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INTRODUCTION TO A LIFE


Three minutes to midnight and the rumble was getting louder and louder. We went to our separate balconies to watch a British army Challenger tank rocking to a halt and swivelling its barrel towards the Yugoslav armoured car parked in the street twenty feet below us. The young Serb solider pulled down the hardened lid on the top of his vehicle and locked it tight.


It was not a good night to be in Pristina, the capital of Kosovo.


The man firing a machine gun from the window of his flat three blocks along from our corner apartment in the centre of the bombed city (which had two perfect vantage points for the Yugoslav army’s withdrawal from Serbia) added an air of tension to the drama which was unfolding in the street below. The twelve o’clock deadline was looming and he was intent on getting rid of as many bullets as possible before the British Paras knocked on his door to ask for his gun.


After the dust had died down we could see a British army major and his Yugoslav counterpart arguing about the fact that there were several cannon, an armoured personnel carrier, a tank and seventy armed men still at the former Education Ministry building, which was now the headquarters of Slobodan Milosevic’s hated Serbian army.


Twelve minutes past the midnight deadline, I had sent two colour pictures to the Mirror in London. One of them was now being put into a white space on page four. This was all made possible by the new Canon digital camera and the fact that the Serbs, seeing dollar signs, had put the mobile phone cell back into action.


*


These dramatic events were a world away from 95 Woodbridge Road in the county town of Guildford, Surrey.


It was at that address that I had arrived in November 1972 clutching four of my dad’s black-and-white prints, which he had developed in the darkroom built into the loft of our council house.


Drawn on the back of each print was the key to me gaining the job as a darkroom assistant. My father was so worried about my chosen career path as a labourer on a huge GLC building site, he had drawn the technical details of the picture on the back of each print – a bluffer’s guide to photography.


None of these child-like sketches could be found in Langston’s Basic Photography but they made sense to me.


At Woodbridge Road I was quizzed on when and how I had taken these telling studies of everyday life.


This is where the plot fell apart. Peter Cassidy, one of the co-owners of the news agency I was applying to join, asked the first of many piercing questions.


‘What f-stop was this one taken at?’


I looked hopelessly at him. He had a thick black beard and wore a red sleeveless jumper over his collar and tie. He looked quite fatherly, like the former schoolteacher he was, as he looked at me over the top of his half-rimmed glasses. He terrified the life out of me.


‘F-stop?’ I muttered. ‘Six, er, seven.’ I was stabbing in the dark.


‘OK,’ continued the question master, ‘what grade of paper was this one printed on?’


‘Er, well, I think it was quite thin.’


I had no idea what the bloody hell he was talking about.


F-stops, grades? I’d had none of this when I had my hands in freezing water grouting down a front step of a two-bed council house.


‘You had no part in taking or printing any of these pictures did you?’


‘No,’ I replied.


‘Can you start on Monday?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nine pounds two and six.’


‘A day?’ I asked.


‘No, Roger, a week.’


‘Right.’


‘We will teach you all you need to know about the wonderful world of newspaper photography.’


Peter had seen straight though me but he lived up to his promise. He taught me to never give up and never say no; to go back time and time again to acquire much sought-after pictures. He taught me how to knock gently on doors when I wanted to get a good reaction, and how to kick them in; how to hide from the police and how to run from them. All in all, he introduced me to a life I had never, ever dreamed of.




CHAPTER ONE


My journey started one lunchtime in The Ship pub in my hometown of Farn-borough, Hants. My boss and old schoolmate Keith Burgess and I walked into the public bar having just knocked off for the day from the huge housing estate being built to accommodate the overspill of London’s masses.


Keith was the chap who actually put the little white glazed tiles on the wall and I was the one that filled in all the gaps, went and got the sarnies and generally did all the horrible things. It paid us twelve pounds per house and on a good day we finished three houses. Thirty-six quid, of which I got a third. Not bad for a lad who had left school without Os, As or levels of any kind.


Just that morning my dad had been moaning to me about getting a proper job: ‘one with training, an apprenticeship, not buggering about on a building site.’


The answer to my dad’s prayers came in the shape of our old art teacher, Stuart Dicken, who happened to be standing in the saloon bar. He came round to join us.


‘How’s it going, lads?’


‘Good,’ I said, pulling out a fresh wad of tenners.


Stuart was not impressed. ‘You’ll piss that up the wall by Monday,’ he said. He was not far wrong.


Stuart told me about the job going at Southern News Service, a news agency that sent pictures to all the national papers. They were looking for somebody to work in the dark room, learn to print pictures and just generally help the photographers.


It didn’t sound that great but, to shut Dad up, I said yes, I’d go along and see them.


*


I stood on the platform of Farnborough North station in the early morning gloom of 14 November waiting for the 8.10 to Guildford on the first day of my new job as a darkroom dogsbody. I was petrified. I had only ever worked with my mate before and now I was going to get on a train, go to an office and work with people I’d never met. I might even have to talk to them. On the building site you only ever swore at people.


A commuter at the age of sixteen, two weeks away from my seventeenth birthday. It was hot on the train. The sweat rolled under the collar of my new blue shirt. But even this could not stop me looking smart in a dated sort of way. With my blue shirt, brown tie, brown jacket, shiny blue trousers and platform shoes, I looked like a cross between the Sweeney and Jason King. My hair was very long; all the protesting in the world could not persuade me to have it lopped off.


I arrived on the steps of the two-up, two-down terraced house in the heart of Guildford at ten to nine. Dust and grime from the busy road that ran past the front door had left a dark film of dirt over the faded, once-white building. Some of the paint was flaking off. I knocked timidly on the frosted glass door and waited. Nothing. I peered in to see if there was any movement along the corridor behind the door. Still nothing. Fifteen minutes passed and then a girl with a shock of ginger hair flashed past me.


‘Are you the new darkroom bloke?’ said the ginger girl, shaking a bunch of keys.


‘Yes I am,’ I said, with a shaky voice.


‘Right. Can you go down La Boulangerie and get me two pints of milk and four currant buns. I’ll give you the money.’


I took the money and wandered off down Woodbridge Road towards the shops.


Boulangerie? What was a boulangerie? I had no idea.


‘It’s the bloody bakers on North Street’ Carol squawked when I returned empty-handed.


‘Well, why don’t they call it the bloody bakers?’ I retorted.


‘It’s French for bakers. That’s why it’s called La Boulangerie. Just go before the bosses get in. Don will go mad if he doesn’t have his coffee.’ Carol turned away. I had been dismissed.


My first day was spent standing in one of the former bedrooms of the cramped terrace house. The brown, flowered wallpaper was still visible between the rows of file cases along two sides of the room. An odd assortment of very old camera parts collected dust on a shelf. There were four indents in the red flooring where the bed had once stood. It was a gloomy room with one bare light bulb hanging from its cord in the middle of the ceiling. This dull room was directly above Carol’s office where she did the accounts and used the telex to send stories to the papers. At the back of Carol’s office was a small kitchenette that lead through to a damp and dank toilet. It had a collection of buckets and mops thrust in it: not a place for quiet contemplation and a read of the papers. The front room downstairs was the boss’s office.


In the room across the stairwell was the reporters’ lair, also a former bedroom. The chosen wallpaper had been pink. Fading glimpses of it could be seen between large pin boards. The boards were covered with lists of telephone numbers. Police, fire brigades and ambulances in Surrey, Hampshire, Wiltshire and Berkshire. Ops rooms and incident room numbers. Gatwick airport had a whole section just to itself: their fire brigade, the control tower, the press office and police emergency numbers. The army had provided a wall chart especially designed for newspaper offices. It had a large picture of a soldier standing on top of a green lorry and holding the latest machine gun. Around him were all the relevant numbers for the press, to help raise the profile of the ‘British Army of Today’. A huge poster from the RSPCA, peeling away from one wall, provided the yearly calendar, with yet more phone numbers stuck all over it, making it look like a piece of modern art.


Stacked up round the edges of the room were piles of browning newspapers. In the middle of the room four desks had been pushed together to make a large square. It was a mess of telephone directories, newspapers, odd reference books and telephones. Around this nerve centre was an odd assortment of shabby-looking characters, two of them about three years older than me and two who looked really old.


One of the really old chaps was laughing very heartily into a phone. He was quite portly and dressed in a blue nylon shirt with a bow tie. ‘Yeah, yeah that’s right. Yes, yes, good. I’ll see you in the Little White Lion at about twelve and we’ll get a few down, then go on to the Bernie Inn for a good duck a l’orange and a bottle of Chateauneuf du Pape. It’s the best in town. Great. See you later.’


What the hell is he talking about? Orange duck?


The other men kept ringing up different people in a jolly manner, saying, ‘Hello, it’s Southern News Service here. Anything happening?’


Bloody funny thing to be doing I thought.


I’d pushed my head though the two-by-four-foot disused serving hatch that linked the two rooms to catch a glimpse of this weird world across the way. So when somebody coughed behind me, I sprang back, cracking my head on the wooden frame.


‘Are you OK?’ said the small, wiry, smartly-dressed man drawing hard on a cigarette.


‘Fuck!’ I moaned.


‘I’m Don Leigh, one of the partners, is everything OK? It’s a bit quiet this morning but a few of the photographers will be in later.’


There was a long pause as I struggled to come to my senses.


Don looked at me with his head turned to one side. ‘You are the new darkroom boy aren’t you?’ he asked, with an element of doubt.


‘Yes, yes I am,’ I spluttered.


Don walked from the room with a very puzzled look on his face. He must have been wondering what his partner, Peter, had done by hiring me.


My new boss didn’t venture back into the photographic room again that day. But the chief photographer, Nick Skinner, did. Nick was a modern dresser in a Marks-and-Spencer sort of way. He wore grey sensible shoes and a shirt and tie from a matching set, and he smoked the new low tar Silk Cut cigarettes. He kept his cigarette in his mouth when he spoke and his moustache had brown flecks of nicotine in it. He was about ten years older than me and he had a broad, good-humoured face.


He quizzed me on my photographic experience. I said no to most, if not all, of his questions. He then led me though the black curtain that was hanging in the corner of the room. I had been sitting on the stool in the opposite corner by the workbench most of the morning, wondering what was behind it. At one point I had pulled it back to be faced with a black wall.


It became obvious to me as Skinner and I stepped into the darkness. There were two black curtains, the one we had just come through and another beyond it. In between was a small corridor painted with matte black paint. It was a light trap. We walked past the first curtain and shut it behind us, then went along the short passage and brushed though the second curtain and into the darkroom.


This darkroom was the old bathroom of the turn-of-the-century house and it smelled of a mixture of chemicals, dampness and stale farts. The farts smell was the result of developer dripping from half-processed prints thrown in the bin, mixed with fixer from other prints; half-eaten pasties; old sandwiches and any other bits of crap discarded by the photographers. It created a unique bouquet.


Down the right side of the darkroom was a waist-high bench on which the De Vere enlarger sat. Boxes of photographic printing paper were to the left of the De Vere with a large space to the right to lay out the negatives that needed printing.


In the far right corner of the bench was the film drying cabinet. This, on the right side of the long thin former bathroom, was the ‘dry bench’. Nothing wet (other than cups of tea) was to come from the left side of the galley, which was the wet bench. The wet side was made up of a three-foot by two-foot rubber-lined sink which housed the tray of print developer, a tray of standing water in the middle, with the fixer tray to the left side. Next to the rubber sink was an old butler sink, with constant running water, which filled up the sink to the top of a plastic pipe, pushed in the plughole. The water ran over the pipe down the plughole so you have permanent changing water to wash the prints.


You stand at the enlarger with your back to the wet bench, make the print, turn to the left, passing your print to the spotty long haired dev boy. He immerses the photographic paper in the developer. Then he watches with great care as the wonders of photography come to life. When the image is just so, he plunges the print in the water, washing off the dev and sliding it into the fix, fixing the image on to the paper.


This was to be my world for the next six months: learning how to process films, hand roll film into film cans and stand behind a photographer pushing prints though the dev.


Two weeks into my new life and the routine had started to take shape. Arrive at office. Go to the shops for Carol. Clear out the bins in the darkroom. Mix up new chemicals. Sit back and wait for the first photographer to come in with either a job from the night before or an early morning assignment requested by the London evening papers.


One cold December morning, I had just pushed the last set of prints into the old butler sink when I was summoned by a reporter to go to the Copper Kettle cafe. Three bacon and two sausage sandwiches. I returned with the order, handed it over to the gruff reporter and settled down to tuck into the piping hot sausage bap drizzled with brown sauce I’d brought for myself.


The screaming from downstairs started a stampede of people charging down the narrow staircase that divided the small house. I was the last, which meant I had to peer over the heads of the rest of the reporters who were now howling with laughter. I got the best view of the redheaded secretary as she staggered out of the tiny back room that housed the toilet. At first I couldn’t work out what had happened. She was soaked in a brown liquid with bits of old plaster stuck all over her blue jumper, while her short black skirt was clinging to her shapely legs. How the bloody hell had she done that, I thought. Had the lavatory exploded from the inside showering her with the foul mixture?


The answer came with a deafening roar from the bedraggled eighteen year old.


‘ROGER. ROGER, WHERE THE BLOODY HELL IS HE?’


What had this mess got to do with me? Why was she shouting at me?


Realising I may have something to do with the problem I ran back up the staircase and straight into the darkroom. I walked gingerly over to the middle of the room. There, to my horror, was a gaping hole below the butler sink.


Shit! The pictures I had put in the wash before running the errand for the reporter had all clogged together, blocking the plastic overflow pipe. I peered down the tattered hole and looked down at the old Thomas H Crapper where Carol had been sitting when the waterlogged ceiling finally gave way.


I became an instant hero with the men from the other side of the upstairs landing, but Carol didn’t speak to me for the next two weeks.


I had little idea what a news agency did and never gave it much thought until a photographer came in with three rolls of film for me to process. The pictures were of Ghurkha soldiers blowing out candles on a birthday cake. It was a story about six sets of twins all in the same regiment sharing a birthday on the same day. Seven sets of prints had been made to go to all the daily papers. It was known as an all-rounder.


I was clutching the seven packets and just about to run out the door to make the mad dash though the town centre to put them on the next train for London when Peter, the joint boss, came into the photographic room. The large, bearded man stood looking at me for a while.


‘Roger, can you get ON the train and take the Ghurkha pictures to London? Start with the Express, the Mail, Mirror, Telegraph, Sun, then the Times and Guardian. I’ll write the addresses on the front of the envelopes for you.’


I stood in numb silence. Go to London? It was ten to three, nearly time to go home. He carried on: ‘Nip downstairs, grab a fiver from Carol and hop on the 3.17. Ring us when you get to the Express.’


Well, this had not been expected at all. London. Christ. I’d been to London twice before – once with my mum and dad and then with my old boss, Keith Burgess, to Kensington market to buy some ‘loon pants’. I had no idea where Fleet Street was or how to get there from Waterloo.


Dave Reeves drew a rough map on the back of one the picture envelopes. He also listed which floors the picture desks were on at each paper.


‘Don’t worry, I had to do this when I first started,’ Dave said in a reassuring manner. ‘Walk out of the station over Waterloo Bridge, turn right and just keep walking. You’ll see the Daily Telegraph and the Express on the left side of Fleet Street, with the huge dome of St Paul’s straight ahead. Whatever you do, don’t stop at the reception desks in the newspaper offices or you’ll never get home.’


This seemed all very straightforward.


My first problem was the Corps of Commissionaires stationed at the front of the Express building. One of them didn’t take too kindly to me trying to dash to the second floor like Billy the Whiz. The stout doorman nimbly blocked my path and I was marched back to the front desk. While I was being quizzed I had a chance to take a good look around the fantastic lobby of the black glass Express HQ. There were huge gold reliefs of women with their arms outstretched on three walls. It all looked a bit Russian.


‘Don’t try and skip past me again young man or I’ll ban you for good. Now where do you want to go?’ said the surly man at reception.


‘The picture desk of the Daily Express,’ I replied timidly.


‘Second floor. I’ll be watching out for you,’ he shouted after me as I ran up the huge marble staircase.


Walking into a newspaper office for the first time is an enormous attack on the senses: the noise of typewriters, people shouting, messengers dashing from desk to desk, a low-lying mist of cigarette smoke hanging like a thin spider’s web just below the ceiling.


I stood by the double doors that led into the vast newsroom. There was a great mass of identical, black-topped desks and all of them were a hive of activity. I looked around for a friendly face to ask where I could find the picture desk.


‘Excuse me,’ I said to a florid-faced man who was nearest the doorway.


‘What?’


‘I’m looking for the picture desk, please,’ I said as boldly as possible.


‘Over there, far corner,’ he snapped.


This was incredible. And I thought people were rude on the building site.


I made my way across the floor to the far corner. I was nearing the middle of the room when an object flashed past me just above my head. What the bloody hell was that?


I swung my head to the right to see what looked like a large clip with a chain hanging down and bits of paper hanging from the clip. The clip was on a wire, one of several across the room. When you pulled the chain it sent the clip flying along the wire. The flying clip came to a sudden stop above a massive desk, the biggest in the room. People were crammed around it, some looking at photographs, others reading sheets of paper. A man stood up from the desk and grabbed the paper hanging from the clip. He stood reading it for less than thirty seconds, looked up and shouted, ‘Where the fuck is the rest of it?’ Somebody on a desk nearby shouted to the next desk, ‘Luck, what the fuck are you doing? The back bench are screaming for your stuff.’


Christ. What a strange place. Screaming, shouting, swearing. It was bedlam, madness. Little did I know that 5.30 in the afternoon was prime panic time to get the paper ready for the first edition.


I made it to the picture desk. It was very busy. I hovered around the fringe of the desk. Nobody spoke to me, they just worked round me. Suddenly a youngish man swung round and said, ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m from Cassidy and Leigh. I’ve got some pictures of the Ghurkhas,’ I said nervously. The man grabbed the pictures and shouted to the people sat at the massive desk, ‘the Ghurkha pictures are in’. He looked at me and said ‘Thanks, lad,’ and turned away. I stood for a couple of seconds wondering what to do. Nobody on the desk spoke to me again.


I walked back towards the big double doors. When I got to the middle of the room I turned and looked back to the picture desk. The man who had spoken to me was putting the pictures I’d delivered on to the bulldog clip. He pulled the chain and the pictures flew across the room to the big desk at the centre of the asylum. It was amazing.


I went from the Express to the Mirror where I managed to nip past the doorman up to the third floor without being shouted at. I found the picture desk and gave the pictures to a Scotsman, who turned and said to the men on the next desk, ‘We’ve got the Ghurkha pictures’. A man looked at them briefly and said, ‘These are OK. Stick them on page seven’. Nobody said more than four words to me. I walked away, very confused. None of this made any sense.


When I made it back into Fleet Street after dropping off all the packets, I had no idea what time it was. It was dark, very cold and the street was nearly empty. I looked up to the huge Art Deco clock hanging out from the Telegraph building. It was twenty past eight. Bloody hell, my mum and dad would be wondering what had happened to me. I couldn’t call them, as we had no phone at home.


Suddenly, I felt very hungry. I’d not eaten since midday. It had been so hectic finding my way from one office to the next, getting past doormen, asking where picture desks were, that I’d forgotten to eat. I walked up Fleet Street towards the Strand thinking about food until I came to a very brightly neon-lit cafe. The sign said ‘Mick’s’. I peered over the top of the lace curtain which covered half of the windows either side of the door, windows which were covered in a brown film of heavy condensation. When I walked in the noise stopped and people turned and looked at me, but seeing I was of no importance they got back to their grub. Behind the counter was a big blackboard and a man in a dirty white apron. The blackboard displayed all the specials of the day plus the usual menu. Sausage, bacon and egg served in any combination, mostly with chips and beans. To the right of where the customers stood placing their orders was the serving hatch and behind that was the steaming kitchen.


‘Yes-a-please,’ said the man in the dirty white apron.


I scanned the board.


Liver and bacon, toad in the hole, lamb’s heart with mash, homemade steak and kidney pie, roast chicken with three veg and pork chops. Then came the pudding section: apple pie, syrup pudding, jam roly-poly – the list was bloody endless.


I glanced at the serving hatch where the chef was leaning out awaiting my order. The look on his face said, ‘I don’t give a toss what you want but just hurry up’. His expression made me jump into ordering the liver and bacon with mash.


‘Any tea, coffee?’


‘Tea please,’ I replied.


‘Liver, bacon, two veg,’ Dirty Apron shouted to the bored chef. Two veg? God, I hope it’s not cabbage, I thought.


I took my tea and sat at one of the Formica tables along the wall facing out through the grimy window on to Fleet Street. My mind turned to the day I had just had and how was I going to explain all this to my mates down at the Queen’s Head.


I thought back, trying to remember where all the different offices were and what floors the picture desks were on. I had just remembered the third floor at the Mirror when a cry went up ‘LIVER, BACON.’ I went to the counter to pick up my supper and there was a steaming pile of cabbage. Christ, I hate cabbage, but before I had time to tell Dirty Apron to take the cabbage off, he had turned back to the serving hatch, picked up his fag and started chatting to the cook.


Buoyed by the meal I paid the man behind the counter and started to walk to Waterloo up a now deserted Fleet Street.


The wind whipped down from the Strand as I walked past the first of several pubs, the noise spilling out from the warm bars into the cold street. I heard great barrels of laughter rolling out into the cold night air. It was five days before Christmas. On the train back to Farnborough I dozed in the hot, empty carriage.


It wasn’t until the next day when I arrived in the office that the fruits of my labour became apparent. There, in all the papers I’d visited the afternoon before, were the pictures of the Ghurkhas blowing out the candles. Suddenly it all clicked into place. All the rushing around, the screaming, the shouting, meant something. I had a flush of pride. I had done something, just a little bit, to help get the pictures in the papers.


It made me start thinking: how would I have felt if they had been my own pictures, if I had not just developed the film, printed the pictures and carried the packets to London, but if I had TAKEN the pictures, how proud would have I have been then?


I borrowed some money from my dad and brought my first camera.




CHAPTER TWO


Weeks of wandering round Guildford town centre taking pictures of the flowers in the castle grounds, close-ups of bananas in the veg market and even people in the pub followed the arrival of the Nikon. I would dash back to the darkroom, process the film, print up the pictures and bore everybody in the office with lengthy explanations of how I’d captured such an image.


My big break came one spring morning. It was twenty past nine. There was a hammering on the front door of the office. It was one of the dustmen who popped in from time to time.


‘There’s a bank raid in the High Street quick, quick,’ he kept shouting. He was like Corporal Jones from Dad’s Army. Carol looked at me, I looked at the dustman.


‘Have you got a bloody camera?’ he shouted.


‘Yeah, yeah I have.’


My mind went blank. What do I do? I ran upstairs, grabbed a roll of film and ran out into the street. I started running the wrong way. ‘The bloody High Street’s this way,’ shouted the dustman behind me. I turned round and sprinted in the opposite direction.


Don’t panic, don’t panic.


As I panted up the High Street, I saw a group of people gathered round the front of a jeweller’s shop. There was an ambulance outside with its doors flung open. This is not the bank I thought. Then I saw a man on a stretcher with what looked like bandages on his head. I put the camera up to my eye and started to take pictures. After about four frames I stopped and looked at the man on the stretcher. It was the bloody bank manager, Alan Grant.


The robber had made an appointment to see Mr Grant in his office, then whipped out a sawn-off shotgun. Grant, being a rugby player, vaulted over his desk and had a tremendous fight with the bandit. Grant got the better of his assailant, putting him to flight and into the High Street. Then he chased him down the road and rugby tackled him in the doorway of the jeweller’s shop.


The bank manager had taken a big whack around the ear from the sawn-off. But he managed to sit on the robber ’til the cops rolled up, rapidly followed by me.


Still confused, I took more pictures. The next thing I saw was a copper helping a boy about my age out of the jeweller’s shop. He had been sick all down the front of his jumper so I took a picture of him as well. It turned out to be a not-so-brave shop assistant who started to ‘have a go’ then thought better of it. He got a fist in the face for his trouble.


Suddenly, there was a lot of pushing and shoving from the crowd at the front of the shop. ‘Stand back, keep back,’ shouted a big police sergeant, who had the sawn-off shotgun under one arm and the man who had tried to use it under the other. I put the camera up to eye level and pressed the shutter. Click.


The ambulance followed soon after. A strange calm settled on the scene. I knew what I had was good.


Nick arrived, puffing and panting, just as I turned to run back to the office.


‘What happened, what happened?’ he kept saying. I explained the last twenty minutes.


‘We’d better get the film back and see what you’ve got. The evenings will want it and bloody quick.’


My hands were trembling as I loaded the film on to the spiral for the first part of the processing procedure. I pulled the film from the spiral to reveal the images of what had just gone on in the High Street.


There was the bank manager with his turban of bandages being stretchered away, the cop with the robber and the boy with sick down his jumper.


I dashed to the station and took my morning’s work to the Evening Standard and the Evening News. Both papers used the hero bank manager on the front page with more pictures inside. The sense of pride and excitement was amazing. It was a walking-on-air experience. I was the one who took those pictures. I wanted to tell everybody. I saw people in the street looking at the front page of the Standard, which splashed the picture I took that very morning across five columns on the front.


To celebrate, I took myself off to Mick’s cafe before dropping off the prints to all the daily papers. More people sat around in the smoky, steamy cafe looking at the evening papers. I puffed up my chest and walked to the counter to order a big, slap-up lunch.


The next day more pictures appeared. They made the front page in four papers: the Express, Mail, Telegraph and Times. Everybody else used them inside on page three or five. The bank manager, Alan Grant, was a hero. And in my own little world at 95 Woodbridge Road, so was I.


The euphoria was short-lived. After the heady high life of taking pictures it was back to the darkroom, devving film, printing pictures and dashing around Fleet Street. But I had been bitten by the photography bug and I didn’t want to go back to just being the darkroom boy. I started to make plans. Before long I began to realise that I needed transport. Cars in the early 1970s were not an option for seventeen year olds on £10 a week. I was forced down the motorbike route. My chosen steed was a 70cc Honda in bright yellow with luggage rack attached.


The first day I set off from home on the Honda left my mother shaking with fear. I got the bike lined up on the short concrete path that led to the road. I slipped it into gear, forgetting it had an automatic gearbox. The yellow beast reared its front wheel in the air. As it shot forward my right foot got caught on one of the rose bushes planted in the flowerbed and ripped it clean out of the ground. The bush then flew back, attaching itself to the carrying case behind me.


The machine seemed to have a mind of its own. The front wheel only touched down when I got to the road. Now I had the thing started with both wheels on the ground I just kept going. I looked back briefly to see my mother with her hand clamped to her mouth and the neighbour, Mrs Phillips, with her mouth wide open putting her hand on my mother’s shoulder. The rose bush came with me to the office, its tattered remains still hanging from the rear of the bike seventeen miles later.


Dramatic world events were of no concern to me in 1973. I was vaguely aware that a thing called Watergate was going on in the USA. VAT was introduced in Britain and the Cod War was on the go in the North Sea. None of these things bothered me in the slightest. What did concern me was how I was going to find my way to the Tweseldown horse trials at Fleet in Hampshire.


The romance between Captain Mark Phillips and the Queen’s daughter, Princess Anne, was captivating the British public. Most of the pictures taken during their courtship were at horse trials. The big event that weekend was to be held at Tweseldown racecourse, normally used for point-to-point races by the military.


My job of the day was to pick up the film shot by Dave Reeves, take it back to Guildford to process and print, and do the usual Fleet Street dash.


I wobbled my way over to the horse trials on my trusty bike. A big queue of very posh cars snaked back up the road waiting to go into the racecourse. I glided past them and steered round the back of the little man checking tickets on the gate. I stopped the bike in a very spacious car park. There were even posher cars in there. I pulled the bike up on the centre stand, stood back and admired the view.


Then I heard a shriek: ‘GET THAT BLOODY GOAT OUT OF HERE!’ I turned to see the Princess Royal pointing straight at me.


I’d parked in the Royal enclosure.


Two uniformed and one plain-clothes policeman closed in on me very quickly.


‘Bloody goat indeed,’ I thought to myself as I was told to get on my bike and piss off as fast as I had arrived.


But that wasn’t the last time Her Royal Highness was to clap eyes on me that day.


I found Dave at the press tent, gathered up the rolls of film and was about to set off back to Guildford when the cry went up that the two lovers were on their way to the show jumping ring. Dave started to pick up his cameras for the two-mile walk to the other side of the course when I suggested he ride pillion on the bike. ‘Great idea,’ he said.


I steered the yellow machine on to the outer ring of the racecourse and set off. I had never ridden the bike two up before so it was a bit wobbly for the first mile. After that it seemed to be easy.


My confidence began to grow and grow. We reached twenty-eight mph. Dave shouted that I should turn left on to the sandy trail leading to the show jumping arena. I pulled the bike to the left and sped straight down the steep incline. It was at this point that I began to lose control. Dave, sensing that things were going wrong, shouted to me to stop. I pulled to the right, hoping to slow the bike down, when just at that very moment a purple sports car with the famous registration plate 1420 H came into view.


Sitting at the wheel of the brand-new Scimitar was the Queen’s only daughter with a look of pure contempt on her face. I could see her mouthing the words, ‘It’s that bloody goat again.’ In my state of panic, I ripped open the throttle. The bike made a dramatic surge forward, hit a dip in the road and leaped in to the air. Dave was promptly flipped off the back of the rampant machine and left in the middle of the track. Her Royal Highness was forced to swerve round him. I gripped the handlebars for grim death. My final resting place was in a bank of gorse bushes alongside the show jumping arena.


It was impossible to tell whether the round of applause was for the horse that had just done a clear round or for me.


*


After my brief brush with royalty, it was back to mopping the darkroom floor and emptying the rubbish bins.


But it wasn’t long before the adventures began again. For few weeks later, a lion was on the loose. Peter bellowed up the stairs, ‘Roger, grab your coat and come with me.’


During the journey, which was taken at breakneck speed in my boss’s Vauxhall Victor estate, I asked Pete what we were going to Woking for. His reply was something of a shock. He said in a very normal, matter-of-fact way that there was a fully-grown male lion on the loose. I looked at him and could see straightaway that he was not joking. I sat in silence for some time before saying, ‘Don’t expect me to catch the bloody thing.’ Pete made no reply.


In fact, I was there as a messenger boy. Once the story had been photographed, I’d be taking the film to London.


The drama had started to unfold about thirty minutes earlier when one of the reporters had been doing a round of calls to all the emergency services asking if there was anything horrible, dangerous or funny to report. He was getting the usual ribald comments like, ‘If we did you’d be the last to know’, followed by a few seconds of banter.


That was until he got the Surrey fire brigade.


‘Hello it’s Southern News Service here. Anything for us this morning?’ asked the bored chap, thinking only of his bacon sarnie going cold by his coffee cup.


‘Yes, yes we have,’ was the hesitant reply.


‘Oh yeah, what is it?’ asked the reporter with a flicker of interest.


‘Well, it seems there’s a lion loose in Woking town centre. Any more details we’ll call you.’ The call ended and the reporter ran down the narrow staircase to tell Don.


Don’s reaction was one of suspicion but he told the reporter to check with the police. The police confirmed that they had a report of a large animal sighted in Woking, but wouldn’t confirm it was a lion.


As we drove into Woking we saw two policemen running with what looked like guns down one of the streets leading to the main shopping area. Pete swung the car up a one- way street the wrong way to try and catch them. We found nothing. They seemed to have disappeared, which I thought was a very sensible thing to do. A quick drive round yielded no sight of the beast. Pete rang the Guildford office from a phone box and was told to go to an office block on the Chertsey Road.


As we pulled up, there was a small group of about seven people standing at the bottom of the steps leading to the front doors of Brook House, the HQ of an insurance company. They all seemed to be entranced, in a state of shock.


We jumped out of the car, walked up to the group and asked about the lion.


‘Excuse me, was there a lion here earlier? We’d been told about a lion on the loose.’


A man in a grey suit turned to look at us with a very mournful look on his face. It was some time before he replied. When he did, it made no sense at all.


‘The man took him back on the bus. The big blue bus.’ As he stopped talking, somebody came and patted him on the shoulder.


‘It’s OK, Tony, the ambulance is on its way,’ the woman said in a reassuring tone.


I started to think the poor bloke had had a breakdown, thought he’d seen a lion and rung the police. That was until a policeman came out from the building to announce that Mrs Parker had just woken up and asked for a cup of tea.


‘What the bloody hell is going on? Could someone tell us what happened?’ asked my boss in a very forthright manner.


The policeman looked at him and said in a very calm voice, ‘Well, Mrs Parker was walking along Chertsey Road on her way to work, talking to her friend, Mr Read. He had just said how much he liked her new leopard-skin coat.’


A hush fell over the small group as we craned forward to hear the real version of events.


The copper started to talk again: ‘It was as she approached the steps that the lion jumped on her back’. He paused and looked up; everybody willed him to go on. ‘It would seem that the lion was travelling on a double-decker bus which came to a halt in the traffic queue waiting to go round the roundabout. He spotted Mrs Parker in her new leopard-skin coat, walked to the footplate at the rear of the bus and leapt though the air, landing on her back, pinning her to the ground.’


The policeman stopped again, coughed, looked embarrassed and blurted out, ‘He then started to try and mate with her as she lay on the ground.’


He paused for a second.


‘The owner of the bus ran to Mrs Parker’s rescue, pulled the animal from poor woman’s back, dragged him across the pavement and back on to the bus, and drove off. We have no idea as to the whereabouts of the lion or the bus. Mrs Parker is in a state of some distress, but has now come round from her faint.’


The policeman, realising in the excitement he had said too much, turned and ran back up the steps, slamming the door hard behind him.


The group stood in stunned silence trying to take in what the bobby had just said.


Tony, the man in the grey suit who was in a state of shock, began to laugh nervously and said, ‘The lion tried to shag her. It was actually trying to shag her.’ He was off in a world of his own.


Peter, realising we must get to the woman, ran at the doors of the office block, but his way was barred by a security guard who made it very plain that he was not coming in. He ran back down the steps grabbed me and sprinted to the car.


‘The lion, the bloody lion! We must find it,’ he shouted.


We sped off to the roundabout heading towards Chertsey. As we crossed a bridge, I looked to the right to see a big blue bus parked in a children’s playground.


‘It’s there! The bus, there in the playground,’ I squawked.


Peter spun the car round in the middle of the road with no regard for oncoming traffic and roared into the playground. We pulled up alongside the bus. It looked as if it had been abandoned.


We got out and looked through the windows. There, right at the front of the bus, was a bloody great big lion.


‘Jesus Christ, he’s a big bugger,’ I muttered.


Peter grabbed the Bolex cine camera from the car as I got my Nikon. The lion took no notice of us at all. He was more interested in getting the fake leopard skin out from between his claws following his failed attempt at mating with Mrs Parker. I took some pictures though the window. The click of the shutter must have caught his attention because the beautiful beast turned to look straight into the lens.


Pete was busy round the other side of the bus, filming though the opposite window. As he walked round the back of the bus he put his hand on the two closed concertina doors and to his surprise, and my horror, they sprung open. The lion, which had returned to the job of claw cleaning, slowly looked up at the now-open doors.


Pete and I looked at each other with that ‘Oh shit!’ expression. But when we looked at the lion again he was back to his cleaning programme.


Half a minute went by, then all of a sudden Peter said, ‘In you go. He’s all right.’


‘In you go? In you go? You must be bloody joking,’ I protested.


‘Look, stand in the doorway, let your flash off and see what he does. If he makes a move jump off and we’ll slam the doors,’ Peter insisted.


I looked at the lion still sitting there, facing me. He had not moved from the long seat but he now sat in an upright position. He looked even bigger now, but he took no notice of the pair of us.


I stepped up on to the footplate, held the big grey head of the flashgun above my head, levelled the camera to my eye and pressed the shutter. The flash did its job and let out an explosion of light. I quickly glanced over the top of the camera to see the reaction of the huge beast sitting thirty feet away.


Nothing. He had not moved. He was blinking a bit having looked right at the flashgun, but apart from that he was totally unconcerned.


Peter joined me at the rear of the bus and started to film the lion. At this point the lion leapt down from his perch and started to stretch his long front legs out down the aisle. ‘Jesus Christ, he’s going to attack,’ I thought, but no, he just turned round, hopped back up on to the seat and continued to observe us with fascination.


It soon became apparent that our friend the lion was tame.


He had never seen the great open hunting grounds of the Serengeti, and had never run at full speed, leaping on the back of a fleeing antelope to bring it to ground so he could provide dinner for his pride of cubs. No, this very handsome old chap was the Kenneth Williams of the lion world, more content to sit around performing for school kids and summer fetes. But in a way he had done his job of being king of the jungle because he had terrified the whole of Woking town centre.


Mrs Parker had, by the end of the day, been photographed holding her fake leopard skin coat. She adorned the front page of every paper in the country and many more around the world.


Shane the lion had also become famous because on all the front pages was a smaller picture of him looking very regal and aloof.


The cops and the RSPCA had eventually managed to coax him from the bus without the use of a tranquilliser dart. He left ‘Leo’s safari bus’ with great dignity. As for the owner of the travelling safari bus, he was charged with endangering the public by transporting a wild and dangerous animal. I would have thought the bus he was driving was more of a danger than the lion he had on board.




CHAPTER THREE


In my past life as a tiller’s labourer I had not been subject to any scenes of great horror or tragedy. I had been driven past a nasty car crash once where somebody had been killed but that was as close I had been to death. The Dunsfold air crash was to change all that.


On a wet November night in 1975 I was clearing out the darkroom, thinking about going to the pub, when the wail of an ambulance rushed past the front door of the office. There was nothing strange about that, but when the fourth flashed by the reporters started to make some calls.


The ambulance service said they were getting reports of a plane crash near the Dunsfold aerodrome but had no more details. They had sent as many vehicles as they could spare.


I was again back in Peter’s car speeding though the Guildford rush hour traffic. Pete was one of the all-time bad drivers, no fear and very fast. He caught up with one of the ambulances and got to within two feet of the back of the emergency vehicle. Attaching ourselves to the rear of the ambulance controlled the situation and when we arrived at the police roadblock we swept through on its tail.


As we followed the ambulance along the deserted main road, dozens of blue flashing lights came into view. Pete pulled to a halt eighty yards short of the main cluster of emergency vehicles, and turned his lights out. We got our cameras ready and slipped along the hedgerow. We both blended in with the chaos that greeted us as we walked toward the main centre of activity.


Arriving at a knot of firemen we asked what had happened. The lead fireman peered out from under the peak of his big white hat and began to explain.


‘The aircraft failed to make a full take off. It got about twenty feet of the ground, lost power, hit the deck, skidded though the hedge on the left side of the road, hit the car over there, and carried on into the cow field over there. That’s where all the Chinese started to escape from the wreckage. Most of them are now on the road, waiting to be taken to hospital.’


He then turned and walked back towards the car, which was lying half on the road and half in the ditch. We followed in the rain and darkness not being able to make any sense of the situation.


As I arrived at the wreck of the Ford, which had lost its roof, doors and most of its seats, a fireman was pulling back a huge, wet tarpaulin. I turned on the flash and looked though the camera viewfinder. I was not prepared for the sight that was revealed.


The bodies of four children and one woman were smashed and bloodied. It was a scene of pure hell. I froze. I had never seen anything like it before. I could not take in the information my eyes were sending to my brain. Peter, seeing I was having trouble coping, swiftly led me away from the car with his arm clasped around my shoulder.


‘It’s best not to take pictures like that; we’ll come back to it a bit later,’ he said in an urgent but caring way. ‘What we need now is the plane and some of the survivors.’


My brain had started to function again. I was shocked into taking pictures by what I saw in front of me. In single file beside the main road stood a line of Chinese men all dressed in grey jackets. It all looked very odd. I started to take pictures when a copper ran at me shouting. ‘You can’t do that! There’s a D-notice on this lot. Now get away from them.’


I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about but I thought, it doesn’t matter now, I’ve got the pictures. So I agreed with the cop and ran off into the rain before he could get his hands on the camera. He shouted after me, but he couldn’t leave the group of survivors.


Peter, having seen what had gone on, grabbed me by the arm and led me towards his car back down the road.


He said that the wreckage of the plane was 100 yards away in the field to our right. We must get though the hedge and run across the field to take the pictures. He was going to shoot cine film for the TV and I was to take as many frames as I could for the papers. He added that as soon as we had taken the pictures we should run like hell back to the road and, if we had not been caught, wait until the dust had settled to try for the wreck of the car again.


I felt like James Bond.


‘Come on,’ whispered Peter. We scrambled though the thick hedgerow into the soaking wet field.


On the other side of the hedge we could see the bright arc lights that lit up the broken remains of the Hawker 125 jet. Its nose and about the first five rows of seats were drooped forwards, the fuselage broken just before the wings, but the rest of the plane remained intact. The Chinese must have escaped the wreckage through the broken section, staggering into a field full of stunned cows. We ran forward towards the aircraft. Peter turned and asked if all my equipment was OK. I checked it and all seemed to be working. We came to the edge of the pool of light being thrown out from the arc lamps. Peter stood upright and started to film the scene. After a minute he turned to me, telling me to take the still picture, which would, with the flash exploding, alert the cops that we were close to the plane.


My heart was pounding – firstly, from running across the soaking field and secondly, from pure nerves. I brought the Nikon up to my eye and framed the picture showing the whole of the wreckage. I pressed the shutter button. In the split second following the flash, which lit up the night sky, there was a whole second of silence. This lull was followed by all hell breaking loose. Dogs started to bark, men shouted and piercing beams of torchlight were turned towards us.


‘Run, for Christ’s sake run, back to the hedge by the car. Go, go!’ shouted Peter.


I half-ran, half-stumbled back to the place where I thought the car was parked. The rain was lashing down, which made it hard to see where we had come from. When I reached the hedge I found I was fifty yards away from Peter’s car. I scrambled through the thick hedge only to find myself ankle deep in muddy water. I had stepped into the ditch between the field and the road. The only good thing to come out of this wet mess was that I was just twenty yards from the car that had been hit by the plane.


The scene at the car wreck had changed and it was now a hive of organised chaos. No one noticed me. The tarpaulin had been taken away and separate blankets had been placed over the remains of the bodies of the woman and children. I took several pictures from two different angles before a policeman told me it was time to piss off.


I took the copper’s advice and made my way back to try to find Peter. As I approached the car I saw him arguing with a policeman. Realising that he had been caught, I crossed the road and hid behind a clump of bushes. I watched with growing fascination as I saw Peter make a big show of grabbing his Nikon camera from the front seat of the car and angrily removing a roll of film, which he then thrust into the copper’s hand. The now rather smug copper started to wag his finger at him. Peter dismissed the cop with a wave of his hand, turned on his heel and walked away from his car in the direction of the police roadblock. The overweight copper walked away in the opposite direction tossing the roll of film in the palm of his hand.


As soon as the cop was out of sight I ran after Peter. ‘What was all that about with the police? Why did you give him the roll of film?’ I asked.


‘I didn’t,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I handed him a blank roll from the spare camera.’


It is a trick I’ve used many times since.


Time was marching on. We had done all we could at the scene and I needed to get on the next train to London to start moving the pictures. Two other photographers had now arrived at the disaster.


Dunsfold is only fourteen miles from Guildford but as we sped along the now closed A281 back to the railway station, Peter realised we were about to run out of petrol. The next garage was two miles away. We made it to the forecourt of a very sleepy village garage. Pete roared in, grabbed the nozzle out of the pump and started to fill the empty tank.


Emerging from his hut was a very set-in-his-ways attendant. ‘You can’t do that,’ he cried,


‘that’s my job.’ It was too late. The gas had been pumped. Peter now realised that he had left his wallet in the office and had no cash.


‘What do you mean? You’ve put in your own petrol and now you’ve got no money. I’m going to call the police,’ the old man shouted.


With time pressing on, Peter ripped off his watch and left it on the top of the pump and sped off, promising to pay later. It now dawned on us we had no money to pay for my train fare. I would have to jump the parcel barrier, hide on the train and dive though Waterloo, all without getting caught.


Somehow I managed to make it to Fleet Street unscathed. I went first to the Sun and ‘devved’ the film. It was all there: the plane, the car and the Chinese.


The next day, the full horror of the crash became apparent. The aircraft was on a demonstration flight with eighteen members of the Chinese government on board who were looking to buy a fleet of the Hawker jets. The weather was bad but it was no problem, as the plane was being flown by WW2 bomber ace John ‘Cat’s Eyes’ Cunningham. The jet took off but at twenty feet it suffered a bird strike – a flock of Lapwings were sucked into the left engine. Not even Cat’s Eyes stood a chance.


The plane belly-flopped on to the ground and sped like a gigantic missile across the airfield, through the hedge and on to the road, hitting the Ford car driven by a woman who had just picked up her children and a friend’s little girl from a party.


The worst part of the story had yet to be revealed. The man in the control tower who gave clearance for the plane to take off was the husband of the woman driving the car and father to three of the children in the doomed Ford. The pilot was godfather to two of the kids.


The permutations of coincidence were too mind-boggling to think about.


*


The show biz scene in the 1970s was a mere drop in the ocean compared to today’s madness. Rod Stewart and the Faces, Humble Pie, Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple and Status Quo were the big rock bands which we banged our heads to. Tamla Motown was the big dance music with Donny Osmond catering for the lovelorn young girls. The only soaps were Coronation Street and Crossroads. ‘Book him, Danno,’ was the thing to say and we all wanted to be like Starsky and Hutch.


One of the biggest movie stars around, Oliver Reed, lived on the agency’s doorstep.


He was a great source of stories, ranging from acts of kind-heartedness to champagne fights in the local hotel, bare-fist fighting with all comers and gigantic drinking contests. He was the local landlord’s best friend.


When the Sunday Express rang on a dark and drizzly afternoon to ask if we could send a reporter and photographer round to Mr Reed’s it came as no surprise. They had heard that Ollie had had his head shaved for the making of the Ken Russell movie The Devils. Would it be possible to see if we could have a chat and take a picture?


The Sunday Express was a very old-fashioned paper. Things were asked in a very polite manner, so when they said it was a commission rather than an order the agency said, ‘Yes of course’. A commission pays a lot more than an order but the material is the copyright of the newspaper rather than the agency.


I was the only one left sitting around the photographer’s room, so I was told to go with a new reporter, Des. This was indeed an honour and a luxury because Des had a car, and of late I had been dispatched all over Surrey and Hampshire on the yellow beast. Which in more ways than one was a pain in the arse.


We drove through the gates onto the long drive leading up to a very large old house. The house at first view looked like it was in complete darkness, but after we had got out of the car and walked to the big wooden door, we could just make out a dim light coming from the main room to the left.


Des and I stood looking through the window for any sign of life.


‘Knock on the door, there’s a bloody great big brass lion-head knocker there,’ I suggested.


Just as Des put his hand on to the knocker the door flew open.


‘WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU WANT?’ boomed Reed. He was totally bald.


I jumped out of my skin. Des was very laid back; he took a step back and said, ‘Hello Mr Reed, we’re here on behalf of the Sunday Express. We were wondering if we could have a chat about your new film role.’


‘Well don’t just fucking stand there, come in,’ came the unexpected reply.


We walked into a dimly lit hallway, then into a nearly dark reception room.


‘Do you like it? I love the way the light bounces off the walls. It’s so light and airy don’t you think?’ Des and I peered at each other. We couldn’t see a bloody thing.


‘Before we get down to business I think I should show you the rest of the house; I’ve just had some rooms decorated. Follow me,’ said the actor.


Des and I did as we were told and stumbled into the darkness towards a staircase.


‘Up we go,’ shouted Ollie.


When we reached the top of the stairs it was very dark. The fact that we couldn’t see our hands in front of our faces didn’t deter the movie star.


‘This way,’ he continued. ‘We’ll take a look in here, it’s great, all blue and gold.’ He flung open the door into a dark void.


We groped our way to the door muttering ‘Yeah, great,’ and tried to escape back along the corridor.


It was beginning to dawn on us he was still pissed from an afternoon session.


Des tried to say that it would be a good idea if we started to talk about the film now. ‘Shall we pop downstairs?’


‘No, no,’ Reed shouted at the top of his voice. ‘There are other rooms to see.’


Two other rooms were displayed. Also in the dark.


He then turned on us and said, ‘Right, the film.’ He stopped talking and started to make very strange sighing noises. ‘It’s all about the Devil.’ He paused again. ‘The Devil likes the dark.’ His voice rose up in dramatic way. ‘I think we should stay in the dark. I like the dark. I have a great affinity with the forces of evil. Nasty things happen in the dark.’


He fell silent and we waited for him to start again but nothing happened.


As I squinted in the gloom towards his voice, I could just make out the outline of his big bald head. His eyes were rolled back to the top of his eye sockets and my throat started to go very dry. He was scaring the shit out of me.


Des coughed to break the silence and said that he could not see his notebook and it would be better if we all went back down to the front of the house.


Ollie started to rant and rave about reporters all being poofs and wimps and that photographers had no balls and were the worst kind of ‘woofter’.


He then shouted with a deafening roar, ‘RIGHT, YOU FUCKING POOFS, DOWNSTAIRS.’


This sudden change of heart made Des and I move quickly back along the dark corridor and down the staircase to the room with the dim light, leaving Mr Reed to trail along behind us.


Once all three of us were back in the front room, Ollie looked at me and said, ‘You want to take a picture of my bald head, right, and you, you poof, want to talk to me about my bald head?’


We both nodded in unison.


‘OK’, he said, ‘we’ll have a little contest. Wait here. I’ll be back in one minute.’


He swayed off into the back of the big dark house.


Suddenly, the huge hulk of Oliver Reed came swinging back into the front room. He was clutching three bottles of Scotch. He crashed them down on the gigantic wooden table in the centre of the room. Three tumblers were brought from the dresser at the side of the room.


A devilish grin spread across his face.


‘The game is about to start!’ he shouted.


Des and I looked at each other in horror.


‘This is the game. If you beat me to the end of the bottle of whisky then you can take your picture and have your chat.’ He flopped back on to the crumpled sofa, with a self-contented smile on his face.


Des, who could no more drink a half bottle of pale ale than drink a bottle of whisky without getting pissed, turned to Ollie, who was obviously looking forward to the contest, and said in a very matter-of-fact way, ‘Well, it is only the Sunday Express and I hardly think it’s worth the effort. Thank you anyway. Goodbye Mr Reed.’


He turned to me and snapped, ‘Come on Roger.’


We walked to the door.


Ollie exploded in a fit of rage. We had ruined his game, and his afternoon’s entertainment was walking away.


‘You fucking pansies, you fucking poofters, come back here when I tell you!’ he cried.


As we jumped into the car and roared off down the drive, my feelings were tinged with regret that we had not stayed.


Over the next few years Ollie kept us busy, mainly with his drinking antics, but when he ran off with a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl it became big news on both sides of the Atlantic.


The first call came from the Daily Mail, asking us to go and check out the story with the girl’s mother. She lived in the next village to Ollie, Cox Green, where the houses were all big and posh.


I had been sent with a reporter called John Miller whose fuse was as short as an English Test innings. John was always a bit gruff. A tall chap with a droopy moustache, he would poke his tongue up into the hair above his mouth when he was concentrating; it was a sign not to disturb him.


We approached the pretty cottage up a long path through a very organised garden. John rapped on the door. Silence.


‘Come on,’ he said, ‘there’s no one in.’


‘Hang on,’ I protested, ‘we’ve only knocked once.’


‘No, you can tell they’re not in.’


Just as he finished speaking, the door opened. We were confronted with an attractive blonde forty-five-year-old woman.


‘Can I help you?’ she asked in a haughty manner, which made her appear even sexier. I was about to reply when John put on his best Oxbridge voice.


‘Well, I hope so. We are here on behalf of the Daily Mail.’


Before he had time to carry on, the woman cut him dead by saying, ‘Oh, you’re from the press. Well why don’t you fuck off back to whatever hole you came from and leave me alone,’ and slammed the door.


‘Bloody cow! I’ll soon sort her out,’ John muttered.


‘Excuse me, excuse me. I only want to ask about your daughter Josephine and Oliver Reed. Has she run away with him?’ John was always blunt and to the point.


No reply.


John persisted. ‘Mrs Burge, can we just have two moments of your time to clear this matter up?’ Pause. ‘Mrs Burge?’


I said I was going to take a picture of the house from the road and that I’d be back in a second. As I got back to the road, out of sight of the door, a loud cry went up from the cottage.


I ran back down the path to see John drenched though to the skin, his white nylon shirt stuck to his chest and his hair flat to his head like a badly fitting wig. I couldn’t believe it, the sexy cow had tipped a bucket of water over him from the upstairs window.


I tried to control my laughter, knowing that he would not see the funny side. It was no good. I was nearly wetting myself and I let out a howl of laughter. John was blazing with rage. He glared at me.


‘You think it’s bloody funny do you? Right, I’ll fucking kill you. Come here you little bastard.’ He ran at me with his fist clenched and his tongue pushed under his bottom front teeth forcing his big Desperate Dan chin out.


After about fifty yards I stopped running and glanced back. He was still coming for me, but his soaking trousers were hampering his pace. He came to a halt and shouted, ‘Well, you can fucking walk back to Guildford.’


I walked gingerly towards him.


‘Listen, John, I know you’re wet but we must get a picture of the mother.’ I paused for moment to think how to phrase the next bit. ‘I’ll have to take a picture of you as well.’


He exploded again. ‘I’ll stick that camera up your arse if you point it at me,’ he shouted.


This was great entertainment for the locals who came out of the King’s Head to see what all the fuss was about.


Thirty minutes later we sat in his Triumph Herald, with the heater full on. Steam was gently rising from John’s sodden clothes.


He was still very unhappy about this plight but realised we had to stay to follow the mother if she went out. We had learnt from the locals that had come to watch our slanging match that Ollie had, in fact, left with the sixteen-year-old two days earlier to go to the Caribbean island of Barbados and that they were staying there in a private villa.


John had enough to write a story but I still needed a picture of the mum.


Our wait was rewarded when the sexy Mrs Burge drove into the nearby village of Rudgwick. We followed in the Triumph at a respectable distance. Ten minutes waiting in the main shopping street and I had photographed her going about her business, a small wicker basket over one arm.


The missing link was a picture of her daughter Josephine. It was obviously not going to come from mum. After hours of tramping round local schools we came up with a picture from one of her classmates.


The next day the Mail ran the story on page one and Fleet Street descended on the sleepy hamlet of Cox Green.


Three miles separated Josephine’s home in Cox Green and Ollie’s in Bucks Green. Cox Green had a pub eighty yards from the girl’s front door. Pinkhurst Farm, where Ollie lived, had nothing but a huge pink rhinoceros, which sat at the end of his drive. The rhino was life size and was set to one side of the gate to make people smile when they arrived at his home. Very funny.


I sat at the end of the superstar’s drive for four days and nights waiting for his return. The Fleet Street pack sat in the cosy bar of the King’s Head waiting for the girl to show up and for me to alert them.


Day five of the doorstep was a Monday. In the previous day’s Sunday Mirror the paper had run an exclusive: they had found Ollie and his new love on holiday.


There were ‘long lens’ pictures of the two walking along the beach. The reporter, Wensley Clarkson, had found himself in Ollie’s bedroom at the villa when the actor had returned to the property after a late-night drinking session. The police were called and Clarkson was told to leave the island.


Mr Reed was after the reporter’s blood.


Back in cold, damp Sussex, the word was going around the King’s Head that the couple had left the Caribbean and were heading home to face the music.


The airport boys were on full alert, watching for the lovers’ return. Teams in the US had been flown down from New York and Miami to watch the airport in Barbados.


Reports filtered back that the couple had not been seen on any flight leaving the West Indies or arriving in London.


The now-infamous Sunday Mirror reporter Wensley Clarkson had turned up in the pub to tell us all about his daring deeds in the Caribbean. He was holding court when the Express reporter came back from the phone box to tell us that, according to his news desk, Ollie had not left the West Indies so we should all grab another drink before last orders at 2.30. A relaxed air descended over the pub.


I was halfway down my pint of King and Barnes when there was a commotion at the bar.


By the time I looked up all I could see was the arse end of a man vaulting the bar and running out the back of the pub. It was the gallant Clarkson who had spotted Ollie getting out of a car in the road.


Before I could work out what was going on, Ollie Reed was standing as large as life in the pub ordering a double gin and tonic.


Ollie’s performance was pure theatre. He picked up his drink, turned his bronzed face to the astonished pack, and said, ‘What are you wankers waiting for?’ He then downed his drink and ordered another.


Most of the staff photographers had already left to drive home when Ollie made his dramatic appearance. I had packed my cameras away in John Brewer’s car so I was in a panic to retrieve them, but not in as much of a flap as the Daily Mail man who was running around shouting, ‘The girl, the fucking girl, she must be back too.’


He was right. But he had lost his car keys and his equipment was locked in the car.


He picked up a stone from the side of the road, smashed the rear quarter light window, put his hand through, whipped open the back door, grabbed his camera and ran off over the brow of the hill towards Josephine’s house.


Afraid I would be missing out on a picture of the girl, I followed him in the rain to the house. As I approached, he was climbing over the seven-foot-high wall into the garden.


‘Come on quick. They’re standing in the kitchen talking,’ he hissed from the top of the wall.


Oh my God, I thought, I shouldn’t let him go on his own. My boss would kill me if I missed the girl. I hauled myself over the wall and into the garden and ran three paces behind him. As we got level with the window we both bobbed up and fired our cameras with flashes attached.


As Mrs Burge swung round to look at us, we could see her mouth, ‘You bastards.’


The Mail man shouted ‘Run!’ We turned and ran back to the wall. He leapt and climbed over almost in one movement. I was not so lucky. I stopped running too soon and as I slid into the wall my knees hit the brickwork with a crash and I crumpled to the base of the wall in agony.


By the time I had regained my composure and dragged myself over the wall to the road, a police siren was getting ever closer.


I made it back to the pub just as the cop car came to a skidding halt outside the Burge household. I walked into the pub to see our man, Mr Reed, behind the bar helping himself to another gin. I took a picture as he turned and pointed at me laughing.


The Mirror used it with the headline ‘It’s just gin and platonic.’


*


Sunday papers have a habit of ringing up late afternoon on a Friday.


It was the News of the World who phoned requesting a photographer to go and link up with one of their top reporters at a place called Newdigate deep in the heart of the Surrey countryside


Nick, the chief photographer, was asked to go out on the job but came up with a plausible excuse. Dave, the only other photographer still in the office, said he had a long-standing date with the local barmaid, which was deemed to be acceptable so he was off the hook. That left me standing there like a lemon.


The job was a typical News of the World story. The women’s world champion badminton player, Gill Hammersley, was, the NotW was told, ‘shagging’ a top badminton referee. Both Hammersley and the ref were married.


I donned my crash helmet and set off for Newdigate just east of Dorking. I was not in the best of moods as I gunned the bike along the A25 at a scary forty-five miles an hour. I was on a promise that night with a girl from Farnborough. But she was not on the phone so she would assume I’d stood her up.


The last time I had seen her she was running out of my parents’ front door flushed with embarrassment. It was at a time when the electricity workers were working to rule, which meant power cuts, mainly at night.


My parents had tickets for the Sid Lawrence Orchestra at the Princess Hall, Aldershot. They went with their best friends, Ben and Glad, in my dad’s Hillman Imp, leaving me with the house to myself.


It wasn’t long before there was a tap at the door and in walked my current date, dressed in her usual knee-length boots and short skirt. In a short space of time we had got halfway down a bottle of Blue Nun.


Before long we were in the prone position on the two-seater sofa in the front room. I had just got her knickers off when I heard a key in the front door.


‘Fuck me!’ I cried.


‘Oh yeah, yeah!’ she shouted.


‘No, no, not you, silly cow. It’s my mum and dad, they’re back,’ I said, struggling to my feet.


It was too late. The door from the hall into the living room opened.


My mother walked in with her head turned back as she talked to Ben and Glad.


‘Well that’s a shame…’ Her voice tailed off as she turned around.


‘Oh my god, get in the kitchen! Gerry, Gerry get them into the kitchen,’ she shouted.


‘What is it, my dear?’ my father enquired urgently.


‘It’s Roger with that girl,’ she replied in an exaggerated whisper.


‘Oh really?’ he said as he tried to catch a glimpse round the side of the door. My mother was too quick for him. The door was slammed shut. He didn’t stand a chance.


Yes, you’ve guessed it, a power cut had led the concert to be cancelled and they’d come to ours for coffee.


I had to force my thoughts away from those knee-high boots as I steered into the village of Newdigate.


I had been told to meet the reporter just down the road from the address where the champion lived. I could see the look of horror on the woman journalist’s face as I stopped the bike in front of her gleaming office car.


She got out, walked round the front of her car and said, ‘Are you from Cassidy & Leigh?’


‘Yes, I’m Roger Allen, your photographer,’ I replied.


She rolled her head back and made a deep groaning noise.


‘Are you OK?’ I asked politely.


‘No, not really. Shall we go and see if Miss Hammersley is at home?’ was her exasperated reply.


We walked up the drive of an imposing house with ivy growing around the front door. She knocked. No reply. She turned without a word and stalked back down the drive.


I followed her back to the car. She had already got in, leaving me standing by the roadside. I walked back to my bike and sat on it. This standoff went on for fifteen minutes before she got out of the car and walked over to me.


‘There’s a restaurant back in the village. We may as well go there and wait for her to come home,’ she snapped.


This sounded OK to me; I’d not been to many restaurants before.


She drove into the village and I rode my bike without bothering to put the crash helmet on, so by the time I turned up at La Galleon finest French cuisine eatery, I looked like a scarecrow. This didn’t impress misery chops at all.


She scowled at me and said, ‘Haven’t you got a bloody hairbrush or something? You can’t go in there looking like that.’


I pushed my fingers though my long, windswept hair, moulding it into some sort of shape. She sniffed at me and pushed open the large, dark doors. I followed her into a small reception area where a small, camp waiter approached and asked to take her coat. He had not seen me at this time.


The look on his face was one of cringing pain as he realised that I was actually with the woman.


‘Would sir like me to take your helmet?’ he said, with forced politeness.


‘Yes I would, thank you very much,’ I replied.


The waiter snatched it from me and thrust it behind the counter, out of sight of any other diners.


We were led across an empty room with about twenty tables all laid up for dinner. There were two wine glasses at each place setting, rows of knives and forks on either side of the place mats with napkins sculpted into fan shapes. Small vases with flowers were placed in the centre of each table. There was an air of freshness about the place.


A chair was pulled out for the lady to sit down. I stood and waited but it became obvious I had to do my own. Once we were seated, the menus were produced with a great flurry.


I stared blankly at the list of dishes before me.


Terrine de lapin


Asparagus buerre blanc


Lobster bisque (flambé)


Salade niçoise


Agneau aux haricots blanc


Coq au vin


Boeuf entrecôte au frites


Dorade au fenouil


Canard aux cerises


All this was followed by a list of puddings that made no sense at all.


The waiter arrived at my shoulder and said in a disdainful way, ‘Would sir like to see the wine list?’


He was not surprised when I said ‘No’. Even before I’d replied he had turned to the woman, proffering the list in a grovelling manner.


She glanced down the column and announced, ‘The Pouilly-Fumé Château de Tracy.’


The horrible little man put his nose in the air and replied, ‘The perfect choice, Madame.’ He turned and minced away. When he returned, it was to take the food order. This had been making me nervous for some time.


‘Madame?’ enquired the little grease ball.


‘Oh … I’ll have the asparagus followed by the fish, thank you,’ she said in a dismissive way, which the servant seemed to thrive on.


His attention was now turned to me. He had been waiting for the moment for me to ask him what was what.


All I recognised on the main menu was boeuf. Beef in my mind’s eye was roast with Yorkshire pudding. I ordered the boeuf.


Lobster I had also heard of, so I would have that to start.


I had no idea what a bisque was, or indeed flambé.


I sat back, quite pleased with myself, and warmed to the rather pleasant surroundings.


The little man had gone to great lengths to pour the wine to ensure that Madame was ‘truly satisfied’.


I took my first sip of the wine. It had a clean, sharp, refreshing, expensive taste, unlike the Blue Nun or Black Tower I used to impress the girls in the Tumbledown Dick hotel bar in Farnborough.


Things seemed to be going swimmingly. The reporter had even asked how long I’d been at the agency, whether I always travelled by motorbike and did I think I might get my hair cut soon. The answer to the questions was eighteen months, yes and no.


My state of cosiness was soon brought to halt by the waiter arriving at the table with a large white bowl of lobster bisque.


‘Would sir like to ignite?’ he said with authority.


‘I’m sorry, no, I don’t think I would,’ I said with uncertainty.


The waiter produced a large box of matches, lit a long taper and set fire to my soup. A blue plume of flame rose out of the top of the bowl and it showed no signs of going out.


I was stunned. What the hell did he think he was doing? I looked around the restaurant, looking for some pity; the other diners didn’t seem shocked by my dilemma and took no notice at all.


Miss smarty-pants tittered at my predicament as she accepted her asparagus in a dismissive way. I looked in horror at the blazing bowl, which just kept on burning. What was I supposed to do with it, sit back and laugh? No, I took the positive route. I inhaled a big breath and blew out the flame.


The aftermath was disgusting. Unburned brandy swilling around in the broth made me retch. It was no good. I couldn’t go anywhere near it. Apart from anything else, the smell was overpowering. I pushed the bowl to one side. The waiter, who had been observing me, arrived at my side.


‘Is there a problem with the bisque, sir?’ he spat at me.


‘No, I just don’t like it,’ I answered in an innocent way.


He picked up the bowl slowly and deliberately and sniffed. ‘Pah,’ he exclaimed, before turning and storming off in a huff.


‘You should have let the brandy burn itself out, then eat it, not blow the bloody thing out,’ scolded the reporter. I nibbled on a piece of bread, trying to hide my embarrassment. My companion scoffed her starter, wishing she were anywhere else but with me in a posh Surrey restaurant.


The main dish arrived; the beef was not roast beef and there was no Yorkshire pudding. It was a lovely inch-thick slab of steak, with a line of brown burn marks where the meat had been grilled to perfection on a red-hot rack. This was served with long thin fries and a fantastic pepper sauce. The waiter whipped away my knife and replaced it with a wooden-handled steak knife that glided though the meat effortlessly.


Even to this day the smell of brandy reminds me of lobster soup and the stuck up old cow from the News of the World. If I had known lapin was rabbit and that terrine was pate – similar to the brawn my dad made in the run up to Christmas – it would have been a great meal, but I chose the lobster bisque flambé!


*


The IRA terror campaign was in full swing on mainland Britain in the 70s. Bombs had been detonated at the Old Bailey and on Park Lane, killing several members of the Household Cavalry and their horses. Railway stations and public buildings were all targets. There was a real feeling of fear in London. Just getting on the tube took a certain amount of courage, not knowing if a man in the next compartment had a bomb in his bag.


Guildford was used by soldiers from Aldershot as a place to meet girls from the Women’s Royal Army Corp and it was a soft target for the IRA. The Provos blew up two pubs in the town, the Horse and Groom and the Seven Stars, killing seven and injuring many more. I arrived in town two hours after the bombs had gone off.


The atrocity introduced me to working flat out day after day; I was up and down to London sometimes three times a day. The Fleet Street pack descended on the office for what seemed like weeks. Drinking started almost as soon as the pubs opened.


The first heavyweight reporter through the front door of the office would try and buy up any exclusive line the agency had by taking Don or Peter out to the pub as soon as the bolt on the bar door had been pulled down and getting them totally pissed. They would agree a fee then return to the office. The big shot would rub his hands together and start typing furiously at the telex machine in the downstairs office, pushing the little strip of inch-wide paper tape into the machine and telling everyone ‘not to stand on the fucking thing’ and go back down the pub.


The most hated place in Britain as far as the IRA was concerned was Aldershot – the home to the British army.


It was at the police roadblock eighty yards from the front of Aldershot’s railway station that Peter and I stood on yet another Friday night.


Our friends from Ireland had left an unassuming-looking holdall in the middle of platform one packed with forty sticks of gelignite. It had been placed there at 5.40 pm on a Friday evening when the largest group of squaddies were leaving for town for the weekend. If it had exploded, the death quota would have been enormous.


I had ridden my bike from Guildford along the freezing Hog’s Back to Aldershot and parked it ten yards to the left of where we now stood. Peter had driven his Vauxhall; it was parked in a staff bay at the now-deserted bus station, next to the railway goods yard.


The policeman’s radio crackled, then he ran around, waving his arms in the air, shouting, ‘Get back, get back, there’s another bomb, get right back!’


I did not need to be told twice. I’d turned to move away when my boss grabbed me by the arm.


‘Where do you think you are going?’ he said with some surprise.


‘Down to the office block at the crossroads because it looks safe around there.’


‘No, no, don’t be bloody silly. We can hide in the car.’ There was no trace of humour in his voice.


I let out a laugh. ‘Yeah, very funny. Let’s get back up the road.’


But my dreams of a safe hiding place were thwarted as Peter led me past the bus at the side of the empty booking office. As we approached Pete’s car a copper appeared from around the side of the waiting room. I was pushed to the ground at the side of the car. We held our breath as we watched the copper sniff the cold night air like a hound dog, before turning his head and walking slowly away towards the safety zone.


In the darkness we climbed into the back of the car and hid under a blanket. Pete’s idea was to stay in the car undetected until the crowd of evacuated passengers, other press and onlookers had been pushed back to the safe area five hundred yards away from the station. We made ourselves as comfortable as possible.


It wasn’t long before my stomach started to make some very strange noises. I could see Peter shooting nervous glances at me in the gloom. After one very bad gastric explosion I let out a huge fart. The smell was overpowering; the pungent odour filled the car.


Peter, who never normally swore, hissed, ‘Fucking hell, what have you been eating?’


The answer was my newfound passion. Curry.


That lunchtime I had been taken to the first Indian restaurant to open in Guildford – the Raj on Chertsey Street – by one of the more flamboyant reporters, Chris Barrass.


The only slightly exotic culinary experience I’d had before was my mum’s version of beef curry, which comprised minced beef, carrots and onions with a mild curry powder stirred in at the end of the cooking process. What was on offer at the Raj was mind-boggling: twelve-inch discs called papadoums, with raita, chopped onion and mango pickle, and all this before the starter. I was guided though the menu by Chris, who had been coming to the restaurant since it opened five years before.


The staff hovered round. ‘Would you like another half lager sir? What about more papadoms sir? Are you ready to order sir?’ It was fantastic; no stuck-up waiters and the food came thick and fast. My taste buds were introduced to a whole new range of different flavours.


Two more rectal explosions forced my boss out of the Vauxhall into the night air, where – bomb or no bomb – he decided he would be safer.


As usual he had the cine camera and I was to take the stills.


‘It looks all clear,’ he declared. ‘We’ll get over the fence into the goods yard and make our way across to the platform.’


‘Are you sure about this, Peter?’ I asked.


He just looked back at me and said, ‘Come on, over we go.’


The whole area around the train station and bus depot was completely empty. Not one single person was in sight. The swish of a solitary blue police light on the top of an abandoned panda car made it look like a scene from the Neville Shute novel, On The Beach.


Having scaled the fence I stopped to take in the eerie emptiness, and it then dawned on me that, apart from my boss and me, the only other people around were the blokes trying to defuse the bomb. How bloody stupid was this? I asked myself.


I was soon brought to my senses by Peter barking at me to ‘get a move on’.


We tip-toed through the goods yard and over four separate sets of railway tracks. Even in the cold night air, I had beads of sweat running down my back. We came to a halt at the side of the main line and the slope of the platform leading to the bomb.


We walked slowly between the tracks. The pale yellow lights from the street beside the station cast shadows across the platforms, mingling with our own. We ducked down to talk about what we could see.


Our view, at platform level, was lit by three arc lights. Five feet on to the platform leading from the booking hall was a man-made bunker of sandbags, which had been formed into a square. There was a bomb disposal man inside, his helmeted head just visible above the line of the sandbags as he took a short rest from defusing the forty deadly sticks of explosive. Outside the protective quadrant stood another man dressed in a green army uniform and an inch-thick armour plate to prevent his chest being blown apart if the fight to disable the device failed.


We bobbed back up and started to walk between the tracks preparing to take a picture, but the sudden movement caught the eye of the army chap. With amazing coolness he spoke a couple of words to his mate inside the sandbags and walked quickly towards us.


He pointed directly at us and shouted, ‘DON’T PRESS THE BUTTON.’


The tone in his voice was so commanding I stood stock-still, holding the flashgun in mid-air. As he got close he put his hand on the top of the flash and lowered it.


‘How the fuck did you get here?’ he demanded.


Peter immediately stepped in to answer. Before he could utter one word the soldier snapped, ‘Shut up’.


He went on to point out that (a) we were under arrest and (b) if the flash had gone off it would have triggered the detonator on the bomb and we would be responsible for at least two deaths.


With this thought ringing in our ears we were put in the back of a police van.


Waiting for us in the custody room of Aldershot police station was an old friend of Don and Peter’s, Superintendent ‘Tankie’ Holderway.


‘What the bloody hell do you think you are up to?’ he boomed at Peter.


I looked on with interest, wondering how my boss was going to talk his way out of this one. But any hope of hearing the master of excuses practice his art was short-lived. Tankie glared at me and then ordered me into one of the cells. ‘You sit in there and don’t speak until you are spoken to,’ he snapped.
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