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            1.

            A TITLE IS (NEARLY) BORN

         

         
            It doesn’t have to be true – it has to be credible.

            —Vic Sims, News Editor of the Sunday Pictorial

         

         IT IS DECEMBER 1959.

         We are all sitting in the Sunday Pictorial newsroom. It is after midnight. We are pleasantly drunk. It is the usual press night crowd, too sloshed to go home, too sloshed to stay, too sloshed to make sense. There is no real reason to stay in the office except it is safe. Cracked coffee cups holding the dregs and crushed cigarette butts leak their remains onto paper-strewn desks. The wastepaper baskets bulge with countless versions of typed copy that didn’t make it into the first edition. The entire office space reeks of stale cigarettes and exhaustion from the frenzy of the week. Everything seems stained, worn, used up.

         It is a good time, post-coital, relaxed, everyone in weary good humour. Nothing can go into the paper now unless the Queen is shot in the head and dies.

         ‘Tap’ the copy-taster, who we know has no home to go to, has brought up the rival first editions. He prefers to eke out the day in the office too. The ink still smells and smudges on the virgin paper, and leaves its dark signature on our hands as we leaf through every page, sneering at the by-line pieces of those we hate, praising our common heroes, drinking wine out of badly washed cups. 

         I’m on bitter lemon. I haven’t yet been seduced into the booze culture of my new environment. They call me the Bitter Lemon Kid. I rather like that.

         I am twenty-five years old and think I will never, ever experience such a peak of professional happiness again. At last, I’m one of the big boys, I’m a national newspaper reporter … I’ve arrived.

         As the wine stash shrinks, conversation evaporates with it.

         From deep inside his alcoholic haze, Jack ‘Comer’ Clarke (several of the paper’s reporters had carefully adopted ultra-masculine and alliterative Christian name by-lines), the chief reporter, pulls himself together and, with some difficulty, starts a new discussion string.

         ‘Whad’re we all gonna call our autobiographies when we finally write them,’ he slurs, fighting first to pronounce, then to expel each syllable from an alcohol-numbed mouth.

         Within minutes, the discussion morphs into a semi-serious game to dream up the cheesiest book title for a reporter’s autobiography. In those days, even tabloid hack autobiographies sold well. Never mind that on this particular tabloid, we are largely irrelevant to the finer journalistic process. What is important is that we think we matter.

         Our previous chief reporter, Harry Procter, has just had huge success with a book affecting to condemn the most horrendous of Fleet Street’s tabloid practices while actually glorifying them, and especially himself. It was called The Street of Disillusion (yes … that corny). Far from discouraging me from a career in this trade, it happened to be my inspiration and then rule book in heading for Fleet Street.

         Comer Clarke opens his eyes long enough to be the judge of our little competition. There are some good attempts by the others. But I scoop the pool hands down with the words…

      

   


   
      
         

            2.

            ORCHIDS IN A BROKEN GLASS

         

         ‘AH,’ GURGLES COMER ‘… Poor kid [sic] with a … err … soaking … arse … a very good one. You win,’ he mutters through a tongue too tired to move, ‘and the prize is this last bottle of Chablis – you get the Chablis… [long pause] ’cos you’re shabbily dressed…’ And with that he falls asleep.

         What a hero…

         
             

         

         This book is definitely NOT an autobiography, indeed it is intended as the antidote to typical journalists’ autobiographies. It houses a collection of anecdotes geared to the ridiculous and absurd and a few memories of a life that has given me unending pleasure. One or two added chapters are more serious and reflect either some small journalistic revelation of its time or simply a passion on my part which I’d like to share.

         So, trust me, this book describes no great moral struggles of the tormented soul in my reporting years; no moments of haloed glory or high journalistic endeavour will detain you here; nothing is catalogued in these pages that had a profound effect on world affairs or even contributed to better understanding. I didn’t witness life-changing epochal moments of history, I didn’t stride proudly into Kabul slightly ahead of the SAS, and I managed to sleep right through one communist offensive in Vietnam. I didn’t even hate my parents. My occasional interviews with Kings, Presidents and Prime Ministers were usually PR-controlled cock-ups or non-events. Journalism rarely changes anything, but we do have the power of nudge. We can help start balls rolling and we can help stop them.

         For my part, my press card also allowed me behind the scenes to enjoy the bizarre, the comic and the ever so slightly dotty; it gave me access to stories that could never be published then, but may be worth sharing now the coast is clear.

         As I look back in amusement, although Pulitzer and the Queen’s Birthday Honours passed me by – my goodness, didn’t I have fun.

      

   


   
      
         

            3.

            RICHARD HEAD DOES NATIONAL SERVICE

         

         THE DAY BEFORE I was due to report for National Service training, I had a close encounter with a WRAC private in Guildford. I don’t think we ever exchanged anything beyond body fluids, certainly not names or undying commitment. It was an impulse event for both of us, although, in my case, a dim awareness of a growing predilection for Mädchen in uniform spurred the action.

         Afterwards, and now only a few hours away from leaving home for two years, I began to worry, without physical evidence, about the possibility that this lone afternoon stand might have led to my acquiring an unwanted social ailment. This was not something I particularly wished an army doctor to deal with, so I sensibly opted for some basic self-treatment. A visit to my local family GP was not on for reasons of time and local reputation.

         I was due to leave for training camp in Oswestry early in the morning. I had only a few hours to try to self-medicate.

         In 1952, Dettol was the all-purpose and ubiquitous household disinfectant that, in the words of the advertisement, ‘killed all known germs’ and was obviously something that, if used sensibly, would deal with any medical problem that might emerge, prevention invariably being better than cure.

         I filled a glass with the raw undiluted antiseptic and duly inserted the appropriate appurtenance into it and let it soak for some considerable time. No bugs, I reckoned, could ever survive that. It may have been a bit basic, a naive treatment, but it was better than fear of the unknown. It gave me great reassurance to think of the bacteria screaming for mercy during this cunning prophylaxis.

         This is, on reflection, not something one should try at home.

         Raw Dettol has an unusual but delayed effect on highly sensitive and permeable tissue. No instant pain or irritation. The active ingredient seems to employ a slow osmotic process of quiet destruction to penetrate several layers of skin before it reaches nerve endings.

         It was only on the train taking me to the Royal Artillery basic training camp in Shropshire that the pain began to send its first warning signals. A small fire had been lit down below and there was nothing that would extinguish it. The pain developed in waves, inexorably but remorselessly, and eventually became so intense that my eyes began to water. The disinfectant now burnt like acid and I burnt with it. There was nothing that could be done to alleviate the agony.

         The pain continued during the start of the long and humiliating National Service check-in process – a process carefully designed as in all military services to convert the recruit into a military robot by stripping him of all distinguishing marks, his clothes, shoes, hair and, eventually, personality. Necessary but unpleasant.

         I survived the shouting, the pudding-basin haircut, the pointless doubling up everywhere with kit, and warrant officers screaming themselves hoarse to instil the fear of, well, warrant officers.

         What did faze me, however, was the medical check.

         This entailed all of us new recruits stripping naked for an inspection by a medical orderly, a psychotic who was to medicine what Tommy Cooper was to Hippocrates. At about this time, our delegated future training NCOs also showed up to shout at us long enough to establish bleak recognition that we would be living with them and not our mummies and daddies for the next six weeks.

         These NCOs were rather small men with red boozer’s faces, uniforms ironed with Gillette-razor trouser creases, and boots with pure mirrored surfaces. Each carried a swagger stick, which was employed as a sort of intimidatory truncheon, a vicious hard-wood extension of their arms and an ultimate symbol of authority.

         The slowly dawning nightmare of this medical procedure, for me, was that we were all required to strip naked (more deliberate humiliation), ostensibly to be inspected by the simian medical orderly.

         Genitalia jokes were now freely exchanged by the leering NCOs while we seventeen- and eighteen-year-old innocents stood in a long line of unclothed, shivering, gawky shop dummies with hands held awkwardly in front of groins.

         The ‘inspection’ by the barking-mad orderly, also armed with a swagger stick, amounted to a perfunctory glance at the torso and the use of his stick to lift up one’s testes with the order to ‘cough’.

         It wasn’t quite cutting-edge medical science, even in 1952.

         I was now in marginally less pain with my carefully disinfected organ, and the enforced nudity didn’t particularly upset me – that is, not until I looked down at my red and tender piece still fighting to recover from its brutal immersion.

         To my horror, I saw that the Dettol burns had led to a great peeling of the outer layers of the penile epidermis. The member now looked as if it was recovering from serious sunburn, with small gouts of peeled skin either clinging to the phallus or falling softly to the ground like tiny white autumn leaves. I must be honest here, the entire effect did not look unlike something in the unusable and discarded rushes of Alien.

         When the medic with his swagger stick finally reached me and saw the damaged member, he stared at it for a while then let out a melodramatic cry of alarm. He gingerly lifted the torn and cowering object with his swagger stick and yelled at the top of his voice: ‘Christ! What is this…? Everyone take to the hills…’

         Those who could in the packed medical area – raw recruits, medics, NCOs, the cleaners, hangers-on – now crowded round for a look. The theatrics quickly caught on.

         Some made the sign of the cross, some fell to their knees and prayed, some clutched their throats and made dying gurgle sounds, some begged permission to flee the country, some shouted, ‘Kill it before it kills us!’ An officer was summoned to restore order.

         I wasn’t yet eighteen years old. I was from a middle-class Surrey country background. I had led a rather protected upbringing. I’d never met a working-class boy in my life. I’d never heard an accent other than Surrey county. There I now was, 22718129 Gunner Mangold, T. with my battered dick on a stick for public inspection in front of a hut full of hysterical soldiers determined to enjoy every moment of this awful farce.

         Character is fate.

         Survive this, I thought to myself, and you’ll survive National Service.

         But, to my surprise, after this surreal start, I actually began to enjoy basic training. I enjoyed the camaraderie and the humour of new mates from such different backgrounds and cultures. I heard British accents – Brummie, Scottish, Geordie, Northern Irish, Scouser – I could barely decipher. I’m instinctively class-blind and only discovered the layers once I was militarily embedded. I even, heaven help me for this confession, enjoyed the discipline of the parade ground and the slowly developing skill of a troop of us as we marched in close order with the soft whisper of boots on concrete, wheeling and turning as one man. I loved the friendships and the loyalties. It came at a good time for me. The antics of our NCOs didn’t worry me, and spending nights ‘bulling’ (polishing) one’s boots endlessly into Hubble telescope brilliance, or reordering and squaring off one’s kit for the thousandth time, simply allowed the brain to wander off and contemplate other matters.

         There were, however, several who found this occasionally brutish life unbearable. Indeed, there were so many suicide attempts by hanging, using lavatory chains, that all the doors were eventually taken off all the toilets. No need for detail here, but it is an empirical truth that if you can handle your intimate moments in a door-less toilet, you are for ever immune to future embarrassment.

         Yes, there was some bullying if you allowed it, but also endless laughter, and the constructive use of all that testosterone energy, even if marching round parade grounds and embarking on all-night exercises failed to lead to immediate intellectual enrichment.

         Above all, I discovered a Britain I had never known existed. These were the pre-television years. Scotland, Ireland, Wales, the West Country – its mores and accents were another world. There was a lot more out there than the BBC Home Service ever let on.

         Now, had I stayed in Leatherhead…

      

   


   
      
         

            4.

            ‘WHAT ARE YOU, GUNNER MANGOLD?’

         

         ‘I’M A THING, SIR.’

         THE ENGLAND I LEFT for Germany in 1953 was not a land calculated to entice me back through homesickness.

         The austerity and the drab greyness of the post-war period still hung over London like the recent great killer smogs fuelled by sulphurous and intense coal burning; hundreds had died in the North Sea flood on an unprepared east coast in January, and the shine had long since worn off the Festival of Britain Exhibition on London’s South Bank. Only the rich had cars in those days and, sans mechanical transport, I was largely confined to riding my father’s upright bike within a radius of twenty miles or so from my home in bourgeois Surrey.

         Popular music was unspeakable. Patti Page’s sickly soprano warbled ‘How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?’, Eddie Calvert’s ‘golden trumpet’ mooned out ‘Oh, Mein Papa’ and, if you could escape the trough of that tonal despair, what awaited you? David Whitfield’s ‘Answer Me, Lord Above’ with its grotesque rhyme, ‘What sin have I been guilty of?’ The commercial Radio Luxembourg on medium wave 208 had been going for two years, but listening to it was still a crime comparable to espionage for a foreign power. One could hear Jack Jackson’s wonderful programmes on newfound battery transistor radios, but they cost a fortune and who had a fortune in 1953?

         One danced the waltz or the foxtrot in the Court School of Dancing in Epsom, and when all hell broke loose and primal man re-emerged, one danced the quickstep. Rented accommodation was cheap but all guests had to be out by 9.30 p.m. Sex, as we now know, had not been invented.

         The grating comedian Tommy Handley and ‘It’s That Man Again’ was the only cheerful show on the BBC Home Service. The times, the weather and the mood were barren.

         By 1952, the one thing I could no longer face was more academic work – and I opted for National Service. Anything to get away.

         I was ordered to join the Royal Artillery and, once in, promptly failed my War Office Selection Board for possible officer training.

         ‘Where would you rather fight, Gunner Mangold, Korea or Malaysia?’

         ‘I’d rather go to Germany, sir, I’m not really a fighting man.’

         The panel looked at me with contempt. I was posted as a gunner to the old Luftwaffe barracks in Oldenburg, a cold, featureless and nasty little town near Bremen in north Germany. It was eight years after the war.

         The 46 (Talavera) Battery of the 44th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment of the Royal Regiment of Artillery appeared to comprise a carefully hand-picked selection of most of Britain’s choice underclass. Within its ranks served the deranged, Irishmen on the run, and seriously dangerous criminals enjoying a sort of gap year National Service break before returning to the more arduous activities of burglary, rape, grand larceny, mugging and grievous bodily harm. Psychopaths may comprise only a 1 per cent proportion of our population, but 46 (Talavera) Battery in the year 1953 was a statistical anomaly.

         My battery’s principal role at the height of the Cold War in the British Army on the Rhine seemed to be organised theft. My comrades stole everything. If it moved, they stole it; if it stood still, they wrenched it loose then stole it; if it fired bullets, they stole it; if it stopped bullets, they stole it; medical stores were ravaged for life-saving drugs to be traded for sex downtown, and the quartermaster’s hut, by the time we had finished ransacking the inside, was as desolate as a shepherd’s mountaintop cottage.

         When those not-yet-quite-reformed Nazis in Oldenburg happily embraced capitalism and required some of its rewards, my battery was able to supply them. We made Milo Minderbinder of Catch-22 look like an Oxford Street T-shirt pedlar. Commerce became our raison d’être. Holding back the advance of the Red Army tank squadrons across the plains of northern Europe was not our military priority. In my barrack room, no one could even spell Soviet. Several couldn’t write at all.

         Through our hands passed truck tyres, ammunition, the odd .303 rifle, an occasional World War II sten gun, plates, truck batteries, engine parts, battledress (including berets), boots, primitive portable radios, fencing, wire, aspirin, office stationery, coffee by the truckload, cutlery, even the canvas from the lorries. Whatever had been burnt to a cinder in Oldenburg and nearby Bremen by RAF bombs during the war was soon replaced by my generous battery. The actual exchange and mart was located in the town centre in Oldenburg where small groups of young Germans, many still boasting of Nazi werewolf connections, others scarred and vengeful ex-soldiers, hated but still bartered with us. We delivered great chunks of the 44th Royal Regiment of Artillery, and they in turn delivered women and alcohol. We taught Harry Lime everything he knew.

         On one shameful occasion my entire battery was unable to take part in a joint scheme (exercise) with US forces stationed nearby in Bremerhaven because it had lost a large slice of its ability to take to the road. So many of our trucks had been looted and pilfered that the officer in charge had to call the whole thing off. Incandescent with rage, he subsequently made futile attempts to find the guilty men (all of us) before being transferred out of the regiment for failing to halt the crime wave. To keep his job he would have needed to arrest every soldier and NCO in our battery.

         For long periods, our personnel and gun-tow trucks remained inoperative without their batteries, tyres, spare tyres, grease, reserve motor oil or gasoline. In the event of World War III, the Soviets could have overwhelmed us in a week, but then we in turn would have paralysed the Red Army by stealing most of their gear too.

         My ability to read and write, an unusual qualification amongst my compatriots, placed me in an enormously privileged position. I became the battery office clerk; it was a position of unrivalled power, as I perused all the incoming and outgoing communications telexes, knew what was going on in and around the barracks, and what was planned, and was able to tip off my friends and withhold information from my enemies. And because I could type, I stayed in the warmth of the office and excused myself from most of the pointless parades and chores.

         We were paid our weekly pittance in BAAFS, a worthless British military paper currency tied to the pound sterling and valid solely in the NAAFI mess and shop. I quickly learned of the immense trading and barter power in Germany of our very cheap and plentiful cigarettes and powdered coffee (all bought in the NAAFI with BAAFS). In terms of cigarettes, our weekly ration was 200 per soldier per week, whether you smoked or not, and these were issued on production of ration vouchers, little blue coupons, which in turn were issued by the battery office via me. In due course I discovered a valuable administrative weakness in the system, and this inevitably elevated me to the role of Cigarette Godfather.

         For any reader under eleven years old, I must stress I do not advocate crime. However, in Germany during this unusual period, it would be hypocritical of me to say that largely victimless crime did not pay.

         The cigarette ration coupons became my keys to Fort Knox.

         A mere seven years after the end of the war and Germany was still in a late stage of defeat and decay. There was an understandable and helpful shortage of men, and this meant there was a welcome surplus of women. Cigarettes and coffee, still in very short supply, remained the basic currency of the ever flourishing black market. Cigarettes bought alcohol and sex, and a wholesale pack of 200 Senior Service kept one inebriated and sexually sated for a week.

         Amongst the more attractive and entertaining law-breakers in the battery were a large number of Southern Irish three-year volunteers initially attracted to the British Army by the security of employment and a regular pay packet. Our Irishmen were fun, virtually incomprehensible, irreverent, but strangely restless and resistant to military discipline. The majority did not tolerate army life for long, but fortunately were in the unique position where they could desert during home leave in Eire without being picked up by the British military police, who of course had no jurisdiction in that foreign country.

         Happily, these lads would often announce publicly and loudly that they were going home on leave and would not be returning. On parade, they made V signs at their NCOs, or didn’t bother to turn up or parade at all. It was just too much trouble to charge and court martial them, so the ‘Irish Problem’ remained a running sore for the disciplinarians but a source of constant amusement for us.

         Naturally, I took the precaution of relieving them of their cigarette ration cards as they departed Oldenburg for good. As I also ran the battery accounting system for those cigarette ration cards, it was simple enough to adjust the figures in such a way that the excess cards ended up in my safekeeping. I was soon flush with these little blue coupons, which could be worth so much more than the fags they bought. To make the racket even easier, the coupons were undated and there was no identity check in the NAAFI on soldiers buying cigarettes. If you had the cards, you got the smokes. Simple.

         My cigarette operation slowly expanded and soon most of my barrack-room compatriots were running cigarettes all over town.

         Eventually, we had enough cash to afford a small portable radio in our barrack room and, at night, we tuned into AFN, the American Forces Network, to discover real American blues, real jazz, Stan Kenton and his band, the Sauter-Finegan Orchestra, Ella, the divine Sarah Vaughan, June Christie, Jo Stafford and the whole new wonderful world of American big band, blues and jazz music. From London, the glutinous blancmange of Jimmy Young and Dickie Valentine still dominated the music scene. Our cigarette racket even tried to raise enough money to fly to Dublin for a once in a lifetime concert by Stan Kenton, but it was not to be.

         I was beginning to enjoy life in Oldenburg. I was in a four-up barrack room with a hugely jolly Northern Irishman with an accent that made him sound as if he were chewing a large piece of carpet and who no one ever quite understood, a tiny Scotsman, equally incoherent and with a ferocious squint, and a nice farmer’s boy from Lincolnshire. We overrode innate class and language differences to bond as good mates and we rarely stopped laughing at the wonderful inanities of National Service in Germany.

         Sadly, the income from my cigarette-smuggling empire ended when one of my couriers, a nice but remarkably simple pig farmer’s labourer from Suffolk, was caught when he got himself impaled on the camp’s border wire while carrying a suitcase full of Senior Service into town. He must have mentioned my name to the military police SIB (Special Investigation Branch) during the subsequent interrogation.

         Battery Sgt Major (BSM) Hannon, from Sunderland, was my battery’s senior warrant officer. He was a large man with a pronounced beer belly, a crimson face overshadowed by a dark purple bottle nose tracked with broken veins that simulated the map of the German train network, and a permanently ironed uniform with trouser creases sharp enough to wound.

         He was the classic parade ground screamer and intimidator, great theatre, very good at it, and very funny unless you were a newly arrived National Serviceman.

         ‘What are you, Mangold?’

         ‘I’m a gunner, sir.’

         ‘No, you’re not, Mangold, you’re a THING. What are you?’

         ‘I’m a thing, sir.’

         ‘No, you’re not, Gunner Mangold, you’re lower than a thing. Now, again, what are you?’ 

         ‘I’m lower than a thing, sir.’

         ‘Louder … much louder.’

         [Me, screaming:] ‘I’m lower than a thing, sir.’

         ‘I can’t hear you, Gunner Thing – I want the whole of Oldenburg to hear – now, once again, what are you?’

         And so on… They were beautifully manicured performances and one played one’s part on stage, unless one was sensitive, in which case 46 (Talavera) Battery was really not the unit for you in the first place.

         As SIB began to close in on me with the unattractive prospect of a court martial and a spell in Colchester Military Prison, it was BSM Hannon of all people who saved me.

         I have to confess that at this stage in my life I knew absolutely nothing about homosexuality. Today, most young men know what it is necessary to know about the gay life, but in 1953 these matters were not discussed, beyond some vague awareness of male ‘queers’.

         Paradoxically, it turned out well for me that BSM Hannon was a deeply covert homosexual (even today I cannot bring it on myself to call this military martinet ‘gay’; he was about as gay as Ares).

         One night, as the all-night duty clerk, I was asleep on a camp bed in the battery office. I was woken by the arrival of BSM Hannon, who came in very late and drunk. A voice from deep inside warned me to pretend I was fast asleep.

         ‘Gunner Mangold, Gunner Mangold … Tom … Tom…’ he rasped, quite improperly using my Christian name.

         There was only one reason why a BSM would be leaning over the bed of a gunner in the seclusion of the battery office, after midnight, breathing beer fumes and quietly but insistently whispering his Christian name. I may have been naive, but I’ve never lacked instinct.

         An old, ironic World War II barrack room song entered my brain:

         
            
               
                  Kiss me goodnight, Sergeant Major,

                  Sergeant Major be a mother to me.

               

            

         

         I had no plan A let alone plan B. 

         Then, suddenly, he left.

         It was Hannon of all people, a few days later, who dealt with the SIB investigation into my role in the cigarette affair, and it was Hannon who lied and covered up for me and kept me in the clear. I discovered this subsequently from confidential battery correspondence that crossed my battery major’s desk and to which I had access.

         Hannon never made another pass. I was silently grateful for what he had done for me and was saddened when, within a month, he was caught drinking with a junior NCO in his billet at night, quietly busted down to sergeant and shipped back across the Channel in disgrace. Maybe I have a serious character defect, but I liked the man for all his stagecraft: his loneliness was a badge pinned to his uniform, and I have a suspicion he did not take himself seriously. As he left the barracks and walked with his life packed in a suitcase across the barrack square, I passed him, and he winked at me and moved on.

         My remaining time in Oldenburg now comprised writing brief, oleaginous boy-from-home stories for local papers in the UK, and helping my colleagues disguise themselves for the special weekly identification parades. These were held when German girls in an advanced stage of pregnancy were bussed up to barracks to try to identify the perpetrator. I learned crude make-up skills and helped disguise the guilty men, as did the haircutting talents of my mate Pete Ramsey, the battery hairdresser, who shaved the skulls of the men on identity parades to make them unrecognisable to the distressed Mädchen. The alleged – no, not alleged, actually, the guilty soldiers were lined up and, what with the new haircuts, the makeup and the most horrible gurning, usually managed to avoid being identified. It was not a fair, honourable or politically correct thing to do, but nothing about 46 (Talavera) Battery was political or correct.

      

   


   
      
         

            5.

            ‘OI, ’AVE I GOT THE CLAP?’

         

         THE MOST REMARKABLE thing about Gunner Huggins was just how closely he resembled Homo sapiens. At a distance, the Neanderthal amble, supported by a body shape that should have intrigued anthropologists, together with the occasional grunting noises, was deceptive. But the fact that he almost possessed the skills to peel a banana unaided clearly qualified him for an upgrade to a specimen approximating the link between Homo erectus and Stone Age man.

         Three months into National Service and my squad was moving into a new barrack room in Woolwich while awaiting our overseas postings, and we had been joined by Gunner Huggins, who had just been released from yet another detention for yet another offence. Most unwisely, our barrack lance bombardier (also a thug) didn’t reduce the tension by sneering at Huggins in front of the whole squad: ‘You don’t get to bed down in my hut until I see you handle a knife and fork.’ We all giggled uneasily, but Huggins looked at the one-striper with sheer hatred streaming from his piggy eyes; it was a look that promised repayment in full and with interest for the insult.

         Yes, Huggins was very nearly one of us. But not quite. He was over six feet tall, was very fit, and had a body that groaned under the weight of the muscle and bulk; when he walked it was an awkward shuffle by a torso that complained bitterly at being obliged to shift all that meat. He was a genuine knuckle dragger; indeed, when he tried to carry his rifle horizontally with outstretched arm, the instrument almost scraped on the floor. His broad face had a permanent bully-boy leer to it, the look of a young man who’s never lost a fight. He had small, crafty, pale blue eyes and his skull displayed a halo of early-thinning, dirty-blond hair.

         He wore lead weights in his garters, something only the big boys dared do as they were strictly forbidden. But the weights not only made the uniform denim and battledress trousers sit in a neat embrace around the webbed garter, they were also very handy as knuckle dusters in a fight.

         His black beret, proudly threadbare, carried the scars of age and battle. A couple of layers of the original fabric had worn through – the displayed boast of the carefully cultivated old-soldier look – or, as the military argot had it, he had ‘got some in’. His Artillery cap badge emblem had been so polished that the emblem of a field gun had vanished and only a thin skin of brass remained.

         Indeed, Huggins was not National Service at all, unlike us forced recruits: he was a regular, a volunteer. We guessed he’d been in the army for some time but was consistently being busted back to rookie status; never a ladder, only a snake. This dilemma merely served to increase his ill-suppressed anger and aggression while still conferring upon him all the status of the old soldier. His accent was boiler-plate cockney.

         Huggins was that unusual type of giant: a big man who, despite the confidence of weight, size and street cred, still threw his weight around. He was also that rare animal: a bully yet one who never had anything to fear in the first place. Everything about him including his pheromones transmitted a clear signal to keep away, and I treated him with considerable caution, carefully avoiding even eye contact. When we entered our new barrack room, I quickly grabbed the bed at the opposite end of the hut to the one he occupied.

         Huggins was a man of few words, as he didn’t know that many, but he spoke fluent grunt – a language one quickly learned to understand and interpret. The whole barrack room was filled with willing servants who fetched coffee or tea or beer bottles for him, or shared their precious cigarettes, or bought him drinks at the bar. I never actually saw him hit anyone, but then his alpha-male presence and the reek of testosterone were sufficient for him to achieve everything he wanted without resorting to physical persuasion. Had I been a playwright, he would have been my first script.

         I carefully remained well beneath his radar. Indeed, my sole claim to recognition by anyone at all in the barrack room was my ability to read and write and use two-syllable words, an achievement that meant I was treated with a modicum of respect as ‘an educated man’ and was rarely harassed or bullied. Best of all, Huggins’s bunk remained some twenty beds away from mine. We had no cause to meet or interact and I looked forward to the day my overseas posting would take me well away from this ever menacing troll.

         Then late one night, as I lay flat in my bunk, I was woken by a push to my shoulder. Gunner Huggins towered over me, a statue of flesh, body, hair and bone, his trousers unbuttoned, his penis hanging quite close to my face.

         Oral rape, I thought. Christ… My body went into paralysis and my brain into turbo. Fast as the neurons sent messages hurtling round my synapses, answer came there none. In this unprecedented encounter, I could formulate no escape plan, arrive at no clever compromise. Words would be meaningless, money wouldn’t count. I could beg for mercy but, against Huggins’s inflamed libido, and the fact that he was virtually brain dead, it would be useless.

         Huggins dropped his member closer to my face. ‘Gunner Mangold,’ he rasped. Ah, I thought, a wisp of hope settling on me, he’s using my title. It was a small sign of respect.

         ‘Gunner Mangold,’ he repeated in a loud stage whisper but with added urgency, ‘look at it … have I got the clap?’

         Sadly, venereology was not one of my many skills.

         Nevertheless, Huggins didn’t know this. He knew I could read and write. Time to pull the thorn from the lion’s foot.

         I sat up and peered more closely at the battered member now passive in his huge hands. I gave it a few seconds, and put on my best venereologist’s voice: ‘No, Gunner Huggins, I’ve seen several cases of gonorrhoea and syphilis and I can assure you that you have neither. And I’m pretty sure that’s not even non-specific urethritis.’

         ‘You sure?’ he mouthed. I gave a grave nod. ‘Thank Christ for that,’ he muttered and put the piece back inside his army denims before ambling and grunting his way back down the room to his bunk.

         Huggins thereafter became my best friend. He let it be known that he was my protector. ‘Any crap, you tell me,’ he muttered next day by way of thanks. The barrack-room antennae soon relayed the message. Tea, coffee, cigarettes, the occasional beer – now all came my way. I was treated like a lord.

         Huggins’s own posting was cancelled when he was sent back yet again to Colchester military prison for having removed several teeth from the lance bombardier who had made the knife and fork crack. At least it demonstrated that he had a functioning memory.

         And I had learned an important lesson. You don’t want to be bullied?

         Get an act.

         Try venereology.

      

   


   
      
         

            6.

            JUST DRIFTING

         

         NATIONAL SERVICE WAS still a year or two away when the first battles with my mother began. I wanted to be a reporter. End of.

         She wanted me to go to university and train to become a brain surgeon or something.

         She even wanted me to join – oh my God – the Boy Scouts.

         Each Friday, she gave me two shillings (ten pence) to take the bus from Leatherhead to Ashtead to be with the local troop. The rest of the money was for cocoa.

         So I took the bus from Leatherhead all right, but all the way to Epsom, and used the cocoa money to gain entrance to either the Granada or the Odeon.

         There, I overdosed on a succession of the very best of the late ’40s American films noirs, amongst which were several featuring reporters.

         My love affair with journalism blossomed in those dark halls in front of the flickering black, grey and white images. It was the uniform. Boy, did I want to wear that uniform. The first time I saw the trench-coat and epaulettes, the trilby hat and the fag hanging out of the mouth, I knew the direction my life would take. God has never spoken to or advised me, but this one message may have been transmitted to my psyche by spiritual post.

         My parents had always greeted my career choice with howls of laughter. They regarded reporters (as do many people to this day) as something between the reptile with legs and the reptile without.

         I was a middle-class German Jewish boy whose mother, surprise surprise, had considerable ambitions and plans for her son. Brain surgeon. Publisher. Rocket scientist. Captain of industry … no, definitely brain surgeon. So that’s that then.

         When I dared suggest journalism for the second time to my mum, she said, admittedly with some prescience: ‘Do you really want to become one of the vultures sitting outside Humphrey Bogart’s window waiting for him to die?’ (The iconic actor was then dying of throat cancer.)

         I didn’t reply. I could happily live with the vulture bit as long as the trench-coat, trilby hat and fag-in-mouth came with it.

         I’d also memorised specific journalistic aphorisms such as ‘stop the press’, ‘hold the front page’, ‘give me the news desk’, ‘you’ve got the splash’, all of which carried their particular romantic frisson. I also knew from the movies that reporters, with their golden access, could not only stroll through police lines, casually flicking their press passes at dumb Plods, but also pull more birds.

         In fact, I had already started in journalism as I intended to remain: writing and cheating, but not always in that order. When I was in the fifth form at school, I stole an entire piece from my older sister’s school magazine and rewrote it ever so slightly for my school magazine. Then, despite no trench-coat yet, came the thrill of my very first by-line, a thrill that persists half a century on.

         But ambitious middle-class mothers are a tough hurdle.

         Mine cunningly let me win round one.

         I ran away from school at age seventeen and took a job at the East Molesey & Ditton Gazette in Surrey for the equivalent of eighty pence a week. The job was supposed to involve only stacking quires and working in the basement despatch office. But I invariably meandered upstairs to the reporters’ room, just to absorb the atmosphere. A kindly news editor (now there’s an oxymoron) noticed my interest and allowed me to sit by the side of some reporters to listen and watch how they worked. I experienced pleasure and happiness beyond description. Once he let me actually go out with the reporter on assignment in his car. There was a real danger I would swoon on the spot. Not only did I go out with the chief reporter himself, but he used words like ‘fuck’ and ‘cunt’, which I could not believe were ever spoken openly. On one occasion I sat in his car while we drove up and down the A3 near Guildford, looking for a marksman who’d been firing on cars with an airgun. I could have been covering the outbreak of World War III. I didn’t even blink for an hour in case I missed anything.

         I was sacked soon after for neglecting my basement packing duties, but it was far too late. I had become badly infected. Adios, brain surgeon.

         I had been awarded a county major scholarship to the London School of Economics, but I was through with study. I simply couldn’t contemplate more of it. As the rows between my mother and me grew terminal, I fled into the refuge and the open arms of National Service. It was 1952.

         Sadly, the return from service in Germany to civilian life in 1954 was a return to depression about the future, and the renewal of bitter familial tension.

         Because neither of us was going to concede, or even discuss compromise, I never quite got round to telling my mother that there can be no greater gift in life than to be certain you know what it is you want to do with it. I also thought she was a hypocrite. Her own career – a professional actress in pre-war Berlin – had hardly been a safe and sober life choice. On several occasions Joseph Goebbels and other leading Nazis had turned up at theatres where she worked to take in performances.

         So I drifted into a period of resigned stagnation. I worked as a labourer. I took a bedsit deep in the wickedness of Notting Hill. And I hung out. There were shifts in coffee bars and restaurants, endless brief affairs, all overlaid with a sense of deepening pointlessness.

         Then my mother won round two.

         Once it became obvious I was not cut out for inserting scalpels into other people’s brains, she convinced herself, and my father, that my future rested on becoming a captain of industry. In the early ’50s, such was the shortage of young men that any job one applied for, in what was still a large manufacturing base, was yours. 

         As British industry began a slow revival, there was a crying need for eighteen-year-olds with a half-decent background. My mother now bounced me into industry. It was a sign of filial weakness that it all got as far as it did.

         She had arranged several interviews for me to attend management training courses with leading industrial companies. Every company I saw was so short of staff that they would have hired me even if I had been the town drunk dressed in old bin-liners.

         I finished up with Joseph Lucas Ltd, who make car accessories in Birmingham. Next came the two unhappiest and most pointless years of my life. Birmingham in the mid-’50s? Unspeakable. A grubby city without sparkle, or life, where people spoke with an unintelligible whiny accent. I can remember sitting on top of buses travelling from Handsworth to the relevant Lucas factory, in an atmosphere so full of cigarette smoke that even a skunk would have retched and passed out. Birmingham was where truly wicked people were sent to contemplate reform and prove themselves worthy of redemption. Worse still, and for some incomprehensible reason, every single young, unattached woman had vanished. Some malevolent force had gathered them all and sent them God knows where. Probably to the Bermuda Triangle.

         I was eking my young life out, celibate at twenty years of age and in a job I hated.

         I spent my first year in Birmingham plotting, full time, to be transferred to Joseph Lucas (Export) in Park Lane, London. I would have taken holy orders as a Jesuit priest for the chance to exfiltrate Brum.

         I got the posting.

         After two years in Britain’s second city, I had managed to meet just one girl. Her name was Rita and she worked in a fish and chip shop. We attempted lovemaking just once, in the rain, lying on her raincoat spread on the sodden cold concrete in an alley behind her shop, and this with a policeman slowly approaching, clearly silhouetted from the one lamppost at the end of the alley. I whispered to Rita that I could see the copper walking towards us. Rita muttering urgently, ‘So woy dountcha jos get on wi’it?’ Such terms of endearment did little to help the action, and I could now add erectile dysfunction to the list of horrors Birmingham had visited upon me.

         In London, I still hated the job. I was marooned in a cul-de-sac called Lucas (Export) Guarantee Claims Department, but at least outside there were coffee bars, music, Soho, girls, cinemas…

         One event influenced my sterile year in London beyond all else. I had seen a film called On the Waterfront, a triumph for director Elia Kazan and for Marlon Brando, but it was Budd Schulberg’s biting screenplay that entered my consciousness like a musical worm you cannot expunge from your memory. That movie, with its raw exposition of the reality of life in New York’s dockland, and the evils of both union and corporate corruption, convinced me that not only was I going to be a reporter, but this was the kind of event I was going to report. The film politicised me and gave me a love of the medium I have never lost.

         So, I was by now an undetected improvised explosive device by the time my manager at Joseph Lucas (Export), Park Street, Mayfair called me in for a career chat. The day before, I had been obliged to write a very long and deeply complex memorandum to one of our South American agents on how to use the Lucas guarantee claims system properly. The memo had been a mini-thesis and the kind of thing I drafted at some length just to alleviate terminal office boredom.

         My manager, a pleasant and shrewd man, had the document in front of him on his desk. He asked me to sit down. How long had I been with Joseph Lucas? Nearly two years, I told him. ‘Do you know,’ he asked me next, ‘the difference between an alternator, a generator and a battery?’ (Lucas’s main motoring products.) ‘Not really,’ I replied. ‘Do you care?’ he asked me. ‘Not really,’ I replied, now anticipating either a bollocking or the sack for my honesty.

         The boss then held the memorandum up and said, ‘This is bloody brilliant. You write like a dream, you make complicated things sound clear.’

         Then … wait for it… ‘You’re all wrong here, Tom. Have you ever considered becoming a journalist?’ 

         And in that one remark and in that one moment, he unwittingly and mercifully set off the controlled IED explosion in my head that severed the bad ties between my family and me, and taught me the meaning of filial freedom.

         The next round between my mother and me was to be the last.

         I left Lucas immediately, but I couldn’t find a job in journalism no matter how many clever letters I wrote. I had no qualifications. Even then, as now, the Catch-22 applied: you need experience to get a job as a reporter, but you cannot get the experience without having experience.

         As the fault lines in the relationship with my family widened and deepened, I decided to try my luck and emigrate to Canada to look for a reporting job there. In the mid-’50s, you could emigrate by boat for £10.

         Sadly, on a visit to Canada House I learned that the dominion did not need unqualified journalists in trench-coats either. But they did need forest fire-fighters who could leap out of planes and helicopters and parachute into the inferno with buckets of water. Fortunately, I had qualified as a paratrooper during my (mandatory) Territorial Army spell in Birmingham. So Canada House gave me my ticket.

         If nothing else, the man from Lucas had helped me discover the precise location of my testicles. I somewhat brutally telephoned home to announce my departure to Canada ‘in a couple of weeks’ time’, and added that there would be no debate about this decision.

         With literally two days to go before taking the train up north to join The Empress of Liverpool for my £10 trip to the New World, I received an unsolicited letter at my bedsit in Notting Hill. It was from the head office of the Croydon Advertiser Group and a Mr Arthur Stiby, the owner of that entire provincial newspaper group. ‘I understand you wish to become a reporter,’ he wrote in a terse note. ‘Perhaps you would like to come and see me.’

         I assumed he had learned about me from various letters I had written without success to other major provincial newspapers.

         I had nothing to lose. 

         I walked into Arthur Stiby’s large, wood-panelled office at 36 High Street, Croydon. He was a very tall, elegantly dressed man with a wonderfully full head of white hair, a strong, kind face but a fairly peremptory manner. We exchanged a few words of greeting and he said, ‘Go into my outer office. You’ll find a typewriter and paper there. Write me two full pages of what you have done in the last thirty minutes.’

         I did.

         And I got the job.

         Canada was off. So were Mummy’s ambitions for her once pliant son.

         Some thirty years later, when it became clear that my mother did not have long to live, we had a lively if rambling conversation about my life at the BBC (we had long since made up our differences). I mentioned how the break Stiby had given me on the Advertiser had led to Fleet Street, the BBC and Panorama. ‘Yes, yes,’ she answered, and then with that knowing smile that only loving mothers can give, she added: ‘that journey from Leatherhead to Croydon by public transport to see him did take me such a long time.’

         Ah. Got it. 

      

   


   
      
         

            7.

            WELCOME TO THE PIC…

         

         THE TRANSITION FROM five years on the orthodox and respectable Croydon Advertiser to the Fleet Street red-top Sunday tabloid the Sunday Pictorial was a straight-line voyage from journalistic Grace to Gomorrah. I told my mother that the paper was one of the great quality newspapers in the whole kingdom, ‘a bit like the New Statesman’, I lied. As the Sunday Pictorial had a zero sale in upmarket Leatherhead, she never did check on the accuracy of my big whopper.

         The Pic was the ultimate tabloid of its era: ruthless, popular, irreverent, in touch with its working-class readership, crass, sexy, even sexier, left-wing, capable of putting political briefs in nibs on page two and Sabrina’s boobs as a page lead on page three all without blushing. Anthony Eden may have resigned, the French record of torture in Algeria exposed, Britain’s first hydrogen bomb tested, Sputnik launched by the Soviets, and a young singer called Elvis appeared on the horizon, but as far as the Pic was concerned, its world comprised virgin births, dirty vicars, miracle cancer-cure pills and an eternal revolving parade of beautiful girls with big tits – a mammary obsession unchanged to this day. Above all, as its title implied, it was, in the days before television dominated our front rooms, a truly pictorial look at the week’s less significant news.

         This red-top, at its height, was a hugely successful paper selling at 5–6 million. Beyond the nonsense, it promoted a fairly boisterous and not wholly inept type of investigative journalism. The targets were invariably on the soft side: two-bit cheating conmen, adulterous husbands and wives, fake cancer-cure pills, small-time drug dealers and anyone daft enough to get caught with his pants down in a back street brothel. (The number of celebrity ‘Johns’ who were and remain unaware that prostitutes spend most of their time grassing their clients up to journos and/or policemen still astonishes me.)

         The paper borrowed as little as it could from the previous week’s news and consistently broke brand new front-page exclusives. In those far-off print-rich days, a paper sold largely for its ‘above the fold’ attraction. We once had a classic: ‘RAPE OF THE MIND’ (it has since been recycled a million times, but we had it first) and it was a big seller. The story itself was some blather about a marketing technique designed to draw your attention (not unlike a Sunday Pic headline).

         The paper possessed a remarkable team of seasoned reporters who were genuinely committed to what they did, and ferociously competitive. Professionals? Yes, in their own way. We didn’t have a nascent Edgar Wallace, but then, as my legendary news editor told me a thousand times: ‘I don’t need writers, any fool can write. I need operators.’

         The culture of the paper reflected the boozy, streetwise, hard-nosed reality of a well-paid and maniacally dedicated team.

         Red-top tabloids at the turn of the ’50s into the ’60s had yet to morph into the more vicious, celebrity-obsessed, spiteful, hacking and inaccurate fanzines of the ’90s. For all its faults, the Mirror Group (owners of the Sunday Pic) in those days – half a century before the digital world of Twitterdom or Facebook or online free hard porn or mobile phones on which you could watch widescreen movies – had a deserved reputation for producing coherently written newspapers that, while appealing largely to blue-collar readers and a clearly defined C/D readership, contained very occasional pages of real public interest and UK politics. Sport, show business, fashion, big boobs (especially big boobs), prurient investigations, teasing pictures (yet more big boobs) and coded sex all played their part in the ruthless circulation wars. 

         There were no ugly women in the world of the Pic. When I once failed to glamorise the lady protagonist in the intro of my story, my news editor pointed out that the lady concerned simply had to be beautiful to qualify for entry into the paper. ‘She’s not,’ I told him. ‘I spent hours with her, she’s the ugliest person I’ve ever seen, stupid and ugly. I cannot lie about her in print.’

         ‘Everyone’s beautiful to someone,’ pointed out the boss.

         ‘Not this lady,’ I insisted. ‘If she walked into the newsroom now, we’d all make the sign of the cross and dive for cover.’

         ‘I bet her mother thinks she’s beautiful…’ he replied.

         She duly morphed into a beautiful lady in print.

         My acceptance by the team as a naive 25-year-old provincial newspaper arriviste without any national newspaper experience remains for me one of those little miracles in life with which we all, even us atheists, deserve to be blessed.

         The informal welcome briefing was given to me by the paper’s assistant editor, Fred Redman, a man who enlarged life by just being there.

         Fred had a large, red face like the underside of a dead but once exotic turtle, and the body of a vandalised telephone kiosk. He was always suited, but the suit looked as if it had just swum the Channel with Fred still inside. Fred was a genial giant filled with the physical confidence usually acquired by big men and by someone who felt securely embedded in his job. A large, cheap and wet cigar grew out of his wide mouth, and he raced it around the Silverstone of his lips with relish, undecided whether to eat it, smoke it or launch it. He had alcohol-fuelled eyes that ranged from slant-eyed cunning to benign, round-eyed good humour, and a big, booming voice that frequently released a hearty shout of a laugh which, at full decibel, invariably escaped the confines of his small office to infect the newsroom with its good humour. Oh, and he drank. My God, how he drank.

         There were moments at Geraldine House, the ugly Mirror Group headquarters, when it was difficult to establish whether this was a newspaper office where everyone drank to oblivion, or a pub where a newspaper was published once a week. As the non-drinking Bitter Lemon Kid, I was treated with all the suspicion usually reserved for foreigners or the insane.

         The deputy news editor, Tommy Riley, was never seen sober from day to night. The booze had reduced his body to a skeletal imitation, on which frame a well-lived-in shiny suit hung precariously, unaware that both it and its owner were twenty years behind their sell-by date. The alcohol intake gave him the kind of exaggerated, slow, vowel-packed articulation one might expect from a poorly prepared alien from outer space trying to converse on his first meeting with Einstein. Learning to interpret this decayed diction, especially when it dribbled out of a telephone earpiece, became a degree-rich specific science. I liked the man enormously, and he knew his craft, but I never fully understood a sentence he said from the day I joined until the day I left. In the whole five years I was there, I don’t think he ever consumed a morsel of food.

         So at the first meeting with Redman, I noticed that, as usual, he looked as if ten men had recently tried and failed to mug him. I had done as much research on him as I could, but the anecdote of greatest value was one that I feel defined him most accurately.

         Fred had staggered home one night following a prolonged encounter with alcohol and a lady who was not his wife. He had somehow managed to weave from his car to his living room couch, where he collapsed immediately into a familiar alcoholic stupor. He woke next morning, still on the couch, with his wife standing over him, screaming that she was on her way to the divorce lawyer. Fred protested, with some justification, that this was not the first time he had passed out on the family couch and, by the way, how were the kids? His wife, strangely implacable and puce with rage, pointed to his lower half. Fred’s eyes followed her trembling finger past the pile of grey ashes of a long-deceased cigar on his once-white shirt front to his flies. They were partly open and peeping from inside his jockey boxers was his member, still wearing the somewhat dishevelled but tell-tale and clearly well-used condom. There are some unplanned events even Fred Redman couldn’t talk his way out of. I hope he called my news editor for inspiration. 

         And I hope the marriage survived.

         ‘Sit down, lad,’ said Fred, genially, as I walked into his office and stood to attention. ‘I just want a second of your time to fill you in on life here at the Pic.’ He relit his giant cigar, which immediately and dangerously flamed into a life of its own as it travelled once more round the oval circuit of his mouth. We could have been in the engine cab of the Flying Scotsman.

         ‘You can do anything you like here, Tom,’ he began – by now, the cigar had adopted a life of its own – ‘this is not the Croydon Advertiser, this is Fleet Street.’

         I sat primly, hands folded, very attentive. As he spoke, Fred continued the unequal battle with the burning bush in his mouth: ‘Frankly, Tom, you can bonk the secretaries here’ – big wink (this really was the ’50s) – ‘most of us do… You can fiddle your exes a bit, not too much, but the odd bottle or dinner; you can get drunk, no one’s going to complain, I like the odd glass m’self now and then; you might snatch a day off here and there… I won’t be on your tail…’

         He took the cigar out of his mouth, tamed it, and blew on the end until fresh sparks escaped the glowing furnace and threatened to ignite large parts of central London. His amiable smile hardened: ‘But if you ever make one single factual error in a story, just one, or if you ever waste our time and money trying to stand a story up when it needs to be killed, I’ll personally see to it you’re fired on the spot.’

         So welcome to Fleet Street.

         All this, and £35.30 a week.

         When I left the Croydon Advertiser, the wise old proprietor said to me, with real bitterness: ‘So you’re leaving us to wallow in the filth of Fleet Street…’ I had no response to that. I thought briefly about that hyperbolic remark. Then I never thought about it again until today.

         I’d arrived exactly where I wanted to be. I’d told my old mum that James Cameron and Malcom Muggeridge were reporters on the paper; yes, it was a sort of Quaker lie, but it led to her giving me her blessing.

         There would be no turning back. 

      

   


   
      
         

            8.

            NUN WITH A GUN

         

         I HAD, AFTER SEVERAL MONTHS, been allowed to attend editorial conferences at the Pic. No one took the slightest notice of any ideas I presented, but at least I managed to attach myself to the very fag end of the team and look important. I always carried an empty notebook and an empty file to conference, both of which stayed empty.

         Colin Valdar was the editor. Superficially, he didn’t look the part of a rough, tough Fleet Street tabloid boss. Think of a World War II RAF Squadron leader, medium height, ruggedly handsome, square jawed, slim, well-spoken without the carefully acquired fake posh accent to hide a more humble background so often heard inside the office. He had a natural military authority which was recognised and accepted. He invariably gripped a long pipe between his teeth as if his life depended on it. He was also ever so slightly mad.

         On one occasion he actually believed one of his own paper’s splash stories: idiotic nonsense that the luminous paint on your watch hands could give you cancer. Rather than buy a new watch (they were damned expensive in those pre-quartz, pre-digital years), he spent hours scraping the paint off his own watch hands (and eventually ruining the watch).

         Editorial conferences at the Pic were challenging occasions where everyone was expected to deliver something. One cherished one’s sole story idea and kept it safely nurtured until conference, where it was either hailed or, in my case, peremptorily sneered to death. 

         Not enough of us actually thought pictorially apart from the chief photographer, Frank Charman, and Colin frequently tried to incite us all into thinking pictures.

         One week, the editor was under intense pressure to ring the circulation bell with a 6 million sale to match the ever successful, sex-obsessed News of the World.

         ‘We need 6 million next week,’ he instructed. ‘Hugh [Cudlipp, editorial director] has made it clear that we need to do better. I need the best spread ever.’

         The centre-page spread of the paper, always dominated by a large, two-page picture with a few words of caption, was the Pic’s beating heart and, together with the splash, its sales showcase. Market research showed that the three parts of the paper first inspected by potential purchasers before deciding to buy were the splash (above the fold), the sports page and the centre-page spread.

         There was only a finite number of big bosoms we could run on the centre page, and the current laws of what was and was not acceptable ruled out everything apart from the softest of soft porn. But Colin realised he needed to rack up the excitement to meet his new sales target. As ever, there had to be some kind of feeble editorial raison d’être for changing up a gear in the sex race. We couldn’t always rely on the oldest tabloid trick in the world of exposing something suitably lascivious then justifying it with the paper’s usual bogus moral outrage (‘Stop These Kerbside Crawling Hussies NOW’).

         ‘I want sex, violence and religion on the spread,’ Colin announced, unabashed and with his customary enthusiasm and vigour: ‘Ideas please – now.’

         Silence.

         ‘Come on, you lot, sex, violence and religion. It’s not that hard.’

         Frank Charman rose to speak. Frank was a highly skilled photographer, a great snatch-and-run artist and a superb technician. The deprecating noun ‘snapper’ could honestly not be applied to him. He had flown around the world hunting for months to find the most intrusive long-lens Hasselblad camera in Fleet Street, and he used it relentlessly. He could snatch someone leaving a nightclub drunk and in the arms of a ‘hostess’ at fifty yards and still get three shots of her bum as she got into a car. Frank had the red pock-marked face and fleshy body of a successful butcher, yet could morph into everyone’s favourite uncle when it was necessary. He was a ruthless and scientific operator.

         ‘I know a nunnery in the Midlands,’ he ventured. ‘A bit of sex and plenty of religion there.’

         Colin demurred. ‘Frank, nuns just aren’t sexy. When did you last see a sexy nun?’

         Frank, thinking aloud now: ‘They can be sexy if you shoot them from behind with their skirts raised. No one sees their plain faces.’ (It really was a different era.)

         Colin: ‘What possible excuse is there for filming a nun from behind with her skirt raised? We’ll all go to prison.’

         Frank’s eyes were beginning to shine now, as the waves of genius lapped around his brain. ‘It’s an odd nunnery, Colin,’ he replied. ‘They have occasional pigeon shoots when there are too many of them and they need a cull. I heard there’s one nun with a shotgun licence.’

         Now a pin falling would have sounded like a thunderstorm. The silence fully respected the gestation of a brilliant idea.

         ‘I tell you what, Colin, we put her on the roof of the nunnery while she’s trying to shoot a pigeon roosting on the chimney stack, I take my pictures from a low angle, and make sure her skirt is hitched up to her bum, which it would be if she’s crawling up a roof. With luck I’ll try and get her to wear stockings and suspenders. We can pay her a facility fee in cash. The Mother Superior won’t know until after we publish.’

         ‘Christ, Frank!’ shouted Colin, eyes blazing with excitement, nearly severing his pipe stem. Then he grabbed a dummy centre spread and a huge black marker pen. He drew a large frame on the virgin paper where the picture would go, and then in huge letters stabbed out the headline right across the spread:

         NUN WITH A GUN 

         The ultimate fusion of tabloid genius, the marriage in heaven of words and picture.

         ‘You’re a genius, a genius,’ he glowed at Frank.

         We achieved the 6 million target that Sunday.

         The bonuses flowed.
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