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INTRODUCTION



In 1969, Rupert Murdoch bought the struggling Sun broadsheet paper and turned it into a number-one bestselling tabloid that would also carry the nickname ‘The Scum’.


Having inherited a newspaper from his father in Australia (as you do) and made it more profitable, Murdoch turned his attention to the UK, where he bought Sunday newspaper the News of the World, which you might know from such hits as hacking the phone of a murdered teenager and a name-and-shame campaign against paedophiles which led to vigilante attacks on a paediatrician’s house (paedophile, paediatrician – tomay-to, tom-paedo). But the Sun was the real beginning of an empire that would spread across the pond and give Murdoch the ear of the President of the United States – both literally on the phone and because Donald Trump will frothily regurgitate in tweet form whatever he has just seen on Murdoch’s Fox News.


But back to the Sun. Through it, Murdoch arguably revolutionised the media landscape by creating a paper more interested in desperately entertaining and gaining readers than anything trivial like getting your facts 100 per cent in order, and showing other proprietors that – in terms of profit – it’s one hell of a business model.


The Sun has claimed to win elections and appeared to have influence over politicians and politics well beyond what a boob pamphlet might merit. Editors of the Sun have been seen going in and out of Downing Street in a way you just don’t see with the people who run Jugs.


If you haven’t ever read the Sun (and I truly envy you), while the Guardian is like the slightly pious guy in your sociology seminar who’s done all the reading and really wants you to know it, and the Daily Mail is like your cantankerous elderly neighbour who almost certainly has Nazi memorabilia hidden away in her attic, the Sun is like your friend’s friend who’s fun to be around at first but ruins every night out at about 3 a.m. by ranting about ‘poofs’ (a term the Sun used constantly throughout the eighties). And though he’s always good with celebrity gossip and chats about which football team are kicking balls the best this year, you wish he’d stick to those topics rather than poisoning the mind of your friend with long rants about groups of people he reckons we should be ‘sending back’.


For those who don’t buy the paper, the Sun and its sister paper the News of the World have had a reputation for sleazy, sensationalist and questionable stories that they’ve thoroughly earned throughout the years. I imagine they’d rather people forget how ardently they stuck to this line in stories such as ‘Eastbenders’ – written by Piers Morgan – about the first gay kiss on EastEnders – and ‘The Truth’ (arguably their most infamous story) in which they smeared the victims of the Hillsborough disaster with claims that they had pissed on the dead. But if the Sun think it’s OK to air other people’s dirty laundry, then I think it’s fair that they have theirs aired in return. Because despite declining circulation figures they’ve still felt pushily relevant in the Brexit referendum and recent general elections, in the junior doctors’ strikes and in their obsession with an actress called Meghan Markle and her unemployed husband.


So whilst I’ve been fanning their skid-marked pages, I’ve been asking myself these questions:


Are they really the all-powerful newspaper they think they are? Do they really win elections, or just choose to back the people who are obviously going to win, like a weedy kid sucking up to the school bully in the hope that he won’t get the crap kicked out of him during the bully’s next monopoly commission? Do they influence their readers, or merely attempt to spell out what they’re thinking in order to appeal to them and sell more papers? In short, are they more like a sewage factory pumping out human waste, polluting an otherwise basically clean sea, or like a mirror placed above a toilet, reflecting shit?


A few notes to readers and/or lawyers:




• The book will mostly focus on the Sun but will – where relevant – briefly stray into the now-defunct News of the World.


• The book is not just a factual account of stories covered by the Sun, it also contains a lot of my opinion. A ridiculous amount of it, in fact. If something has happened, there’s a good chance I’ve had an opinion about it that I’m about to bore you with at length.


• I’ve picked ninety-nine stories from across the last fifty years because ninety-nine is as good a number as any and too many books have ‘101’ written on them, the amateurs. I’ve arranged stories in categories rather than listing them chronologically, so you can get a sense of the Sun’s principles across its lifespan – and because nothing says ‘humour book’ like chapters called ‘Misogyny’ and ‘Prejudice’.


• Along with the facts, there are some comic exaggerations. Fortunately, they’re so obvious that if you can’t spot them you’re likely incapable of reading sentences. For instance, if I was to say the News of the World hired a private detective who hacked Milly Dowler’s phone whilst she was missing and before her body was found, that would be a factual statement. If I was to say that there’s nothing they love more than a missing kid and probably ring the office missing-child bell, punch the air with excitement and sing ‘We’re in the Money’ the moment a white one goes missing, that would be hyperbole. It’s a buzzer not a bell.


• A lot of the Sun’s coverage over the years has been awful, but I’m of the opinion that that doesn’t mean a book about it should be entirely serious and self-important. If you’re looking for a complex dive into media theory that cites Baudrillard at every available opportunity I’d highly recommend Baudrillard, the absolute narcissist. But if you’re looking for a fun and at times horrible overview of the scandalous history of the Sun that I expect they’d rather you didn’t see, then you’re in the right place. Brace yourself, read on, and above all else don’t buy the Sun.








GLOSSARY



For those of you unfamiliar with the Sun’s ways, here is a run-down of the key parts.


Sun Says


The ‘Sun Says’ section of the paper is the editorial or leader: it states an opinion on the news as opposed to neutrally reporting the facts like the rest of the paper also doesn’t do. This is the section that makes clear the editorial stance of the paper, and often sounds like the reasonable common-sense talk of an especially gobby racist barfly boring the Wetherspoons staff at 11 a.m. on a Tuesday.


Page 3


This is the tabloid tradition of putting a woman with her boobs out on page 3 of the paper every day. This practice was started by the Sun in 1970, before being copied by other papers who noticed that the people-who-want-to-read-the-news demographic overlaps quite a lot with the people-who-are-horny demographic. The BBC like to pitch themselves as impartial, the Guardian as rigorous, and the Sun as here for you if you can’t decide whether you’d like to find out about today’s events or if you’ve got the horn.


Page 3, while called Page 3, could sometimes be pushed back to any of the odd numbers up to and including 9, depending on what tragic news was taking place that day. The readers didn’t seem to mind as long as the boob count within the paper was some multiple of two.


Wardrobe malfunction


A mainstay of the Sun has been the wardrobe malfunction, where some celebrity has accidentally shown a body part that was meant to be in their shirt and/or pants. Why pay a professional model when, occasionally, a celebrity’s skirt will catch a gust of wind and – if you happen to be at a low enough angle outside the taxi with the right telephoto lens – you can accidentally get a photograph of her bum.


The term ‘wardrobe malfunction’ makes it sound like a tailor has fucked up and done some sloppy sewing, leading to the bum or boob slip, when really it’s more about the paparazzi following celebs on beaches like a pervert Jaws who prays to Satan that a wave knocks off their victim’s bikini.


Nip slip


See Wardrobe malfunction, but for some reason the nipples have their own special terminology.


Bingo


Unlike broadsheets, tabloids like the Sun don’t stick to trying to win over readers by being readable. As well as the generous serving of boobies, they like to run bingo competitions that keep the readers coming back, the theory being that whilst you might skip a newspaper every few days, you won’t if there’s a chance you might win thousands of pounds by buying it.


You the Jury


The Sun likes to ask questions of their readers in a section called ‘You the Jury’ (as though whatever decision readers come to is the final say in the matter), a bit like a toddler tugging at your shirt and asking ‘Why is the sky blue?’ Except they’re an adult asking ‘Should we bring back hanging?’ and other questions that – had your kid asked them – would make you start to wonder if they might be the Antichrist.


If I had to rename it, a good candidate would be ‘Crowbarring Open the Overton Window’ or ‘Let’s Frame Questions in a Way that Keeps Debate Quite Fucking Right Wing Indeed, Please’.


Front page


Going to take a stab in the dark and guess you know what a front page is, but just to reiterate for when you’re reading stories like ‘Orville in sex romp’ or an exposé on the secret lives of the Teletubbies, bear in mind that this page is to highlight what the Sun think are the most important stories in the world that day, and the surrounding smaller stories are the things they think will entice readers to buy a copy.





MISOGYNY









‘SAM, 16, QUITS A-LEVELS FOR OOH-LEVELS’


17 November 1970
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For a paper that likes to name and shame paedophiles, the Sun sure did like to feature images of the breasts of sixteen- to seventeen-year-old girls.


OK, going to level with you here: this is not the sentence I’d like to have started my book with. It’s probably the last sentence I ever wanted to start any book with, and not just because it’s distasteful. Bestsellers tend to start with something like ‘Harry was a wizard’ or ‘Christian Grey and Anastasia Steele were porking again’, not ‘Hey, you know who used to love to publish what we’d now call indecent pictures of a child?’


But I felt that if I had to talk about Page 3 it would be somewhat odd to do it on page 9. So, like the Sun making everyone on a train see boobs the second an old pervert opens a paper, I’m going to throw you right into the Page 3 material.


Alright, here we go.


Exactly a year after the Sun relaunched as a tabloid under new management, they showed everyone what kind of paper they’d like to become by printing their first boobs. Breasts had appeared in newspapers before – in articles about health, or when talking about nudist beaches – but the new innovation from the Sun was they would just show you naked women for no reason at all. Here are some nipples, no I’m not going to justify it, just enjoy looking at them on the train whilst surrounded by possibly uncomfortable commuters, you honking great pervert.


German model Stephanie Rahn was pictured in a field, shot from the side: the Sun dipped their toes into the water by only showing the one boob. The move – as they’d probably expected – stirred up controversy, which Larry Lamb (real name Albert, and the editor at the time) used to his advantage. When the paper was banned from libraries and there were anti-pornography marches against it, it merely intrigued more people to buy it. By the following year, daily circulation had swelled from 1.5 million to 2.1 million and Page 3’s erection has long been attributed as a factor. (Nope, I’m not even sorry.)


Throughout the seventies, the paper stuck to a reasonably tasteful tone to pictures. Journalists allege the Page 3 editors would show the images to female members of staff to check that they weren’t too slimy, a strange and rarely heard-of version of ‘feminism’ where thrusting images of half-naked ladies in your employees’ faces and asking ‘Is this too dirty?’ is somehow OK.


But in the eighties, the paper upped the sleaze and began making stars of their models. Not all of them could buy pints.


Sixteen-year-old Samantha Fox would go on to be probably the Sun’s most famous glamour model. She was first pictured topless under the title ‘Sam, 16, Quits A-Levels for Ooh-Levels’. I’d argue it’s no age to have to deal with creeps, and creeps did come a-creeping. On 30 January 1984, for instance, one man wrote in to the Sun to say that he’d built up a collection of photos of Samantha Fox but his mum had burned them (my guess would be because she’d rightly deduced collecting naked photos of a sixteen-yearold is the behaviour of a serial killer). He asked the paper to print more pictures of her for his stash and they obliged, printing quotes from the man like ‘She would go down a treat if she ever came down here. She has a lovely body’ and ‘I’m thinking of emigrating to Australia and I’d love to take Sam with me’ – sentences that should only really be read in a court transcript.


The models were so young they hadn’t done much in their lives by this point to talk about, so the pictures would be accompanied by captions about how ‘Laura, 17, has just passed an NVQ in the meat industry. But she’s also a prime bit of rump-ty herself’ (26 August 1996). And ‘Zoe, 16, from Bristol, has been swotting up all term and has just finished taking nine GCSE exams. But now it’s our turn for a bit of study. It was never this fun at school!’ (5 July 1989).


In fairness to the Sun, fellow tabloid the Daily Sport went further – counting down the days until a model’s sixteenth birthday, when it could legally photograph her topless. (‘I think if you check the date in her passport you’ll find we’re not technically nonces, officer.’) The Sun is obviously not responsible for what the Daily Sport did, but you could argue that they at least paved the way by being the first to market, creating a ready readership who expected news with a side of nipple.


Use of younger Page 3 girls became less frequent in the nineties and eventually the Sun was forced to stop photographing sixteen-year-old girls with their breasts out altogether when parliament passed the Sexual Offences Act 2003, which made it illegal. It’s never great when the passing of something called the Sexual Offences Act stops you from doing something that you might otherwise continue to do.


‘Had to make a few changes to the job lately.’


‘Oh yeah, why’s that?’


‘Oh, because the new Sexual Offences Act reclassified what I was doing as child pornography.’


‘Right.’


‘Can’t do anything these days—’


‘I’ll be honest, I’m dialling 999 in my pocket.’








THE SEXY CONFESSIONS OF AA MAN IN RAPE CASE


2 May 1979
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In 1979, the Sun published the headline ‘THE SEXY CONFESSIONS OF AA MAN IN RAPE CASE’, about a man who would go on to be convicted of rape, like those were perfectly ordinary phrases you just jam together in a sentence, like ‘elegant soirée’ or ‘multiple stab wounds’.


Historically, the Sun has had a problem of reporting sexual crimes, including rape, in a way that’s quite jarring to modern eyes. I’d summarise this as quite a niche condition, where you can’t stop seeing the word ‘sexy’ when the word is actually just ‘sex’, like how Boris Johnson sees ‘another job well done, big boy’ when it’s just a graph showing the worst coronavirus death toll in Europe.


Some years later, on 15 March 1985, a doctor was taken to a disciplinary hearing for alleged sexual assaults on several patients, including a rape that resulted in the birth of a child. The Sun went with the headline ‘SEXY DOC’S BLACK BABY SHOCK’. Little journalism tip: there are virtually no circumstances in which it’s necessary to relay how fuckable you find an alleged rapist, least of all as your main title.


The next day – under the headline ‘SEXY DOC SEIZED MY BOOBS’ – they covered the allegations of a woman who said she was assaulted whilst seeking treatment for an itchy nose. They did so in unnecessary detail: ‘Miss Y, wearing a grey sweater and smart green tartan skirt shook with emotion as she told the inquiry of an assault when she was 14 years old . . . and how a man had sucked her nipples’ and ‘he took hold of my nipples, one in each hand – and started twisting with his fingers for a couple of seconds. He then leaned over and started licking my breasts one at a time.’ Which are the details you need to give during an inquiry to establish the facts, but not exactly stuff you need to report. Unless, of course, your main concern in writing the piece is entertaining and mildly titillating an audience in a two-page spread – then by all means crack on.


These crude headlines have spanned the years of the paper, growing even more creepy when dealing with statutory rape. ‘SIR’S BABY OIL SEX ROMP WITH GIRL OF 15’ read one from 3 November 1990, about a man being jailed for ‘unlawful sexual intercourse and indecent assault’. Their hot take was that the man had been ‘jailed over lessons in love’ and the article made reference to how ‘well developed and streetwise’ the victim was, as well as describing the encounters as ‘steamy’.


Another report of underage sex ran under the headline ‘DISHY DAVID TAUGHT ME HOW TO LOVE’ (1 March 1985), which was about a man who had allegedly had sex with an underage girl of fifteen. So why not include pictures of the girl in her bikini next to the headline, as well as on the front page, like a housemate saying ‘You don’t want to know what some pervert’s gone and done in the toilet’ before demanding you march in there to take a peek?


If you’re thinking, sure it’s bad, but the twentieth century was a different time, then 1) I won’t be inviting you round for dinner; and 2) here’s a headline just for you from 25 March 2003: ‘NUDE NURSE RAN THROUGH HOTEL “TO FLEE RANDY VET”’, neatly demonstrating how the Sun was still willing to use alleged sexual harassment for entertainment.


The ‘SEXY CONFESSIONS OF AA MAN IN RAPE CASE’ – with its quotes about conquests told by the (later jailed) defendant during the trial to bolster his defence that the encounter was consensual – is included here not for how shocking it is, but for how surprisingly ordinary it was for a paper that has at times seemed to see rape cases as just another way of entertaining their audience.


‘I’ve got a story about someone who’s confessed to seventeen rapes,’ editor Kelvin MacKenzie allegedly said during his tenure. ‘If it’s a record, I want it on the front page.’








COP’S SEXY SNAPS SEDUCED KATHY, 15


7 September 1988
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The Sun seems to have a small subgenre of crime I’d categorise as ‘cop might be a sex offender, but the Sun thinks he’s a bit of a lad’.


‘RANDY motorcycle cop Peter West took sexy snaps of an under-age beauty – then made her his mistress, a court heard yesterday,’ one such article began on 7 September 1988. ‘The married policeman photographed 15-yearold Kathy [NAME REDACTED BY ME] pouting in a skimpy dress and suspenders as she straddled his powerful bike.’ Odd to throw in the detail about the bike – this is the story of a man getting convicted for a sex crime, not Top Gear – but OK.


The story continued in this weird tone, giving a lot of space to the convicted officer to explain how it was all fine. This would be like having a ten-minute slot at the end of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre for Leatherface to explain how, in the long run, needlessly chainsawing endless victims was good for carbon emissions.


‘Girls grow up very quickly these days, she knew what she was letting herself in for,’ was amongst other choice quotes. It was also made clear how the officer had been a credit to the force, other than that slight blip where he broke the law by repeatedly having sex with an underage girl.


The man now wanted to make a career as a photographer: presumably it could be a boost to his career to say ‘Whilst it’s not exactly an exhibition, they were once named “Exhibit B” when my photographs were used as evidence against me in court.’


There are a lot of words you can use to describe a thirty-one-year-old man photographing and then having unlawful sex with a fifteen-year-old but ‘steamy’ and ‘sex romps’ aren’t among them. Unless you’re the Sun in the eighties, of course; then that’s totally legit.


Unbelievably, they then printed the pictures the cop was fired for, which I guess you could argue was done out of newsworthiness. But they were captioned ‘Tantalising . . . lovely Kathy’ and ‘Stunner . . . Kathy’s provocative pose’ and ‘sultry . . . Kathy pictured by her lover’ while she was casually described throughout the article as ‘the schoolgirl stunner’, ‘his lovely Lolita’, ‘leggy’.


This is not the only article that appears to have been written by a prisoner on day release from a nonce wing. A teacher who was jailed after ‘unlawful sex’ with his fourteen-year-old student was described as giving her ‘lessons in love’ on 23 April 1977. Another, titled ‘SEXY SECRETS OF RUFUS’S HAYLOFT’, from 27 January 1978 invites you to think from the title ‘hmm, sounds horny’ before they hit you with the fact that it’s a police matter. The ‘sexy’ secret the sixty-eight-year-old farmer was alleged to be hiding was a ‘sex syndicate’ (the Sun’s words) involving thirteen- to sixteen-year-old girls that allegedly met in his hayloft. The Sun somewhat bafflingly chose to describe the girls as ‘a “hard core” of ten good-time pupils’. I’m youngish, though, so maybe that was the preferred term for ‘victims of a paedophile gang’ in the seventies.








NEWS IN BRIEFS


14 January 2003
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After its introduction back in 1970, Page 3 rumbled along as it always had, educating the minds of its readers into thinking it was perfectly acceptable for women to be naked alongside their morning coffees. Then in 2003, Rebekah Wade (later Rebekah Brooks) became editor, succeeding David Yelland. According to the Guardian, some media pundits had speculated that she might put an end to Page 3.


However, that turned out to be wronger than Marmite yoghurt. On her first day at the paper, on 14 January 2003, she turned up wearing an actual ‘I love Page 3’ badge and had a model on page 3 as usual, under the title ‘Rebekah from Wapping’ (Wapping was where the Sun was printed at the time), just to make her feelings clear. Then, during her reign, a new feature was added: News in Briefs. The topless photos were accompanied by quotes from the models. Which sounds like a good idea at first, until you realise what they were ‘saying’.


‘Sam is pleased British Gas plans to freeze its prices but thinks it should go further. She said: “Surely after a winter of huge profits, British Gas could cut them. It should remember the words of US writer Denis Waitley, ‘You must consider the bottom line, but make it integrity before profits.’”’ (14 May 2013).


And:


‘RUTH welcomed tougher laws on paedophiles – but she is incredibly suspicious that Home Secretary John Reid unveiled them just before retiring to the backbenches’ (14 June 2007).


Another, from 3 February 2004, said, ‘Zoe is 29 and here are her breasts. She endorses the war on Iraq and thinks they should use more Scud missiles to target war orphans.’ OK, it didn’t, but I’m only exaggerating slightly. It actually read:


‘Zoe is certain Tony Blair was right to take Britain into the war with Iraq. She said: “You don’t need to be an international diplomat to realise the world is better off without Saddam. We should be proud of what has been achieved.”’


The aim of this mind-numbing and unsexy new feature is not clear. Were readers meant to find it arousing that the model echoed their opinion on gas prices, or was it meant to add an extra layer of difficulty to them climaxing, now that at the back of their mind they were thinking about the Iraq War? It’s also suspicious just how closely the quotes echoed the editorial line, such as ‘Melanie wants the government to get tough on benefits cheats’ (16 August 2004), and it would be interesting from a scientific perspective to find out if sentences like ‘Melanie thinks the poor should be left to die’ made it more or less difficult for Sun readers to crank one out.


People say that pornography these days gives kids unrealistic expectations with regards to sex, but picture what it would have been like if your first introduction to women being naked was News in Briefs. ‘I see you’ve got your top off, Michelle. Before we get down to business, I expect you’d like to tell me which group of immigrants you reckon should go home.’


Other models were quoted reciting obscure philosophical quotes, or world leaders, to back up their points. One woman, hands on her head, nipples pointed at the reader, reeled off a line from Gandhi, and I’ve spent far too much time wondering what he’d make of it if he knew.


‘Danni says: “I’ve often wondered how quarks and other subatomic particles gain mass. So I was relieved to hear of the discovery of a new sub-atomic particle”,’ one sciency News in Briefs read on 8 July 2012. ‘“We can now say with certainty that a form of Higgs Boson ‘sticks’ to fundamental particles of matter. That’s one less thing for me to worry about.”’


Now, Danni could easily have been a university student studying physics, but I’d hazard a guess that this line was actually written by the same journo who thought it was funny to give models lines from philosophers. The (crap and misogynistic) joke being ‘hahaha they’re pretty, they can’t be smart too’.








‘FAT, JEALOUS’ CLARE BRANDS PAGE 3 PORN


14 January 2004
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In 2004, the Sun spliced the MP Clare Short’s head onto a Page 3 model’s body because she had the audacity to say she didn’t like the page as a concept.


Short had called for a ban in 1987, introducing a parliamentary bill for it to be outlawed. Her complaint wasn’t from a place of puritanism. Personally – and I don’t want to sound like a prude – if you’re going to look at naked bodies I strongly feel like you should do it within the confines of a confession booth before doing a whole buttload of penance, but that wasn’t her objection. She didn’t support a separate bill to remove obscenity from the media and other published works (including sexual imagery, sexual language and images of graphic violence); what she wanted was legislation to ‘remove the degrading images of women as available sex objects that were circulated in the mainstream of society through the tabloid press’.


The bill failed – it was, to be fair to it, a shit bill and would have seen medical textbooks being thrown in the same skips as hardcore pornography – and seventeen years went by. Then, in 2004, at a Westminster lunch reported by the Guardian, Short said she’d still love to ban it, and to ‘take the pornography out of our press’.


The Sun reacted in a completely normal and not at all batshit fashion, sending a busload of Page 3 models to Short’s house, where she lived with her elderly mother. The models were tasked with getting a photo with Short, but ended up only being able to get a photo with her door. The paper then ran several pages about the ‘story’, even though Short was a backbencher with limited opportunities to implement any kind of ban, having resigned from the government in 2003.


In an article titled ‘“FAT, JEALOUS CLARE” BRANDS PAGE 3 PORN’ – with quotes from Sun models calling her a ‘killjoy’ as well as ‘jealous and fat’ – it placed her head on top of a topless model. Because nothing screams ‘we do not objectify women’ like taking a naked woman, cutting off her head but keeping her breasts, and replacing her head with that of another woman, who you’re calling fat while attempting to humiliate for having thoughts.


One of the far too many pages declared ‘SHORT ON LOOKS SHORT ON BRAINS’. On another were eight models with their breasts out under the title ‘THIS ONE’S FOR YOU, CLARE’. An accompanying ‘News in Briefs Special’ said that ‘Clare Short has built up her career by slagging off us Page Three girls’ – she hadn’t – ‘well it’s time for us to have our say’, going on to call Page 3 empowering for models and telling Short to ‘put a sock in it’. Bear in mind that there are eight of them on this page, apparently talking in unison like the Borg, and it all comes across quite threatening.


Whether or not it’s empowering for the models themselves (sorry, reader, I am not going to solve this debate in the word count), it missed Short’s point entirely, which was that she felt it was damaging to society to have these images circulated in the mainstream media where they could be easily viewed in public.


All in all, the Sun got a long line-up of Page 3 models, plus sleazy nightclub owner Peter Stringfellow, MPs and people who just liked pornography to have a go at Short. The message was clear. Step out of line, MPs and public figures, and we will hound you.


In 2014, Rebekah Brooks would tell the phone-hacking trial that she regretted the ‘cruel and harsh’ attack on Short that day. But, really hammering it home, the ‘Sun Says’ section had reiterated that models had called Short ‘fat and ugly’, adding ‘Who are we to disagree with their verdict?’








BBQ DAD KILLED 6 OVER WIFE’S AFFAIR


13 August 2012
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Occasionally, the media will look at the case of a guy bludgeoning his family to death with a spade and think, the wife is to blame for this somehow, I’ll bet.


Take, for example, Damian Rzeszowski, who in 2011 killed his wife and children, and his wife’s friends, at a family barbecue. The Sun wrote that he ‘slaughtered six people at a family barbecue after he flipped over his wife’s affair’ (15 January 2011), implying that his wife had some sort of partial culpability. In a later article, from 16 August 2011, he was described as a ‘doting dad’ and a ‘great father’.


While a photo of the children had the simple and blameless caption ‘so innocent’, his wife received the explanation ‘just six weeks earlier Rzeszowski had learned Izabela, 30, was cheating on him’.


In an article from 15 February 2011 about a separate killing, and as later highlighted in a study by the University of Hertfordshire on how the media portrays domestic violence, the Sun made it sound an awful lot like they were blaming the victim of murder for her own murder because her job paid too well.


‘The carnage is thought to have been triggered by a long-running dispute between Bluestone and high-flying administrator Jill, his second wife, over her yearning to move nearer her job,’ they wrote. ‘She earned £40,000 as the head of Basildon District Council’s policy and performance unit. And she faced rush-hour car journeys of up to two hours to reach her office in Essex. Karl earned £25,000 as part of a special police team tackling crime.’


So who is the real monster here? No, wait, it’s the guy who killed his wife.


The same study found ‘evidence aplenty of perpetrator responsibility for abuse receding from view’, including an article from 2002 which, well, just read:


‘Lawyer Les Humes stabbed his wife to death in front of their children after she told him she was cheating on him . . . Humes worked long hours to provide his family with a comfortable lifestyle and a beautiful home.’


Kudos, Mr Humes, for providing a pretty house in which you could stab your wife.


An article from 15 February 2011 quoted a neighbour of a man who murdered his kids, saying how committed he was to his family, while ‘all his wife’ – who didn’t murder her kids – ‘did was sleep and go to work’, the MONSTER.


Murdered but haven’t cheated on the murderer or earned a salary? No problem – you can still get the blame for your own death if you’re a woman who drinks alcohol. In 2016, the Sun came under fire for an article about a rape and murder victim which they put out on Twitter under the caption ‘Woman “drank six Jagerbombs in ten minutes on the night she was raped and murdered”’, as if the amount she’d drunk on a night out made her in some way responsible for her own murder.


So if you don’t want to be portrayed as partly to blame for your own murder, then try not to cheat – even if it turns out to be on some kind of murderous arsehole, that’s no excuse – not provide enough money or earn slightly too much money, and for fuck’s sake, don’t enjoy yourself on a night out. Is that too much to ask?








PAGE 3 V BREAST CANCER


4 March 2014
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In 2014, the Sun was facing more and more pressure from protest group No More Page 3 to stop with the softcore pornography already. The campaign had begun in August 2012 when Lucy Anne Holmes noticed that, despite all the success of athletes at the London Olympic Games, the most prominent image of a woman in the paper was on page 3. She founded No More Page 3, which went on to lobby companies, such as Lego, not to advertise in the Sun. People were starting to find it weird and anachronistic to have stories of war and murder and terrorism and then some tits and then straight back to some more killing. (Yes, it’s weird that it took until the 2010s for this to get some attention but you have to understand – those generations were too busy with Tamagotchis and cornering the property market so that no future generation could ever dream of owning a home to notice all the rampant misogyny.) Universities began boycotting the paper, calling for the page to be removed.


Before Page 3 was finally ended in 2015, the Sun genuinely tried to do some good with the format – or tried to get a bit of good publicity for it, depending on how cynical you are.


They launched a ‘Check ’em Tuesday’ campaign in conjunction with the breast cancer charity CoppaFeel!, which featured topless models holding their breasts (as per) but also encouraged women to check their own for lumps. The tone was odd, asking women to name their breasts (‘Lacey has Ant & Dec! What do you call yours? Check ’em Tuesday urges you to name your boobs’) and having models licking their lips while looking down at their breasts (in promotion of the campaign online). Which, correct me if I’m wrong, is not a classic way of performing a breast exam. But nevertheless, the campaign tried to raise awareness in women about getting to know their own breasts and what to look for when inspecting them. However, it’s a fair bet that it wasn’t women who were looking at the campaign anyway.


While many welcomed it, a lot of others saw it as a shield the Sun could use whenever Page 3 was criticised, along the lines of ‘Well, our campaign with all those breasts you so despise helped save lives. I suppose you’d prefer it if they all died of cancer, would you?’ They didn’t exactly help themselves when the front page of 4 March 2014 read ‘PAGE 3 V BREAST CANCER’ like if you weren’t backing Page 3 you were actively siding with cancer, the only two options available.


For their trouble, End Violence Against Women named the editor of the paper ‘Sexist of the Year 2014’, making special mention of the campaign.


‘Our warmest congratulations to David Dinsmore for his valiant persistence in peddling pornography under the guise of “news”,’ they said in their announcement. ‘Mr Dinsmore no doubt provoked more nominations than any other sexist this year for his additional daring in creating a cancer prevention campaign as a blatant cover for continued daily sexual objectification of women. Transparent!’


A Sun spokesperson hit back: ‘On a day in which 150 women were executed by the Islamic State for refusing to marry IS militants’ – which isn’t a great start to a defence; it’s like if your boss said ‘Hmmm, these spreadsheets are a little off’ and you reacted by telling them how many people were killed on 9/11 – ‘to target a newspaper that has run high-profile campaigns against domestic violence and supported the causes of rape victims and victims of serial abuse is both absurd and ridiculous . . . At least four female Sun readers have said they owe their lives to the Sun’s Check ’em Tuesday campaign, which only the most closed-minded would deny is a great outcome.’


And it’s true. Several readers, splashed across the front pages, had found lumps after seeing the Sun’s campaign. It probably genuinely saved lives. It’s just amazing that even when they try to do something good they end up having to defend their misogynistic default setting and casually have to throw in ‘OH COME ON, WE’RE MUCH BETTER THAN ISIS’.


It might be naive of me to think that the campaign was anything other than a PR stunt, but on this occasion, I don’t think I’m going to come down on the side of ‘they’re no heroes, they just wanted to print pictures of breasts’. They had got away with printing the pictures for forty-four years: why suddenly, desperately try to justify it like this? I think they probably just tried to do something good but, with no self-awareness of how damaging their history of misogyny was to their reputation, they did it with all the grace and dignity of a tranquillised newborn foal trying to tap dance on jelly.


The Sun eventually dropped Page 3 in January 2015, but not before being dicks about it. They printed an edition with no topless Page 3 girl, and newspapers covered the end of the era widely. Then, just like James Cameron announcing an Avatar sequel for no fathomable or justifiable reason at all, they brought it back a few days later, on 22 January, writing ‘Further to recent reports in all other media outlets, we would like to clarify that this is Page 3 and this is a picture of Nicole, 22, from Bournemouth. We would like to apologise on behalf of the print and broadcast journalists who have spent the last two days talking and writing about us.’





CELEBRITY









FREDDIE STARR ATE MY HAMSTER


13 March 1986
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For those unfamiliar, Freddie Starr was a comedian and impressionist who was very popular in the seventies. He was also, thanks to a notorious newspaper story, an alleged consumer of rodent sandwiches.


On 13 March 1986, the Sun ran the headline ‘Freddie Starr Ate My Hamster’. The story alleged that the comedian went to stay at a friend’s house after a gig, whereupon he demanded a sandwich from his friend’s girlfriend – twenty-three-year-old model Lea La Salle – like he’d mistaken her for a branch of Pret.


When no sandwich was forthcoming, the Sun wrote, Freddie naturally grabbed her pet hamster, named Supersonic, and proceeded to put it between two slices of bread and start crunching it down before you could even recommend adding mayo.


‘It’s something I’ll never forget,’ La Salle allegedly told the paper (though a later account from her would claim that she never said this). ‘He put my hamster between two slices of bread and started eating it. He thought it was hilarious. He just fell about laughing. I was sick and horrified. He killed my pet.’


To give you a sense of the level of scandal we’re talking here, it would be like if the Daily Mail revealed tomorrow that Michael McIntyre made a chihuahua into a broth.


Having been approached by the paper with the story and the fact they were going to run it, this left Freddie – a man who insisted he had never eaten a hamster – with two options: deny eating a hamster, which gives people the opportunity to run stories like ‘Why’s he denying eating hamsters? That makes me feel like there’s some truth in there’ or ignore it and run the risk of further ‘Freddie Starr is refusing to deny eating hamsters, the SHIT’ headlines.


Freddie chose to deny the story (correctly identifying it as the slightly better of the two options), which you’ll be shocked to learn didn’t help much. When you see something on the front page of a newspaper, people tend to think there must be some truth to it.
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