
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            For Lynn, my buddy, my pal and my chum, whose endless love and support made my career and this book possible.

            
                

            

            For my sons, James and Adam, in the hope that these words may explain those missing moments.

            
                

            

            For my grandchildren, Bella, Sophia, Ewan and Joshua, so that they may be inspired to explore the world.

            
                

            

            For my mother, Betty, who believed in me to her last day at the age of ninety-nine.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            GRANDCHILDREN

         

         They haven’t asked yet. But I’m sure it won’t be long before my grandchildren want to know.

         ‘So, what did you do at work, granddad?’

         ‘Well kids,’ I might say to them.

         
            I went to more than twenty wars, several civil conflicts, a few coups d’état, far too many terrorist attacks and at least one genocide. I’ve been caught up in massacres and gunfights. I’ve seen natural disasters – floods and tsunamis, hurricanes, tornadoes and monsoons, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, drought, famine, plague and pestilence. And I’ve witnessed a few man-made disasters – exploding factories, poison gas clouds, mining accidents and shipwrecks. I’ve told tales of crimes almost too awful to recount – serial killers, child abductors – and I’ve even talked to murderers.

         

         ‘Wow granddad!’ they’ll probably say. ‘That all sounds pretty grim and rather dangerous. Didn’t you do anything nice?’

         ‘Well, nice doesn’t crop up in news all that often. But, if it’s any help, I have covered loads of elections, most of them peaceful,’ I’ll offer as consolation. ‘At least a dozen British ballots, six US presidential votes and a host of leadership showdowns around the world. I’ve met Presidents, Prime Ministers, princes and paupers. I’ve talked to despots and desperadoes; tyrants and tinpot dictators; protesters and repressors; gangsters and law enforcers; hostages and hostage-takers.’

         ‘You must have seen some decent sport, granddad?’ the youngsters will no doubt ask.

         ‘Sport. That’s almost my favourite bit,’ I’ll reply excitedly. ‘I’ve seen enough great sport for two lifetimes.’

         ‘What were your favourites?’ they will demand.

         ‘I hardly know where to start. How about England winning the Ashes; a British and Irish Lions rugby tour; Europe winning the Ryder Cup; football and rugby world cups; five Olympic Games; cricket tours to Australia, India, Pakistan and the West Indies. Then there’s Wimbledon, Wembley, Lord’s, Twickenham and the Open. And all in the line of duty!’

         ‘Phew, we can see why you liked your job, granddad,’ I imagine they will say. ‘Anything else?’

         ‘Well, there’s always the odd exotic story. You know, the sort of fact-is-stranger-than-fiction tale, like the Cowboy Poetry Festival in the snowy wilds of Nevada; a real prison chain gang in Alabama; a whole community living on a giant rubbish tip in the Philippines; interviewing a letterbox in Leeds; covering the millennium, not once but twice; dwarf-throwing in Australia; and a white male maid in a black household in post-apartheid South Africa.

         ‘Oh, I almost forgot the royals. I did some great tours – live on the Great Wall of China with the Queen, in West Africa and Australia with Charles and Di, into forbidden Laos and Burma with Princess Anne. Diana in Zimbabwe. Then there were royal births, deaths and marriages and the Golden Jubilee.

         ‘And I got to do some great wildlife stories in Africa.’ Anyway here are some of the highlights.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            THE VOICE

         

         
            ‘I’d know that voice anywhere,’ boomed a man from across the Heathrow terminal.

            ‘You’re the voice of Breaking News.’

            The man was a complete stranger, but apparently a big fan of Sky News.

            ‘I recognised your voice before your face,’ he told me as he snapped a selfie of me and him. I was only checking in for a flight, but, speaking loudly enough, it seemed to have alerted an admiring viewer.
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         It was a familiar story. I’d never lacked volume. Now, as a television news presenter, I was getting spotted as much for my distinctive voice as for my facial features or my career achievements.

         As I was to discover, a hint of a celebrity can be a curious thing in an age of reality TV and the desire to be famous.

         I had never sought it. It just crept up on me over many years. I’d started life as a journalist on a local newspaper, with dreams only of making it to Fleet Street, if I was good enough. Back in those days, the late 1960s, they’d barely invented broadcasting. For a newsman there was only the BBC or ITN, and they seemed unattainable for a lad with no connections.

         Then local radio started, opening up a route into broadcast news that was hitherto unavailable. Scores of us scrambled through this new portal of opportunity and it transformed our careers. But it didn’t propel you into stardom overnight; it was more of a long, steady climb of progression. I spent three years at BBC Radio Sheffield before getting a sniff of telly at BBC Look North (Leeds). I was nearly thirty by the time I reached network news, becoming the Beeb’s first North of England TV correspondent. And it was another decade before I became a foreign correspondent with ITN.

         I set up and ran three foreign bureaux on three different continents (Asia, Africa and North America) for ITN and then Sky, before a boss finally insisted that I become a news presenter. Even then I was a bit reluctant. I’d always loved being a reporter, out on the road, gathering stories at the grass roots. I knew anchoring or presenting or newscasting, call it what you will, would remove me a step or two from the day-to-day frontline of news. But it had its upsides. It gave me a bigger say in the news agenda and allowed me to have a greater impact in shaping the channel’s image.

         At Sky we ramped up the tempo of rolling news and made ‘Breaking News’ synonymous with our brand. We told the viewers loud and clear when a story was ‘Breaking News’. We plastered it across the screen, adding yellow straplines and pulsing red flashes to let you know it was ‘Live!’

         It worked. Before long, focus groups told us that Sky was the first channel they’d turn to for breaking news. A lot of viewers were of the opinion that we were the first, the fastest and even the fairest when it came to bringing them a rolling news story. Many people told me, texted me or emailed to let me know that I was the man they associated with the latest big stories. I had become their ‘Voice of Breaking News’.

         It meant I was recognised more often in countries all around the world where Sky News was broadcast. That could be a help or a hindrance when I was out presenting on location. In places like Israel, Spain and South Africa, people were often more willing to talk to me or give me information because they knew me from TV. In more hostile environments like Syria, Iraq or the former Yugoslavia, however, recognition simply made me more of a target.

         In South Africa, where I was based for four years and still have close links and many mates, most people approach me like I’m their good friend. No doubt in their minds whatsoever. Whenever I find myself in Woolworths, the South African equivalent of Marks & Spencer, I’ve often found myself lurking awkwardly by the ladies’ underwear section as my wife stocks up on new bras. Invariably, this is the moment ‘women of a certain age’ rush up shrieking: ‘Oh! Jeremy. You’re my best. I watch you every day.’ Trapped against the undies, I’m left with no other alternative but to grin gratefully, sign autographs and gurn for selfies.

         Some of these rather predatory females have been known to add, with a coy smile playing on their enhanced lips: ‘I sometimes watch your programme when I’m in bed.’ I try not to think about that.

         This strange world of celebrity was a far cry from my earlier days in broadcasting when I could get through life with a degree of anonymity.

         In my first few years at Sky we just wanted to get noticed by the viewing public. We felt like we had to prove something to the world. We got the feeling we weren’t taken seriously enough by rivals at the BBC and ITN, some of whom were downright patronising towards our ‘upstart’ channel. But this was a great motivator. The national newspapers weren’t much better, never printing our programme schedules and rarely writing about our successes, even when we’d blown the opposition out of the water, which happened more and more during the 1990s.

         We were seen as the new kids on the block and expected to earn our stripes. A lot of British viewers were still stuck in an analogue age, slow to switch to satellite. 

         My wife, Lynn, and I were going out to dinner with her sister, Angela, and her husband David, who live in West Yorkshire. We got a taxi from Liversedge to the restaurant in Elland. After a few minutes the cabbie, whose name was Tariq, turned to me in the back seat and said: ‘Eh! I know that voice. Now don’t tell me, I’ll get there.’ For a couple of minutes, Tariq struggled to place me, then he burst out in triumph: ‘Got it. You’re that Jeremy Thompson, off Sky News.’

         He apologised for taking so long, explaining: ‘You see, my wife and I are ’aving our ’ouse done up. And we’re ’aving to stay at me mam’s. And the terrible thing is – she’s only got proper telly.’ For Tariq and millions of others, ‘proper telly’ meant terrestrial channels only. He said it was torture, ‘Like being stuck on the moon.’ He’d got used to the choices on satellite TV and he loved Sky News – it was to take a while for the rest of Britain to catch up with Tariq.

         For today’s generation, Sky is one of the news channels of choice, though viewers are just as likely to be watching on a laptop or a tablet as they are a conventional TV set.

         Many is the time an aspiring young news trainee on work experience has skipped across the newsroom to let me know: ‘I want to do what you do.’ I’d ask ‘So, what do you think I do as a news presenter?’ ‘Well, you’re on TV, that’s all that counts,’ the ambitious wannabe would reply, following this up with: ‘So how long did it take you to get this job?’ I’d answer, in all honesty and accuracy: ‘Well, about thirty years.’ Clearly less than impressed, the youngster would give me a look that said: ‘Silly old fart. I’m not waiting that long for a chance at TV and a shot at the big time.’ For some, being famous seems more important than checking facts and developing a craft.

         Of course, appearances can be deceptive. I still chuckle when I recall the day Lynn brought our youngest granddaughter, Sophia, to Sky to see where her granddad worked. As I sat down at my impressively large desk and the title music signalled the start of Live at Five, Sophia, then aged five, looked up at the floor manager and asked, in all innocence: ‘Is granddad a rock star?’ As you’ve since discovered, Soph’s granddad can’t hold a tune in a bucket, as they say, so that was never going to happen. Being a newsman was as glam as it would ever get – and I wouldn’t have swapped my career for anything.

         For me, being a newsman was all about telling stories. Journalism was gaining experience, building up knowledge, checking details and sources, understanding the context of stories. This was even more important with breaking news. Live rolling stories give you less time to gather and verify information, so they demand even greater care in filtering what you put out on air. The viewers have tuned in to your channel because they trust you. I was always determined not to let them down. Give them the right stuff, not the guff. The rise of social media has created a dilemma. There’s no doubt it can be a fount of information. But it’s often unsourced, unfiltered, unmonitored and unchecked. As a journalist, you might have no idea about whether something is a reliable source. My instinct was to avoid the temptation to use it on live TV news.

         As you’ll discover in these pages, I take the business of news very seriously, even if I take myself slightly less so.

         There are times when I feel like a living museum of journalism. I started out on newspapers with a notepad and pencil, dictating copy from red phone boxes, while feeding them with coins. I went through local radio wielding a large tape recorder and cutting quarter-inch tape into stories using razor blades on a metal block. In regional TV, we worked on film, which had to be developed in the ‘soup’ or processing bath for an hour, before we could edit. I was part of the transition in 1975 from black and white to colour. And we thought that was a historic breakthrough. The weather was composed on a local map using Letraset stick-on sun, rain, clouds, fog or whatever was needed. It was pretty primitive.

         Then came another ‘great leap forward’ – U-matic. This was the first generation of analogue video cassettes. The same size cameras, but with huge recording units so heavy they left scores of sound recordists with droopy shoulders and dodgy backs. ENG or electronic news gathering, as it became known, steadily evolved into cleverer, smarter, slimmer variations. Eventually the cassettes were replaced by memory cards. Then the cameras started to be scaled down. By the end of my career many of the cameramen I worked with were using DSLR cameras, with video function; light and easy to use, great quality and readily hidden in tricky situations.

         The way we transmitted the pictures and stories has also changed radically.

         From the original fixed point locations, the advent of flyaway satellite dishes in the 1980s gave TV news freedom of movement for the first time. But the flyaways were far from fairy-winged. They were big old lumps – ten to sixteen feet in diameter and weighing a few tons. It took time, money and manpower to move those big silver boxes to the action.

         In the summer of 1980, I was travelling through South and Central America, reporting on a trip by the then Foreign Secretary, Lord Carrington. Me and my BBC news crew were still working on film. One day we got a call from the desk in London on a landline (no mobile phones in those days) sending us off to Texas to cover a huge hurricane named Allen, which was threatening the Gulf Coast. We drove down to Corpus Christi in Texas, anxiously watching as 1 million people drove the other way, checked in at the La Quinta Motor Lodge, where they gave us a ‘storm discount’ price on our room.

         We filmed Hurricane Allen in all his destructive glory. But then we had to fly up to New York three and a half hours away to get the film processed at the BBC bureau before it could be edited and fed to London for broadcast. Talk about long-winded!

         Nowadays, flyaway dishes are fold up and go. Increasingly we’re using live video links via wireless cell phone networks. Devices like Live-U are basically small boxes full of SIM cards that bundle up the data and livestream it back to base. The cameraman just carries it in a light backpack and plugs it into the camera. In areas where there is a good 4G signal, it’s revolutionised our ability to present live on the road from almost any location at a moment’s notice. I covered most of the Trump election across the US using these portable video live links. We were able to spring into live mode in a matter of minutes.

         After the Paris terror attacks of November 2015, a story broke early one morning that police had cornered some of the suspects in a flat in the suburb of Saint-Denis. The links truck I was working with got stuck in bad traffic. So Sky’s Europe correspondent Mark Stone swiftly clamped his iPhone to a lighting stand, stuck a pair of earphones in my ears, handed me a microphone and dialled up Sky Centre using a clever little app called Dejero. Within two minutes we were live on air, talking about the siege just down the road. I presented live for more than two hours using just a mobile phone – and few viewers seemed to notice the difference!

         It was a far cry from the callow hack in a Cambridgeshire phone box with his two-pence coins. Or my first ‘foreign’ in 1970 when the paper sent me to Northern Ireland to report on our local regiment who were stationed there.

         ‘Here’s a tenner for your expenses and a ticket to Belfast,’ growled Eddie the news editor.

         ‘Any advice, boss?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Sharpen your pencil, take an extra notebook and make sure you’ve got some change for the phone. Now get out of here before I change my mind!’

         It was sophisticated stuff in those days.

         The pace of news has gone into overdrive. In the days of one major TV news bulletin a day, a single story could last days if not weeks. Now most angles can be explored and exhausted in a matter of hours. The 6 a.m. lead story might be eclipsed by 6 p.m. The 24-hour cycle devours news. It’s a far cry from the era when I disappeared up the Orinoco River for a few days or slipped into Somalia for a week, totally out of contact, until we emerged with a camera full of stories. These days, people want news now.

         The picture package, the craft I spent most of my life as a reporter trying to perfect, has been usurped in importance by the live two-way. How a programme looks can upstage its story quality. It is a case of cosmetics over content. Ever-evolving technology has made breaking news more mobile and more immediate. There are few places left on the planet where we can’t bring you live pictures. It’s allowed TV journalists like me to take viewers closer than ever to the frontline – not just to wars, but to all the big stories of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As a presenter, I’ve seen my role as offering a guiding hand, an objective voice of reason, providing context and authenticity. It’s been the great privilege of my job, to witness the makings of history and share them with those who watch.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            LEARNING THE TRADE

         

         
            ‘You want to be what?’ I can still hear my father say.

            ‘You want to be a journalist?’ There was a mix of exasperation, disappointment and resignation in his voice.

            It wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. But this time I think he knew I meant it. I didn’t blame him for his doubts. I knew where he was coming from. But this was my life now.
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         You have to understand the background. My dad, Gordon Alfred Thompson, was born in south London in 1911, one of eight children. His father was a watchmaker. Dad had left school at fifteen and began working in 1926 – the start of the Great Slump, a period of economic downturn and hardship. He started out as a clerk in the City offices of the Caledonian Insurance Company. In those tough days of financial crashes, strikes and hardship, employment was in short supply. My father was for ever grateful just to have a job. So years later, as I was leaving school, he drummed into me those same values – the need for a regular job, a decent education and, above all, a pension.

         Somewhat reluctantly, I agreed to train as a chartered surveyor, a career Dad found acceptable. I aimed high, applied only to firms with a double-page advertising spread in Country Life and ended up with a trainee position at Strutt & Parker, Lofts & Warner property managers, land agents and surveyors, with Mayfair offices at 41 Berkeley Square.

         Apart from the correspondence course, it was quite enjoyable. I was assigned to a delightful old partner, Charles Stone, who took me off to survey grand country estates, often accompanied by a decent lunch in a rural pub. And we did our best to sell large town houses in London, mainly to those folk with country estates. The highlight was showing Carlo Ponti and Sophia Loren around a mansion they were thinking of buying on Prince’s Gate in Knightsbridge. They seemed an odd match. She was stunning. He was short and stout. They didn’t buy the place, despite my best efforts as a salesman. And really my heart just wasn’t in chartered surveying.

         I had a brief go at the advertising industry, largely because my flatmates worked for agencies and they seemed much better off than me. For a while I wrote copy for Gestetner office machines and Adams butter, but it wasn’t really for me.

         So I decided to stop messing around and try to get a job as a journalist, which I’d secretly always fancied. I can’t tell you exactly why I knew I wanted to be in news, but JFK’s assassination had a big impact on me. I was in a history A level class at school on 22 November 1963 when our teacher ‘Boff’ Nathan broke the news – it suddenly made history exciting and relevant. I read all I could about the events in Dallas and imagined what it must have been like to be there reporting the story. Hence a conversation with my father was needed. By now he’d risen to the rank of highly respected regional manager in his insurance company. He clearly wasn’t impressed by the news media. When it came to professions he considered credible, reporters were close to the bottom of the pile.

         ‘Do you realise there’s only one working category seen as a worse insurance risk than journalists – and that’s jazz musicians.’ 

         He delivered this statement with the sort of finality of reasoning that was meant to put me off reporting for life. Needless to say it didn’t. We begged to differ on career paths and I set out to find myself a job as a journalist. I headed for the local library, got out a copy of Willings Press Guide and jotted down the names of six regional newspapers in town or cities where I fancied working. I wrote to editors in Bristol, Brighton, Southampton, Plymouth, Oxford and Cambridge. They were all morning or evening papers. I thought I’d aim high and skip the weeklies.

         Five replied in the same vein, suggesting I should sign up for Britain’s very first media course. It was a one-year diploma in journalism, run by the National Council for the Training of Journalists, at Darlington Technical College. My heart sunk a little. As a southern lad, Darlington sounded a long way from my dream ticket into papers. But I sucked it up, sat an entry paper and won myself a place on the course.

         What a far cry from today’s training scene. In 1967, there was only one diploma course for journalists in the whole of Britain and it was in Darlington. Today there are at least 100 university degree courses to choose from in the UK, which turn out thousands of budding journalists each year. I always wonder whether there are enough jobs to go around for so many skilled graduates.

         Fortunately, the sixth newspaper, Cambridge Evening News, invited me for an interview and offered me an indenture – a four-year apprenticeship. So began my life as a journalist. It was a dream come true, though it proved far from glamorous. I soon discovered that the junior junior’s job consisted mainly of making tea, tidying the newsroom desktops and writing up news paragraphs.

         I soon progressed onto weddings. I was told it was a promotion. But I wasn’t so sure. It didn’t involve going to churches or registry offices as you might imagine, just slogging away at the back of the newsroom. Brides and grooms, or most likely their mums, were given pro forma to complete, filling in all relevant details of the upcoming wedding. From this often sketchy information, the lowliest journalist in the newsroom was expected to construct a dazzling and exciting report on the matrimonials.

         ‘Hockey club captain bullies off with rugby winger,’ one report might read.

         ‘Love blossomed over the billiards table.’

         ‘Hitched after hiking the Quantocks.’

         ‘Round Table man weds square dancer.’

         It took a lot of imagination and skill to turn the humdrum lives of ‘Sid and Doris Ordinary’ into readable copy. And in peak marriage season, I could find myself writing up fifty or more wedding reports every Friday afternoon and well into the evening.

         But the real work began early the following Monday, when I had to check out every wedding to make sure it actually took place. Newsrooms were full of fabled stories of weddings that never happened: brides who got cold feet on their way to the altar; grooms who disappeared with the maid of honour; stag parties the night before that left the betrothed incapacitated; punch-ups between the families of the bride and groom; churches evacuated because of gas leaks; sickly vicars and so on.

         Not quite the story of the Bartered Bride. But often a comic opera in the making.

         So the news editor insisted that every event was carefully checked with either the family, the registrar or the clergy. It was surprising how many marriages didn’t end in confetti and three cheers. And that was another story – quite literally. A failed wedding often merited more column inches than a successful one!

         Soon I was ‘promoted’ once again. I was handed the honour of doing ‘the calls’. This was a vast list of every decent contact in the area – from priests to parish councillors, club chairmen to W.I. presidents, post office managers and pub landlords, village shopkeepers to allotment secretaries. It was the holy of holies, inscribed on a seemingly endless single sheet of three-ply that emerged from the huge rolls attached to our archaic Olympia typewriters. 

         Colin Blakeley, now the most senior junior on the paper, presented the calls list to me with great ceremony, then winked and said: ‘Good luck with all that!’ I soon realised what he meant.

         An hour later I was in the Cambridge News car park about to climb into my car, clutching the pink contacts list, when the news editor, Eddie Duller, came marching towards me, shouting: ‘Oi you, stop right there.’

         Pointing at my battered but treasured old Austin A40, Duller demanded: ‘What’s this shit?’

         ‘My car, boss,’ I replied.

         ‘Well, get out and lock it up. What are those?’ he said, pointing at my legs.

         Slightly confused, I confirmed they were my legs.

         ‘Well, bloody well use them,’ said Duller, pushing his black-rimmed specs back onto his nose. ‘And use those as well,’ he said jabbing towards my eyes. ‘Then you might spot a story or two out there. Now bugger off and come back with some news.’

         Duller was blunt, but he was right. Walking the highways and byways of Cambridge, taking buses out into the villages, using my eyes and ears, talking to everyone I could find, knocking on doors and asking questions – all this proved an invaluable lesson. I soon learned how to spot stories. My ears pricked up when I heard something new, something different, something changed, something out of place. I soon realised there were news stories everywhere, if you looked hard enough. Before long I was coming back from a day’s calls with up to a dozen tales to tell. Not all page leads. But good page fillers – grist to the media mill.

         I picked up another good tip off Eddie Duller – in a urinal. I was down the pub one evening near the paper’s offices when Duller followed me into the toilet. As we relieved ourselves, he said: ‘That’s a bloody good story the guy at the bar was telling you. What are you going to do about it?’ I snapped into work mode, realising the casual chat I was having over a beer was the basis of a decent yarn. ‘I’ll write it up, boss,’ I told Duller. 

         ‘You do that,’ he said. ‘Just keep your ears open in the pub. You bring me plenty of stories and I’ll pay for your beers. OK?’ It sounded like a deal to me.

         So, from then on, I tried to ensure I never had too many pints in case I forgot a story. I always popped into the loo to jot down notes. I stopped having to pay for too many beers out of my own pocket.

         I was learning the trade and loving it. I knew I was meant to be a journalist. But Duller never let us juniors get too carried away. Every now and then when we took our copy up to the news desk, he would read through the carefully typed folios with a deadpan look, and then rip up the paper and throw the pieces in the bin. He didn’t need to say much. We just knew it hadn’t met his quality threshold. So off we’d troop and have another bash at writing the story, until it finally met the Duller benchmark.

         I learned plenty more from the Fleet Street guys, who covered our patch. I soon discovered there were free beers to be had from them too, if we slipped them copies of our best stories. If they liked the yarn, they’d rework it into a national newspaper tale, usually turning our average local offerings into tabloid tapestries. I marvelled at their ability to conjure up tales of the unexpected.

         My best mentor was the legendary Michael O’Flaherty, who worked for the Daily Express. I still remember how he transformed my rather unpromising story about a row among neighbours over a pet budgie into a blockbuster page lead headlined: ‘This is a SOB Story – Save Our Budgerigar.’

         O’Flaherty was later famed for being part of one of Fleet Street’s great scoops – tracking down the Brazilian hideaway of Great Train Robber Ronnie Biggs. O’Flaherty was the sort of hard-drinking, ace-writing, larger-than-life character, who fired up my imagination and my enthusiasm for the news business. My aim was to make it to Fleet Street to work alongside the real hacks.

         I met other aspiring journos who were working for Michael Jeacock, known to one and all as ‘Jolly Jack’ Jeacock. He ran the local wire agency, the Cambridge News Service. I’d often hang about in his office just to hear him dictate the latest news story down the phone to all the national newspapers, one after another, each piece told in their own individual house style, and all off the top of his head. It was a work of art and craft.

         Then Jolly Jack would disappear round to the Farmer’s Club for a ‘little, light lunch’, invariably followed by a bottle of port and a game of cards or dice. He rarely came back to the office, leaving his young sidekicks, such as Zack Hicks, to hold the fort. I’d help out, learning more about filing for the national papers and sometimes earning a bit of extra cash.

         But my best early break came when our editor, Keith Whetstone, was looking for a rugby correspondent. As an avid rugby man and ex-player, I pressed my suitability. And when nobody else seemed keen, I got the job. I soon found myself covering Cambridge University rugby, which, in those amateur rugby days, was one of the most prestigious clubs in the land, packed with international players.

         Part of the job was to get regular briefings with the team captain. The first year as correspondent it was Martin Green, who went on to become an England coach. The second year it was England star centre John Spencer. They were always generous with their help, though I think they found it unusual talking to a rugby reporter who was even younger than they were as students.

         One of the great rituals of university rugby was the announcement of the team for the annual Varsity Match against Oxford at Twickenham. This took place on a Sunday a couple of weeks before the match in St John’s College Music Room. The players were dressed in their light blue rugby blazers, some sporting the ties of capped Blues. What I wasn’t prepared for was the traditional drink. Black Velvet, a heady blend of Guinness and champagne, mixed in galvanised buckets and poured in pints. It was smooth, glorious and lethal.

         It wasn’t until I crawled back to the newsroom that evening to compile the story of the freshly announced Varsity team that I realised I was writing rugby rubbish. I must have fallen asleep. Some hours later, as the sun crept through the windows, our office cleaner shook me awake. Never a good sign when the cleaner’s your alarm clock. My bloodied fingers were wedged between the keys of my old Olympia typewriter – testament to my drunken efforts. I quickly scrubbed up and shaped up, and with the aid of copious cups of coffee, completed the story in time for the first edition. I made a note to beware of Black Velvet.

         A week and a half later, I was reporting on the Varsity Match from the press box at Twickenham. I couldn’t believe my luck. I was nineteen years old, a rugby correspondent and living the dream.

         But it was a part-time dream. The rest of my working days were spent covering general news and still included a few weddings. After two years reporting on university rugby, I was assigned to our Ely office to vary my training. Under the tutelage of chief reporter Doug Thorley I was given more responsibility. There were just the two of us and a photographer covering a huge area of fenlands around Ely. I got to write more big stories and more page leads. I also learned some more useful lessons.

         One Saturday I was sent to cover a football match at Soham on the windswept fens. Soon after the game started, a brawl broke out between the two sides. When the referee tried to intervene he got punched in the melee. That was enough for him to withdraw his services and declare the match null and void. The ref drove off nursing a black eye, the players drifted home and I raced off to write up a cracking little story that read: ‘Ref flattened in Fen free-for-all.’ A few days later I discovered my rival reporter from the local weekly hadn’t bothered to write a word, telling his editor that the match had been called off so he didn’t think it was a story. The lesson: there’s always a story.

         Talking of sport, I finally got to play rugby again as well as report on it. Ely had a thriving rugby club and I reckoned I could fit in a few games around my work commitments. What I had to figure out was how to file copy at half time and full time for our Saturday sports Blue Edition. And to make sure no one at headquarters found out I was playing and working at the same time.

         I largely relied on friends, fans or injured teammates making notes and jotting down scores for me while I was out on the field. At half time I’d quickly scribble 200 words on how the game was going, send the designated ‘reporter’ off to the nearest phone box armed with a two-pence coin and the number of the copytaker at the Cambridge News. At the end of the match, I’d finish my report and dash off in my muddy kit to phone over copy, while the rest of the team were already in the showers.

         There were a few hiccups. I couldn’t put my name down in the paper as a scorer, as I wasn’t really meant to be playing. So I either had to wait on the try line to give someone else a scoring pass or, if I touched down, I’d award the try to a mate who hadn’t scored for a while. Prop forwards had never touched down so many tries. On the team sheet in our Friday paper, I was just ‘A. N. Other’ – week after week. Nobody said anything.

         An away match with West Norfolk RFC proved the biggest headache. Their pitch was on remote farmlands out in the Wash, well beyond King’s Lynn. Our only travelling supporter was our injured scrum half Billy, a farm lad with a broken leg and a limited grasp of written English. At half time I did the usual, wrote out a report of the first half – in capital letters to make it easier for Billy to read over the phone. Ah, what phone? There were no red kiosks to be seen. And the nearest sign of life was a farmhouse nearly a mile away. Anyway, game lad that he was, Billy set off on his crutches, over fences and stiles and hay bales. It was well into the second half by the time he reached the farmhouse and began negotiating the use of their phone. He barely made it back by full time. Then it was my turn to finish off my match report.

         I got away with it all for nearly a season. Until I ran out for a home match in Ely and was confronted by none other than my editor Keith Whetstone. I’d forgotten he was a selector for the Cambridgeshire county side and had come along to run his eye over some of the talent in our team.

         ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he blustered, clearly taken aback to see me in my Ely rugby kit.

         ‘Well, I’m playing rugby, sir.’

         ‘But you can’t,’ he said. ‘You’re supposed to be reporting the match, not playing in it.’

         I explained how I’d managed to do both all season without letting down his paper or the team. I followed up by appealing to him as a rugby man: ‘Sir, surely you wouldn’t want me to let down my teammates.’

         He reluctantly agreed and then looked even more surprised when I handed him my notebook and asked if he minded writing a few notes and scores on the match. Good professional journalist and devoted rugby fan that he was, he went along with it. But that wasn’t the end of the affair, although it was the end of my rugby career at Ely.

         On Monday morning I got called in for a severe bollocking from Eddie Duller, who told me the main reason they were stopping me playing was because it contravened the company’s insurance policy. But it didn’t stop the editor telling the story of his cheeky rugby-playing reporter at every rugby club dinner in the county.

         And it didn’t slow down my progress. I was soon assigned to run the district office in Huntingdon. It came with the perk of a flat over the office and a patch of my own. But it was to prove the pinnacle of my career in newspapers.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

            LOCAL RADIO

         

         
            Since starting out in journalism, I’d always had my sights set on Fleet Street and a job on the nationals.

            Broadcast news never entered my head. Frankly, there wasn’t much of it around in the 1960s. The BBC and ITN, that was about it. It didn’t sound like a place where I would stand a chance. My generation had always seen it as rather elite, drawing heavily on Oxbridge graduates.

            But then the BBC began rolling out local radio as an experiment. Stations opened up in several big cities to meet a new demand for popular music and local news, triggered by the popularity of pirate radio. It was to transform broadcasting, opening up the hitherto narrow and hallowed corridors of Auntie BBC to a wider intake of new talent. Hacks from the hoi polloi, we used to call ourselves: members of the third estate clambering through the fences into the fourth estate.

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         As my four-year apprenticeship at the Cambridge News was coming to an end, I got a call from an old mate, Ralph Smith, who’d been a reporter on the Ely Standard. He’d joined Radio Nottingham and said he was really enjoying this ‘radio lark’. He told me there was a reporter/producer’s post going at the recently opened BBC Radio Sheffield and he thought I should put in for it. I was accepted for an interview and stopped off in Nottingham on the way to pick up a few interview tips from Ralph.

         The ‘Board’, as the BBC liked to call it, seemed to go well. I headed back to Huntingdon and waited to hear the outcome. And waited. And waited.

         Some three months had passed without a word. I assumed that I hadn’t got the job. But just out of interest I called the Beeb’s appointments department and was put through to a man called Robin, who’d chaired my interview panel. I told him I was just checking to find out where I’d failed, so I would be better prepared if I applied again.

         Robin sounded terribly flustered on the phone: ‘Oh God. Aren’t you there yet?’ he stammered. ‘In Sheffield, I mean. You’re supposed to have started weeks ago.’

         ‘No, I’m still at the Cambridge News. I hadn’t heard anything. So I assumed I hadn’t got the job,’ I explained.

         ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,’ blustered a posh and panicky Robin. ‘What a dreadful mess.’

         Robin then launched into an unexpected stream of consciousness, telling me far more than I needed to know about how his first wife had died tragically; how, as a middle-aged widower, he’d fallen in love again much to his surprise; how he’d just got married and had been away on a glorious honeymoon and in the marvel of the moment, he’d clearly become very confused – and completely forgotten to tell me that I had got the job at Radio Sheffield. Then he just kept apologising. Robin really was a charming man, the sort of absent-minded, slightly antiquated administrator frequently found in BBC corridors back in those days. It was hard to get cross. I congratulated him on his recent marriage and promised to start work as soon as possible, though I had to give notice to my paper. It was a strange start to my life at the BBC.

         Radio Sheffield was based in a grand old house, with fine wooded gardens, in the western suburb of Broomhill. It was a tranquil retreat from the gritty industrial city that had built its reputation on steel. For a Kentish man, who’d spent his life in the south of England, it was a serious eye-opener. This was the north of dark, satanic mills, of great sparking steel works, of coal mines with whirring wheels of pithead gear – the crucible of the industrial revolution. I sometimes found myself looking in wonder at these working monuments of manufacturing – the powerhouses of coal and steel, textiles and shipping. They had a sort of stark beauty like nothing I’d seen down south.

         But in the early ’70s, revolution was turning into economic evolution. Political confrontation was in the air, as the unions took on the government in a titanic battle of wills. Little did I know at the time that I was reporting on the last pitched battles to save Britain’s primary industries. Looking back at those years, it felt like I spent my working life covering strikes. The powerful National Union of Mineworkers voted for its first official strike since 1926 over pay, challenging Ted Heath’s Conservative government.

         I got to see a lot of coal mines and a lot of miners. As there were only a handful of us local radio reporters we soon became well known on the picket lines. The miners called me ‘that southern Jessie’. In other words, an educated kid from the home counties, who looked and sounded well out of place at the pit gates of South Yorkshire.

         They loved a wind-up: ‘Eh look! It’s that southern Jessie. Why don’t you run home and tell Ted ’Eath about them nasty Yorkshire miners! He’s one of your lot, in’t ’e?’

         It was a good time and place to learn how to stand up for yourself as a reporter. ‘Why don’t you tell me what your problem is and why you’re standing on a picket line?’ I’d say to them, pushing my Uher tape recorder and microphone in their direction. ‘Then I’ll pass it on to Mr Heath.’ 

         I remember one miner calling me over and saying: ‘Ask us where us werks.’

         I just about got the drift, so I asked: ‘Excuse me, where do you work?’

         To which he replied in dialect: ‘I werks a’Ticky ontop.’

         I hadn’t got a clue.

         ‘Ah! you daft ’apeth. Does tha know nowt?’ he went on.

         ‘Clearly not,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you’d be kind enough to enlighten me.’

         So he spelled it out, like I was an idiot from another planet – which I probably was to him and his mates.

         ‘I am a surface worker at Hickleton Main Colliery. I werks a’Ticky ontop.’ Much merriment ensued. They loved a piss-take on a picket line.

         Another little linguistic test for the southern Jessie was discovering what they were mining for – when they weren’t on strike that was.

         ‘Coal,’ I’d say.

         ‘Nah, coil, tha pillock,’ came the correction. ‘And in case you’re wondering, we go down oil in ground to dig out coil.’

         ‘So,’ I dared to venture. ‘If you go down an oil in the ground, I’m intrigued to find out what you put in your car engine.’

         More rolling of eyes, as the miners continued to educate the alien reporter.

         ‘Grease, of course.’

         It was a whole new world I’d become immersed in. Despite the banter on the picket lines, I was learning that industrial action could be ugly, dirty and, at times, violent.

         By now I’d met and interviewed Arthur Scargill, the rising star of the Yorkshire NUM, who’d dreamed up a smart new tactic to put pressure on the bosses and the government. They were called ‘the flying pickets’. Teams of striking miners were bussed to key targets, like power stations, steel works, ports and coal depots, to shut them down. Other unions were persuaded to join them in solidarity. Railway workers refused to transport coal, and power station workers refused to handle coal. With coal-powered Britain being strangled, Prime Minister Heath was forced to call a state of emergency. The Battle of Saltley Gate, when 2,000 miners closed a Birmingham coke works, brought the confrontation to a head. The miners accepted a new pay deal and returned to work – but not for long.

         By January 1974, the NUM was on strike again and Ted Heath had imposed the three-day week, reducing working hours in order to conserve dwindling fuel stocks. Electricity was restricted to three consecutive days a week.

         I remember power cuts, darkened streets, candlelight and cold dinners in a cold winter. It was hard to keep any business going, and this included radio stations. We stayed on air with the help of generators. We often had to edit our stories, cutting and sticking the quarter-inch recording tape by the light of candles and torches. On top of that, the oil crisis in the wake of the latest war in the Middle East meant petrol was rationed. There were endless queues at filling stations and we reporters were obliged to walk to many of our stories. Sheffield’s two great football clubs, United and Wednesday, couldn’t even use their floodlights. Our elders told us it was just like wartime again, but without the bombs. You couldn’t beat a good bit of British stoicism.

         It might sound like a gloomy diet of industrial conflict – it certainly was for Ted Heath as PM – but it was also a fascinating time of political and economic upheaval. Heath’s slogan ‘Who governs Britain?’ backfired big time. The answer from the voters came through loud and clear: ‘Not you, mate!’ A hung parliament saw Harold Wilson back in power.

         I spent much of my time going to Camelot, King Arthur’s Castle, the nickname for Arthur Scargill’s NUM HQ in Barnsley. He certainly liked to hold court, feeding us hacks the news lines he knew would cause tremors in Parliament. Though still only a local official, this red-haired ex-miner was one of the most powerful figures in Britain. 

         But it wasn’t only strikes that made headlines. The first mining accident I covered was a stark reminder of the price these men sometimes paid to produce the nation’s coal. At Markham Main in North Derbyshire, eighteen miners were crushed to death when a pit cage crashed to the bottom of the shaft. Watching the grieving families and comrades gather at the pithead made me realise the closeness of these colliery communities, a bond few outsiders would understand.

         Sheffield was certainly a varied place to be a radio reporter. It had an impressive city council, where I cut my teeth as an interviewer, quizzing the likes of Ron Ironmonger, Enid Hattersley, Irvine Patnick and David Blunkett, the absurdly young and talented Labour councillor who went on to become Home Secretary.

         I had run-ins with local MPs, who constantly challenged the reporting of this upstart local radio station and its newshounds. One Sunday, Dennis Skinner, the recently elected Labour MP for Bolsover, rang in to complain about our reporting of the Clay Cross council scandal. I was manning the news desk alone.

         ‘What’s your name then?’ he challenged.

         ‘Jeremy,’ I answered.

         ‘Jeremy.’ He chewed it over a few times, in that sort of tone that suggested he was thinking ‘Bloody southern Jessie. What’s he doing in my neck of the woods?’ Even if he didn’t say it.

         ‘Jeremy, Jeremy. What sort of a name is that?’ he demanded.

         I came back with ‘Well, I think Dennis is a very nice name too, if you don’t mind me saying, Mr Skinner.’ Impertinent, but imperative I thought, if I was to avoid being bullied by him over the phone.

         He seemed to back off a bit. And we managed to carry on the conversation in a slightly more civilised tone. I made a vow to myself that day. Don’t be browbeaten, especially by MPs.

         At Radio Sheffield, we weren’t just journalists. We had to be jacks-of-all-trades. Like my great mate, Bob Simpson, who went on to be a top-class correspondent on BBC Radio News, we all had to turn our hands and voices to whatever was required. I not only wrote and read the news, but hosted current affairs programmes, compiled documentaries, acted as a disc jockey, ran quiz shows and presented the Saturday afternoon sports roundup.

         When he wasn’t reporting, Bob spent much of his time, covered in oil, tinkering with his beloved and temperamental Triumph TR4 on the front drive of the radio station. We were still joking about those good old local radio days when we met up twenty years later in Saddam Hussein’s Baghdad as high-flying correspondents covering the First Gulf War.

         Back on that radio beat, Sundays were always the biggest challenge. A weekend skeleton staff turned into a single soul by lunchtime. So the duty dog had to ring round contacts, like police, fire and ambulance stations, to gather the news. Then write up the bulletin and read it live on air every hour, while at the same time hosting the Sunday music request show for several hours, and then introduce and play in a pre-recorded chat programme for the rest of the afternoon. By that time you were ready to drop. I wasn’t the only one who nodded off at the news desk, only to be woken by frantic phone calls from colleagues to say the station had gone off the air. There was nothing worse than the sound of a tape end flapping round on a turntable, a sure sign that the programme had finished long ago. Time to open the mic and apologise to listeners for a ‘slight technical problem’.

         BBC local radio was all very new to the listening public, so we often fielded curious calls. As we were the only BBC number in the Sheffield area telephone directory, a lot of people rang up to say their radio or television had broken down and demanded that we rush out to repair it. There were others who called offering to pay us their TV licence fee. Many more just wanted to moan about anything they didn’t like on the BBC, whether it was from London, Manchester or Glasgow. We became kind of agony aunts for the whole of Auntie.

         At one time we had an acting news editor who hailed from Perth in Scotland, but had a slightly guttural delivery. He liked to read the news bulletins, even though we tried to steer him away from the mic. One day, as duty newsman, I took a call from an irate Sheffielder who shouted: ‘Get that bloody Pakistani off the radio. This is Yorkshire, tha knows. Not Karachi.’ My insistence that our newsreader was a very nice Scotsman failed to appease ‘Mr Angry of Attercliffe’.

         Another discovery in those early days as a broadcaster was that radio studios can have a febrile atmosphere all of their own. It was curious how often they crackled into life, amplifying emotions. How a slight slip of the tongue could escalate into moments of gibberish, or how the hint of a snigger or smirk could send colleagues into near hysteria. A fit of the giggles was a serious working hazard.

         This wasn’t helped by regular pranks played on those in the studio. One favourite was to set fire to the bottom of a news script as the presenter was trying to read the hourly bulletin live on air. The rest of us would watch in delight as they raced to finish the script before the words were consumed by flames.

         There were those who failed to spot the red light was on before crashing into a live studio. Famously, one distracted radio station manager burst in, realised his mistake and blurted out: ‘Oh Christ!’ As if that wasn’t enough, he then spluttered: ‘Oh Christ! I’ve said Christ.’ And then, in blind panic, said: ‘Oh Christ! I’ve said Christ AGAIN!’ It was to be his last job in radio management.

         We also entertained ourselves by winding up our news editor, a splendid chap called Allan Kassell, who was an excellent newsman, but not a gifted broadcaster. When he occasionally read the news, we’d switch the output desk so that he heard his own voice fed back a fraction after he’d read his script. This audio feedback effect on anyone caught in this situation was that their brain quickly became scrambled and their words slurred. You soon sound like you’re drunk or talking rubbish. Poor old Allan was especially susceptible; within moments he was spouting utter gobbledygook.

         Oh! the joys of local radio. The great thing was you could learn about broadcasting, make mistakes, have fun and make mischief – all without bringing down the government. Local radio and regional television stations were safety valves where bright young broadcasters could let off steam, sharpen their skills and find their voices.

         Nowadays, many new journalists, fresh out of media college, bypass the old regional training grounds and head straight into national newsrooms. As I’ve seen all too often in recent years, errors get amplified in the harsher glare of network news. When you’re learning your trade in the big time, there’s no hiding place when you fail. I look back gratefully at those early years when I was allowed to cut my reporter’s teeth in relative obscurity. 

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 5

            LOOK NORTH AND BEYOND

         

         
            My career as a television reporter began in a crypt. A cavern beneath an old church in Blackman Lane – the first home of BBC Look North Leeds.
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         Perhaps it was a fitting venue, as in those days, we had to endure countless interviews with the local Leeds celebrity, Jimmy Savile, who was given copious amounts of airtime to promote his various BBC programmes and charities. We always thought he was a bit creepy. Several of the women in the newsroom would call him a pervert and kept a good distance when he was in the studio.

         Savile apart, Look North was a great place to work. The founding of the BBC English regions had opened up broadcasting to a whole new generation of youngsters. Look North was full of talent – journalists, camera operators, producers, directors and editors.

         Many of the characters who cut their television teeth in Leeds went on to make a major impact in network TV, including fellow reporters Mike Smartt, who years later set up BBC News Online, and Tim Ewart, now a respected ITN correspondent. There was Peter Bazalgette, the Big Brother pioneer, Stuart Prebble, who worked on World in Action, and Mark Byford, who rose to the rank of BBC Deputy Director-General. Nick Barratt and Gerry Troyna, my first floor managers in the studio, made their names directing and producing top network shows.

         The place was buzzing with energy and ideas. There couldn’t have been a better environment to learn how to be a television reporter. It was a place where I made friends for life, like Christina Sayers, who heroically typed my scripts as I babbled out a stream of consciousness seconds before I dashed on air. And her now husband, Peter Staunton, a producer, later a reporter, who’s worked with me for over forty years at the BBC, ITN and Sky. My closest relationships were with the cameramen – Keith Massey, Dave Brierley and Ron Hurrell. They were three great pros who first taught me the power of pictures.

         In those early days we worked exclusively on film. The standard camera was an Arriflex, a big, solid and reliable beast that recorded on Commag film. It combined film with an audio strip down the side, known as the stripe. This allowed us to record images and audio together.

         Massey favoured an Aaton or Eclair, high-quality cameras that took mute images. They were then synchronised to a separate audio deck, carried by the sound recordist – in Massey’s case, his long-time teammate, Ken Evans. The sound and pictures were synced by using a clapper board, so the film editor would know later which pictures went with what sound.

         Time and timing were everything. The magazines carried just ten minutes of film. Loading another magazine was a messy business involving the sound recordist, working unsighted, with his hands in a big, black cotton bag threading film onto cogs so that the new stock didn’t get exposed to light. They never thanked you for demanding a second mag. It was a big discipline to learn – trying to shoot a whole story in just ten minutes. And that included the pictures, interviews and piece to camera. 

         How times have changed. In today’s digital era camera operators often shoot hours of material, knowing there are no real limits. It’s an enormous luxury, though sometimes it can be a problem when the reporter and editor simply don’t have enough time to view all the footage before cutting the story.

         The biggest lesson I learned was to respect the images. Pictures were always king in television reporting. The words came second. I might be the guy with his face on the screen, but I was left in no doubt by my cameramen that I was just there to sell their pictures!

         So in the edit room I saw my role as doing justice to the images. The key was to cut sequences that told the story almost without voice-over. I saw it like a strip cartoon. Look at the pictures and you should be able to gather the gist of the storyline. The reporter’s words, usually voiced later, were designed to add value, to give more depth to the story. They were like the captions and the bubbles coming from the mouths in those strip cartoons.

         For the majority of my television news career that was the craft I constantly strived to improve on, trying to create the perfect package – the best blend of images, sound and words. In many ways, pure reporting, making those news packages, gave me the greatest satisfaction during my forty-two years in TV news.

         The good thing about regional TV was that you got to do everything, from skateboarding ducks to strikes that brought down governments. The absurd, the abnormal, the abstract and the unbelievable – all in a day’s work. It was where I got to cover my first big stories that made it onto network news, like the Cod Wars and the miners’ strikes. But it was my first disaster that left the biggest impression.

         It was my first flight in a helicopter. Exhilarating and intimidating.

         What lay ahead was downright daunting.

         We were literally flying into an inferno. As the chopper rose from an airfield east of Leeds, we could see the black granite sky filled with giant smoke clouds, tinted orange by flames. 

         Yet we were still over forty miles away.

         All we knew was that there’d been a huge explosion at a chemical plant. We headed for a village in North Lincolnshire none of us had heard of. The name of Flixborough would soon become fixed in our memories. As we touched down, Massey, Evans and I headed towards the blast site. It was virtually demolished. I remember vividly walking through corn fields trimmed to a foot-high stubble by the blast waves. The huge car park was just earth. The tarmac had vaporised. Firemen told us everything had been burned to nothing except car tyres, which withstood the intense heat. It was as though the place had been hit by a fuel-air bomb.

         We learned that twenty-eight people had been killed, thirty-six badly injured. We filmed rescuers searching for those missing. It was the first time I had seen charred bodies. It was 1 June 1974. I was a rookie reporter. It was the first time I’d found myself heading into a danger zone.

         By chance it was a Saturday, with only seventy-two staff on duty. On a weekday there would have been four times that number. The firemen believed a vapour cloud of leaking caprolactam, used in making nylon, had been ignited by a spark. The massive blast at the Nypro plant was the biggest peacetime explosion ever seen in Britain. It stopped the clocks at seven minutes to five at Burton Post Office two miles away. I interviewed kids who’d been blown through their French windows, mums bowled over the garden hedge, and the pub landlord watching Grandstand on TV when he was blown out of his armchair with such force his head hit the ceiling.

         As the fires blazed over the next two days we stayed on to report the disaster.

         Then, another first for me – I was ‘bigfooted’. The BBC sent big-time correspondents up from London, who made it abundantly clear that it was now their story. ‘OK, regional reps, I hereby serve notice you’ve been officially bigfooted. So hop along,’ one said. Arrogant bastard, I thought. Apparently we’d just been ‘holding the fort’ until the ‘big guns’ arrived. I’ll never forget how patronised and angry I felt. It was then I vowed to myself I’d make sure I worked hard enough to become a ‘top gun’.

         Within three years I’d made it to network news, appointed the BBC’s first North of England TV correspondent. The title came with a bright blue staff Ford Cortina, fitted with one of the very early mobile phones. It was so big the battery took up most of the boot and the not-in-the-least-bit mobile handset was welded between the two front seats. I soon discovered it got a signal only at the top of hills, so I spent a lot of time driving up Ilkley Moor, the Chevin or the Pennines.

         On the west of the Pennines, I was at Oldham General Hospital in July 1978 to report another piece of history – the birth of the first test-tube baby. I interviewed Patrick Steptoe and Robert Edwards, the two doctors who’d pioneered the procedure of artificial insemination through IVF, in vitro fertilisation. They told me with a mixture of relief and delight that baby Louise Brown and her mother were both doing well. Twenty-five years later as a Sky presenter, I was to interview Louise, by then a mum herself.

         Although he was to be overshadowed by the Yorkshire Ripper, another West Yorkshire murderer known as the Black Panther had his moment of infamy and gave me a career break. Donald Neilson turned to crime when his builder’s business failed. He killed three people in a series of raids on small post offices. Then came his most notorious crime. He kidnapped a seventeen-year-old girl by the name of Lesley Whittle, demanding a ransom from her wealthy family. Her body was found hanging in a drainage shaft at Kidsgrove in Staffordshire. It was uncertain whether Neilson had pushed her off a ledge with a noose round her neck or whether she’d simply choked to death.

         His capture had a comic element. He was finally overpowered outside a fish and chip shop in Mansfield after two customers dropped their battered cod and ran out to help two injured police officers who were struggling to arrest the gun-toting Neilson. The trial was held at Oxford Crown Court as it was decided he wouldn’t get a fair hearing in Yorkshire.

         Although still only a regional reporter at the time, I was given the trial to cover for Look North and the BBC’s Nine O’Clock News. Every evening after the court session I’d drive sixty miles to BBC TV Centre to edit the day’s story. It was a taste of the big time, mixing with the star reporters. I even splashed out on a shockingly flash green suit to make my mark on national news. I think it may only have served to distract from my work as a journalist. But the trial did get me network exposure. The Black Panther was sentenced to life in jail. He was a nasty little man, with military delusions of being in the special forces. It turned out he was born Donald Nappey, which may not have helped.

         Another high-profile crime was to come my way. Lord Kagan, the man whose company invented the Gannex raincoat, famously worn by his friend, Prime Minister Harold Wilson, had run into trouble for tax evasion. He took evasive action and fled to Israel. A year or so later we got a tip that he was hiding in Paris. I was sent to the French capital with a BBC film crew and a customs and excise officer in tow. We staked out the Bourse de Paris, the Paris Stock Exchange, for several days. And sure enough, Kagan who’d been made a life peer by Wilson, eventually emerged from a nearby office. We thought we were being very discreet, but later Kagan’s son walked over to check us out, asking in French if we had a light for his cigarette. Without thinking our good old BBC sound recordist, Bill, answered in pure east London: ‘Nah, sorry mate, we don’t smoke.’ A few minutes later Kagan made a run for it, though it was more like a waddle. We filmed the exclusive snatch as our customs man cuffed the fugitive Lord.

         There were plenty of sports stories. Leeds United’s success was huge. Brian Clough’s forty-four days as manager at the club was a highlight. I heard he liked champagne and gave him a bottle at his first press conference. It gave me good access to the football legend until he was sacked. Leeds captain Billy Bremner, an irascible Scotsman, was my first interviewee to stick his hand over the camera lens.

         I spent a day in Geoff Boycott’s mother’s front room at her home in the pit village of Fitzwilliam, trying to persuade him to do a TV interview with me about why he’d pulled out of a tour to Australia. For five hours Boycott paced the parlour wearing a white terry-towelling dressing gown with dried-up shaving foam on his face, while mum, Jane, made endless cups of tea on the cast iron Yorkshire stove. It was bizarre. I thought he’d lost his marbles. And he never did the interview, with me or anyone else.

         I managed to cover part of the legendary Botham Test match at Headingley in 1981. But I was rushing back and forth to Liverpool for the Toxteth riots, when long-standing tensions between Merseyside Police and the local black community spilled over. On the last day of the Test, Thatcher sent Michael Heseltine to Liverpool as her trouble-shooter to deal with this outbreak of inner-city violence. We filmed him walking the battered streets of Toxteth as I fed him score lines of England’s amazing comeback against Australia.

         On my own sporting front, I started playing rugby again. With a few other reprobates, we set up a veterans side at Ilkley Rugby Club, calling ourselves, rather grandly, the Barbarians. We encountered some interesting opponents. At Ribblesdale, a rural retreat around Settle, I propped against a large, red-haired sheep farmer. Two days later I came out in a terrible rash. The doctor said it was sheep rot. It seemed my farming rival liked to carry his sheep draped over his shoulders as he strode across the Dales.

         At Castleford, several of our team arrived in their fancy sports cars, about the same time as our opponents clocked off from a morning shift at the nearby colliery. Some ran onto the field still covered in coal dust, muttering: ‘Aye, bloody posh gits. We’ll show ’em.’ It was a class war. About fifteen minutes into the match the bloke I was marking at the back of the line-out said to his mates: ‘Eh! look, it’s that bloke off the telly. Him off Look North. Bet he’d look good with a black eye on Monday.’ Naturally, they spent the rest of the match trying to give me one. It kept you quick on your feet.

         There was no shortage of whacky stories. There was a plague of ferret tales in those days. Richard Whiteley, presenter on our rival show Yorkshire TV’s Calendar, was famously bitten on the finger by a ferret during a live studio interview. My Look North colleague Ken Cooper came back with an even more throbbing yarn. He’d been filming a ferret-legging champion, who was demonstrating the noble art of keeping a ferret down the trouser leg for as long as possible. Suddenly the man yelped, and dropped his kecks to reveal his pet mammal with its teeth firmly sunk into the end of his penis. Not being a man to fluster easily, he asked Ken to get him a six-inch nail from his garden shed and proceeded to prise open the ferret’s jaws and free his manhood. Ken and crew filmed it all, much of the time with their eyes closed. But the editor decided it wasn’t fit for public consumption on TV anyway.

         One of my favourite stories involved interviewing a letterbox. At the time, a group of British mercenaries had controversially joined up to fight in the Angolan Civil War. We got wind that their recruiting sergeant, an ex-para by the name of John Banks, was hiding out in Leeds. We found his house. Keith Massey rolled the camera and I knocked on the door. No answer for a few minutes. But I was certain I’d seen movement inside. I called out: ‘We’ve come to interview John Banks. Does he live here?’ To which a man inside answered: ‘No, I don’t live here. There’s nobody here.’ A bit of a schoolboy slip. So I kept talking.

         ‘So if you aren’t Mr Banks, who are you?’ The reply: ‘I don’t know. No, I don’t know him. He’s not here. Go away.’ I came back with: ‘Well, if you don’t know him, how do you know he’s not there? And do you know who you are?’ With Massey giving me signs to keep it going, a Monty Pythonesque dialogue unfolded over the next few minutes as the indiscreet mercenary dug himself into a hole. It was TV gold dust. We ran the letterbox interview in full that evening. A five-minute chat with a man you couldn’t see and who denied his own existence. It taught me a useful lesson. Never quit on a story, however unpromising it looks. 
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