin was just an element that 

happened to come towards the end and we could have done something about that but 

by then people were beginning to run out of steam really and wanted to move on.  
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We never sort of reached a level of organisation to train the next batch of journalists. 

You have to accept the fact that they're really born out of a mixture of devilment and 

subversive politics and you can only sustain that for so long really. Of its type it was 

very successful but it was quite distinctive. There probably wasn't another paper that 

had four trained journalists on it. It also looked different. It looked much more like a 

newspaper again because of the journalists. And so people recognised it as a 

newspaper and that had a lot to do with it as well.  

 

It was coming together of lots of things really. The fact that I was in printing and there 

were journalists there and that there were various other people to help me. We had 

one or two people who were inside planning departments, contacts who were 

disenchanted so it all came together. But after a time on these sort of things, the 

wheels begin to fall off because it's very difficult to sustain it. You can't go on, living 

off next to nothing and you also realise that we probably can't take this any further 

really, without some huge injection of capital or something. 

 

Q: But was there a feeling that more money would compromise you? 

 

DM: No I don't think so no. It was something that you see that nobody really spent 

much time on. You probably needed somebody and had we have had someone that 

was interested in selling space it may have been a totally different newspaper but I 

don't think those magazines ever do. It's not the sort of thing really.  
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A lot of people who were secretly supporting it didn't want to be seen to be supporting 

it. So, of its type, it probably lasted longer than most papers really but I think people 

were ready to go by the time the Rex Makin thing came along and then Steve got a 

job in London as well. It was such a small organisation it could never go on really and 

it only ever needed two people to leave and it would be in danger. I don't think there 

was ever any sense of letting the side down. I think most people would say that it was 

just time to move really and it gets awfully difficult to sustain that kind of thing. 

 

Q: What impact did it have? Did it change the Echo and Post in anyway? 

 

DM: No, I'd like to think that but I don't really….I think there's always a problem with 

these things that they become kind of landmarks for other journalists really rather than 

the public so if you talk to a lot of journalists, certainly of our time and those a few 

decades earlier they would probably know about the Free Press because it was kind 

of a landmark in British journalism.  

 

It was certainly the best known of all the alternative newspapers but I can't think that 

it had an influence on British journalism really. It continued to exist in pockets. If 

there was any sort of cohesive idea about it, it was kind of let's do this radical Daily 

Mirror if you like and that explains the way it looked and kind of localise it and make 

it readable as well. Not leave people with acres of dense type. If there was anything 

journalistic about it was the kind of radical….and I suppose picking up on the best 

days of the Daily Mirror.  
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The Free Press always kind of had a foot in traditional politics but rocking the boat at 

the same time and that's what was quite different to other alternative newspapers who 

had almost completely rejected traditional, radical politics and gone their own way.  

 

Q: Do you think something like the Liverpool Free Press would be viable in 

today's media environment or is it a type of movement confined to the past? 

 

DM: I don't see any signs of that around now. I get the impression that people have 

just pushed it aside and passed on really. I feel quite lucky in the time that I was born 

really because there were lots of things happening. I'm not sure if I'm looking back 

with nostalgia but I'm kind of cautious in saying this but I feel as if there's no kind of 

politics amongst people of your generation. No sense of alternative or doing anything 

else. I think a lot of people are quite understanding of that having been through 

Thatcher and god knows what else that that's probably not surprising. So I don't know 

how you step off all that into local politics. I feel sorry for it in the sense there's very 

little else apart from main party politics going on now really and I think that's a bit 

sad. 
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Appendix 6: Chris Atton (Interview 6) 

 

Q: One of the issues you seem to focus on in your work is the difficulty in 

defining what exactly alternative journalism is or was. Do you think there will 

ever be a conclusive definition?  

 

Chris Atton: I think that the book Alternative Journalism comes closest to it, 

supplemented by the theory chapter of Alternative Media.  My intention is to provide 

a definition that is broad enough to accommodate a wide range of forms and 

approaches, as I think the two books demonstrate. 

 

Q: What do you think prompted the establishment of local alternative 

newspapers? A lack of investigative journalism at a local, mainstream level?  

 

CA: Yes, as well as a socio-political project to produce media more representative of 

local communities’ needs and perspectives. 

 

Q: What was the attraction of alternative newspapers, in your view?  

 

CA: To those involved, it was about progressive politics that their skills to the service 

of community at a grassroots level.  To the general reader it’s hard to say, as we don’t 

have much evidence. 
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Q: Was the Liverpool Free Press a title you came across? What did you think of 

it? 

 

CA: No – I only encountered it through Brian Whitaker’s book. 

 

Q: Do you think these newspapers had a strong political agenda that they were 

pushing or do you think they were simply reporting the news they felt wasn't 

being reported? 

 

CA: The two are impossible to disentangle – the ideology of the former informs the 

practice of the latter. 

 

Q: You say that no product of alternative press could ever have reached 

mainstream circulation figures.  Why do you think that is? Is it purely because 

they adhered to a principle of non-commerciality?  

 

CA: Simply because, at its most ideological, there is an unwillingness to compromise 

that makes the alternative press a minority interest – an apparent contradiction, given 

that the local alternative press was intended to serve a wide community.  There was an 

idealism here, I think, that did not reflect enough on who its audience was and what it 

wanted. 
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Q: Do you think that's why most of them went under? Were there other reasons? 

 

CA: As noted, I think it’s because those in charge of the papers wrote about the world 

as they saw it, rather than taking into account enough the needs and desires of the 

communities they were supposedly writing for – too much ideology and not enough 

pleasure? 

 

Q: Looking back, how influential do you think the alternative local press 

movement was?  

 

CA: Hard to say – many media activists today tend to work in a vacuum; where 

history is important to them it’s on a grander scale (the Diggers, Thomas Paine), 

rather than a clutch of 1970s radical newspapers... Tony Harcup’s 2005 Journalism 

Studies paper (‘I’m doing this to change the world’) discusses how former alternative 

journalists moved into the mainstream – worth reading if you haven’t seen it...  

 

Q: Do you think there's any sort of market for alternative local newspapers in 

the style of the Liverpool Free Press or Leeds Other Paper now or are they 

confined to blogs and websites? 

 

CA: Given the parlous state of the commercial local press, it’s very unlikely – perhaps 

they work best (a la OhmyNews?) as web-based projects that bring together 

professionals and citizen journalists. 
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Appendix 7:  

Liverpool Free Press - Issue 2, Page 1 (the first issue which could be sourced)  
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Appendix 8:  

Liverpool Free Press – Issue 27, Page 1 (one of the final issues) 
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Appendix 9:  

Liverpool Free Press – Issue 19, Kirkby Corruption Scandal, Pages 1, 5, 6, 7 & 8 
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