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Prologue


The Gentlemen of the Press


Coventry City Football Club, August 1973


What if they won’t let me in?


My heart lurches and I pause as the crowd rushes past me; as cars crawl along the congested road, scarves flapping from windows, engines revving; as horns sound amid the men’s singing and chanting, like everyone’s on some sort of holy pilgrimage. I take a deep breath, thus filling my lungs with gusts of exhaust and the scent of onions from the burger van.


What if I’ve got it all wrong?


And I think for a moment that this is some sort of psychotic episode in which I hallucinate that I have been sent to report a football match, when in reality I am still the sports desk secretary, scuttling round the Observer newsroom fetching the chief sub’s expenses and asking who wants bacon sandwiches and who wants sausage.


That’s stupid. For reassurance I feel in my pocket for my press pass, a small rectangle of bendy cardboard inked with a seat number. Suddenly, from being frozen with panic, my mood switches to gloating. This budget item of cardboard is something precious, something covetable, a ticket that not only gets me into the stadium for free but authorises me to tell thousands of readers about what I am here to see. Coventry City v Tottenham Hotspur. For this I will earn a fee of twelve guineas. I am being paid to watch football.


It therefore makes me the envy of every man in the country. Well, that’s an exaggeration – some, inexplicably, prefer rugby or cricket – but a large proportion anyway, because, to quote Charlie Buchan’s Football Monthly, this is Our National Pastime.


Except how can it be national if 50 per cent of the public don’t get the chance to play it, write about it or voice their opinion? That is what I am hoping to change. And I am prepared to stand up for my rights if the man guarding the door marked ‘Press Entrance’ cuts up rough.


I have worked myself up into such a state of indignation that I am almost disappointed when he barely gives it a glance.


‘Ah yes, the girl from the Observer,’ he says jovially.


Eh? It’s as if he was expecting me. Halfway up the steps, I stop for the second time in five minutes.


They’ve been warned in advance. Isn’t that a bit … weird?


My thoughts follow a sequence:




	It’s thoughtful of the Observer to smooth my path in this way.


	Why do they need to? Is it to forestall a mass outbreak of the vapours among the gentlemen of the press?


	Is all this an even bigger deal than I thought?





Nervous again, I climb the rest of the stairs to a long, carpeted corridor. This is not what I am used to. My football watching usually involves the clang of turnstiles followed by scuffling and battling through the massed ranks of the White Hart Lane faithful to a seat so high up (and therefore cheap) it practically has cloud cover.


In contrast, this is the VIPs’ floor, where all the directors and bigwigs hang out. I can almost smell the Henri Wintermans cigars and sheepskin coats and pre-match whiskies. Windows give a view of the pitch. The stands are packed tight with males, as though a giant with a huge dustpan and brush has swept up every single one for miles around and emptied them into the stadium. It’s so normal I’ve never really thought about it before, the way I never really think about the Observer newsroom being full of men. It’s just the way things are, like a forest being full of trees.


Here goes.


I push open the door to the press lounge. The jabber stops just for a millisecond, owing to two dozen men sucking in their breath in unison at the sight of this alien being with bobbed hair, bosoms and lipstick. Then, as if someone has said, ‘Nothing to see here, move along please,’ the hubbub begins again. Men resume yakking to each other and bashing away at portable typewriters. The room is redolent of aftershave and cigarette smoke and Bri-Nylon shirts. Even the tea lady is a man. He pours me something magnolia-coloured from a giant metal teapot and I examine the biscuits and choose a scuffed pink wafer. I am not at all hungry but it seems the right thing to do.


The press box is across the corridor from the lounge and consists of three rows of seats. In front of each is a pull-down flap to make a work surface. It’s all a bit school desky and rather a squash, except that the Observer’s is between those of two middle-aged men rather than little girls. I hope they don’t mind having to sit next to The Woman. I scan them quickly to see if I can spot terror in their eyes, then sit down, squeezing my legs together to avoid any accidental side-swipe of thighs. ‘Hello,’ says one. ‘Come to do the woman’s angle, have you?’


‘Ha ha ha,’ I trill politely. Twat. Then comes a loudly penetrating voice from the row behind me.


‘Women in the press box. So it’s come to that.’


‘Appalling,’ murmured his companion.


Bloody hell, is Victoria still on the throne? Now what do I do? Turn round and offer them the smelling salts? They obviously mean me to hear, so the best thing is to play deaf. Actually, I feel a bit shaky.


The men on the Observer sports desk have been great. I couldn’t wish for better, more supportive colleagues. It’s lulled me into a false sense of security. I start cursing myself for being naive. So I think I’m going to be able to change things? What an ass.


Then I feel a spark of anger. I remember how I wanted to howl with frustration all through my growing up, at how limited the options were for girls; at how all life seemed to consist of was people telling you what you couldn’t do, not what you could do; at how if you wanted to be something new or different then you’d be called overambitious or unfeminine or, worst of all, odd. Well, even if I am, so what? It isn’t his press box. What gives men like him the right to say who’s allowed in and who isn’t? Why shouldn’t a woman be a sportswriter? Sport is for everyone. It’s playing, it’s belonging, it’s great deeds and huge emotions, it’s a natural expression of being human, part of life. I’ve been given the chance to show what women are capable of, and I am not going to let a dinosaur like him get in my way.


I won’t bore you with the details of what turns out to be a rather dreary game. One goal decides it, and it isn’t scored by the team of my heart, Spurs. Back in the press room after the final whistle, I find myself a sliver of work surface, then get out my notebook.


I have to file by six o’clock. Suddenly my brain feels as if it’s about to crack open. The pressure starts to build, as much in my head as in my chest, which only makes it worse.


This must be what walking the tightrope is like. Don’t look down. Don’t think about how far you’ll fall. But I have never had to file a live report before. Why did I blithely think that I didn’t need to do the proper training that all real journalists have to go through; why had I been so cocky as to think I could get by on talent alone? Suddenly, writing 500 words to a deadline seems a massive undertaking, like journeying solo overland from Mongolia by yak.


Oh, get a grip. This is my chance to stand alongside my heroines. All those women who have had to fight, to put themselves in the firing line, to break the rules to prove themselves. Think of Billie Jean King, the first woman athlete to win more than $100,000 in prize money, using her primacy to fight on behalf of other women for equal pay, confronting the chauvinists, not prepared to accept being devalued for the crime of being female.


Think of Kathrine Switzer, running the Boston Marathon in 1967, when females were barred from competing in long-distance races, out of fake concern for our health. Informed by her coach that the marathon was too much for ‘a fragile woman’, Switzer entered using her initials K.V. Switzer, so the powers that be mistook her for a man when she was actually a goddess-come-down. She was given the race number 261, pinned it on her vest and ran alongside her boyfriend Tom. On the way round a race official tried to rip it off, shouting, ‘Get the hell out of my race and give me that number!’ Tom shoved him aside, and sent him flying. By the time the official got up off the pavement Switzer was away, unassailable within a protective ring of good men and true who surrounded her all the way to the finish.


Remember what the race director said: ‘Women can’t run in the marathon because the rules forbid it. Unless we have rules, society will be in chaos. If that girl were my daughter, I would spank her.’


Remember what Switzer said: ‘I knew if I quit, nobody would ever believe that women have the capability to run twenty-six-plus miles. It would set women’s sports back, way back, instead of forwards. If I’d quit, that race official and all the others like him would win.’


And I am not going to let the chauvinists win, either. Compared to running a marathon and winning the US Tennis Open, coming up with 500 words on Coventry v Spurs isn’t a lot to ask.


I can actually pinpoint the moment when life floods back into me: when I think of what I’ve been through to get here today. I am twenty-four years old. I have dreamed of being a Fleet Street reporter since I was twelve. I have got myself onto the first rung of the ladder before, only to have it break in half. There must be a lot of young women out there who would love to be doing what I am today, but I’m the one who has been given the golden chance. Well, I’m not going to be world number one at any sport, but I am going to be the first to do this.


What do I say to the god of failure? Not today, thank you.


Pfft, crisis over. What is my intro going to be? I rack my brains for an opening line. This is the Observer I’m writing for, the pre-eminent house journal of the intellectual centre-left. I feel a slightly hysterical urge to giggle. Long words are a must, the more obscure and polysyllabic the better. How would the celebrated football writer and TV dramatist Arthur Hopcraft, my role model, put it?


‘Coventry,’ my Biro rumbles sonorously, ‘have the gift of ebullience. Their play, though unprofound, exudes a collective fervour that proved all too much for listless Tottenham.’ Yes! Excellent Arthur-ese, that.


Suddenly all is well with the world. I have the first sentence sorted out. I am on my way. It’s just something I seem automatically to know how to do, like breathing. This is what I am born to do, and it’s a joy. Half a pack of Benson & Hedges later, I reach the magic 500 and pick up the phone.


‘Copy,’ says a disembodied voice, wearily. Oh God, I’ve got the Bored Copytaker, the one who is famous for asking, ‘Is there much more of this?’ when the writer has delivered two paragraphs of his or her finest prose. He is never a springboard for the spirits.


A hiatus ensues during which I listen to him rolling paper into his Remington and adjusting his headphones. I am so tense, so alert to everything that I can even, I am certain, hear him polishing his glasses. My heart starts to thump, not only because my bloodstream is by now almost entirely nicotine, but because suddenly I am fully aware that this is make-or-break time. I have taken a gamble. If it comes off, it will be glorious. I will have made my mark. I will be a trailblazer. If I fail to get it right, I will not be given a second chance.


More to the point, it will screw it up for other women. I sneak a glance at the men all around me, tapping away on their typewriters or standing up and spouting their copy over the phones. Do they have any idea what it’s like to be me? Of course they don’t. They’ve never had to worry about representing a whole gender.


‘Begin,’ says the copytaker in a yawny voice.


‘Coventry City – one. Tottenham Hotspur – nil.’ I adopt the deepest tone I can muster so it will not stand out among the stentorian chorus around me. ‘Coventry have the gift of ebullience,’ I rasp.


‘You’ll have to speak up.’


‘Coventry have the gift of EBULLIENCE!’ I roar, and then I shrug off all the self-consciousness and doubt and just get on with it, reeling off words that might mean everything or nothing to the flat rattle of typewriter keys, and intoning, ‘Full point. New par’ at intervals till there are no more left. And then the satisfying clunk of the receiver going back on the hook and it’s all over.


And then the silence. In this press room there is not a single sound. All the men around me have been listening.


I swallow. My mouth is so dry I’m sure they must have heard that too. And the thump-thump-thump of my heart. The man sitting next to me does a kind thing. ‘That was very good,’ he says. Actually, he sounds a bit relieved. I am, too, if truth be told. Men do feel very uncomfortable if a woman embarrasses herself, and I’ve already sent two of the press pack into maidenly hand-wringing.


I try to mutter a manly, ‘Cheers’ – and have to take such a deep breath to speak I realise I’ve been holding it in.


And now I face another ordeal. I have to ring the sports desk to find out if they think it’s very good, too.


‘Hello, any queries?’


Ron, the sports editor, puts his hand over the mouthpiece. All I can hear is offstage barking.


His voice comes back on the line. ‘Only just arrived. Ring again later.’


Nooooo! I want praise! I want applause! ‘When? How much later?’


But he’s put the phone down. I stuff my notebook and pen into my handbag and hurry out. I will have to ring before I get on the train. My head swivels to and fro as I search unsuccessfully for a taxi. So then I half-walk, half-jog to the station, where the London train is just about to rumble up to the platform. The call will have to wait.


I find a seat and light another cigarette. Phew. Anyway, I’ve done it. I’ve reported a football match. I can’t believe how easy it was in the end.


Too easy?


I start going back over the report, sentence by sentence, hundreds of words stampeding past my eyes. I feel a dart of apprehension, hear a little whispering internal voice of doubt – It isn’t as good as you think it is, is it?


Oh, stop it. Think of something else. The political situation in Northern Ireland. Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells. Football hooliganism – should the government bring back the birch?


Ebullience … unprofound … exudes a collective fervour …


I suppress a groan. What a load of hoity-toity, pontificatory crap. It’s awful. I never talk like that. It doesn’t sound like me at all.


I try to concentrate on the scenery, but night is falling, and now all I can see from the window are muzzy trees and dark mounds, with occasional blurts of illumination and blurred platforms as the train whooshes past stations.


They’ll leave it out of the paper. I can see my report now, flapping dismally on the spike, that dreaded item of paraphernalia on the news desk on which all pieces of unwanted copy are stabbed to death. I wish I hadn’t told all my friends. I imagine them opening the Observer the next morning and looking for my by-line and not finding it, and I’ll have to live it down.


By now, I have reached a state of profound, debilitating anxiety and, as the train draws into Euston and I stand up to leave the carriage, my leg muscles seem to have turned to wool. I can hardly walk.


Somehow I make it down the platform on wibble-wobble, newborn-foal legs. I stagger around the forecourt looking for a phone booth, but am so suffused with anxiety that I can’t remember what a phone booth looks like. I am looking at porters’ trolleys and confectionery kiosks and thinking, Is that one? When I do identify one, I realise I have no small change but a 50p piece, which my shaky fingers drop before I can put it in the slot.


I am put through to the sports desk.


‘Was it okay?’


‘Yes, fine.’


This means nothing. I have listened to sports editors telling people their report is ‘fine’ just to get them out of their hair. Ron could mean anything from ‘I haven’t read it yet’ to ‘It’s been spiked’.


‘Will it get in the paper?’


‘Yes. Well done.’ Then he starts banging on about the wonderful report filed by the other new young writer he’d commissioned. Who is a man, of course.


I get the message. Don’t get above yourself. You’re a woman. Pretend you’ve done nothing special.


But I have, I know I have. I perform a little celebration to myself right there. I don’t mean I stretch out my arms and thrust out my tits and glory in it, but all the way back to my car I am murmuring, I did it, I did it. I am the first woman in Fleet Street to report a football match. So what if people think I’m mad? It’s so fabulous I won’t believe it’s happened till I’ve said it out loud. I’m so happy I don’t even go into my usual catastrophe mode, imagining some awful event like the IRA blowing up the Observer before they’ve got the second edition out. Because I’ve done it, I’ve done it. I haven’t let Womanhood down.


My car is still there where I parked it this morning, in a sordid side street a few blocks behind the station. To add to my joy, no one has broken into it. I drive down Woburn Place, through Bloomsbury and Holborn and Clerkenwell, down Farringdon Road, past deserted pavements, shop fronts in darkness and broodingly tall and empty office blocks because this is the weekend and everywhere is silent and dead. Then I draw up at the lights at Ludgate Circus and look to my right. Fleet Street. What a beautiful sight. The whole place is glowing with light and life, pubs roaring, presses rumbling, walls shaking, as though a treasure chest has burst open and all the jewels and coins are pouring out. The sheer, miraculous, ruthless, glamorous, sexy, wicked energy of it all. And now I am part of it.




Part 1


The Decision




Chapter 1


The Big Dream


Fleet Street, London EC4. Look at that name. Just breathe the air. Smell the ink.


These lovely, evocative words aren’t mine. They were spoken by the late, very loved Daily Mirror columnist Sue Carroll, and in no time at all they’ll be half a century old. The place she was talking about was Fleet Street in the second half of the twentieth century, not now when it’s just a boring London through-road, but when it was a small industrial town in itself: when a single edition of one of the papers churned out by its news factories could sell millions of copies; where the world was intensified and brightened, so that when you went home (which many of its inhabitants avoided as much as possible) everything seemed dull and plain in comparison.


It was populated by characters who infused everything with charm and cynicism and wit: men – they were invariably men – who made you feel interesting and sexy and brilliant. It stood for glamour, fame and opportunity, and the magical excitement that came with the adrenaline rush of hunting down your story and returning with it in triumph to this centre of the universe. A place where you bashed out your words through clouds of cigarette smoke, among overflowing ashtrays, on a beaten-up Remington, to a soundtrack of chittering Telex machines and subs bawling, ‘Copy, please!’ at lurking messengers. Where you learned to talk on the phone and type at the same time and, as the presses started rolling, the whole building shook, and your body along with it. Actually, that was quite erotic.


The street was dominated by the Art Deco edifices of Express Newspapers – all gleaming black glass and steel – and the tastefully colonnaded home of the Daily and Sunday Telegraph. It was cluttered with news vans, taxis and giant trucks piled with rolls of newsprint, and bracketed (as it still is, of course) by the law and the Almighty. At one end, just where it turns into the Strand, sat the Royal Courts of Justice. At the other, on top of the hill-rise from Ludgate Circus, you could see St Paul’s Cathedral – sometimes two of them, late at night, if you’d just staggered out of the pub. And there were so many, many pubs. I can still reel them off like a catechism: The Albion, the Old Bell, the Punch Tavern, the Printer’s Pie … that just took care of a mere twenty-five yards on one side of the road. Roy Greenslade, a former editor of the Daily Mirror, once described it as ‘a 24-hour village permanently en fête’. ‘You would never mistake it for an insurance company,’ observes Sue Peart, who joined Fleet Street from the fragrant, civilised world of Cosmopolitan magazine.


‘I had the time of my life there, though half of it I don’t remember,’ says Angie Mulligan. Angie, who worked as a secretary at the racy News of the World, was a fount of the kind of stories that have to be told in lowered tones. It was she who recalled the time Sue Carroll lay down in front of the Old Bell as some kind of obeisance. ‘Sue was in love with a chief sub called Bell. She didn’t lie down on the pavement. It was in the middle of the road.’


Mary Kenny’s Something of Myself and Others is a delicious memoir in which she recounts, among other stories, some gems from a career that began in the mid-1960s on the Evening Standard. ‘Journalism was not, in those days, an entirely respectable profession,’ she writes.


‘It was seedy in Fleet Street,’ echoes Wendy Holden, and when she worked on the Evening Standard another twenty years had passed. Of course, Fleet Street’s merry disreputability might have been part of the appeal for girls whose schools had corralled them with rules and whose mothers had been consigned, however serenely, to domestic roles, living lives that were like letters that never got opened. I know that was true of me. But whatever the reason, it was the ultimate goal for many of us from childhood onwards. In the words of Valerie Grove, who arrived on the scene via the Evening Standard’s Londoner’s Diary, moved to The Times, and is the author of acclaimed biographies of the poet and author Laurie Lee and Sir John Mortimer of Rumpole of the Bailey fame, ‘I was never going to go anywhere else. Never.’ Scarth Flett, who did the big interviews for the Sunday Express in the 1970s and 80s, is another. She travelled from Australia, the other side of the world, to get there. ‘England was where we wanted to go,’ she told me. ‘Work in Fleet Street. That was the big dream.’


Do you really need to ask why? ‘It was a really glamorous thing to do,’ says Tina Moran, who, from Bristol Evening Post trainee, worked her way up to the role of number three at the Daily Express. ‘Those glorious broadsheets, selling four and a half million a day – I thought, I want to get my name in there. I want to get my name doing something.’


‘It was romantic,’ says Sue Peart, who from the Daily Express in 1983 went on to high-level roles at The Times and the Mail on Sunday, where she was editor of You magazine for eighteen years. ‘The characters were so vivid. Often very flawed, but interesting and volatile and clever, and I can’t think of a colleague I didn’t like. It was a really rewarding job, where every day was different. You needed stamina; you would put in a full day and be ready to leave and then something would happen – a death, or disaster – and it would be jackets off again.’


Emma Lee-Potter, now an author as well as a freelance contributor to multiple papers, started as a staff news reporter on the Evening Standard. ‘I lived in a tiny flat off Lavender Hill in Clapham,’ she says. ‘The News Desk would often call in the middle of the night, because the deadline for the first edition was at 9 a.m. It was just the house phone – there were no mobiles. You had to be contactable at all times. You had to add your phone number to a long list on the news desk. If you went out at lunch, you would leave the name and phone number of the place you were going to. When you went on holiday, you had to make sure you told them the location and the name of the hotel. I thought, You must be joking! But if a story broke, they’d want to know where you were.’


The phone in her living room would ring. She would answer it in her nightie. ‘Oh my God,’ she would think. ‘This can only be one thing. I’m being sent somewhere.’ She would snap into reporter mode. ‘What the job is. Where to go. Go now.’


Those were two of the essential characteristics of life as a Fleet Street reporter – all-hands-to-the-deck urgency and unpredictability. When planning ahead, whether a social arrangement or even your own wedding, it was customary to utter the traditional incantation: ‘If the Queen Mother dies, all bets are off.’ Hilary Bonner, later Mail on Sunday showbiz editor and now the award-winning author of crime thrillers, landed her first Fleet Street job on the Sun. After writing about road closures and council meetings on parochial West Country papers, the brinkmanship was exhilarating. ‘The news editor slapped a bit of Press Association copy down in front of me,’ she remembers. ‘“Give us a page six comment piece on the chances of World War Three breaking out this year, old girl. You’ve got till lunchtime.” I can’t do anything unless I’m chasing a deadline. If we’ve got people coming to dinner I only start cooking when I see the whites of their eyes. I couldn’t grumble. It was all that I loved about it.’


‘It was a riot,’ says Lynn Barber, of her years on the Sunday Express, which launched her as one of the most formidable interviewers of her generation. ‘We just used to sit around, flick through magazines all morning and discuss where we were going for lunch. If someone had a contact who could be entertained on expenses, we’d all pile in with them. The deputy editor would complain if I was claiming too little. “Six pounds?” he would say. “Where can you get lunch for six pounds?” If I was going to New York, I’d get a chit for £500. Now you have to go on the cheapest available flight, landing at 3 a.m.’


And how exciting it was to arrive at work in the morning with no idea what you’d be doing or where you’d end up that day, or that week. For me it might be a 90mph drive north for lunch at a local diner with the entire Liverpool first team (all very decorous, but just fancy), or hurtling up the M1 to Watford to interview Elton John at the football club he’d just bought. This was an era when a young woman could charm her way out of receiving speeding tickets. I danced the night away with the London Broncos rugby league team in Huyton Labour Club. I once left it so late to get back to Fleet Street after the Grand National that the cabbie had to drive onto the platform at Lime Street so I could fling myself onto the London train. I have been carried out of the press lounge at Aston Villa and decanted into a taxi by the half-time crowd entertainment (Birmingham’s answer to the Rockney duo Chas & Dave) after extended revels.


My press ticket would admit me to Wimbledon’s Centre Court every day of The Fortnight. Brian Clough, then the most famous football manager in Britain, became godfather (and a wonderful one at that) to one of my sons. I could telephone a football club and summon the player of my choice for an interview, once making the mistake of ringing the amiable England international Mick Channon after a very jolly lunch. The next day, having forgotten all about it, I phoned to arrange the interview again. He was amused. To quote Valerie Grove, ‘What larks, eh?’


Added to that was the cachet that came from having access to the rich and celebrated (however fleetingly so) and their haunts. A list of Scarth Flett’s interview subjects in the 1970s and 80s is a cross between a newsreel and a Who’s Who: Kirk Douglas, Sylvester Stallone, Liza Minnelli, Eric Morecambe. In Monte Carlo, she had lunch with the ‘dashing bachelor’ Prince Albert, son of Prince Rainier and Grace Kelly, and heir to the principality’s throne. In her article, her expert reporter’s eye roves over the scene:


‘On a fresh spring day the sun trickled lightly across the harbour to the pinky-beige royal palace on the cliff where a white flag fluttered in the breeze …’


I can see Scarth there right now, with that dark brown hair the colour of strong coffee, confident and gorgeous, a journalist at the very top of her profession. ‘I ordered oysters so I could eat them with one hand and write down what he said with the other,’ she says.


‘We were all in our early twenties and we had such fun,’ says Valerie Grove. She arrived hotfoot from Cambridge in 1968, dressed in red, raven-haired, a kind of bluestocking Cathy McGowan: ‘June 22 was Degree Day and on June 24 I started at the Standard.’ She worked on Londoner’s Diary with a team of posh boys, ‘in an office full of laughter and jokes and finding everything hilarious. One big noisy room in sooty Shoe Lane just off Fleet Street.’ It was a world, she says, of ‘speaking looks and little notes across the typewriter, and swarming out at lunchtime to El Vino’s. The boys talking in their special Etonian jargon, and an old man called Philip to keep a steady rein on everything. Every night we went to publishing parties. Any interesting person visiting London would be interviewed – Edward Albee, Arthur Miller, the most amazing people. It was priceless. Copy on pulleys. The stone underneath. The noise of typewriters, the noise of telephones. Gigantic Fleet Street names.’


It’s a sad fact of life that a Fleet Street by-line is an ephemeral thing. Look at those names now and unless you lived through those times you could well think, Who? But these were great journalists: Vincent Mulchrone of the Daily Mail (not only one of the biggest names but one of the nicest – and the most versatile; he covered everything from the withdrawal of US troops from Vietnam to the decline of the English sausage). The wit and eloquence of the Observer sportswriter Hugh McIlvanney ensured he transcended his genre. There were celebrated columnists like the Times’s Bernard Levin, one of the most famous and controversial writers of his day. There were renowned editors such as Charles Wintour (whose austere demeanour had him christened ‘Chilly Charlie’ long before the famous froideur of his daughter Anna). Bernard Shrimsley, who edited Rupert Murdoch’s Sun in the 1970s, once scrawled disapprovingly across a photograph of a page-three girl, ‘Nipples too fantastic.’ In a later interview, he said they ‘looked like a couple of plastic coat pegs’. Hugh Cudlipp was an editor-superstar – he turned the Daily Mirror into the biggest-selling paper of the 1950s and 60s – who had the distinction of being banned from El Vino’s for bad behaviour, and was ultimately sacked for plotting to overthrow Harold Wilson’s Labour government.


But even if you have never heard of any of them, you will notice a pattern. All these gigantic names belonged to men.


When Valerie applied to the Standard for a job Charles Wintour wrote back, ‘It is not our practice to have more than one woman on the Diary, and we already have Mary Kenny, but we are prepared to make an exception for you.’ Valerie notched up many achievements as a journalist but one that is overlooked is that she was the first woman to be the second woman on Londoner’s Diary.


When Sue Peart joined the Daily Express, its editor was Larry Lamb. ‘A big man with a scar on his forehead from where he’d fallen on the spike one day,’ she said. ‘He’d employed me at a time when there weren’t many women journalists; he had recognised that women were part of an important cohort in terms of markets and he was quite proud of me.’ Lamb would take her in his Jaguar to the American Bar to drink champagne, and then drive her back to take her down to the presses, which by then were rolling away full pelt. In that hot, cacophonous, subterranean, stinky, man-stuffed environment, he would pull off a flong, the mould from which a printing stereotype is made, to show her.


It is lovely to picture this scene, which seems like some chivalric ritual of a medieval knight towards his lady. ‘The men would all stand to attention,’ says Sue. ‘This Sloane Ranger in pearls and a pink dress, wearing perfume – I don’t think they’d seen anything like it.’


Not many of them had. Whenever I told people what I did for a living, they always responded the same way. ‘That’s a very unusual job for a woman, isn’t it?’ I was Girl In The Press Box – the first woman on Fleet Street to be a general sportswriter, the only one who reported football, a pioneer. But as Hilary Bonner says, ‘We were all pioneers in our way.’ At the start of the 1970s, as the only girl in the newsroom among a band of drunken men, she fielded with a sweet smile comments such as, ‘Good afternoon, Hilary. You’re looking particularly radiant today. You must have had a very good fuck last night.’


And here’s Maureen Paton who, also in the early 1970s, was told by the chief sub on Melody Maker, with a certain amount of cynical amusement, that he knew exactly why she had got the job – because the editor had just been to a conference about bringing more women into journalism.


Another ten years, and things still hadn’t changed much. ‘You needed an incredibly thick skin because it was so male-dominated,’ says Wendy Holden. ‘The business of the day was done in the pub, not the office. A sense of humour was essential. The sexism was rampant. I wish I’d had a million pounds for every slap on the bum. We just lived with it.’


‘I’ve nothing against women, but why must they always infiltrate?’ bleated dear old Brian Chapman, the distinguished deputy sports editor of the Observer, when, in 1973, a group of female journalists campaigned unsuccessfully to be admitted to the men-only Press Club. All sorts of clubs and institutions were no-go places for us, sometimes not officially, either. You could be kept out with the excuse that, ‘We don’t have the facilities.’ At least El Vino’s was open in its disdain. Women were forbidden to enter via the front. A side door in an alleyway was where we were admitted, and then only if we were accompanied by a male. There we’d sit in a dim back room (women were banned from going up to the bar and ordering a drink), listening to the distant roars and trumpetings of the Gigantic Fleet Street Names at the front. It was a bit like standing against the outer wall of Regent’s Park Zoo.


Jennifer Selway, of the Observer and the Daily Express, was fifteen when she went to the Stones in the Park concert in 1969, the one when Mick Jagger released the butterflies, after Brian Jones had died. ‘Marianne Faithfull sitting by the side of the stage. Policed by Hell’s Angels. People sitting in trees. I was wearing a pink minidress and no shoes and I had ink on my fingers because I’d been doing exams. I sat with my friend Vicky and her brother Pete, who was at Essex University, which was hardcore, and he smoked dope, and I thought, This is the new world and I am part of this.’


The news hadn’t penetrated as far as Fleet Street, though. We might have felt it was the best time in British history to be a young woman. We might have shops full of cheap clothes designed by other young women because we didn’t have to dress like our mothers any more. We might no longer have to read magazines aimed at our mothers, either, because instead of knitting patterns, recipes and tantalising hints of debauchery from agony aunts (‘What you describe is perfectly normal and nothing to worry about’) we had Honey, the first magazine for young women, with its talk about premarital sex and all the other things we couldn’t ask our parents about. We might, after years of having it dinned into us that Nice Girls Didn’t Till They Got Married, have the Pill, so important it became a proper noun. We might have believed the world was at our feet at last. But in Fleet Street women were almost a separate species, pigeonholed as fashion mavens, agony aunts, bitchy columnists or experts on childcare and domestic life. Half the human race and its thoughts and insights were cordoned off in an area called The Women’s Pages. Our sphere of interest was deemed to be fashion, home and children. Anything ‘serious’ was written by men: politics, business, finance, sport, news itself.


Because this ‘women’s sphere’ was not considered important, neither were the vast majority of women journalists. The expression ‘glass ceiling’ only sprang into popular use in 1978, but we knew all about it well before; we’d hit our heads on that insidious, invisible barrier beyond which it was deemed tough or impossible for women to rise above a certain level in the hierarchy. According to David Robson, who in the mid-1970s edited the Sunday Times Look! section – basically its women’s pages – ‘Men were the ruling classes.’ Two decades later, when he was features editor of the Independent, they were still running everything. At neither paper were any women at the mid-morning editorial conference where the decisions were made as to what went in the paper. ‘At the Indie, once a week up until 1993, there would be a lunch for “assistant editors”,’ David recalled. ‘Out of eight or ten attendees, there would be no women.’ Moreover, any female who did manage to break the mould had to battle with the popular assumption that she hadn’t got her job through hard work and talent. No, it was obviously because she was sleeping with a powerful man. That, of course, only fuelled our resolve to hang on in there and prove our worth.


It’s easy to forget how beta-class women were for the first three-fifths of the twentieth century. This secondary status was enshrined in law, and perpetuated by it. To give examples, we might have earned fabulous salaries but they were – as they still are in many cases – disproportionately lower than men’s. We might have been household names, but as late as the mid-1970s we still needed our husband’s or father’s signature if we wanted a bank loan, or to buy something on hire purchase. Until 1982, it was still legal for a pub landlord to refuse to serve us a drink. Married women were not taxed independently; their income was treated as an addition to the earnings of their husbands. During that period, I sought a mortgage. Eventually I succeeded, but the process was so drawn-out, so seemingly unprecedented – a woman? wanting a mortgage? so she could buy her own house? – that I might have been asking to have the moon thrown into my arms.


Because our lives as journalists have spanned more than fifty years and a corresponding age gap exists between youngest and oldest, I decided not to tell our stories chronologically. Instead, I’ve concentrated on topics that have been common to all of us. What made us want to be journalists? How did we find a way in; and was it a struggle? Who helped us? What were the obstacles we faced? Did others find it as difficult and lonely as I sometimes did? If they had children, how did they manage the long hours and the social life that was an extension of working life? As David Robson says, ‘One of the nostrums and glories and tragedies of old-style journalism was that work–life balance played no part in it.’


Some of the issues that affected us – sexism, the gender pay gap, sexual harassment, maternity rights, childcare – were not peculiar to us as journalists, and it’s a sorry thought that these are still with us in the workplace now and that various rights – for instance, to women’s safe spaces – are newly endangered. But I don’t want to get all worthy and dreary because that is the last way to describe our Fleet Street lives. Of course there were pains. There was the stress of having to get your story, the imperative to file whatever the circumstances, the sexism and the groping, the pressure of having to be twice as good as our male peers to get anywhere. These were secondary, though, to the joys. Love, fame, laughter, money, excitement were all there for the taking and we knew that once we left Fleet Street nothing would ever be so naughty, thrilling, so ground-breaking again.


Newspaper headlines informed us that Woman Does This, or Woman Does That (followed by an article marvelling that a female person had run a marathon or become a neurosurgeon). Though it would be 1979 before Woman Becomes Prime Minister, we walked into Fleet Street with one intention. With what Angie Mulligan calls A&D – Ambition and Determination – we were going to achieve things we hadn’t been allowed to do in the past. The world was changing. We weren’t just part of that change; we were the journalists who were going to propel it forward. We were not going to settle for eulogising kitchen utensils or telling mothers how to bath baby. We were the new generation. We would go anywhere the men did, report anything, but we would allow ourselves to write as women, to be women, not just imitation men. We would go for some of those ‘ruling class’ jobs, so that we too could make decisions about what went into our papers. We would take what had been sidelined as ‘women’s interests’, prove they were relevant to everyone, and make sure our voices were heard.


We were going to break down the doors of the gentlemen’s club.




Chapter 2


Adorable Dads and Ambivalent Mothers


I did not grow up in a family that could be described as ‘bookish’. My mother’s taste was intellectually undemanding, with Georgette Heyer at the apogee and Mills & Boon the nadir. At least she read something. I never saw my father open a book, though I always had to pass my Beano on to him once I’d finished with it. In mitigation, though, I shall point to the amount of newsprint that cascaded through our letterbox: Telegraphs, Mails, Standards, the Evening News, the Sunday Express, the Sunday Dispatch and, after that closed in 1961, the Sunday Telegraph. We had four papers every weekday, two on Sundays, and six on Fridays when the local papers arrived. My father featured regularly in the latter – he was a great sitter on council committees – so my mother examined these minutely.


Scrolling through yards of microfilm at the British Library, I was astounded at how dismal and scrappy these newspapers from the 1950s and 60s look now. I’d remembered them in my mind’s eye as vivid and dramatic. I loved the dusting of ink they would leave on my fingers; I loved their smell and what accompanied their arrival, that feeling of joy and anticipation: Ooh, it’s a new day! New news!


‘I loved newspapers,’ said Valerie Grove – it was almost the first thing she said to me. ‘I collected cuttings from the 1950s and edited everything I could, like school magazines. My sister Alison had a friend, Rozzie, who had a horse called Will Sommers, after the court jester to Henry VIII, and we started Horse & Pony Times (price one penny).’


Tina Moran remembers much the same thing: ‘We had papers every day. Daily and Sunday Express, Bristol Evening Post. There were always newspapers in the house. A lot of journalists say that.’


Sue Peart and I share a memory. Albeit eight years apart, we were pupils at the same boarding school, a rather grand one in Suffolk that was a popular choice of MPs from the shires to educate their daughters. The right tone had to be set and only one paper passed muster. Both can still picture it – the copy of The Times placed every morning on a lectern in the school library. ‘It was kind of rationed,’ Sue reminded me, ‘which made it even more exciting and desirable. It was the highlight of my day. No competition – none of the other papers were allowed over the threshold. Beautifully edited. It was wonderful.’


Sue recalled the column by Mel Calman that ran across the bottom of the front page – The Best Place to Have Tea in Britain. In my day, that front page bore nothing so exciting; it was, in fact, deadly dull, just pile after pile of classified ads that put a barrier between the reader and the stories within, like a tinted window to a sex shop. I liked my news out there and vulgar. Between 1959 and 1961, when I attended the City of London School for Girls, I travelled on the Central line every morning in rush hour, beguiling the journey with a Daily Mirror bought covertly at the newsagent’s in the forecourt of Loughton station once my mother’s Ford Anglia had disappeared up the road. The Mirror was forbidden at home because, said my mother, it was working class but, between the end of the Second World War and the Beatles’ first LP, it outsold every other national paper.


I seized on it for the football coverage, which was jauntier and much more knowledgeable than in the stuffy Telegraph, but it was a long journey to Blackfriars so I read everything else as well. The paper contained everything an inquisitive pre-teen with a sheltered upbringing could want to know about this naughty world: jewellery heists, hangings, sex scandals, with much added spice in the form of which film star had been photographed ‘in a clinch’ with whom. You would not have learned a lot about the clinches if you read The Times. Nor would the eight-year-old Hilary Bonner from reading the Daily Mirror belonging to her grandad, which by the time he handed it over to her had holes in it where once had been its more prurient revelations.


‘We were a real newspaper family,’ she said. ‘The Western Morning News was delivered to us every day. Our neighbours took the Daily Express, and at one o’clock, when Dad hung the “Closed” sign on the door of his butcher’s shop and came home for his dinner, he and the neighbours would swap papers. Then in the evening the Express & Echo would be delivered.
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