Interview

HIGH
TEA
WITH
The feted investigative
journalist and new host
on ABC’s 7:30 ponders
naughty school days
in historic England,
a jealous boyfriend
followed by the
thunderbolt of love at
first sight in Paris, and
giggly conversations
with her late mother.
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here’s something
comfortingly familiar about
the elegant restaurant at
Sydney’s historic Vaucluse
House where Sarah
Ferguson and I settle in for a decadent
three-tiered high tea (tomato tarte
tatin, scones, apple and toffee éclair
et al) and delicious conversation.
Though born in Nigeria, Sarah was
raised in southeast England and this
location – plus the frequent morning
rain showers – can’t help but trigger
memories of her homeland.
When did you last enjoy a high tea?
In 2020 when I was going to China, or
trying to go to China, to run the ABC’s
bureau there. I had a lot of meetings
with the Chinese embassy and
because they don’t like you to come

the adrenaline flow. Acting without
a safety net, that’s my idea of heaven.
You’ve also come in with a new
government. Is that a gift?
I think it is. When a government’s
been in power for a long time, there
are fewer new ideas. And also [former
PM] Scott Morrison had a very strange
relationship with the media where
he had taken an almost American
position of only speaking to certain
sections of the media. He hadn’t
been on 7:30, apart from the election
campaign, for a long time. So, a
fresh start, with a PM willing to be
interviewed, and every idea is new
again, is a perfect way to start, isn’t it?
Social media can be a bruising place
for women with a TV profile. Do you
engage with it at all?

I got it. But whether I’m too hard or
too soft on a politician – that’s not
what Twitter’s for.
You were born in Lagos, Nigeria, where
your father was a businessman. Do
you have any memories of that time?
I was a toddler when we left so
I have memories that I think I have
reconstructed from photographs. I’m
planning to go back with my brother.
I’ve got generations of family who
were in Africa, so it’s been there
forever in our history.
Your parents left because of the
Biafran war, but was Africa still
part of their sense of self?
Oh yes, the stories were always there.
But my mother was incredibly good
at living the life that she lived. They
moved from Kenya to Lagos to

“I love live TV. You have to think incredibly fast. If
you make a mistake, there’s nowhere to hide.”
in, quite a few of them took place
over high tea at the Hyatt [hotel] in
Canberra. Unfortunately, at the end
of all of those teas, there was no visa
for me and my China dream was over.
It was quite a big dislocation. I had
stopped doing the job I was doing;
Tony [Sarah’s husband – fellow ABC
journalist Tony Jones] stopped his
role as host of Q&A; and it was to be
a big pivot for us both. I had even
started learning Mandarin.
That must have been frustrating.
It was very disappointing. It was
a huge decision to do something
completely different, and when I do
something I go in full bore, all guns.
It took me a while to give up, but it was
very unlucky getting caught in the
vice of history. It was just the timing.
You started your new gig at 7:30 in
July. Considering you are usually
travelling around, what attracted
you to sitting still as a news anchor?
Ask me in six months’ time! No, I love
interviewing people and I love live TV.
You have to think incredibly fast. If
you make a mistake, there’s nowhere
to hide; you have to clean it up
yourself right on the spot. It makes

Sarah was born in Africa,
grew up in England and
lived in Paris before
making Australia home.

It’s a useful journalistic tool, but
it’s the last place I would go for
affirmation or judgement. It’s
too random. If somebody makes a
critique that I’ve seen where I’ve got
something wrong, I’ll engage with
that. I got the name of Peter Garrett’s
album wrong the other day. Cultural
crime committed, convicted. Didn’t
get my passport taken away, but
maybe now I will! In that case, thank
you very much. I’ve been schooled,

Aberdeen in Scotland, in the north of
Scotland, where it gets dark at 3pm.
She loved Africa. She never looked
back. She was loyal to the present,
I learned that from her. That said,
because my grandparents had been
there, my uncle, my aunt, there was
always plenty of Africa in the picture.
Then they moved to a village in the
UK. What was your childhood like?
Entirely conventional from the
outside. School, tennis – it was a
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village, sort of conservative in a way,
shot through with the English values
of stoicism, humour. Behind all of
that, my parents were unconventional
in their intellectual approach. We
talked about current affairs and
politics. It was in our lives every day.
My parents were not like everybody
else there. They abhorred snobbery,
bigotry, racism; all of those things
were part of my education at the time.
What was young Sarah like?
Bumptious and a bit of a show-off
when I was little. Can I say I think
I was really good fun? A bit naughty.
I hated authority completely from the
get-go. I had two brothers and I didn’t
like being told what to do. I’m the
youngest and my father taught me
to be extremely competitive. He was
a very good sportsman and we were
taught to absolutely play to win.

just roam around. I wanted to find
Anne Boleyn’s ghost.
You didn’t make prefect, then.
Correct. I was captain of sport, but
I think there is a deep streak of
anti-authority in journalists and it
doesn’t go with being a prefect.
After university you ended up in
Paris. Did you speak French?
Not really. I had to learn it.
Were you starving in a garret?
There were some times when I only
had potatoes for dinner, yes. I worked
for cash and kept it in a box that had
contained a hair dryer. That was my
bank. I was a very lowly assistant
in the film industry, on film sets.
Then that took me into working in
television and now we’re here.
Was Paris the free love and smoking
unfiltered Gauloises that we see in
the movies?

“You’re not available any more”.
I said, “Yes, I just got married.” He
said, “You’ve been married for three
months, come on”. That idea that
three months was plenty of time to
dedicate to my new husband and now
I’m back in Paris I should be free as
air. Man, oh man!
Was he suggesting that you were
no longer interesting?
He absolutely was.
You met your husband Tony [Jones]
in Paris and sparks were ignited.
The French call it a ‘coup de foudre’.
Love at first sight. The best word that
I can find is ‘recognition’– ah, you! It
was very powerful. It doesn’t fuel you
through everything that life brings –
raising children and careers, but I’m
very glad to have experienced it
because it’s one of the wilder things
that can happen to a human.

Sarah and The Weekly’s
Juliet Rieden enjoyed
high tea at historic
Vaucluse House.

We used to have very fierce sport in
the garden. I realise now that was very
formative. When I was supposed
to be going to China I went for a
medical and I was having an eye
test. The doctor asked me to follow
his finger and he just burst out
laughing because he said he’d
never seen anybody do that, as if
it’s a thing you have to win.
You were a non-Catholic in a Catholic
girls’ school. How did you find that?
There was an intellectual problem
with the school. The building had
belonged initially to the Boleyn family
and it became a hunting lodge for
King Henry VIII. His coat of arms was
in the chapel. This is the man who
broke from Rome and yet when we
studied Tudor history we never talked
about that. Incredible! I knew there
was something wrong. I loved the
beauty of the place and I used to not
go to classes sometimes and just
wander around. I was naughty.
You wagged school?
Well, I didn’t go down the local
shopping centre for a smoke. I would
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I’ve never been a very good smoker,
but yes, there was smoking and there
were boyfriends. One in particular,
who locked me out of the apartment
and then threw all my belongings
out of the window, to the fabulous
amusement of the people in the
corner cafe who watched. He thought
I had done wrong.
Had you?
He had driven me to it. He was
insanely jealous. So, it ended in a
bumpy fashion. I was in Paris recently,
talking to the generation of my
friends’ children who are now in their
late 20s, and the young women in
particular have completely rejected
that idea that endless affairs are
attractive. That generation sees it for
the bogus thing that it was, that it
made a lot of women very, very
unhappy and they went along with it
in order to look cool. I was single, so
I wasn’t doing that exactly. But I do
remember coming back to Paris after
I got married and by then I’d moved to
Washington. I went to a party and an
old friend came up to me and said,

I remember, I was in a taxi going back
across the Place de la Concorde to my
apartment after we’d just met, and
I could see a reflection of myself in
the window of the taxi and I thought,
everything is about to change.
You decided right then to go with
Tony to live in Sydney.
Yes. I was driving around Paris giving
people my stuff, unloading my life.
Were you already married then?
No. We went on a holiday to Venice
and Tony had the idea that we should
get married that afternoon. I was
going to go along with it and then
I remembered that my mother had
eloped and she’d talked about wanting
to have a wedding. I put the brakes on
and said, “Let’s get married in England
so my mother can have her wedding.”
What did you think of Sydney?
I remember lying in my bed looking
up at the ceiling fan and thinking
crikey, what have I done? Then,
somehow I oriented myself to the
ocean and understood everything.
Now I think it’s one of the greatest
cities in the world, but it’s unusual.
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“It makes me cry when I think about Mum and
I love the little conversations I have with her.”

I had fallen in love with European
cities. They were my first love.
You have lived in many countries,
do you get homesick for England?
No. Under my mother’s tutelage, I am
very present, very local. Although it’s
true that there are certain moods in
the English landscape that move me
deeply and I think that might change
into homesickness when I’m older.
Your mother died suddenly in 2017,
which was a huge shock. Is it still?
I think the shock is mine, but the
fact that she didn’t suffer for long
means that I’m at peace with that.
I wish she hadn’t died when she did
and I know she would have wanted
to keep living. I won’t ever forget it,
but I don’t hold on to it or resent it.
I just miss her.

In your book On Mother you talk
about a friend who said that the
conversation with your parents
continues after their death. Has
that been true for you?
Absolutely. It makes me cry whenever
I think about her, and my mascara
runs – as it is now. I love the little
conversations I have with her. If I do
something where I’m being silly or
someone’s being awful, they’re the
things we would have laughed about
and I talk to her. Or, if something
happens where I’ve made a fool of
myself, she’s the one I talk to. I roll

my eyes and say, “Oh God”, and
remember how she would giggle.
When you packed up your family
home you followed the African
custom of kissing the walls. Were you
also kissing your mum goodbye?
Yes. For people who haven’t lost their
parents, go incredibly slowly around
that time. I had to leave because my
life is here, but we packed up our house
too quickly. I made slightly extreme
decisions about not wanting to bring
back lots of stuff, but I overdid it. At
the last minute I was literally running
around the house trying to find the
thing that had synthesised her, which
of course doesn’t exist. There’s a tea
service that I loved when I was a child
and I took just two teacups. I take them
from the shelf and if there’s no one
around I give them a little kiss.
What do your children think about
you on TV?
They’re not fussed, but I had dinner
with one of my sons the other day and
I was telling him how bad I felt being
away when he was growing up. I felt
guilty about working so hard and I
missed things. He’s 23 and I said, “I can
feel terrible about that really easily”,
and he said, “You’re out of your mind!
As soon as I was old enough to
understand what you did, I loved that
it was sometimes courageous and
difficult and a bit out there. I was
incredibly proud.” Can you imagine?
It was the best dinner. He took this yoke
of guilt and lifted it off my shoulders.
What do you do when you’re not
talking politics and eating scones?
I love TV. Good drama mostly.
Can you quote from The West Wing?
Till I die. How did you know I was a
West Wing addict?
It was a safe guess.
If I told you how many times I’ve seen
it, you’d have me examined or taken
away. But the rest of the answer is
I also love the beach. I walk a lot
on the blustery South Coast, plus
mountain bikes and trails. Well, an
electric mountain bike, so I cheat.
Is Australia definitely home?
Who knows what lies around the
corner? But I am completely
Australian. This is my home. AWW
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